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Preface 

The Effects of the War 

In a wide 
overview of the 
entire region, 
different 
political, social, 
and cultural 
effects of the 
war are detailed 
and analyzed. 

T he Centre for Baltic and East European 
Studies (CBEES) was founded in 2005 at 

Södertörn University, Stockholm. The centre 
promotes and develops research and doctoral 
studies on the Baltic Sea region and Central and 
Eastern Europe. CBEES organizes conferenc-
es, workshops, webinars, public lectures and a 
series of Advanced seminars. Its academic staf 
consists of professors, research coordinators, 
postdocs, guest researchers and PhD students 
connected to the graduate school BEEGS. 
CBEES also publishes Baltic Worlds, a quarterly 
scholarly journal which, like this Report and 
CBEES itself, is funded by the Swedish Foun-
dation for Baltic and East European Studies 
(Östersjöstiftelsen). 

The CBEES State of the Region Report is an 
annual publication, reporting and refecting 
on social and political developments in the 
Baltic Sea Region and Eastern Europe, each 
year taking a new topical perspective. The 
frst report, covering events in 2020, focused 
mainly on constructions and reconstructions 
of national historical memory in the region and 
the various forms of instrumentalizing the past. 
The 2021 report made a wide comparative study 
of Far-Right movements in the region, and their 
connection to populist politics and tendencies 
towards authoritarianism. The 2022/23 report 
instead focused on the challenges posed by envi-
ronmental issues: how the diferent states in the 
region handles matters connected to pollution, 
mismanagement of natural resources, the efects 
of climate change and the problems connected 
to garbage deposits and nuclear waste. 

This year’s report concerns the far-ranging 
and pivotal changes caused by Russia’s war 
against Ukraine. In a wide overview of the 
entire region, diferent political, social, and 
cultural efects of the war are detailed and 
analyzed. It seems that we are now returning 
to a polarized world order, with Putin’s Russia 
bent towards neo-imperialism, isolationism, 
and increasing authoritarianism, tendencies 
that clearly produced the ongoing war and have 
fundamentally changed the political landscape 
in the entire region for the foreseeable future. 
While this unjust war is naturally hardest 
for the fghting nation of Ukraine, its efects 
are much more far-reaching and in need of a 
thorough and comprehensive analysis. We are 
confdent that this report will be a vital part of 
that endeavor. 

N inna Mörner has edited the report, with 
the assistance of CBEES researchers 

Joakim Ekman, Irina Sandomirskaja, Yulia 
Gradskova, Julia Malitska, Tora Lane and Cagla 
Demirel. We hope that the report will stimu-
late debate within the academic community as 
well as public discussion on these very crucial 
matters. ● 

Anna Maria Jönsson 
Deputy Vice-Chancellor for Research 

Södertörn University 

Per Bolin 
Director of CBEES 

Södertörn University 
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Introduction 

A World Come Undone? 
The War in Ukraine and Geopolitical 
Orientations in Central and Eastern Europe 
by Joakim Ekman 

T he unprovoked Russian attack on Ukraine, grow-
ing US–China rivalry, and the Israel–Hamas war 

have had profound efects on what is conventionally 
referred as the world order. Presently, the prospects for 
the arrangement of a global order based on the principles 
of liberal democracy, the rule of law, respect for human 
rights and sustainable economic growth look unrealistic. 
Instead, current assessments of future global trends tend 
to emphasize the global expansion of authoritarianism, 
increased geopolitical competition and economic pro-
tectionism.1 This does not mean that the world is falling 
apart, but it certainly means that the capacity for dealing 
with global challenges (such as climate change and world 
poverty) has sufered. 

Moreover, one might argue that the entire post-com-
munist period fnally came to an end with the outbreak 
of war in February 2022, although some have argued that 
this happened already in 2014 with the Russian invasion 
of the Crimean Peninsula.2 Putin’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine fundamentally changed the conditions for inter-
national cooperation; and the war has impacted regional 
stability and threatened the entire project of European 
integration. Geo-economic fragmentation has emerged 
as a threat to food and energy security. The aim of the 
CBEES State of the Region Report 2024 is to map out 
reactions to and consequences of the war in contempo-
rary Central and Eastern Europe. We cover countries in 
all parts of the region: in the Baltics, in Central Europe, in 
the Balkans, and in Eastern Europe and parts of Central 
Asia. Also, we have included cases from Scandinavia and 

the North: Sweden and Finland, as well as Germany and 
Turkey. Topics covered here include political issues, pri-
marily relating to security, but also to democracy versus 
authoritarian rule, as well as environmental protection, 
migration and demographic changes, and the changing 
prospects for knowledge production. 

Public Opinion and 
Geopolitical Orientations 
The war has made ordinary citizens in Central and 
Eastern Europe more aware of their geopolitical options. 
Since 1989, virtually all countries in Eastern Europe have 
experienced political and economic integration with 
Western Europe. This involves, in simple terms, exposure 
to market economy (or neo-liberalism) and democracy, 
including liberal values, pluralism and minority rights. 
For some countries, exposure has taken place as either 
EU candidates or full members, or as members of NATO 
(or both); for others, the exposure has been limited to 
trade, tourism, labor migration or culture and mass 
media. 

P revious research has demonstrated a distinct 
gap between populations in Western Europe and 

post-communist citizens regarding basic values and at-
titudes,3 which is further bolstered by a generation gap.4 

While the culture gap between “East” and “West” has 
received a lot of scholarly attention in terms of public at-
titudes towards democracy5 and European integration,6 

there is less research about geopolitical orientations 
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Introduction 

among ordinary citizens in Central and Eastern Europe 
(cf. below): meaning in this context, attitudes to the EU 
versus Russia or, alternatively, attitudes relating to a lib-
eral-democratic Western civilization versus an authori-
tarian, anti-liberal alternative.7 Of course, the dissolution 
of the Soviet Union brought the issue to the fore. After 
the Cold War, people’s cultural and religious identities 
were predicted to become the most important sources 
of confict in the world.8 Moreover, globalization has 
made geopolitical orientations an intrinsic component of 
national identity.9 Still, it was only with the Russian war, 
starting with the annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the 
full-scale invasion in early 2022, that geo-cultural be-
longing re-emerged as one of the most crucial questions 
for contemporary European societies. 

Existing studies on geopolitical 
orientations (among ordinary citi-
zens) typically covers public attitudes 
towards foreign and security policy, 
perceived borders of the state and the 
cultural closeness of other countries, 
including historical relations.10 One 
example is O’Loughlin, Toal and 
Kolosov, who have looked at public 
beliefs that they live in a “Russian 
world” (Russkii mir), drawing on public opinion polls 
from southeastern Ukraine and three Russian-supported 
de facto states (Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Trans-
nistria). In that study, geopolitical orientations equal 
respondents’ levels of trust in the Russian president and 
attitudes towards Russians in general.11 In a similar way, 
Vardomatsky analyses public opinion in Belarus, drawing 
on the question “Which union would be better for Bela-
rusians: the European Union or a union with Russia?”12 

Analyzing public geopolitical preferences in Georgia, 
Moldova and Ukraine, Torres-Adan constructs a four-
fold classifcation where the central distinction is the one 
between supporters of the Eurasian Economic Union 
(”Easternizers”) and supporters of the European Union 
(”Westernizers”).13 Onuch and Sasse have analyzed an-
ti-regime protests in Belarus, drawing on online surveys. 
Here, diferent geopolitical orientations are understood 
as foreign policy preferences: support for joining the 
EU, support for joining the Russian Federation, and 
agreement/disagreement with the statement that the 
biggest threat to Belarus is Russia.14 Finally, drawing on 
a representative opinion poll from late 2019 and early 
2020, O’Loughlin and Toal measure geopolitical ori-
entations among Belarusians by focusing on attitudes 

towards future foreign policy alternatives: preference for 
a neutral position between Russia and the West; support 
for joining the European Union; preference for staying in 
the Eurasian Economic Union; support for staying close 
to both the EU and the EAEU; and locating Belarus on a 
scale from 0 (the West) to 10 (Russia).15 

Two-thirds 
of Europeans 

in 10 countries 
consider Russia 
as an ‘adversary’. 

H owever, research focusing on public orientations 
towards Russia’s military aggression against 

Ukraine is thus far rather limited;16 even if questions 
about geopolitical orientations in Europe have become an 
increasingly more urgent and recognized political issue. 
The Eurobarometer started to include questions about 
the war in Ukraine in the spring of 2022,17 and other 
public opinion surveys on geopolitical orientations have 

occasionally been conducted in indi-
vidual countries.18  In the West, public 
opinion has confrmed the negative 
view of Russia manifested in ofcial 
policies of denunciation and economic 
sanctions. Among US citizens, only 
9 per cent have a favorable opinion 
of Russia, which is the lowest score 
measured by Gallup since 1989. Among 
NATO allied countries, the corre-

sponding fgure is 14 per cent.19 In Europe, opinions to-
wards Russia and the war in Ukraine seem more divided. 
This was highlighted in a recent report by the European 
Council on Foreign Relations.20 According to the ECFR 
report, two-thirds of Europeans in 10 countries consider 
Russia as an “adversary” or a rival to their own country 
(polls from January 2023). This was most notable in 
Denmark (82 per cent), Estonia and Poland (79 per cent) 
and Great Britain (77 per cent). The lowest “adversary” 
stance was found in Romania (44 per cent), whereas in 
Italy, Portugal, France, Spain, and Germany, the fgures 
hovered around 54 to 69 per cent.21  When polled in the 
summer/early fall of 2023, eight out of 10 Europeans had 
a distinctly negative perception of Russia; and about as 
many had no confdence in Putin as a political leader.22 

Patterns of Geopolitical 
Orientations in Europe 
Previous polls by the European Council of Foreign 
Relations (in 2022) have documented a similar joint con-
demnation of the war and Russia, but a lot more division 
about perceptions of how the war would end. Citizens in 
some countries thought that it would be best to end the 
war as soon as possible (“peace at any cost”); others felt 
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Introduction 

that the war could not end unless a clear defeat of Russia 
was a reality (a “justice” orientation). In 2022, the peace 
camp was larger than the justice camp (particularly in 
Italy, Germany, Romania and France). Poland was the 
most obvious supporter of the opposite opinion, and 
wanted to see Russia punished for its aggression, even if 
that meant a drawn-out war. However, the ECFR 2023 
report demonstrated a general tendency to close ranks 
to support the idea that Russia must be pushed back 
and Ukraine regain all of its territory. In 2023, this was 
manifested among most respondents in Estonia, Poland, 
Denmark, and Great Britain. In Germany and France, 
the number of citizens belonging to the “peace camp” 
dropped signifcantly. Only in Italy and Romania one 
could fnd a majority in favor of the “peace at any costs” 
option. 

W hat Krastev and Leonard23 could demonstrate 
was thus that a standard and taken-for-granted 

attitudinal East–West diference was not really present 
in Europe. Rather, three diferent blocks appear to have 
emerged. Firstly, there is a north-eastern group of coun-
tries (Estonia, Poland, Denmark and Great Britain) where 
most people strongly support Kyiv’s objectives in the war. 
Secondly, there is an ambiguous group of West European 
countries (France, Germany, Spain and Portugal), with 
divided opinions on how the war should end. Thirdly, 
there is Italy and Romania, in Southern and South-East-
ern Europe, with a preference for the war to end as soon 
as possible. 

These regional diferences point to the importance of 
country-specifc factors. The countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe all have longer histor-
ical relations to Russia, in diferent va-
rieties. Some have distinctly negative 
experiences, and perceive Russia as an 
oppressor, like the Baltic states (based 
on post-World War II experiences).24 

To others, more distant historical ties 
rather entail Russia as the libera-
tor from Ottoman rule, making for 
example Bulgarians more pro-Russian 
than other East Europeans.25 Serbia too shares a histor-
ical background of widespread pro-Russian sentiments, 
which was partly reinforced by the Kosovo confict and 
the NATO intervention in 1999. Hungary admittedly 
has weaker historical and cultural ties with Russia; but 
the strong political and economic relationship between 
Orbán’s government and the Kremlin (also after 2022) 

makes the country stand out as a deviant case in the 
current Central European context. Also, one could 
point to some “Eastern elements” present in Hungarian 
society, in addition to the frequently noted self-image of 
a Christian bulwark: some Hungarian elites promote the 
notion of Hungary as part of a loosely defned Eurasian 
community.26 

O ne could of course assume that the region’s histor-
ical experience of Soviet communism would have 

resulted in general anti-Russian sentiments and (con-
versely) pro-Ukrainian sentiments throughout Central 
and Eastern Europe. While this is true and refected in 
for example widespread willingness to help Ukrainian 
refugees, explicitly pro-Russian sentiments may nev-
ertheless be found in some countries, most notably in 
Slovakia, Hungary and Bulgaria. A September 2022 poll 
revealed that more than half of Slovaks would welcome a 
military victory of Russia over Ukraine.27 In a survey from 
the spring of 202228 only 33 per cent of Bulgarians and 
45 per cent of Hungarians perceived Russia as a threat. 
In yet another survey, from the fall of 2022, Hungary, 
Slovakia, and Bulgaria displayed the weakest support in 
the region for EU sanctions against Russia.29 

Still, looking at opinion polls from the summer/ 
early fall of 2023, we fnd continued overall support to 
Ukraine: 86 per cent of EU citizens approve of the EU 
continuing to provide humanitarian support; 77 per cent 
welcoming Ukrainian war refugees; and 71 per cent ap-
prove of economic sanctions against Russia.30 At the same 
time, some 77 per cent of Hungarians oppose fnancing 
through EU funds. As for Ukraine as a candidate for EU 

membership, two thirds (67 per cent) 
of Europeans are ready to support 
this (the lowest support levels are 
found in France and Germany). 

Moreover, some 57 per cent of EU 
citizens think that the EU should 
support Ukraine with military 
equipment and training. However, in 
some countries, this kind of support 
is low: in Slovakia, 52 per cent of the 

respondents oppose military assistance, and a majority of 
Germans reject the delivery of German cruise missiles to 
Ukraine.31 

Explicitly 
pro-Russian 

sentiments may 
nevertheless be found 
in some countries. 

The Present Report 
The CBEES State of the Region Report is an annual pub-
lication, reporting and refecting on social and political 
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Introduction 

developments in the Baltic Sea Region and Eastern Eu-
rope, each year taking a new and topical perspective. The 
report is written by researchers and area specialists, from 
within the countries of the region covered. The overall 
purpose of this initiative is to ofer a publication that 
will be of interest to fellow researchers, policy makers, 
stakeholders, and the general public. The frst report, 
covering events in 2020, focused mainly on constructions 
or reconstructions of national historical memory in the 
region and the instrumentalization of the past.32 The 
second report covered far-right and populist political 
parties, movements and actors (2021),33 while the third 
report focused on environmental issues (in 2022–23):34 

how the diferent states in Central and Eastern Europe 
handled matters related to pollution, mismanagement of 
natural resources, the efects of climate 
change and the problems connected 
to garbage deposits and nuclear waste. 
The report also included the Soviet 
period of mismanagement of natural 
resources and the general indiference 
to industrial waste. 

T he present report deals with 
consequences of the war. The 

Russian full-scale military attack on 
Ukraine, unjustifed and unprovoked 
as it was, has been disastrous and has 
so far resulted in enormous losses of human life, the dis-
placement of millions, the destruction of cities, civilian 
and private infrastructure and productive facilities, the 
demolition of cultural heritage sites, as well as contami-
nation of land and forests. All sectors of Ukraine’s econ-
omy have sufered losses.35 To the rest of the region, the 
war has highly impacted energy markets and increased 
food prices. To some countries, like Poland, Germany and 
the Czech Republic, refugees from Ukraine have been a 
new reality.36 To other countries, like Georgia, Armenia, 
Turkey and Kazakhstan, Russian exiles pose a new chal-
lenge.37 But above all, the war has made security a major 
concern throughout the region, and has increased or 
reinforced tensions between some countries. This report 
presents all these challenges, both in the form of themat-
ic pieces and specifc country reports. 

The thematic section includes Mikhail Suslov's essay 
on the ideology of Putinism, Vitaly Chernetsky’s essay on 
“epistemic injustice” Tatiana Kasperski’s essay on envi-
ronmental safety risks at Ukrainian nuclear facilities, and 
an essay on the securitization of Orthodoxy in the three 

-
Baltic States. We also have a few regional overviews, on 
the Baltic Sea Region (by Damien Scacawa and Kazimi
erz Musial), on the Balkans (by Edward Joseph), on the 
EU (by Tomasz Stępniewski), on Central Asia (by Oleg 
Antonov, Edward Lemon, Bo Petersson and Olena 
Podolian), and on South Caucasus (by Shota Kakabadze). 

The Russian 
full-scale 

military attack on 
Ukraine, unjustified 
and unprovoked as 
it was, has been 
disastrous. 

T he country-by-country section includes chapters 
on Armenia (by Sossi Tatikyan), Azerbaijan (by 

Sofe Bedford and Nurlan Ailyev), Belarus (by Per Anders 
Rudling and Aliaksei Lastouski), Bosnia and Herzego-
vina (by Belma Becirbasic and Johanna Mannergren), 
Bulgaria (by Emilia Zankina), Czech Republic (by Marie 
Jelinkova), Finland (by Markku Kivinen), Germany (by 
Susan Lindholm and Ann-Judith Rabenschlag), Hungary 

(by Tamás Csiki Varga), Kazakhstan 
(by Galym Zhussipbek), Kyrgyzstan 
(by Aksana Ismailbekova and Zinaida 
Almazbekova), Latvia (by Lelde Lui-
ka), Moldova (by Inna Shupac), Poland 
(by Jakub Bornio), Romania (by Ana 
Maria Albulescu), Russia (by Dmitry 
Dubrovskiy), Slovakia (by Miroslav 
Pažma and Steven Saxonberg), Swe-
den (by Ola Svenonius) and Turkey (by 
George Dyson and Yasemin G. Acar). 
Ukraine is covered in two reports:  on 
the human face of social resilience 

(by Kateryna Zarembo and Yuliya Yurchuk) and on 
governance during crisis (by Oleksandra Kuedel). In the 
summary, Irina Sandomirskaja provides a few concluding 
refections on the consequences of the war and what we 
can possible say about it. ● 

Joakim Ekman, Full Professor in Political Science 

at the Centre for Baltic and East European Studies 

(CBEES), Södertörn University. 
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“A More Just World 
Order” in the Regime 
Ideology of Putinism 
by Mikhail Suslov 

he concept of “a more just world order” repre-
sents a relatively recent development within 
the regime ideology of today's Russia, which is 

dubbed “Putinism” in this essay. By 2024, it 
has emerged as a central element in the argument that 
the war in Ukraine should be understood as Russia’s 
combat for international justice against the hegemony of 
the “global West”. Given its novelty, “a more just world 
order” remains a work in progress within the ideolog-
ical landscape. It is marked by some inconsistency and 
conceptual shallowness, explained by Putinism’s lack of 
a clear utopian ideal. Nonetheless, the Russian politi-

cal elite is frmly convinced, with good reason, that this 
concept is a valuable asset, allowing them to draw upon 
Russia’s intellectual tradition while also aligning with 
contemporary global agendas such as decolonization, 
ecological crises, and economic disparities. 

Justice as Russia’s “Basic Value” 
The Russian intellectual tradition highlights justice as a 
defning feature of its culture, with grassroots visions of 
justice emerging in medieval folklore tales about utopian 
lands like Belovod’e.1 Unlike their European counter-
parts, those dreams of justice persisted into modern 
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times, blending moral, socio-political, and economic 
dimensions. The religious infuence on the concept of 
justice is especially pronounced, and it is associated 
with the contribution of the Slavophiles, who distin-
guished between internal (moral) and external (legal) 
justice. Here, justice is equated with ethical conduct and 
contrasted with behavior that, while lawful, is deemed 
unethical.2 Specifcally, justice is viewed as a character-
istic Orthodox value that has shaped Russian national 
identity. Juxtaposition of the “internal” justice as a moral 
sense, and formal justice as legality foregrounds another 
consequential idea, namely supremacy of a strong state, 
which can rise above the letter of the law and resolve the 
issue according to the “moral sense” to the citizens’ utter 
joy. This assumption forms a foundational pillar of the 
Slavophile theory of people’s monarchy and subsequent 
populist concepts and practices, including the “Direct 
line to Vladimir Putin” in today’s Russia. 

In the absence of developed procedural justice sys-
tems, syncretic remnants of the medieval worldview 

were interpreted as something uniquely Russian. For 
example, Russian Populist thinker Nikolai Mikhailovsky 
admired the inner beauty of the word 
“pravda,” which in his opinion unique-
ly combines truthfulness (istina) and 
fairness (spravedlivost’) into one con-
cept, in which cognitive and societal 
aspects merge in such a way that what 
is true becomes fair, and what is fair, 
true.3 The idea that Russians possess 
a unique sense of justice compared to 
other nations, and that justice is the key 
component of the Russian “basic values” 
– a set of unique civilizational princi-
ples – is widely embraced by mainstream thinkers and 
media fgures in post-Soviet Russia, including among 
others Patriarch Kirill and writer/publisher Aleksandr 
Prokhanov,4 politician Sergei Kirienko5 and President 
Putin himself.6 Priest Vsevolod Chaplin (1968–2020) 
elaborated his list of “eternal values” in 2011, putting 
justice in frst place, followed by freedom, solidarity, 
communitarianism (sobornost’) and others.7 The 15th 

World Russian People’s Council,8 gathered in May 2011, 
adopted the document Basic Values – The Foundation 
of National Identity, grounded to a large extent on 
Chaplin’s proposal. This document mentions justice in 
second place on the list of principles of national identity, 
between belief in God and peace.9 In 2022, this council 

declared justice as the frst “spiritual-moral” ideal in 
Russia.10 

Rector of the Orthodox University Aleksandr Shchip-
kov has advanced a compelling argument suggesting that 
the values of justice and tradition are deeply intertwined, 
to the extent that true justice becomes traditional, and 
true tradition becomes just.  Shchipkov contends that the 
violent rupture of this natural unity of justice and tradi-
tion occurred in 1917 when the Bolsheviks erroneously 
attributed injustice to traditional lifestyles, leading to a 
concerted efort to uproot all traditions. He advocates 
for a prudent policy to heal this rupture and restore the 
original congruence between these two concepts.11 In this 
way, justice is being used to both condemn the revolution 
and Bolshevism, and inscribe the Soviet period into the 
historical narrative of “thousand-year old” Russia. The 
syllogism is simple: Russian communism is about justice, 
and justice is the Orthodox value, hence, the time of com-
munism has a hidden but profound religious meaning 
and importance. 

Similarly, ofcial documents consistently prioritize 
justice as a fundamental and characteristically Russian 
value. For instance, the Strategy of the Development 

of Education (vospitanie) until 2025 
(2015),12 the Concept of the Humani-
tarian Policy of the Russian Federation 
Abroad (2022)13 and the ideological 
catechism – Bases of the State Policy on 
Preservation and Reinforcing of Rus-
sian Traditional Spiritual-Moral Values 
(2022)14 emphasize the importance of 
justice in shaping Russia’s identity and 
Russia’s message to the world. The most 
recent version of the secularized “basic 
values” is the textbook for the newly 

introduced obligatory university course “Foundations 
of Russian Statehood” – the fagship project of contem-
porary ideological education. This textbook includes an 
eloquent discussion on the topic of justice as Russia’s 
unique and fundamental value, interpreted fully in line 
with the Slavophiles and Mikhailovsky as a combination 
of “truth and moral sense (sovest’)”.15 

Justice is 
viewed as 

a characteristic 
Orthodox value 
that has shaped 
Russian national 
identity. 

Geopolitical Reading of Justice 
Having established that Russia has special relations 
with justice and that Russia’s understanding of jus-
tice is special, bearing on morality and Orthodox 
faith, ideologists have moved to associate this notion 
of justice with a specifc global role and position for 

https://sovest�)�.15
https://concepts.11
https://Russia.10
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Russia. Vladislav Surkov, infuential in shaping Russian 
ideology in the 2000s, contributed to the contempo-
rary understanding of justice in the context of geopol-
itics. When he was developing his notorious theory 
of “sovereign democracy”, Surkov put forward the 
argument that democracy is not an import, but a deeply 
entrenched Russian national political tradition, which 
was shaped by two cultural and historical conditions: 
the constant fght for freedom and the indelible sense 
of justice.16 Mikhail Remizov, another Kremlin-aligned 
analyst, further linked justice with sovereignty, arguing 
that only a sovereign nation can aford to say that 
“power is in justice”.17 This statement can be under-
stood in the context of Mikhailovsky’s above mentioned 
theorization: it takes a genuinely independent state to 
decide, without fear of hegemonic opinion, what is true 
and what is false. In this way, the geopolitical interpre-
tation of justice became an emotionally appealing but 
circular argument: it is just when “we” can act upon our 
understanding of what is just. 

Another context for interpreting Remizov’s idea is 
the cult movie Brother-2 (Aleksei Balabanov, 2002). 

The flm follows the journey of Danila, a Russian “noble 
gangster,” as he travels to the US to confront injustice 
and challenge a dishonest businessman. Many analysts 
see Danila’s anti-Western stance as foreshadowing 
Russia’s growing geopolitical assertiveness and provid-
ing a model for Putin as a morally upright “tough guy.”18 

According to a 2019 VTsIOM survey, Danila ranks as the 
third most popular cinema protagonist among Russians, 
refecting a strong demand for justice.19 Danila’s musings 
about justice became the flm’s ideological centerpiece, 

notably in a scene where he holds his adversary at gun-
point and asks: 

Tell me, American, what is power? Is it in money? 
My brother believes so too. You have a lot of 
money, but so what? I think that power is in prav-
da ( justice). He who has justice is more powerful. 
You cheated somebody and made money. Does it 
mean that you became more powerful? No, you 
didn’t, because justice is not on your side. Justice 
is on the side of the person whom you cheated, 
which means that he is more powerful. 

For Danila, the opposite of “pravda” is illustrated by acts 
of unfair business practices, such as cheating some-
one, which not only involves cognitive deceit but also 
ethical unfairness. It is easy to identify here the same 
Mikhailovsky’s insight into the fusion of cognitive and 
societal aspects within the term “pravda”. It is notewor-
thy to observe that Putin explicitly cited Danila’s asser-
tion that “power is in justice” during pivotal moments, 
such as his 2014 address to the Federal Assembly and 
the declaration of military action in Ukraine in February 
2022.20 Putin persistently echoes the ethics of Brother-2, 
when he references Russia’s grievances regarding NATO 
expansion eastwards, accusing the West of gross decep-
tion: “nas grubo kinuli” [we were rudely cheated].21 For 
Putin – as well as for his cinematographic doppelganger 
– it means that justice and power are on “our” side.  

This blending of the religious and geopolitical inter-
pretations of justice gave way to another ideological 
device, which represented justice as Russia’s messianic 
task. Conservative journalist and member of “Izborsky 

https://cheated].21
https://justice.19
https://justice�.17
https://justice.16
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Club” Valery Korovin, for example, argued that Russia 
remained the last hope for a just world order for the ma-
jority of the non-Western peoples.22 Written in the midst 
of the “Russian spring” in 2014, these words continued to 
resonate in the press in the decade to come. Newspaper 
Komsomol’skaia Pravda proclaimed that in 2014 “Russia 
ushered into the world (iavila miru) an alternative, more 
just world order”.23 In 2016, the head of the Foreign In-
telligence Service Sergei Naryshkin spoke about Russia’s 
global mission as a “defender of justice”.24 Pro-Kremlin 
experts Andrei Bezrukov and Andrei Kortunov have put 
forward generalizations regarding the shifting global 
trends, from a demand for justice in the frst half of the 
20th century to a demand for freedom towards the centu-
ry’s end. They argue that liberal agendas, which gained 
momentum after the collapse of the socialist bloc in 
1989–91, have led to perceived excesses such as tolerance 
towards minorities, feminism, and 
social movements like “Me Too” and 
“Black Lives Matter”. However, they 
suggest that the current landscape 
is witnessing a reversal of this trend, 
with growing global inequality, an-
ti-globalism, environmental concerns, 
and criticism of Western arrogance 
and neo-colonialism leading to a 
renewed emphasis on justice. In this 
context, Russia is portrayed as a “country of justice” 
poised to regain symbolic prominence and assume a 
global mission. Bezrukov envisions Russia ofering a new 
universal model of “living according to moral conscious-
ness,” emphasizing the importance of international 
justice, ecology, and geopolitical resource redistribution. 
Kortunov anticipates that this new direction will not 
entail a revival of communist or socialist ideologies, but 
rather a fresh program that integrates international jus-
tice with ecological and geopolitical concerns.25 

The concept 
of ‘a more 

just world order’ is a 
fortuitous discovery 
for the regime. 

Spurious Anti-colonialism 
The anti-colonial, anti-Western and anti-globalist shad-
ows in the rhetoric of “a more just world order” serve as 
a valuable tool for gaining favor among representatives 
of the “Global South.” It has set the tone for Russia-Afri-
ca summits and has resonated strongly in Russia-China 
relations. In 2018, for example, the head of the Consti-
tutional Court Valerii Zor’kin came up with a public 
lecture and a publication in Rossiiskaia Gazeta, in which 
he castigated the injustice of present-day globalization, 
which had led to impoverishment and marginalization of 

the whole lands and regions. In this context, he argued, 
the Western claim for universality of its values had lost 
their pertinence.26 According to Konstantin Kosachev, 
deputy speaker of the Federation Council, the problem 
with Western-style globalization is that it has created 
greater inequality in the world by perpetuating and aug-
menting the leadership of the “golden billion” (afuent 
Western countries), which are only stripping the planet’s 
resources, and their existence is at the expense of the 
poor nations.27 

President Putin made his attempt to hijack the an-
ti-colonial agenda by referring to the Western hegemony, 
hubris, and imperialistic aspirations in his harangue on 
the occasion of signing agreements of accepting four 
Ukrainian regions into the Russian Federation. He noted 
that: 

“They [the West] divide the world into the civilized 
countries and the savages […] into the 
frst and second rank […] They made 
whole nations addicted to drugs and 
destroyed entire peoples.” 

Putin draws an explicit parallel 
between the Soviet anti-colonial 
initiatives and present-day Russia’s 
emancipatory mission in the world 
by nodding at the colonial policies 
against imperial China in the 19th cen-

tury, and the wars in Korea and Vietnam.28 The anti-co-
lonial theme was taken up by the think-tank Institute 
of Strategic Research, one of whose experts penned an 
op-ed, smartly connecting Eurasianism and justice by 
maintaining that as a Eurasian country (unlike Western 
ones) Russia has never had colonies and thus is destined 
to spearhead the new wave of anti-colonial struggle on 
behalf of the most of the nations of the world.29 Impor-
tantly, Lavrov and Sergei Naryshkin, the then head of 
the State Duma, made a concerted efort to resort to the 
argument about justice in international relations, when 
they argued that Greater Eurasia would make a “decisive 
contribution to the just world order”.30 Sergei Karaganov 
directly links the formation of “a more just world order” 
with the emergence of the new global center in Eurasia 
with Russia as its natural medium.31 

So, in the past few years, there has emerged a con-
sensus on justice among the experts in think tanks, 

oriented on international relations (such as Council on 
the Military and Defense Policy, Council for Foreign 
Afairs, Valdai Club, Russia in Global Afairs and others).32 

https://others).32
https://medium.31
https://order�.30
https://world.29
https://Vietnam.28
https://nations.27
https://pertinence.26
https://concerns.25
https://justice�.24
https://order�.23
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According to this consensus, Russia’s main global mission 
consists in guaranteeing all countries “the freedom of 
choice of their historical development”.33  Recently ex-
perts tried to harness “a more just world order” concept, 
messianic interpretations of Russia’s special relation to 
justice, and the spurious anti-colonial rhetoric to legit-
imation of the war in Ukraine. They argue that Russia 
is the natural leader of the non-Western nations, since 
it boldly defed Western hegemony in 2022.34 A similar 
interpretation says that the “special military operation” 
in Ukraine is Russia’s own “resurrection from the hell of 
colonial” relations with the West.35 

The concept of “a more just world order” is a fortui-
tous discovery for the regime, because in combination 
with the concept of sovereignty and criticism of Western 
hegemony, it allows Putinism to resonate signifcantly 
beyond Russian borders. However, unlike the Soviet-era 
Marxism-Leninism, which ofered rulers a clear utopian 
alternative to the existing world order, Putinism lacks a 
teleological framework and becomes superfcial and un-
convincing when it ventures beyond criticism of present 
injustices and tries to defne what exactly the alternative 
version of a more just world order is. 

What Is the Alternative Ideal? 
The circular nature of the geopolitical concept of a 
more just world order becomes especially salient in 
Fedor Luk’ianov’s, the editor-in-chief of Russia in Global 
Afairs, musings on this matter. He advocated for an 
idea that justice is not a universal concept, because each 

Russian Foreign Minister 

Sergei Lavrov was the guest 

of honour at the  Middle 

East conference of the 

Valdai Discussion Club, 

February 13, 2024. 
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nation has its own vision of it, but simultaneously, and 
in contradistinction to his frst statement, Luk’ianov 
acknowledges that there is a universalist interpretation 
of justice as a situation, in which “all states are free to 
implement their cultural and national particularities”.36 

In the same vein, Mikhail Margelov, a member of the 
Council on Military and Defense Policy, argues that 
justice means de-ideologization, that is exclusion of 
the dictatorship of externally imposed principles, and 
the possibility for each state to act according to its own 
interests and values.37 A member of the Russian Council 
on International Afairs, Dmitry Trenin, also accepts the 
idea of justice as avoidance of hegemony. He maintains 
that the concept of justice is manifested in the denial of a 
messianic idea: “Russians do not think about themselves 
as a chosen people […] Russians consider themselves on 
the same footing with other nations, neither higher, nor 
lower.”38 

Similar to Luk’ianov, Margelov, and other experts, 
Trenin espouses a paradoxical universalism, which 
involves a frm rejection of universalism in the demands 
for justice. According to this perspective, justice exists 
when there is no singular, hegemonic understanding of it. 
Consequently, criticisms of injustices within the current 
world system tend to eclipse positive visions of its ideal 
functioning. 

Valdai Club deputy director Timofei Bordachev’s 
numerous publications on this topic further corroborate 
this observation. His programmatic article from sum-
mer 2023, entitled, ”What is ’A more just world order’,” 

https://values.37
https://particularities�.36
https://development�.33
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ironically fails to do exactly this: defne the term. Instead, 
it makes a point that the present Western hegemony has 
inscribed injustice as a bearing structure of the interna-
tional system, and then reaches as much forward as to 
claim that “Russia is capable of ofering a new worldview, 
where injustice does not have decisive importance”. In 
an attempt to get out of this vicious circle of argumenta-
tion (“a more just world order is a world order without 
injustice”), Bordachev refers to a 
Confucian model, while modestly 
conceding that “we know too little” 
about the philosophical meaning of 
the Chinese proposals to say any-
thing defnite.39 The same could be 
said about an attempt of Konstantin 
Kosachev to identify principles of a 
more just world order. Commenting 
Putin’s Valdai speech of October 2023, 
he mentioned such principles as mul-
ticulturalism, fair access to the possibilities for develop-
ment, equality, security and so on, but he again could not 
name any specifc proposals on how to implement these 
principles in practice.40 

The concept 
of justice is a 

new and advanta-
geous selling point 
of the regime 
ideology of Putinism. 

Two Valdai Club’s reports – A World Without Super-
powers (2022) and Maturity Certifcate, or The Order 

That Never Was (2023) – are two most comprehensive 
but still quite opaque attempts to give the idea of “a 
more just world order” some blood and fesh. The frst 
report starts out with the repetition of Surkov’s formu-
la, that only sovereign states can act according to their 
own understanding of justice: Hence, in February 2022, 
Russia proved that it is fully sovereign by challenging the 
Western (i.e., hegemonic) version of justice. The authors 
honestly concede that it remains unclear how the world 
order is going to be restructured in the situation of the 
West’s withdrawal from the position of the global arbiter. 
The most likely outcome would be that smaller states 
would coalesce around larger ones, forming regional alli-
ances.41 The uncertain tenor of the report makes us think 
that its authors were aware of the major shortcoming 
of their conclusion, which basically implied that a more 
just world order is a medieval situation of sorts, where a 
few large principalities (this time called “civilizations” or 
great powers) would build a system of feudal dependen-
cies among smaller nations. In which meaningful sense 
this situation could be considered as more just than the 
present world order remains tantalizingly unclear. 

The second report – Maturity certifcate – makes an-

other attempt to break the circular argument that justice 
is when you decide what is just. This report comes to 
more daunting and unexpected results. It introduces a 
historical model of the development of the international 
relations towards their simplifcation: from the concert 
of great powers to bipolarity to unipolarity. The next 
logical step would be the lack of any “polarity” what-
soever, or the world order without hierarchies, as the 

authors defne it. This led them to a 
corollary that actually contradicts 
their own conclusions in the report 
from 2022, namely that sovereignty of 
each nation is important, whereas the 
division of the world into “macro-re-
gions is both unlikely and undesir-
able”. What would come in place 
of the present world order is the 
situation of self-organization, when 
each nation would be mature enough 

(hence, Maturity certifcate as the title) to navigate in 
the global arena without joining any blocs or siding with 
great powers.42 This time, authors of the report were 
consistent in their following the principle of sovereignty 
as the ruling principle of a more just world order, but it 
only pushed them into another trap, namely the war in 
Ukraine: the most brutal denial of the sovereignty of a 
neighboring state rendered their theoretical construc-
tion a pure hypocrisy. This report provided some inspi-
ration for Sergei Lavrov’s talk at the Primakov public 
readings on November 27, 2023, in which he insisted that 
justice in international relations implies that the voice of 
any country regardless of its size and importance would 
be taken into consideration. His proposal to enlarge the 
number of the permanent members of the UN Securi-
ty Council, recruited from the representatives of the 
“Global South”, suggested that in practice his vision of 
a just world order still presupposes the presence of the 
patron-client relations around several poles of power.43 

In conclusion, it is worth noting that discovery of the 
concept of justice is a new and advantageous selling 

point of the regime ideology of Putinism, which allows 
it to be relevant for both international audiences and 
for the domestic political demand for social justice. It 
demonstrates the willingness and intellectual ability 
of the ruling elite to engage with the left-wing agenda. 
Eforts to link justice with traditional values (mentioned 
above) hint at potential future directions for Putinism, 
where it may align with global anti-capitalist and anti-

https://power.43
https://powers.42
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globalist movements while maintaining alliances with 
religious traditionalism and right-wing populism. The 
notion of justice proposed by the Russian regime seeks 
to bridge the gap between the left and right ends of the 
political spectrum, emphasizing that a more just world 
order allows each nation to uphold its own version of 
justice. However, Putinism’s lack of a utopian future ideal 
limits its attractiveness, as it fails to convincingly ofer a 
vision of a better world order than the present one.● 

Mikhail Suslov, Associate Professor 

at the Department of Cross-Cultural and 

Regional Studies, University of Copenhagen. 
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Confronting Epistemic Injustice: 

Centering Ukraine 
in the Paradigm Shift 
in East European 
Studies 
by Vitaly Chernetsky 

f there is a common thread in the world’s reaction 
to Ukraine’s spirited resistance to Russia’s renewed 
invasion since February 24, 2022, it is surprise, even 

astonishment. The strength and perseverance of 
that resistance, contrary to the forecast of some pundits 
and politicians that it would last mere hours, or at best 
a few days, came to many as an even greater shock than 
the brutality and scale of Russia’s invasion itself. Ukraine 
defed expectations, providing numerous examples of 
dignity under pressure, social initiative and organiza-
tion, and support of the war efort as well as aiding the 
displaced and the wounded. While some still found it 
possible to try to ft new reality into the old models they 
had been using, quite a few members of the global expert 
community, in felds ranging from political science and 
international relations to literature, who considered 
themselves socially conscious and well informed, had to 
admit they knew little about Ukraine and had a habit of 

recycling uncritically absorbed stereotypes and ideo-
logical talking points, belatedly realizing their Russian 
imperialist origin. This realization prompted serious 
refection, reckoning with the fact that in all aspects of 
scholarship on global and international topics broadly 
conceived, from politics and economics to the cultural 
sphere, there has been a long history of marginalizing 
Ukrainian topics and ignoring or dismissing Ukrainian 
voices. In other words, the failure to understand Ukraine 
and appreciate its concerns testifed to the existence of 
an entrenched pattern of epistemic injustice towards 
Ukraine. At the same time, the Russian military assault 
against Ukraine was prepared and continues to be ac-
companied by a campaign of epistemic violence against 
Ukraine, attacking its integrity and legitimacy and deny-
ing its agency. 

Multiple scholars have argued for the necessity of a 
fundamental paradigm shift in internationally focused 
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scholarship in the humanities and the social sciences in 
the wake of the recent historical cleavage. While epis-
temic injustice remains a relatively new concept, it is 
increasingly ofered as essential for conceptualizing and 
successfully implementing this paradigm shift.1 In this 
context, I believe it would be particularly helpful to take 
a deeper dive into the booming philosophical discourse 
on epistemic injustice and related concepts, which I will 
do in this essay, concluding with some Ukraine-specifc 
implications and recommendations for the global expert 
community. 

The scholarly discourse on epistemic injustice is 
relatively recent in origin. According to Google 

Ngram Viewer, the term’s use was frst attested in 1995, 
and its popularity rose sharply after 2007. That was the 
year of the publication of Miranda Fricker’s infuential 

book Epistemic Injustice: Power & the Ethics of Knowing.2 

Situated at a cross-connection between political philoso-
phy, ethics, and epistemology, the discourse on epistemic 
injustice owes its growth and development especially to 
feminist philosophical inquiry (but also, intersectionally, 
to scholarship on race, class, sexuality, disability, and 
other related topics). Refecting its prodigious growth, in 
2017 a comprehensive volume, The Routledge Handbook 
of Epistemic Injustice, was published.3 In the view of 
many philosophers, this is now one of the hottest areas of 
development of contemporary philosophical research. 

At the root of this discourse is the feminist philosopher 
Sandra Harding’s standpoint epistemology and Donna 
Haraway’s concept of situated knowledge, formulated in 
a response to Harding.4 In intersectional research on the 
contemporary world condition, it is in postcolonial and 
decolonial theory that we fnd important initial points of 
cross-engagement. Notably, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 
spoke of the epistemic violence of imperialism, and 
specifcally imperialist law and education, in her classic 
“Can the Subaltern Speak?”, and Walter Mignolo focused 
an infuential essay on epistemic disobedience as an 
intervention into the geopolitics of knowledge.5 

There are several key aspects of Fricker’s argument and 
that of other philosophers who engage in a friendly po-
lemic with her that I would like to highlight here before 
focusing specifcally on the case of Ukraine and Ukraini-
an studies within the broader knowledge economy. In her 
book, Fricker identifes and provides an extensive analy-
sis of two types of epistemic injustice: testimonial injus-
tice and hermeneutical injustice. Testimonial injustice 
occurs when prejudice causes a hearer to give a defated 
level of credibility to a speaker’s word; hermeneutical 
injustice occurs at a prior stage, when a gap of collective 
interpretive resources puts someone at an unfair disad-
vantage when it comes to making sense of their social 
experiences. As an example of the frst, Fricker discusses 
the situation when the police or the trial judge and jury in 
a racist society do not believe you because you are Black, 
looking more closely at the plot of To Kill a Mockingbird; 
as an example of the second, she discusses a situation 
where you sufer sexual harassment in a culture that still 
has not developed this concept. Testimonial injustice is 
caused by prejudice in the economy of credibility; herme-
neutical injustice is caused by structural prejudice in the 
economy of collective hermeneutical resources. Herme-
neutical injustice stems from a gap in collective herme-
neutical resources; the cognitive disadvantage created by 
this gap impinges unequally on diferent social groups. 
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Members of the group that is most disadvantaged by the 
gap are hermeneutically marginalized – they participate 
unequally in the practices through which social mean-
ings are generated. 

Within testimonial injustice, a special case is con-
stituted by silencing, or pre-emptive testimonial 

injustice – a tendency for some groups simply not to be 
asked for information in the frst place. Structures of so-
cial power can silence you by prejudicially pre-empting 
your word. It does not even occur to those in positions 
of power – the privileged knowers, as described in this 
discourse – that somebody speaking from a diferent 
subject position, from a diferent situated experience, 
has anything of value to contribute. They pre-emptive-
ly dismiss viewpoints, experiences, and rich textured 
knowledge from that position because they think it is 
not interesting and does not contribute to anything. This 
is something that both Ukrainians and representatives 
of other cultures that were oppressed and marginalized 
within the context of the Russian and Soviet Empire have 
been dealing with at length. 

Fricker also identifes and defnes the correspond-
ing virtues of testimonial justice and hermeneutical 
justice. The virtue of testimonial justice is practiced 
when infuence of identity prejudice 
on the hearer’s credibility judgment is 
detected and corrected for. The virtue 
of hermeneutical justice is an alertness 
or sensitivity to the possibility that “the 
difculty one’s interlocutor is having as 
she tries to render something commu-
nicatively intelligible is due not to its 
being nonsense or her being a fool, but 
rather to some sort of gap in collective 
hermeneutical resources. The point is 
to realize that the speaker is struggling with an objective 
difculty and not a subjective failing.”6 

In a later essay, Fricker further elaborates the idea 
of epistemic justice “as a constitutive condition of 
non-domination, and thus of a central liberal political 
ideal of freedom.” She specifes that the types of epis-
temic injustice she discussed in her earlier book can be 
more specifcally described as discriminatory epistem-
ic injustice, which in turn contrasts with distributive 
epistemic injustice, “the unfair distribution of epistemic 
goods” (such as education or information), which is an 
important kind of social injustice that was more familiar 
and better understood within the liberal conceptions of 

social justice. However, the discriminatory epistemic 
injustice of the kind she discussed in her book also has 
direct linkage to the ideal of political freedom and there-
fore, implications for accountable institutional practices. 
Non-domination is “secured negative liberty – non-inter-
ference as of right.” Fricker looks at conditions of contes-
tation, arguing that if a citizen or a community “sufers an 
unjust defcit either of credibility or of intelligibility, then 
[they] precisely cannot get the fair hearing the contesta-
tion requires.”7 

Structures 
of social 

power can silence 
you by prejudicially 
pre-empting 
your word. 

In an infuential article, Gaile Pohlhaus Jr. identifed 
a third kind of epistemic injustice in addition to the 

two discussed in depth by Fricker; she names it willful 
hermeneutical ignorance.8 Challenging classical epis-
temology’s idea of an epistemic agent that is nonsocial, 
both generic and self-sufcient, feminist epistemology 
introduced the factor of sociality. Pohlhaus distinguishes 
between “two senses in which the sociality of the knower 
is epistemically signifcant”: a knower’s situatedness 
(whereby the social position draws attention to particu-
lar aspects of the world and develops particular habits of 
attention) and interdependence (as epistemic resources 
are by nature collective). The dialectical tension between 
these may lead to an expansion of possible knowledge 

but can also lead to a distinct form of 
epistemic injustice. 

Willful hermeneutical ignorance 
does not describe a thwarted epistemic 
agent who is not believed or cannot 
make sense of her world. Instead, it 
describes instances where marginally 
situated knowers actively resist epis-
temic domination through interaction 
with other resistant knowers, while 
dominantly situated knowers none-

theless continue to misunderstand and misinterpret the 
world. Pohlhaus deems it an “epistemology of ignorance, 
a particular pattern of localized and global cognitive dys-
functions.”9 She further notes that this is simultaneously 
an agential and a structural injustice. 

A marginally situated knower, Pohlhaus argues, is more 
likely to fnd gaps in the predominantly held epistemic 
resources for what is noticeable to them in view of their 
situatedness. Vulnerable to others, the marginalized 
knowers must be aware of concerns of those to whom 
they are vulnerable, but those dominantly situated need 
not know anything of their concerns (cf. W.E.B. DuBois’s 
concept of “double consciousness” of a Black person in 
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a white-dominated world). This is another point that 
resonates particularly strongly with the experience of 
Ukrainian intellectuals and describes almost verbatim a 
point Oksana Zabuzhko made in her infuential speech 
on the predicament of a Ukrainian writer on the global 
literary scene, delivered at Rutgers University in 1992.10 

Being marginally situated, Pohlhaus emphasizes, 
building upon Harding’s earlier argument, leads not 

to “diferent” knowledge but to more objective knowl-
edge. Marginally situated knowers are in a position to 
notice inadequacies in our epistemic resources that are 
more entrenched. Interdependent resources developed 
from marginalized situatedness are “experience rich” 
and therefore suited to more of the experienced world 
in general. However, dominantly situated knowers can 
preemptively dismiss the epistemic resources which 
could help them to know the world in 
the light of marginalized situatedness 
(among the examples of this are white 
privilege and heteronormativity). 
Nevertheless, as Pohlhaus argues, if 
those in a dominant position take an 
interest in how the world is revealed 
from marginalized experiences, they 
can participate in what Harding 
described as a critical standpoint. 
Ignorance, crucially, “is not something 
to which one is doomed because of 
social position, but rather something 
one chooses to maintain.”11 

A further augmentation of the 
discourse on epistemic injustice was initiated by Kristie 
Dotson, who developed an alternative framework that 
focuses on epistemic agency and epistemic oppres-
sion from a systems approach.12 For Dotson, epistemic 
injustice is a subset of epistemic oppression. Her analysis 
proceeds from the assumption that there may be types 
of epistemic exclusion that have not yet been conceptu-
alized and that diverge from Fricker’s model. Epistemic 
oppression, as understood by Dotson, “refers to persis-
tent epistemic exclusion that hinders one’s contribution 
to knowledge production.” Epistemic exclusion, in turn, 
is “an unwarranted infringement on the epistemic agency 
of knowers.” Finally, epistemic agency is “the ability to 
utilize persuasively shared epistemic resources within 
a given epistemic community in order to participate in 
knowledge production and, if required, the revision of 
those same resources.”13 

Fricker’s model primarily takes the perspective of 
those who (potentially) do harm rather than the perspec-
tive of those who are targeted by the harms of epistemic 
injustice and oppression. Her analysis concentrates on 
guidance on how to be a “good knower,” not necessarily 
how to contend with the harm already done. Dotson, by 
contrast, focuses on systems rather than agents as the 
source of harm, and this, as Pohlhaus notes, allows her 
to remain “focused on how to make the world better 
for those who are oppressed rather than how to make 
oppressors better people.” Moreover, it leads Dotson 
“to identify the possibility that an epistemic system can 
actively perpetuate harm, not because it is insufcient-
ly developed, but because the system itself prevents 
something from being known.”14 Therefore, a call for 
decolonizing epistemology implies that the old system is 
inapt for attending to the epistemic interests of particu-

lar knowers, and that a new epistemic 
system is needed. 

Several other related concepts have 
also gained prominence in critical epis-
temology. Here, I would like to highlight 
two of them: epistemic exploitation and 
epistemic imperialism. 

The concept of epistemic exploita-
tion was developed by Nora Berenstain; 
she defnes it as the situation “when 
privileged persons compel marginal-
ized persons to produce an education 
or explanation about the nature of the 
oppression they face.”15 It describes the 
instances when marginalized persons 

are manipulated to spend time and energy on this labor 
rather than on other pursuits that might be more ben-
efcial for them. They are also placed in a double bind: 
having to choose between allowing ignorance and false 
claims about marginalized people to go unchallenged or 
providing epistemic labor with the knowledge that it is 
improbable that the dominantly situated knowers will 
change their understanding (and may well refuse to treat 
their knowledge claims and ways of knowing as legiti-
mate). 

A call for 
decolonizing 

epistemology im-
plies that the old 
system is inapt for 
attending to the 
epistemic interests 
of particular 
knowers. 

The notion of epistemic imperialism is closely 
related to that of epistemic exploitation, insofar 

as both of them act to legitimate the epistemic agency 
of dominantly situated knowers. Its conceptualization 
developed from earlier discussions of cultural imperial-
ism, notably from Iris Marion Young, for whom it is one 

https://approach.12
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Nora Berenstain developed the concept For Kristie Dotson, epistemic injustice is a Gaile Pohlhaus, Jr., writes and talks on 

of epistemic exploitation. subset of epistemic oppression. epistemic injustice. 
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of the fve “faces of oppression” she discusses in Justice 
and the Politics of Diference. “The standpoint of the 
privileged, their experience and standards, is constructed 
as normal and neutral,” concealing the ways on which 
they are imposed on the oppressed groups.16 A particu-
larly strong critique of epistemic imperialism has been 
mounted by Maria Sonevytsky, who, in her analysis of 
the asymmetrical power structures of global knowledge 
production in the context of Russia’s full-scale invasion 
of Ukraine, defnes it as “the hubris of believing that what 
one knows or studies from the privileged perspective . . 
. can be exported wholesale to the contexts about which 
one knows little or nothing.” Sonevytsky relates it to the 
recent coinage “Westplaining,” noting that “overdeter-
mined outsider narratives” about Ukraine have fowed 
from two hegemonic centers of knowledge production 
associated with imperial power (both the West and 
Russia), “often wholly skipping the knowledge produced 
in Ukraine.”17 As Hendl et al. argue in their article, in the 
case of Ukraine, epistemic imperialism, denying agency 
to Ukrainians and other nations of Europe’s East, is ex-
acerbated by the multipolar oppressive dynamic of what 
Laura Doyle has termed “inter-imperiality,” “multiply 
vectored relations among empires and among those who 
endure and maneuver among empires.”18 

Gaile Pohlhaus’s concept of wrongful requests to 
understand, when dominantly situated knowers 

ask marginally situated knowers to take on the ways of 
understanding that are grounded in the experiences of 

the dominantly situated knowers and disavow their own, 
is a subset of epistemic imperialism. While it is typical-
ly considered ethically and epistemically virtuous to 
understand those with whom we do not share a common 
viewpoint, what makes a request to understand wrong-
ful is a power imbalance, demands that the marginally 
situated knowers not only accept the dominantly situated 
knowers’ assumptions for the sake of argument, but also 
that they “inhabit the world that gives these claims their 
sense,” in essence explaining away prejudice and dis-
crimination. In such contexts the call for neutrality and 
for “understanding all sides” is anything but neutral and 
can make certain “sides” of the situation invisible with-
out appearing to do so.19 While Pohlhaus discusses this 
concept using the example of race relations in the US, it 
can certainly be productively applied in consideration of 
discriminative practices to which Ukrainian and other 
scholars from the countries formerly colonized by Russia 
have been subjected in global knowledge production. 

Among other scholars active in transforming this area 
of inquiry, I would also mention José Medina and his 
book The Epistemology of Resistance, which mounts a 
friendly polemic that augments and extends Fricker’s 
original account. In his work, Medina speaks of epistemic 
insensitivity and numbness (and the problematic use 
of “blindness”), and conversely, of epistemic responsi-
bility. He advocates epistemic resistance and relations 
of solidarity against domination, across diferent forms 
of oppression. He emphasizes that overcoming active 
ignorance requires what he calls benefcial epistemic 

https://groups.16
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Ukrainians such as poet Taras Shevchenko, feminist Lesia Ukraïnka, and dissident Ivan Dziuba deserve greater recognition. 
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friction, for which he outlines two regulative principles: 
the principle of acknowledgement and engagement and 
the principle of epistemic equilibrium. Medina argues 
that testimonial injustices concern not only the epistemic 
defcits that the oppressed subjects have to endure, but 
also the epistemic excesses (such as excessive authority 
and credibility or excessive self-confdence) that privi-
leged subjects enjoy. He also uses what he terms poly-
phonic contextualism to expand the view of what counts 
as virtuous interpretative responsiveness to ofer a more 
robust notion of epistemic responsibility with respect to 
hermeneutical justice.20 

Intellectual labor 
is simultaneously 

exploited and discounted. 

In addressing the multiple challenges facing the global 
intellectual community, both 

generally, and specifcally regard-
ing Ukraine, we would be wise 
to consider several roadmaps 
proposed for achieving epistem-
ic justice. In her work, Fricker 
calls for the privileged knowers 
to become more sensitive and to 
develop refexive critical awareness of the likely pres-
ence of prejudice, which should lead to active critical 
refection. There is no defnitive algorithm here, she 
notes, but “there is a clear guiding ideal.” She also calls 
for the development of a “more inclusive hermeneutical 
microclimate” between hearer and speaker, conducive to 
reducing the efects of hermeneutical marginalization.21 

Pohlhaus develops the argument further in her discus-
sion of epistemic agency under oppression. A systemic 

approach, like the one proposed by Dotson, is crucial 
for understanding the epistemic harm associated with 
colonization. Structures of oppression frame knowers 
from within the oppressing class as ideal capable know-
ers and knowers from the oppressed class as less able or 
incapable knowers. Seeking how to address testimonial 
injustice, Pohlhaus asks, “Is it best to correct an individ-
ual within the system or are there ways of recalibrating 
the system so that it cannot be misused in this fashion?” 
She calls for investing less into the solutions that “rely on 
individuals to self-correct” and for promoting “changes 
that prevent testimonial exchange from being discounted 
based on identity prejudice.” She also notes that while 
those who have previously been excluded are “uniquely 

positioned to identify gaps in the 
system, individual knowers can 
only do so much.” Filling those 
gaps may require cooperative 
eforts from others who do not 
notice the gaps in their epistemic 
systems as keenly, a compre-
hensive efort to recognize and 

address prior willful hermeneutical ignorance.22 

Pohlhaus also discusses the problem of exploita-
tive inclusions that infringe on epistemic autonomy 
and exhaust epistemic agency. What some have called 
“compulsory representation” is de dicto inclusion as 
a de re exclusion: intellectual labor is simultaneously 
exploited and discounted, and the epistemic subjectivity 
of marginalized knowers is not allowed to shape the di-
rection of their labor. One can be trapped into answering 

https://ignorance.22
https://marginalization.21
https://justice.20
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solicitations to “prove” that the discrimination and op-
pression one speaks of does exist, engaging in “fruitless 
and tiresome labor” or “appearing to be complicit in the 
view that one’s experiences simply do not exist.”23 This 
has been a familiar tale for representatives of the Global 
South in Western academia, but it is also what Ukrainians 
and Ukrainian studies scholars have frequently experi-
enced in Slavic/East European/post-Soviet studies. 

In her consideration of possible paths of resisting 
epistemic oppression, Pohlhaus draws on the decolonial 
philosopher María Lugones’s vision of “horizontal prac-
tices,” which to her means resisting the injunction for 
the gaze of the oppressed to be “fxed 
on the oppressor and the concomitant 
injunction not to look and connect 
with each other.”24 This kind of hori-
zontal coalition building can prove 
more efective and transformative 
than vertically directed attempts at 
“consciousness raising.” The partner 
support that Ukrainian scholars have 
been receiving from their peers in 
the Baltics and Central Asia in their decolonial work ad-
dressing multiple aspects of epistemic injustice is indeed 
a testament to the power of this approach. Pohlhaus also 
reminds us that focusing on agents and not on systems in 
approaches to epistemic injustice “may very well be an 
oppressive epistemic system itself.”25 We would be wise 
to take this to heart as we imagine and seek to imple-
ment alternative epistemic systems that do justice to the 
agency of Ukrainians and other communities historically 
oppressed and marginalized in knowledge production 
about the former Russian and Soviet empires and the 
new authoritarian Russia waging neocolonial wars of 
aggression. 

For far too 
long, Ukraine 

has been ‘small’ 
on many people’s 
mental maps. 

The last theoretical model I would like to reference 
here comes from Chandra Talpade Mohanty, who in 

her book Feminism without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, 
Practicing Solidarity develops an idea of “self-refexive 
solidarity,” not a solidarity secured in advance as a basis 
for struggle but struggle as the basis for solidarity, and 
based on a vision that the “diferences and borders of 
each of our identities connect us to each other, more than 
they sever. So the enterprise here is to forge informed, 
self-refexive solidarities among ourselves.”26 It is this 
kind of solidarity of intellectuals and citizens, when 
knowledge is not assumed but achieved among knowers 
struggling together in resistance, and the learning experi-

ences are democratized, that in my opinion should be the 
goal driving our eforts. 

For far too long, Ukraine has been “small” on many 
people’s mental maps. We can counteract the epistemic 
violence that is part of the current Russian aggression 
in Ukraine by addressing epistemic injustice in regard 
to Ukraine in our academic environments and work 
towards a lasting epistemic paradigm shift. I call on col-
leagues in academic institutions across the entire world 
to recognize and confront entrenched anti-Ukrainian 
prejudice. Please do not approach this as a temporary 
problem in need of a temporary solution. Returning to 

the status quo ante is impossible. 
We need to create comprehensive 
resources for, and encourage the 
pursuit of, studies of Ukrainian lan-
guage and culture. And by culture, I 
certainly do not only mean literature: 
classical music, for example, is an 
area with a highly problematic history 
of enduring problematic exclusion 
and suppression of Ukrainian voices 

and identities. We need seek out Ukrainian readings 
on global, regional, comparative, theoretical topics and 
encourage our colleagues to do so. Taras Shevchenko’s 
1845 poem “Caucasus,” for example, should gain a much 
wider recognition as a pioneering articulation of antico-
lonial solidarity of the oppressed. Lesia Ukraïnka should 
certainly be recognized widely as an outstanding feminist 
writer of global relevance. Ivan Dziuba’s Internationalism 
or Russifcation? (1968) deserves much greater attention 
as a dissident Marxist critique of Russo-imperialist fea-
tures of the Soviet project. We have made a lot of strides 
in our eforts to stop the practice of mislabeling Ukrain-
ian artists and intellectuals as “Russian” and of many 
periods of Ukrainian history being uncritically subsumed 
into Russian history. 

In my view, our main appeal to intellectuals and poli-
ticians, and to people of good will worldwide, should be 
the following: Listen to Ukrainian voices. Understand 
that the work of undoing any ignorance or unconscious 
bias on your part is not their burden, but yours. Please 
be respectful and responsible in your inquiries. Do not 
retraumatize them. Practice solidarity. ● 

Vitaly Chernetsky is a Professor of Slavic Studies

 at the University of Kansas, and currently President 

of the Association for Slavic, East European, 

and Eurasian Studies (ASEEES). 
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The “Peaceful Atom” No More: 

Russia’s Invasion, 
Nuclear Risks, and 
Weakening Security 
by Tatiana Kasperski 

ussia violated international guarantees of 
nuclear safety as set forth by the IAEA (In-

ternational Atomic Energy Agency) and 
other compacts and regimes when, 

on February 24, the frst day of the invasion of Ukraine, 
its troops occupied the Chornobyl exclusion zone, steal-
ing instruments and stirring up radioactivity. Russian 
troops later invaded the town of Enerhodar, and shelled 
and seized the nearby Zaporizhzhia Nuclear Power Plant 
(ZNPP). The ZNPP, with six pressurized water reactors 
(PWRs), is the largest nuclear power station in Europe. 
Damage to buildings on the site where spent nuclear fuel 
(SNF) abounds included a training center and laboratory 
which were set on fre. In late September 2022, Russia 
declared the annexation of the Zaporizhzhia region and 
claimed the ZNPP its property. Russia – which, as the 
USSR, proudly claimed to be the pioneer of the peaceful 
atom with its Obninsk nuclear power plant in 1954, the 

frst reactor to provide electricity to a civilian grid – 
showed instead that civilian NPPs were the targets of its 
unbridled military aggression. 

Russia’s war on Ukraine made obvious what his-
torians and social scientists have emphasized in 

their analyses of nuclear programs since WW II.1 The 
“peaceful atom,” as the civilian, non-military applications 
of nuclear technologies have been referred to since the 
famous “Atom for Peace” speech by the US President 
Dwight Eisenhower, delivered at the United Nations 
in December 1953, is never entirely “peaceful.” Indeed, 
civilian and military nuclear technologies have been 
inextricably intertwined since the dawn of atomic age. 
Nuclear power was “born violent,” as the historian Rob-
ert Jacob reminds us, because it was invented as a stage in 
producing the atomic bomb: the sole purpose of the frst 
nuclear reactors was to produce plutonium for weapons.2 
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Indeed, promotion of civilian nuclear applications served 
diverse military purposes. Nuclear weapons states used 
the peaceful atom to limit international and national pub-
lic discontent while expanding nuclear weapons pro-
duction and testing. They used it to prevent other states 
from getting the bomb, while several of these states used 
civilian nuclear programs to develop clandestine nuclear 
military applications.3 In fact, civilian and military nu-
clear technologies use same natural resources, their risks 
and impact on the environment are very similar, and they 
draw on same knowledge and material infrastructures.4 

The military use of civilian nuclear sites already at-
tracted public attention after the terrorist attacks on 

the US in 2001. Ofcial studies of the safety of US NPPs 
after 9/11 revealed signifcant risks of a massive release 
of radiation were a nuclear plant to be hit with a bomb 
delivered by truck, boat, plane, or a ground assault. The 
US authorities ordered power stations to develop specifc 
plans to respond to terrorist attacks. The risks extended 
from PWRs to SNF storage (and cooling) pools that were 
vulnerable to loss-of-water accidents – and more radia-
tion release.5 The UK came to similar conclusions about 
the safety of its reactors.6 

But it was the invasion of Ukraine that revealed NPPs 
precisely as military targets of state terrorism with the 
Russian assault on Zaporizhzhia, Chornobyl and other 
nuclear facilities. As the International Atomic Energy 
Agency asserted, all indispensable pillars for ensuring 
nuclear safety and security during an armed confict were 
signifcantly compromised. These pillars include the 

There are immediate threats to the physical safety of the 

nuclear installations at the Zaporizhzhia Nuclear Power Plant 

site. PHOTO: GOOGLE EARTH/UNION OF CONCERNS SCIENTISTS 

physical integrity of nuclear installations, their secure 
connection to the electrical grid, normal functioning of 
safety, security and radiation monitoring systems, lack of 
undue pressure on the operating personnel, and reliable 
communications.7 Russia, a founding member of the 
IAEA and a pioneer of the peaceful atom, has violated all 
of these standards. It undermined an international re-
gime based on trust among member states of that regime, 
and of such organizations as the IAEA that represent 
them, which gave legitimacy to peaceful claims about 
power stations.8 Indeed, the weaponization of civilian 
nuclear installations must play a part in refections about 
the stability and vulnerability of the global nuclear order 
which are often limited to non-proliferation and arms 
control concerns. The recent history of the Ukrainian 
nuclear sector and its Soviet technological and environ-
mental legacies will enable consideration of the nuclear 
risks exacerbated by the current war. 

International and National 
Nuclear Dependencies 
The collapse of the Soviet Union led to rapid changes 
in the nuclear enterprise, including relations with the 
newly-independent countries which operated Soviet-de-
signed power and experimental reactors. They were di-
rectly tied to the Soviet fuel cycle, from uranium mining, 
enrichment, and fuel fabrication to reactor building and 
waste management. The countries included Bulgaria, 
Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Kazakhstan, Lith-
uania, and Ukraine. The impact on Ukraine, where the 
Chornobyl NPP operated until December 2000 and with 
its soon-to-be ffteen PWRs, indicated the challenges 
of ensuring safety and security in nuclear enterprises in 
conditions of geopolitical change. Ukraine had to estab-
lish its own nuclear agencies and navigate technological 
dependencies on Russia including for nuclear fuel. Over 
the past thirty years a series of Ukrainian governments 
pursued a variety of policies and projects toward nuclear 
fuel, some with international components – technology 
and advice from Europe and the US – to lessen nuclear 
dependence on Russia. Until recently, Ukraine had been 
buying most of its nuclear fuel from Russia and sending 
SNF back to Russia for storage and reprocessing, but at 
great cost. Since all Ukrainian PWRs are of Soviet-Rus-
sian design, Ukraine could not escape Russian nuclear 
fuel entanglements, and relied on the Russian company 
TVEL for its PWRs. Ukraine mines uranium, but it has 
neither the enrichment nor reprocessing facilities to 
manufacture its own fuel assemblies. 
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Chornobyl new safe confinement became fully operational in 

December 2023. PHOTO: WIKISOURCE 

From the early 2000s, in the attempt to build nuclear 
independence, Ukraine cooperated with West-

inghouse Electric which, after much trial, testing, and 
political resistance from ofcials trying to protect the 
Russian monopoly, now produces competing nuclear 
fuel assemblies. From 2014 Ukraine increasingly used 
Westinghouse assemblies manufactured at a facility in 
Sweden; eight of its ffteen reactors use this fuel. 

Similarly, the disposal of SNF, 
radioactive waste (RW) and other 
contamination has been a security 
and safety problem, now exacerbated 
by Russia’s war on Ukraine. SNF is 
the most highly radioactive part of 
what is left at nuclear power stations 
when it is replaced by fresh fuel. Dur-
ing the Soviet period, Ukraine sent 
all of its SNF back to Russia for storage and reprocessing. 
It continued doing so, at great expense, after the USSR 
collapsed. The ZNPP was the only operating Ukrainian 
NPP that had its own SNF storage. Since the mid-2010s 
Ukraine had been building centralized storage for SNF 
(CSFSF) in the Chornobyl exclusion zone (ChEZ). It 
fnally became fully operational in 2023 despite the ongo-
ing war, so that Ukraine no longer needed to use Russian 
SNF services.9 

Ukraine shut 
down the last 

operating unit at 
Chornobyl in 2000. 

Not only SNF, but the vast majority of other RW in 
Ukraine is concentrated at the ChEZ which has 

gradually been transformed since the late 1980s into a 
nuclear wasteland, a sort of “sacrifcial zone” for radio-
active leftovers. In 1995, Ukraine and the G7 countries 
signed a Memorandum of Understanding to close the 
station in exchange for signifcant compensation, and 
Ukraine shut down the last operating unit at Chornobyl 
in 2000. Another important milestone in the zone was 
reached in November 2016, when a massive new pro-

tective arch was installed over the destroyed reactor, 
including its old and increasingly unstable containment 
structure built in late 1986, popularly known as the 
sarcophagus. However, the highly radioactive debris that 
remains under new safe confnement must eventually be 
properly disassembled and stored. Several new long-term 
waste storage and reprocessing facilities have been built 
in the exclusion zone that are designed to host waste 
from other sites in Ukraine.10 

The very long and costly international efort to make 
the disaster site stable and safe is still ongoing nearly 
four decades after the disaster. Yet this efort has been 
compromised by the temporary Russian military oc-
cupation of the site, and it remains uncertain what the 
impact will be. The presence of military vehicles and the 
excavation of trenches by soldiers in the exclusion zone 
led to highly contaminated soil being stirred up and to 
the further spread of radioactivity. Before its shutdown 
a few days after the occupation, the automated radiation 
monitoring system in the zone recorded sharp increas-

es in the gamma-background in 
several areas. Fortunately, even with 
the danger of the invaders carrying 
radioactivity toward Kyiv, the “direct 
impact on the public in the form of 
additional radioactive contamination 
removed from the ChEZ in Febru-
ary-March 2022 was negligible,” a 
research team recently concluded. 

They continued, “However, due to the damage to the 
radiation monitoring system, explosive hazard, and de-
struction of transport infrastructure, the consequences 
of the occupation of the ChEZ by Russian troops will be 
long-term.”11 

Even more, the disruption of the connection of ChEZ 
facilities to the electrical grid presented the serious 

risk of disabling ventilation and cooling systems. Indeed, 
spent nuclear fuel from shutdown Chornobyl reactors 
stored on the site needs constant cooling and ventilation 
because it continues to produce heat, although in much 
less dangerous quantities than decades ago. For several 
days Chornobyl facilities operated on back-up diesel 
generators. During their occupation of ChEZ Russian 
troops also looted facilities of all kinds which resulted 
in the theft of hundreds of thousands of euros worth of 
property including from laboratories with radioactive 
samples and radioactive sources used to calibrate such 
equipment as dosimeters. This will have a long term 

https://Ukraine.10
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safety and security impact and increase the risk of illicit 
circulation of toxic radioactive materials.12 

A series of other waste sites which have long awaited 
remediation are also at risk because of their proximity to 
the war zone and shortages of funding. A major example 
is the Pridniprovskyi Chemical Plant that was central 
to the production of yellowcake (uranium concentrate) 
that was enriched for use in the Soviet Union’s nuclear 
weapons arsenal. Discarded mill tailings are increasing-
ly unstable and require the installation of a monitoring 
system to ensure their geotechnical 
stability. Russian rockets have hit 
near Kamianske, site of the plant and 
the nearby tailings. According to the 
Bellona Foundation, almost 30 years 
after the plant ceased its operation, 
the state of the associated uranium 
mill tailings deposits is “worry-
ing”: “Excessive external radiation 
readings and radon concentrations are found at various 
spots, signifcant groundwater contamination was found 
at some of the tailings sites, and the deposits still haven’t 
been reclaimed to meet the requirements of a long-term 
disposal.”13 Not only war, but multi-million hryvnia (and 
USD) funding shortages waylaid cleanup and monitoring. 
Currently, seepage from tailings has increased the ura-
nium concentrations in Konoplyanka River, which fows 
directly into the Dnipro River. 

The situation 
of the station’s 

personnel represents 
a major safety risk. 

Turning Zaporizhzhia into a Site 
of Nuclear Conflict 
The situation for the “peaceful atom” may be worse still 
at the Zaporizhzhia NPP. On March 3rd and 4th, 2022, 
using heavy weapons, Russia began its assault on ZNPP 
and occupied the power station. During the months that 
followed its seizure, the ZNPP was routinely shelled, 
leading to further damage and to the disruption of the 
station’s power supply. Indeed, all of the four power lines 
that connect the NPP to the grid have been damaged at 
some point, and the stations’ PWRs and its large SNF 
storage have had to rely on diesel generators. This contin-
uously increases the risk of a so-called “loss of coolant” 
accident such as one at Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant 
in March 2011 when a tsunami destroyed the connection 
to the grid and disabled most of the cooling systems. 

The military force occupying ZNPP, equipped with 
heavy machinery including cannons and with vehi-

cles used to transport weapons, ammunition, explosives, 

and troops, is subordinate to the Russian presidency. 
There are several Russian military fring positions within 
a range of one to 18 kilometers from the plant. These 
objects move about to avoid fre, but also use proximity 
to the NPP as a shield to deter fre on them. The Russian 
military, therefore, has efectively transformed a nuclear 
power plant into a “launchpad.”14 

As of January 2024, the six ZNPP reactors have been 
in shutdown for nearly eighteen months and produce no 
electricity. But they still hold large amounts of nuclear 

fuel that must be kept safe, adequate-
ly cooled, and secure. ZNPP’s SNF, 
which also needs constant cooling, 
is stored in nearby cooling pools for 
up to fve years, then transferred to 
an on-site dry cask storage opera-
tional since 2004. In their assault 
on international nuclear security, 
Russian forces destroyed the Kak-

hovka reservoir crucial to cooling the ZNPP and its 
SNF storage in June 2023. First, on November 11, 2022, 
Russian troops blew up sections of road and railroad at 
the Kakhovka dam. Then, on June 6, 2023, as Ukraine 
began an ofensive along sections of the Dnipro River, 
the dam was blown up – and like the ZNPP became a tool 
of war. The reservoir waters poured out into towns and 
villages, carrying petrochemicals and urban waste down-
stream, and littering the shores with bodies, livestock, 
and pets. The demolition cut water supplies not only to 
ZNPP but to Crimea, paradoxically endangering Russia’s 
annexed territory.15 To provide a safety margin against 
the destruction of the dam, the Russians built 11 wells 
near the ZNPP to provide this cooling water. Five of the 
ZNPP’s six reactors remain in cold shutdown, while unit 
4 is in hot shutdown to produce steam and heat, includ-
ing for the nearby town of Enerhodar, where most plant 
staf live.16 

On top of the immediate threats to the physical safety 
of the nuclear installations at the ZNPP site, the 

situation of the station’s personnel represents a major 
safety risk. On the eve of his fourth visit to ZNPP in 
February 2024, IAEA Director General Rafael Mariano 
Grossi, in the ongoing efort to avoid a major nuclear 
accident, pressed again Russia on the station’s safety and 
security, including “the reduced number of staf working 
at this major facility.” Prior to Russia’s military assault on 
the station, there were approximately 11,500 staf, while 
Russia uses 4,500 staf who face not only military but 

https://territory.15
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In February 2024, IAEA Director General Rafael Mariano Grossi, 

paid his fourth visit to ZNPP in the ongoing effort to avoid a 

major nuclear accident. PHOTO: @RAFAELMGROSSI 

signifcant and “unprecedented psychological pressure 
which… is not sustainable.”17 

Russian attacks have gone beyond Chornobyl and 
Zaporizhzhia to other nuclear facilities. The threats to 
the physical integrity of operating reactors, spent nuclear 
fuel storage and other installations comes from rock-
ets and missiles regularly launched by Russia all over 
Ukrainian territory. Russian guided missiles have fown 
over the territory of other NPPs, on September 19, 2022, 
for example, exploding only 300 meters from the South 
Ukraine NPP in Mykolaiv region. Several other facilities 
with radioactive materials have been hit during past 
months, such as low-level radioactive waste storages in 
Kyiv and Kharkiv and several assaults on the birthplace 
of Ukrainian – and Soviet – nuclear physics research – 
the Kharkiv Physical Technical Institute. 

The Russian invasion has also disrupted the operation, 
maintenance and monitoring of nuclear and radioactive 
installations and materials. Indeed, there are strict and 
precise protocols about who can access which facilities 
and when, and what licenses they must obtain. These 
staf members must observe the rules, regulations and 
regimes of national and international organizations, for 
example, in the framework of the so-called safeguards 
system of the IAEA that ensures very tight monitoring 
of production and circulation of materials that could be 
used for nuclear weapons. The Russian war has led, on 
the contrary, to disrupted physical security and radiolog-
ical surveillance, permitted illicit circulation of radioac-
tive materials, and promoted theft, diversion and other 
malicious acts against heretofore peaceful sites. 

International Nuclear Safety and Security 
Regimes Under Attack in Ukraine 
Russian weaponization of civilian nuclear installations 
has revealed the weaknesses of international regimes in 
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ensuring safety when member nations refuse to embrace 
them. According to a recent Greenpeace commissioned 
study, the IAEA mission in Zaporizhzhia has been largely 
unable to monitor Russian activities in an occupied civil-
ian power plant, let alone prevent it, “due to restrictions 
placed on their access, movement and required prior 
notifcation, as well as the small size of the team (four) 
and the large scale of the nuclear plant – the largest in 
Europe.” As a result of Russian interference, the IAEA 
general director’s reports based on site visits are “limited 
in scope, lack analysis, and give too much credence to 
Russian military claims.” All this risks “normalizing what 
remains a dangerous nuclear crisis, unprecedented in the 
history of nuclear power.”18 

The inefciency of the international nuclear safety 
regime is further exacerbated by the fact that interna-
tional community has failed to apply efective pressure 
on Russia. Indeed, Rosatom has mostly avoided sanctions 
and Russia continues to participate in IAEA nuclear 
programs. Many countries opposing the war are de-
pendent on Russian nuclear materials and services, from 
natural and enriched uranium to nuclear fuel and spent 
fuel reprocessing, and they are unable or unwilling to cut 
ties. Russia, therefore, continues to use its nuclear energy 
diplomacy, and civil nuclear exports, as an instrument to 
maintain and increase its political and military infu-
ence.19 

This indicates the importance of including the civil-
ian-military nuclear connection when assessing the 

stability of the nuclear order. The artifcial separation be-
tween military and civilian nuclear technology has been 
crucial to maintaining existing international nuclear 
regimes. It is enshrined in multiple nuclear agreements, 
institutions, and organizations, and it is maintained by 
national interests that insist that they abide by interna-
tional agreements and conventions. It is at the foundation 
of the international non-proliferation regime frst insti-
tutionalized by the Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1962 that 
divided the world into nuclear haves and have-nots, and 
aimed at preventing the proliferation of nuclear weapons 
(while preserving the right of those few who have them 
to continue having them), and facilitating the difusion 
of peaceful nuclear technologies to serve the interests of 
other states. But within a few months of its invasion of 
Ukraine, Russia demonstrated that this distinction does 
not hold. It turned nuclear power plants, hydropower 
stations, and electrical power grids into tools of war and 
destruction. In the aftermath of this invasion, some re-
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searchers have declared that in spite of heightened risks 
to nuclear non-proliferation and arms-control regimes, it 
is premature to declare the collapse of the of internation-
al nuclear order whose “foundation is more robust than 
is often assumed.”20 However, if the international nuclear 
security regime is to be functional, then member nations 
must take the violation of the international norms 
governing civilian nuclear technologies as seriously as 
infringements of non-proliferation and arms controls re-
gimes. In practice this means, at the minimum, extending 
the sanctions against Russian businesses and ofcials to 
Rosatom for turning Ukrainian reactors into weapons. ● 

Tatiana Kasperski, PhD, is a project researcher at the 

School of Historical and Contemporary Studies, 

Södertörn University. 
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Securitization 
of Orthodoxy in 
the Baltic States 
by Alar Kilp 

eligion can play an ambivalent role regarding 
state security – it can be a resource of state 

security or can itself constitute a security 
threat.1 The security risk associated 

with the local Orthodox Church (of the Moscow Patri-
archy) in the Baltic states has focused primarily on its 
ecclesiastical leader, the head of the Russian Orthodox 
Church (ROC), Patriarch Kirill of Moscow and All Rus’, 
who has cultivated a culture of sacrifce for the Russian 
imperial nation for decades,2 has converted Orthodoxy in 
Russia into “de facto regime religion”,3 and has endorsed 
the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine since February 
2022.4 

The Orthodox Church is also securitized within the 
Russian Federation, where it has been represented as a 
referent object of utmost value for the political com-
munity that is perceived to be threatened and therefore 
requiring an action of (legal and political) defense.5 As 
a result, the protection of Orthodoxy has become one 
of core elements of Russian state security and foreign 
policy.6 

Consequently, as the Russian Federation is relying on 
the ROC in the war of aggression against Ukraine, 

(Russian) Orthodoxy has become an object of state secu-

rity concern in both Ukraine7 and the Baltic states.8 

The “wave” of securitization takes place in two main 
phases. Securitization starts with the identifcation of 
both the object of utmost value that is perceived to be 
threatened as well as the source of the related threat. 
Securitization ends with desecuritization,9 which occurs 
when after successful implementation of certain pro-
tective measures, the security risks are perceived to be 
either sufciently managed or eliminated. 

Since February 2022, each Baltic state has associated 
the ROC with a security risk. They expected the local 

leader of the (Russian) Orthodox Church to denounce 
the Russian war of aggression against Ukraine or to ex-
press public disagreement with Patriarch Kirill when the 
latter has endorsed Kremlin’s war efort. The measures 
used, however, have difered and yielded either tempo-
rary or incomplete results. 

The Estonian political establishment has used the 
(revoking of the) residence permit of the local head of 
the Orthodox Church (who has Russian citizenship) as 
a leverage, but this instrument becomes useless if the 
successor to the ofce of local church leader is both 
pro-Kremlin and has Estonian citizenship. 

Even before 2022, the law on the Latvian Orthodox 
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Church excluded the possibility of the existence of two 
parallel Orthodox Churches on the territory of Latvia 
(one under the jurisdiction of the Patriarch of Moscow, 
and another under the jurisdiction of the Ecumenical 
Patriarchate, the pattern that exists in Estonia since 
1996, in Ukraine since 2019 and in Lithuania since 
2024) and of a local church leader with Russian citi-
zenship. In fall 2022, the Latvian state proclaimed the 
Latvian Orthodox Church autocephalous de jure, but 
the latter is still in a situation where the Patriarchate of 
Moscow is expected but unwilling to grant autocephaly 
canonically, the Church retains religious connections 
to the Patriarchate of Moscow, and the hands of the 
Ecumenical Patriarchate to recognize a parallel church 
structure are tied by the same law which is meant to 
block the infuence of the Kremlin and the Moscow 
Patriarchate. 

In Lithuania, both the government and Patriarch 
Bartholomew of Constantinople have yielded support 

to a small group of religious ministers of the Lithuanian 
Orthodox Church (Diocese of Vilnius and Lithuania of 
the Russian Orthodox Church) who were defrocked in 
2022 due to their political condemnation of Russia’s war 
against Ukraine. The residence permit of the local Metro-
politan has not been revoked and a new Orthodox church 
structure has been established with the help of both the 
government and the Ecumenical Patriarchate. 

Estonia: Revoking the Residence Permit 
of the Pro-Kremlin Metropolitan 
Estonia is the only Baltic state where Orthodoxy is the 
largest religious denomination. As early as about 2004, 
Orthodoxy surpassed Lutheranism in the Estonian 
public censuses, which asked about 
self-identifcation with religious 
denominations. According to the 
latest (2021) census data, 29% of the 
Estonian population identifed with 
some religion, the largest confessions 
being Orthodox Christianity (16%), 
overwhelmingly represented by the 
Estonian Orthodox Church of the 
Moscow Patriarchate (EOC-MP), followed by Lutheran-
ism (6%).10 

On January 18, 2024, the Estonian Police and Border 
Guard Board (PPA) informed Metropolitan Eugene (Re-
shetnikov), who had been the head of the EOC-MP since 
2018, that his residence permit would not be extended 

Metropolitan Evgeniy in Jõhvi, Estonia, near the monument to 

Patriarch Alexei II, from September 2021. 

PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS 

beyond its expiration date (February 6) because his 
public actions and statements were a threat to Estonia’s 
national security and aided the implementation of the 
Russian Federation’s foreign policy in Estonia.11 Accord-
ing to the PPA, the Metropolitan did not alter his conduct 
despite several previous warnings.12 

After having left Estonia on February 6, 2024, Met-
ropolitan Eugene was able to formally continue in his 
leadership position while residing in Russia. It deserves 
to be noticed that on February 3, 2024, the Holy Synod of 
the Russian Orthodox Church approved the decision of 
the Estonian Synod of EOC-MP to elect Archimandrite 
Daniel (Lepisk) as Bishop of Tartu. 

The Estonian 
Council of 

Churches issued a 
statement on the war. 

As a result, after Metropolitan Eugene’s departure 
from Estonia, EOC-MP has three bishops (Bishop 

Lazar of Narva, Bishop Sergei of Maardu and Bishop 
Daniel of Tartu), all Estonian citizens, and two of them 

(including Daniel) acting as vic-
ar-bishops of Metropolitan Eugene. 

After the Russian full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine on February 
24, 2022, the Estonian govern-
ment expected all church leaders, 
including Metropolitan Eugene, to 
take a clear stance on Russia’s war 
in Ukraine. On March 17, 2022, the 

Estonian Council of Churches issued a statement on the 
war. The statement, which was signed also by Metropoli-
tan Eugene, included a remark which attributed the guilt 
and responsibility for the war to the Russian Federation. 
It said: “The UN General Assembly has condemned Rus-
sia’s military action in Ukraine. As representatives of the 
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member churches of the Estonian Council of Churches, 
we join in this assessment ….”13 

In subsequent public statements Metropolitan Eugene 
articulated mixed messages: He expressed opposition 

to any war, called for peace, argued that churches neither 
should be nor are engaged in politics, and refrained from 
any direct condemnation of Russia for the military inva-
sion of Ukraine. 

Until September 2022, Metropol-
itan Eugene’s position on the Rus-
so-Ukrainian war was not a matter 
of urgent concern for the Estonian 
political establishment. But when 
in a sermon of September 25, 2022, 
Patriarch Kirill claimed that a Russian 
soldier dying in battle has made a 
sacrifce “that washes away all sins,”14 

the public position of Metropolitan 
Eugene was introduced into govern-
ment agenda again. 

Patriarch Kirill delivered his sermon during the 10 days 
at the end of September 2022 when partial mobilization 
took place in the Russian Federation, fake referendums 
were conducted in Ukrainian territories occupied by 
Russia, and Russia also claimed to annex four occupied 
oblasts (Kherson, Donetsk, Luhansk, Zaporizhzhia). 
Hence, the problem was not just about the words used by 
Patriarch Kirill (the expression was not unprecedented 
in the sermons of this or previous patriarchs of Moscow), 
but in the geopolitical time and context when it was 
delivered. 

In my study of Patriarch Kirill’s various addresses 
during the last 10 days of September 2022, I found him 
using the term “sacrifce” 38 times. Despite some use 
of religious vocabulary (absolution of sins), Patriarch 
Kirill’s messages focused instead on the sacralization of 
the secular profession of army service and of civic duties 
at times of war.15 For example, on September 27, 2022, 
Patriarch Kirill called everyone (in Russia) to a “spiritual 
mobilization” in order to achieve “complete reconcili-
ation of Russia and Ukraine, which constitute a single 
space of the Russian Orthodox Church.”16 

Patriarch Kirill 
claimed that 

a Russian soldier 
dying in battle has 
made a sacrifice 
‘that washes away 
all sins’. 

Correspondingly, it would have been quite natural if 
the Estonian government had focused negotiations 

with Metropolitan Eugene on the religious version of 
the Russian World (the alleged spiritual unity of “broth-
erly peoples”) and its peace-related (sic!) content that 

sets the alleged “unity of brothers” as a prerequisite for 
peace.17 

On October 5, 2022, the Minister of the Interior 
warned Metropolitan Eugene that his residence permit 
would be withdrawn if he did not disagree publicly with 
Patriarch Kirill’s statement regarding the promise of the 
“absolution of sins” for soldiers dying in the battle. Par-
adoxically, the Estonian government chose to securitize 

a short theological expression of 
Patriarch Kirill, not the core themes 
of his messages during last 10 days of 
September 2022. 

By October 12, 2022, Metropoli-
tan Eugene expressed ofcially and 
publicly that he did not agree with 
Patriarch Kirill’s claim that was ar-
ticulated in one (half of the) sentence 
in his sermon of September 25, 2022. 
That settled the issue (desecuritized 
the perceived threat) for the Estonian 
political establishment. 

In January 2023, EOC-MP planned a joint prayer with 
the NGO Koos/Vmeste (“Together” in Estonian/Russian 
languages) to take place at the end of the next month. As 
Koos/Vmeste had repeatedly made pro-Kremlin state-
ments, the issue was perceived publicly as a concern of 
national security. On January 31, 2023, EOC-MP decided 
to cancel the planned joint prayer. The Minister of the 
Interior Lauri Läänemets admitted later that had the 
event taken place, it would have provided the basis for 
Metropolitan Eugene’s expulsion from Estonia.18 

During periods when Metropolitan Eugene’s res-
idence permit was intensely publicly discussed, 

some representatives of other churches (e.g., the Luther-
an archbishop and Baptist vice-president of the Estonian 
Council of Churches)19 considered government inter-
vention-pressure risked violating collective religious 
freedom. In January 2024, three prominent Lutheran 
ministers publicly protested against the government de-
cision not to extend the residence permit of Metropolitan 
Eugene.20 

While at the time of the writing of this paper the per-
son in local leadership of the EOC-MP is unknown, there 
are also two archdioceses in Estonian – Pühtitsa Dor-
mition Convent in Kuremäe and the Alexander Nevsky 
Cathedral in Tallinn – which are stavropegial – that is, 
placed under the direct control of the Patriarch of Mos-
cow by Patriarch Alexei II during the 1990s.21 
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Latvia: Autocephaly Granted by the State, 
But Not by Canonical Authority 
According to data from 2021, Orthodoxy is the 3rd largest 
confession (13%) in the Latvian religious landscape fol-
lowing Lutherans (37%) and Roman Catholics (19%).22 

The nomination of a Russian citizen as the leader of the 
EOC-MP in 2018 probably stimulated Latvia to adopt a 
law in 2019 that requires the head of the Latvian Ortho-
dox Church (LOC), as well as metropolitans and bishops, 
to be Latvian citizens with a perma-
nent residence of at least 10 years.23 

After the start of the Russian full-
scale invasion of Ukraine in Febru-
ary 2022, Metropolitan Alexander 
(Kudryashov) of Riga and all Latvia 
(of LOC) condemned the war but 
tended to avoid direct criticism of 
either Kirill or the Russian state.24 

During the crucial month of Sep-
tember 2022, the Latvian parliament 
(in collaboration with the president and the Ministry of 
Justice) preemptively changed the law of the Latvian 
Orthodox Church to strengthen its legal (not religious 
or dogmatic) independence from Patriarch of Moscow. 
Despite Article 99 of the Constitution of Latvia, which 
requires separation of church and state, the Latvian pres-
ident has claimed that this legal move is in accordance 
with European law and human rights.25 

As a result of the adopted law, the LOC depends on Lat-
vian state in the appointment and dismissal of the head of 
the church, bishops, archbishops and metropolitans who 
need to be coordinated and agreed with the state institu-
tions, so the person elected to ofce meets all regulatory 
requirements and national security interests.26 
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The Latvian President Egils Levits signs the Amendments to the 

Law that recognises that the Latvian Orthodox Church is a com-

pletely self-contained church, with autocephaly from Moscow. 

The religious connection to Russian Orthodoxy, how-
ever, remains. The website of the LOC explains the out-
comes of the law as follows: “The law does not change the 
Orthodox faith, dogmas, liturgical life, calendar, liturgical 
language, rituals, traditions or internal church life.”27 

Additionally, in order to achieve autocephaly of the 
LOC by changing the LOC law, “the state followed the 
constitution of the ROC and did not turn to the Ecumen-
ical Patriarchate to recognize its autocephaly.”28 Canon-

ical autocephaly can be granted by 
Patriarchates of Moscow or Constan-
tinople. When there is a will to break 
religious ties, it should be up to the 
church itself (not a parliament or 
persons flling the ofces of polit-
ical leadership) to decide it. Thus, 
Aleksandr Soldatov, a journalist of 
Novaya Gazeta, has even argued that 
Latvia has now become the frst and 
the only European country which has 

forbidden the ROC by law.29 

Both the Latvian justice minister (on September 20, 
2022) and the Church Council of the Latvian Orthodox 
Church (on October 20, 2022) have asked Patriarch Kirill 
to grant (canonical) autocephaly to the Latvian Church. 
The Moscow Patriarchate has not responded to these 
requests. 

Canonical 
autocephaly 

can be granted 
by Patriarchates 
of Moscow or 
Constantinople. 

Mentioning Patriarch Kirill in religious services has 
remained another controversial issue despite the 

full legal independence of the LOC. In August 2023, Lat-
vian TV banned (temporarily) Orthodox services from 
being broadcast, because a previous agreement that “no 
commemorations of Patriarch Kirill would occur,” was 
broken.30 

In Latvia, the LOC and state are seeking autocephaly 
from Moscow, without the Patriarchate of Constantino-
ple. The law of the Latvian Orthodox Church does not 
allow registration of any other church with the term 
“Orthodox” in its title, hence it also blocks the possi-
bility of recognizing a new Orthodox church structure 
under the jurisdiction of the Ecumenical Patriarchate.31 

A small Latvian Autonomous Orthodox Church, which 
commemorates the Ecumenical Patriarch in its liturgies, 
exists in Latvia, but it has not been formally recognized 
by Patriarch Bartholomew.32 

The LOC has remained internally undivided, has 
gained legal autocephaly, while religious contacts with 
Moscow Patriarchy remain. 
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Prime Minister of Lithuania Ingrida Šimonytė meets the delega-

tion from the Patriarch of Constantinople in Vilnius, March 2023. 

PHOTO: ECUMENICAL PATRIARCH 

Lithuania: Creation of a Parallel Orthodox 
Church Structure With The Help of 
the State and Ecumenical Patriarch 
The Orthodox community in Lithuania is the smallest 
among the Baltic countries. According to recent statistics 
3.8% of Lithuanians are Orthodox (while 74.2% are Ro-
man Catholics).33 The Orthodox community has recently 
grown with the arrival of over 70,000 Ukrainians. 

Similar to Estonia and Latvia, the frst question after 
the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine was about the 
public statements of the church leader. Metropolitan 
Innokentiy (Vasiljev) of Vilnius and Lithuania of the 
Orthodox Archdiocese of Lithuania (subordinate to the 
Moscow Patriarchate) started with clear and strong mes-
sage: “The position of the Orthodox Church in Lithuania 
remains unchanged: we strongly condemn Russia’s war 
against Ukraine … As you have probably already noticed, 
[Russian Orthodox] Patriarch Kirill and I have diferent 
political views and perceptions of current events. His 
political statements about the war in Ukraine are his per-
sonal opinion.… In every service the Orthodox Christians 
pray for our God-protected country of Lithuania, its gov-
ernment, its army, and all its people. And today we also 
pray for an end to this bloody war, for the dead soldiers, 
for the reign of peace in Ukraine, for the sufering people 
of the land of Ukraine. We pray and sufer with them.”34 

When a small number of ministers followed suit, 
were critical of ROC’s position regarding Russia’s 

war in Ukraine,35 and refused to pray for Patriarch Kirill, 
they were accused of canonical ofences and defrocked 

Essay 

(their right to exercise the functions of an ordained reli-
gious minister was removed) by Metropolitan Innokentiy.36 

In May 2022 Metropolitan Innokentiy asked the 
Moscow Patriarchate to grant the Lithuanian Orthodox 
Church the same (autonomous) status of a self-governing 
church that Orthodox Churches in Estonia and Latvia 
enjoyed.37 The prime minister asked the Ecumenical 
Patriarch to support defrocked ministers and promised 
to guarantee government support in case the Ecumenical 
Patriarch wished to re-establish the “mother church” in 
Lithuania.38 

In March 2023, the Patriarch of Constantinople visited 
Lithuania, reinstated to the priesthood the ministers who 
were defrocked by Innokentiy and announced the inten-
tion to set up new Orthodox church structure in Lithu-
ania.39 In the same month, the Orthodox Archdiocese of 
Vilnius and Lithuania started to allow Ukrainian refugees 
to pray without mentioning Moscow Patriarch Kirill.40 

Finally, in January 2024, the Ecumenical Patriarch 
established the Exarchate of the Ecumenical Patriarch in 
Lithuania. The head of the Lithuanian Exarchate is Justi-
nus (Kiviloo) from Estonia. The Exarchate has ten minis-
ters and ten congregations, but no churches of their own 
as yet.41 Nine Orthodox clergy of the new Exarchate (two 
of whom were from Belarus) received an award from US 
Department of State for their courage and commitment 
to promoting religious freedom. 

As a result, the Orthodox split – parallel Orthodox 
church structures under the jurisdictions of the Pa-

triarchate of Moscow and the Ecumenical Patriarchate, 
that had existed in Estonia since 1996, was established in 
Lithuania as well. Unlike the developments in Estonia, 
the residence permit of Metropolitan Innokentiy (a Rus-
sian citizen) has been extended for another two years.42 

The potential successor to Innokentiy will most likely 
be Vicar Bishop Amvrosiy (Fedukovich) of Trakai, who 
according to Sebastian Rimestad is already de facto leader 
in the daily business of the archdiocese of the Lithuanian 
Orthodox Church. 43 

Conclusion 
From the perspective of Baltic societies, the referent 
object of securitization, i.e., that which is perceived to 
be threatened and requiring defensive action, has been 
the state and the political nation, not religious doctrine 
or religious tradition. (Russian) Orthodoxy has been se-
curitized not because of its ecclesiastical characteristics 
(dogma, liturgy, religious practice), but due to its political 
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connections to the Russian Federation that is conducting 
an unprovoked war of aggression against Ukraine. 

The recognition or construction of security related 
threats focus most on the citizenship, residence per-
mit, nomination, public messages and behavior of local 
church leaders. As a rule, the process of securitization 
and desecuritization takes place in waves; each wave lasts 
for a period and is accompanied by controversies over 
individual and collective religious freedom vis-à-vis the 
legitimate right of the state to protect public order and 
lives of its citizens at times of war. It is likely that waves 
of securitization of (Russian) Orthodoxy will continue to 
occur in all Baltic countries in the near future. ● 

Alar Kilp, Lecturer of Comparative Politics, 

University of Tartu, Estonia 
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Cooperation in 
the Baltic Sea region 
at the Critical Juncture 
by Kazimierz Musiał and Damian Szacawa 

or all Baltic Sea region (BSR) states and insti-
tutions the critical juncture caused by the Rus-
sian invasion of Ukraine created a momentary 
chaos regarding the social reality. The devel-

opments exacerbated a cognitive dissonance between 
the previous ofcial narratives of regional cooperation 
and coping with Russia and the current harsh perception 
of being threatened by the Russian state as a potential 
enemy. Accordingly, this chapter aims to investigate and 
describe the impact of the full-scale invasion on cooper-
ation in the BSR. First, we propose a theoretical frame-
work of a critical juncture and punctuated equilibrium to 
better understand the reactions of regional international 
institutions. Second, we sketch the specifc qualities of 
regional cooperation in the Baltic Sea area after the end 
of the Cold War. Third, we study the case of the Council 
of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS) which allows us to delve 
into the changing decision-making process in a key 
regional institution. Fourth, we conclude the article by 
pointing at issues and questions that may have a decisive 
infuence on the emergence of new ontological founda-
tions for the BSR in the long run. 

A Theoretical Framework: Critical Juncture 
and Punctuated Equilibrium 
For the theoretical foundations of this chapter, we adopt 
the assumptions of historical institutionalism that enable 

examinations of how time frames and temporality shape 
actions and political outcomes. Among the theories 
introduced by historical institutionalism we fnd critical 
junctures, path dependency, and the theory of punctu-
ated equilibrium useful. To uncover paths and causal 
mechanisms that constitute the process (e.g., institution-
al persistence or change) one needs to track processes of 
change, sequences of events, and feedback mechanisms. 
As argued by Sandra Halperin and Oliver Heath,1 it also 
allows for the understanding of the historical context, 
both processes that have concluded and those that are 
ongoing, thereby also enabling the explanation of which 
factors or conditions are causally related (specifcally, 
which turning points-initiated a given process or gave it a 
direction of development). 

We understand critical junctures “as relatively short 
periods during which there is a substantially 

heightened probability that agents’ choices will afect the 
outcome of interest”.2 A critical juncture is an event that 
triggers directions of actions and processes that become 
difcult to reverse. Theorists of critical junctures argue 
that these short periods are of key importance for the 
evolution of actors and will have a long-term impact on 
their future decisions.3 The theory emphasizes moments 
of instability, uncertainty, and deep fuidity, in which 
signifcant events necessitate institutional responses. 
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Ministers of Foreign Affairs and other high-level representatives from the Baltic Sea region met in Wismar, Germany in 1–2 June 2023 

at the 20th Ministerial Session of the Council of the Baltic Sea States. PHOTO: CBSS 

These are sources of major changes, mainly institutional, 
but also related to action capabilities. A critical juncture 
causes a nonlinear change in the status quo (including 
international institutions) leading to a sudden policy 
change. 

Meanwhile, the theory of punctuated equilibrium 
provides theoretical explanations for institution-

al stability and change over time. It 
posits that institutions change when an 
external event disrupts or interrupts 
the equilibrium. Hence, evolution oc-
curs in short periods of rapid changes 
called “punctuations”, separated by 
long periods of stasis, i.e., “equilibria”.4 

Because changes in political structures 
and institutions do not occur linearly or 
gradually, even relatively minor events occurring at the 
right moment can have serious and lasting consequences. 
A moment of sudden instability leads to new confgura-
tions and large-scale changes, after which institutions 
begin to move in a specifc direction. Positive feedback is 
created, further generating mechanisms and narratives 
that help reduce uncertainty and mitigate the unpre-
dictability of the decision-making process. The removal 
of certain options from the catalog of possible actions 
generates irreversibility and “path dependency”. 

Both theories enable an understanding of how specifc 
events and decisions that take place at particular periods 
(turning points) in time can signifcantly shape the 
course of history and infuence the long-term direction 
of developments. Examples of such moments include 
elections, wars, technological development, and changes 
in social norms. Therefore, they focus on how specifc 
actions taken at a given moment can have a lasting impact 

on the trajectory of history. Concern-
ing our chapter, the lens of the critical 
junctures theory enables the uncover-
ing how certain knowledge-based or 
policy-related claims (e.g., geopolitical 
framing) become hegemonic in a given 
temporal setting.5 We argue that the 
critical juncture introduces a new epis-
teme for stabilizing unsettled times by 

new institutional arrangements, new symbols, policies, 
and structures that gain domination in the political feld. 

A critical 
juncture 

causes a nonlinear 
change in the 
status quo. 

A Brief Overview of the Unique Nature of 
Regional Cooperation in the Baltic Sea Area 
Since 1989/1991, the BSR – the fve Nordic countries and 
the three Baltic states, including adjoining parts of Ger-
many, Poland, and Russia – has evolved into a laboratory 
for a non-geopolitical form of regionalism, conceived to 
defuse Cold War tensions. By underscoring “low” politics 

45 



 

 

 
 

 

Essay 

and “soft” security across a multitude of policy felds, 
this new regionalism aimed to move “high” politics and 
“hard” geopolitics out of the BSR. The relative success 
of post-Cold War cooperation has established the region 
and its regional regime as a role model for EU regional 
cooperation elsewhere.6 

Post-Cold War BSR cooperation has been character-
ized by soft governance and bottom-up initiatives, 

aiming at desecuritization of the region.7 A vast infra-
structure for regional cooperation has emerged in the 
process, consisting of many transnational institutions, 
civil society organizations, consultative authorities, ex-
pert networks, policy think tanks, and political fora.8 BSR 
regionalism has aimed at strengthening regional identity 
through public participation and civil society networking 
– in efect, “talking the region into existence”,9 largely fol-
lowing what is termed the new regionalism approach.10 

While the end of the Cold War thus presented a unique 
window of opportunity for regional cooperation around 
the Baltic Sea, currently the region faces the return of 
“high” politics and “hard” geopolitics. Since 2014 the suc-
cess story of post-Cold War BSR cooperation had been 
increasingly troubled and in February 2022 shattered by 
the prospect of future contests regarding key security 
dilemmas, such as energy, environment, migration, hu-
man rights, and transport safety, in addition to growing 
military activity and hybrid warfare. Growing uncertain-
ty following the invasion of Ukraine 
has made Russia a less predictable 
partner and caused discursive chaos 
and cognitive dissonance in all insti-
tutional arrangements and organiza-
tions where Russia was a partner or 
participated on a multilateral basis. 
After the annexation of Crimea in 
2014, and then as a result of Russia’s 
aggressive war against Ukraine launched in February 
2022, the stability is replaced with the perspective of ri-
valry over key security dilemmas.11 These events, as well 
as increasingly hostile narratives manifested in various 
reports and statements, are used in the following part to 
analyze how the 2022 critical juncture is afecting the 
activity of the main regional international organization in 
the region, the Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS). 

Institutional Evolution of the CBSS 
The CBSS was established in March 1992 to build 
common trust and ensure a regional forum for political 

dialogue on the development of peaceful relations in the 
BSR, as well as to manage joint regional challenges and 
issues after the end of the Cold War.12 Through the next 
decades, it became an important platform for regional co-
operation before and after the EU enlargements in 1995 
and 2004. The inclusion of Russia as an equal member 
means that this state was part of the regional Self and 
was often perceived as one of the important added values 
the CBSS could ofer to its member states. Therefore, the 
CBSS became the exclusive regional political body where 
Russia and EU/EEA member states cooperated. 

Even despite the unfavorable external geopolitical 
conditions after the 2014 annexation of Crimea by the 
Russian Federation, the CBSS still remained an impor-
tant institution of regional political dialogue based on 
a fexible and pragmatic formula. Thanks to internal 
reforms and commitment to friendly narratives, after 
2014 there was sufcient political will among the most 
infuential BSR states to maintain contact with Russia at 
a low political level.13 

Russia must 
not benefit 

from any cooperation 
within the CBSS. 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 cre-
ated the latest critical juncture (the previous ones 

include the end of the Cold War or the EU’s enlargements 
in 1995 and 2004), and specifcally new conditions and 
pressures for the institutional evolution of such a gener-
al-purpose organization as the CBSS.14 On March 3, 2022, 
after swift consultations between the foreign ministries 

of the ten member states of the CBSS 
and the High Representative of the 
European Union for Foreign Afairs 
and Security Policy, a statement on 
suspending Russia and Belarus from 
the work of the CBSS was issued by 
the Minister of Foreign Afairs of 
Norway that chaired the organiza-
tion at that time.15 The document 

stressed that, following its armed aggression, Russia must 
not beneft from any cooperation within the CBSS.16 

Russia’s Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Maria 
Zakharova called this statement a “hostile act” and 
threatened to withdraw Russia from the organization, 
but this did not change the position of the CBSS mem-
bers. They are unanimous in their view that Russia’s ag-
gression against Ukraine stands in clear contradiction to 
international political norms, including the principles of 
the United Nations Charter, as well as documents devel-
oped at the Conference on Security and Cooperation in 
Europe, such as the 1975 Helsinki Final Act and the 1990 
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Charter of Paris for a New Europe. These political decla-
rations created the so-called soft law, which is perceived 
as informal rules determining the standards of expected 
behavior in the international environment. 

Decision makers 
in Russia were 

also aware of the 
change that had taken 
place in the region. 

Anniken Huitfeldt, Norway’s foreign minister, 
stressed that the suspension will remain in force 

until cooperation becomes possible again under interna-
tional law.17 The change was more of a punctuation of the 
unstable equilibrium that had pre-
vailed in the BSR after 2014, and it 
is hard today to imagine a commit-
ment among key decision-makers 
in Central and Northern Europe 
to cooperate with Russia again 
soon. Decision makers in Russia 
were also aware of the change that 
had taken place in the region, so in 
return, Sergei Lavrov, minister of 
foreign afairs of the Russian Federation, announced on 
May 17, 2022, that Russia had decided to leave the CBSS.18 

Even though the participation of Russia in regional 
cooperation was considered vital to solving several trans-
national challenges, the country’s withdrawal from the 
organization was not perceived as a sufcient condition 
for the termination of the CBSS. On the contrary, all other 
member states as well as the EU already confrmed the 
existence of political will to continue the cooperation 
within the CBSS framework. As a result, in May 2022 the 
frst CBSS Ministerial Session in nine years was held in 
Kristiansand.19 Furthermore, the whole German Pres-
idency in the CBSS (July 2022 – June 2023) addressed 
Russia’s aggression against Ukraine and the consequenc-
es of the Russian-Ukrainian war for the BSR. 

As the BSR has become a front-line region after the 
“hyper-critical juncture”20 of February 2022, two pro-
cesses unfolded: a rethinking of regional security and 
a redefnition of regional cooperation. First, the CBSS 
foreign ministers gathered in Wismar were convinced 
that Russia’s aggression would have long-lasting conse-
quences for the BSR, especially in the realm of security. 
For the frst time in the Council’s 30-plus year history to 
date, the fnal declaration made many direct references 
to the security threats posed by, among other things, the 
repeated aggressive and provocative actions of Russia’s 
navy and air feet.21 This marks a signifcant change as 
previously the organization had habitually avoided topics 
related to military security. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
caused long-term consequences for the CBSS, including a 

progressive change in threat perception and the “Nato-
ization” of the region, understood as the increasing pres-
ence of NATO allied forces.22 Secondly, there is a need to 
redefne regional cooperation due to the lack of stability, 
predictability, and trust towards Russia. In the long term, 
the ongoing Russian-Ukrainian war will signifcantly 
hamper regional activities particularly in those spheres 
where the involvement of all the BSR states (including 
Russia) is necessary to achieve the set goals, such as the 

protection of the Baltic Sea marine 
environment, its biodiversity, 
or the efectiveness of joint S&R 
operations.23

These decisions and the Rus-
sian violation of the rules-based  
international order (of which the  
security architecture in the BSR is a  
part) will likely lead to further rapid  
changes in the regional system. All  

states in the BSR reacted clearly and immediately, at least at 
a diplomatic level – by suspending cooperation with the ag-
gressor and maintaining and even accelerating the changes 
in national defense policies across the BSR that were initi-
ated after the 2014 Crimea annexation.24 This leads to the 
increase in the importance of defense issues in the national 
politics of the BSR states belonging to the EU/NATO, even 
though a stronger momentum to European defense cooper-
ation is yet to come.25 

Changing public opinion and attention have been in 
the spotlight, along with the defense policy formu-

lation and wider processes related to security strategies. 
They replaced the questions of other threats, challenges, 
and risks, including the COVID-19 pandemic or climate 
change.26 As a result, Russia is perceived as “the most 
signifcant and direct threat to Allies’ security”27 and 
cannot be considered a partner like it was after the Cold 
War.28 The statement represents a veritable punctuation 
of the discursive equilibrium regarding security that 
was sought by involving Russia in a dense network of 
subregional cooperation structures in the BSR after the 
Cold War. Now, it can be discussed openly that collab-
oration with the Kremlin has never been easy as it has 
been afected or even held hostage by energy supplies, 
environmental issues, and geopolitical disputes. Further-
more, the strong tensions that have emerged in the BSR 
over the past few years can be explained as triggered by 
numerous Russian military provocations and large-scale 
military exercises.29 

https://exercises.29
https://change.26
https://annexation.24
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Without Russia the remaining BSR states discuss deepened co-

operation in the field of offshore wind energy. Here a wind farm 

outside Copenhagen. PHOTO: SHUTTERSTOCK 

Another consequence of the changed perception of 
Russia has been a greater emphasis on cooperation in 
improving security in the BSR. This is illustrated, among 
other things, by the priorities of Finland’s presidency 
of the CBSS (July 1, 2023 – June 30, 2024). Finland has 
placed an emphasis on strengthening social resilience, 
promoting the concept of comprehensive security and 
increasing preparedness for crisis situations.30 Finland 
aims to use the CBSS as a useful forum for political dis-
cussion between the BSR states, as well as an institution 
responsible for the development of practical coopera-
tion, in accordance with the latest CBSS reform in 2020. 
Therefore, it intends to utilize the 
structures of the CBSS, including the 
Baltic Sea Region Border Control 
Cooperation (BSRBCC) and the 
Civil Protection Network (CPN), to 
enhance the importance of security 
topics. Given the deterioration of the 
overall security situation in the BSR 
and taking into account the efects of 
serious crises in the region (destruc-
tion of parts of three out of four Nord 
Stream 1 and 2 gas pipelines, damage to the Balticconnec-
tor gas pipeline), special emphasis is also placed on issues 
related to the protection of critical infrastructure in the 
Baltic Sea basin, as well as the instrumentalization of 
migration at the eastern borders of the BSR’s states. 

Russia’s exclusion from regional cooperation fol-
lowing its aggression against Ukraine has led to 

further initiatives limiting Russia’s role in the BSR. One 
of them is a deepened cooperation among the remain-

ing BSR states in the feld of ofshore wind energy that 
has the greatest potential to become the main source of 
renewable energy for the region. In early May 2023, the 
Baltic Sea Ofshore Wind Energy Forum concluded with 
the signing of the Berlin Declaration on Baltic Ofshore 
Wind31 which emphasized the potential of reaching 93 
GW of capacity for the entire BSR. This initiative is in-
tended primarily to eliminate dependence on fossil fuels 
imported from Russia as soon as possible, to reduce elec-
tricity prices, and to support the BSR states in combating 
climate change and achieving climate neutrality by 2050. 
Nevertheless, ofshore wind development is a challenge 
as it requires strengthening fnancial instruments and 
diplomatic eforts towards cooperation and coordination 
of actions aimed at protecting critical energy infrastruc-
ture in the Baltic Sea. 

Russia’s 
exclusion from 

regional cooperation 
has led to further 
initiatives limiting its 
role in the BSR. 

Concluding Remarks 
The Baltic Sea area as a geographical unit has a rich 
historical experience of both competition and cooper-
ation. Since the 1990s it has managed to develop into a 
region that frames and institutionalizes various identity 
narratives based on friendliness and cooperation, rather 
than enmity or hostility. The critical juncture caused by 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine punctuated the narrative 
equilibrium and brought about changes both inside the 
region and in its environs. Despite the continually uniting 
character of the CBSS rhetoric underlining collaboration 

and trust, today we witness a difer-
ent regional audience that is reading 
these signals in a diferent way than 
before the invasion. 

Since February 2022, the Russian 
violation of international law in 
Ukraine and the continuous deploy-
ment of increasingly hostile narra-
tives also towards other countries 
bordering the Baltic Sea has caused 
irreparable damage to the inclusive 

character of the BSR cooperation with the participation 
of Russia. It is very likely that while the ambition to build 
collaboration and trust remains at the very foundation of 
the identity politics in the region, we will witness further 
institutional and ideational “othering” of Russia as not 
belonging to the BSR community. In this situation, mod-
ifying the existing regional institutional framework is 
imminent to happen without Russian Federation, despite 
the long tradition and institutional achievements that 
helped to facilitate overcoming the existing challenges 

https://situations.30
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after the Cold War. All the CBSS long-term priorities 
(building regional identity, supporting a sustainable and 
prosperous region, and developing a safe and secure re-
gion) remain valid. They address the long-term challeng-
es in the region that have not been solved yet but are still 
identifed by young people and parliamentarians as vital 
for the region (i.e., climate change, demographic prob-
lems, and biodiversity loss). Since May 2022, the CBSS 
without Russia has been efectively responding to critical 
junctures and adapting to geopolitical changes by mod-
ifying its plans of action and charting out new domains 
of cooperation, such as for instance societal resilience. 
Time will show to what extent other challenges can also 
be used as opportunities for continuing the BSR building 
process. 

Finally, it is worth underlining that with the latest 
developments, Russia’s participation in the BSR 

building is unlikely to continue as it did for three decades 
after the Cold War. For all actors in the BSR, it is now 
apparent that the ideology of the Russian World that 
includes imaginaries of national greatness at the cost of 
its neighbors is absolutely at odds with the ideas, values, 
and statements underlying the social imaginary of the 
Baltic World that has evolved since the 1990s. As a result, 
the longer the Russian war against Ukraine lasts, and 
the more damage is done to the previously established 
institutional and ideational setting for an inclusive BSR, 
the more likely is a lasting change in the ontology of the 
Baltic Sea regionalism. What has been built within the 
framework of new regionalism and underpinned by 
friendly narratives including Russian partners and Russia 
as a state, is now being questioned and a new way of con-
structing the BSR without Russia is emerging. ● 
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The EU’s 
Eastern Policy 
under Change 
by Tomasz Stępniewski 

he assertion that a weakened European Union 
(EU) is advantageous from the standpoint of 
Russian interests in Europe underscores a 
salient consideration. A consensus among EU 

member states in their approach to Russia re-
sults in impediments to the realization of Russian policy 
objectives. Conversely, divergent opinions and internal 
discord within the EU provide fertile ground for Russia 
to advance its political agenda. Notably, the EU, in stark 
contrast to Russia, is composed of 27 independent states. 
Frequently, the composite nature of such a conglomer-
ate hinders the EU’s efcacy as a cohesive actor on the 
international stage. Hence, the adage articulated by Judy 
Dempsey merits contemplation: 

[...] a strong Europe means having a coherent 
and united foreign, security, and defense policy. 
Europe lacks these three essential elements that 
would make Europe think and act strategical-
ly. Without them, Europe is weak. Europe has 
such weak foreign, security, and defense policy 
because the member states cannot agree on what 
these policies should mean in practice. These dis-
agreements and the consequent weaknesses play 
into the hands of Russia. It has long been adept at 
playing of the member states against each other 
and exploiting the divisions. 

The primary objective of this concise paper is to analyze 
Russia’s foreign policy leading up to the full-scale confict 
with Ukraine commencing in 2022. The fnal section of 
the paper delves into the dynamics of the Russia-Ukraine 
war, with particular attention to the role played by the 
European Union in the realm of security. 

Russia’s Foreign Policy: 
Significant Shifts in 2022 
According to Andrei Tsygankov, the international context 
in which Russia defended its interests has changed. The 
West’s capability to design and mold the international 
order was questioned in two domains. First of all, the 
Russo-Georgian war of August 2008 broke the US and 
Europe’s monopoly of applying military force in global 
politics. Secondly, the global fnancial crisis revealed a 
critical gap in the economy of the West.1 If, according to 
Tsygankov, we are truly dealing with a relative decline 
of the West’s signifcance in international politics and a 
change of leaders (superpowers) in global politics, de-
fned as “the rise of the rest”, the situation exerts signif-
cant impact upon Russia’s foreign policies.2 The relation-
ships between the current Ukrainian crisis, the shift of 
power in international relations in recent years, and the 
perception of these changes by Russia, is highlighted by 
another researcher, Richard Sakwa. He observes that re-
cently, Russia has evolved towards neo-revisionist policy, 
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which resulted in the confrontation in Ukraine.3 Accord-
ing to the author, the change in Russia’s policy was driven 
by at least four issues. First of all, he points to the gradual 
deterioration of relations with the EU. The second aspect 
was the successive breakdown of the pan-European 
security system, where Russia acted as an autonomous 
partner cooperating with the West. Thirdly, Russia and 
remaining rising superpowers, e.g., China, contested 
America’s claims of “uniqueness” and global leadership. 
Last but not least, the ideology of “democratism”, which 
difers from the practice of democracy itself, constituted 
a catalyst for Russia’s neo-revisionism. In other words, 
the researcher claims Russia believes that, for the West, 
the promotion of democracy constitutes an excuse for the 
realization of its strategic objectives.4 

According to Sakwa, neo-revisionism does not con-
stitute an attempt at a complete destruction of the 

present international order but means that all superpow-
ers will be forced to respect international rules of the 
game and recognize Russia as an equal in the system.5 On 
the other hand, Lilia Shevtsova believes that Russia’s an-
ti-West policy is determined by several external factors: 
1) naivety of the West (a popular belief that support for 
Boris Yeltsin would contribute to Russia’s democratiza-
tion); 2) cooperation with Russia at the cost of forsaking 
western values (the fact that liberal democracies ceased 
to be a role-model for Russia has become the most nega-
tive phenomenon of the past 20 years); 
3) Russia’s failure to make use of the 
opportunities emerging after the defeat 
in the Cold War, and to transform into a 
state under the rule of the law.6 Adam D. 
Rotfeld describes Russia’s new strategy 
in diferent terms. He observes that the 
Russo-Georgian War of 2008 and events 
sparked of by the incidents of Febru-
ary/March 2014 in Ukraine confrm the 
thesis that “Russia has not come to terms 
with the new political and legal reality resulting from the 
fall of the USSR and the emergence of 15 independent 
states in its place”.7 Edward Lucas views Russia’s foreign 
policy in recent years yet in another way. He believes that 
“in foreign policy, we ought not to view the Kremlin’s 
strategic plans in western categories. Putin’s primary ob-
jective for Russia is neither for it to be a grand, fourish-
ing economy, nor the center of a signifcant geopolitical 
coalition. His primary objective is to maintain power and 
weaken the West, which may be his only real opponent. 

America and the EU combined, with their 800 million 
citizens and 40 billion GDP, would easily trump Russia 
and its 140 million citizens and 1,6 billion GDP. There-
fore, Putin’s chief goal will be to divide the West and 
instigate unrest”.8 

As Dmitrij Trenin aptly observed a few years ago, “Rus-
sian leaders believe that a perfect world order emerges 
when a few great actors play signifcant but more or less 
equivalent parts in the global system, and satisfy their 
interests, but recognize these in mutual relations”.9 

The Role of The European Union 
in the Security Sphere Amidst 
the Russia-Ukraine War 
We are presently observing the erosion of the security 
framework instituted during the era of bipolar global di-
vision, amidst an altered environmental and geopolitical 
landscape.10 Moreover, it is imperative to acknowledge 
that institutions inherently exhibit a degree of stativity, 
while the dynamics of emerging threats and challenges 
demand constant recognition. Consequently, institutions 
and organizations fnd themselves hampered in their 
ability to seamlessly adjust to the evolving international 
conditions within which they operate.11 The fall of the 
bipolar security system resulted in the emergence of 
a new order. Some superpowers aim to reinforce their 
own rules of the game in such a situation. Attempts to 
subordinate Ukraine to the rules of the russkiy mir, i.e., 

“the Russian world”, may serve as an 
example of such a “new game without 
rules”.12 The fall of 

the bipolar 
security system 
resulted in the 
emergence of a 
new order. 

The Ukrainian confict revealed that 
the post-Cold War international 

order has changed. As a consequence, 
an in-depth analysis of its nature is 
required. The Ukrainian crisis, also 
known as the Ukraine Crisis, constitutes 
something more than a mere confict 

associated with Eastern Europe. It can be inferred that 
the international crisis is refected in the rivalry between 
two external entities over Ukraine – the West (the US 
and the EU) and Russia13. According to Andreas Umland, 
the Ukrainian crisis pertains to the devaluation of the 
so-called Budapest Memorandum of 1994 (Russia, the US 
and the UK’s security assurances for Ukraine in exchange 
for it joining the NPT). Consequently, it thwarts eforts 
contributing to the prevention of WMD proliferation, 
exerts a negative impact on Russia’s economy as an 

https://rules�.12
https://operate.11
https://landscape.10
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important actor in international relations, postpones 
Russia’s integration with Europe, which hinders the 
implementation of A Wider Europe idea, and inhibits the 
development of a free trade and security zone spanning 
from Lisbon to Vladivostok.14 

Moreover, when analyzing the Russian Federation’s 
security policy over the past few years, the conclusion 
can be drawn that Russia is attempting to develop a 
security system based on military power at the expense of 
limiting its co-dependence upon international relations. 
As a consequence, with regard to the Ukrainian crisis, in-
stitutions such as NATO, but also the EU, will be forced to 
change their approach and perception of the internation-
al security system. The events occurring in the Near East 
(especially the war in Syria) and terrorist attacks, which 
diminish a sense of security in western European coun-
tries, are not without impact upon the change of western 
institutions’ approach towards the security system. 

Central European countries, particularly Poland, 
should prioritize fostering relations with neighbor-

ing countries of the European Union and NATO, thereby 
mitigating divisions exemplifed by the Bug River. It is 
crucial to recall the imperative of these new EU member 
states in stabilizing the situation on the eastern fank, 
averting poverty, and preventing civil unrest. Essential-
ly, their responsibility lies in thwarting the emergence 
and progression of a “grey zone of security” in Eastern 
Europe. These nations, frmly integrated into the EU, 
should actively support Eastern Europe, contributing 
to the implementation of substantial systemic changes, 
facilitating economic transformation, and nurturing civil 
society development. The imperative to transform East-
ern European countries, with a specifc focus on Ukraine, 

European Commission President 

Ursula von der Leyen has prom-

ised to slap Russia with a new 

package of EU sanctions marking 

the one-year anniversary of the 

war in Ukraine. The pledge was 

made during a high-profile visit 

to Kyiv February 2, 2023, which 

saw 15 European Commission-

ers meeting with their Ukrainian 

counterparts to deepen coopera-

tion and legislative alignment. 

PHOTO: EURONEWS 

is rooted in their own vested interests and is aligned with 
the broader interests of the EU.15 

Conclusions 
During the Russia-Ukraine war, the European Union has 
adopted a comprehensive and multifaceted approach 
towards its Eastern Policy, which aims to address the 
confict and support Ukraine while managing its rela-
tions with Russia. The EU’s response can be summarized 
as follows: 

● Sanctions on Russia: The EU imposed economic 
sanctions on Russia in response to its annexation 
of Crimea in 2014 and its involvement in the war 
in eastern Ukraine. These sanctions targeted key 
sectors of the Russian economy, including fnance, 
energy, and defense, and were periodically renewed 
and expanded upon in coordination with the United 
States and other Western allies. 

● Support for Ukraine: The EU provided extensive 
fnancial and technical assistance to Ukraine to 
strengthen its democratic institutions, promote eco-
nomic reforms, and support its territorial integrity. 
This assistance included fnancial aid packages, trade 
facilitation measures, and support for reforms in are-
as such as governance, energy, and the rule of law. 

● Diplomatic eforts: The EU actively engaged in 
diplomatic initiatives to help resolve the confict 
and promote dialogue between Russia and Ukraine. 
It supported the Normandy Format talks, which 
involved Ukraine, Russia, Germany, and France, and 
aimed to fnd a peaceful solution to the confict. The 
EU also endorsed the Minsk Agreements, which 
outlined a roadmap for a ceasefre and a political 
settlement in eastern Ukraine. 

https://Vladivostok.14
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● Energy diversifcation: The EU sought to reduce its 
dependence on Russian energy supplies and increase 
energy security in the region. It promoted energy 
diversifcation by supporting the development of al-
ternative energy sources, improving energy efcien-
cy, and enhancing interconnectivity among member 
states. The EU also emphasized the importance 
of adhering to the principles of the Energy Union, 
which aimed to create a single energy market within 
the EU. 

● Military cooperation and security assistance: The 
EU provided support for Ukraine’s defense capabil-
ities and security sector reform. This included the 
provision of non-lethal military equipment, capaci-
ty-building programs, and training for the Ukrainian 
armed forces. The EU also emphasized the impor-
tance of cooperative security arrangements and pro-
moted confdence-building measures in the region. 

● Humanitarian aid: The EU played a signifcant role 
in providing humanitarian aid to those afected by 
the confict in Ukraine. This aid included support 
for internally displaced persons (IDPs), healthcare 
services, food assistance, and shelter provision. 

Overall, the EU’s Eastern Policy during the Rus-
sia-Ukraine war aims to support Ukraine’s sovereignty 
and territorial integrity, promote stability in the region, 
and encourage a peaceful resolution to the confict 
through diplomatic means. It combines economic, dip-
lomatic, security, and humanitarian measures to address 
the complex challenges posed by the war and manage the 
EU’s relations with both Ukraine and Russia. ● 
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The Post-Invasion 
Disarray in the Balkans 
by Edward P. Joseph 

o region on the globe has seen so sur-
prising and dismaying an impact from 
Russia’s on-going aggression against 
Ukraine as the Balkans. The continu-

ing, even accelerating slide across most of the Western 
Balkans 6 (Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo, Mon-
tenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia) is, itself, the major 
worrying development in the region since Russian 
President Vladimir Putin invaded his neighbor in Feb-
ruary 22, 2022. The inability of the US, EU, and NATO to 
reverse the polarization in the Balkans is another source 
of encouragement for Moscow in its withering cam-
paign against Ukraine and the West. 

This paper describes the scale and analyzes the reasons 
for post-invasion disarray in the Balkans, which stands 
in sharp contrast to the Zeitenwende1 experienced in 
Germany and much of Europe. Indeed, a stunning, 
inescapable irony hangs over the Western struggle. The 
three bastions of Western power – the US, EU and NATO 
– hold commanding strategic leverage over Russia in the 
Balkans. 

Unlike in Ukraine, Russia is a distant neighbor, incapa-
ble of mounting a land-based military operation or even, 
given Moscow’s quagmire, able to supply much military 
support. Unlike Russia, no Balkans country possesses 

nuclear weapons or massive fossil fuel reserves. Unlike 
anywhere in Russia’s so-called “sphere of infuence”, 
all countries in the region – except, notably, Serbia – are 
NATO members or in the case of just two outliers (Bos-
nia-Herzegovina and Kosovo) are committed to joining 
NATO. 

Even Serbia is a member of NATO’s Partnership for 
Peace, and enjoys longstanding, mutually respected, 
bilateral military cooperation with the United States. De-
spite longstanding hostility to NATO (stemming from the 
Alliance’s 1999 air campaign over Kosovo), and despite 
violent attacks on KFOR (Kosovo Force) peacekeeping 
troops in the north of Kosovo (Zvečan) in May 2023, 
Belgrade consistently supports the KFOR mission and of-
fcials have frequently called for KFOR to be reinforced. 
This is a strikingly supportive position for a country that 
otherwise claims sovereignty over Kosovo, whose bor-
ders are protected by NATO.2 (The Alliance, like the EU, 
is nominally “status neutral.”) 

Belgrade is, nominally, an EU candidate and Belgrade 
continues to profess its interest in joining the EU, 

even as it continues to drag its feet on reforms. And the 
EU – not Russia or China – is the main trading partner 
and main donor, by far, for every one of the Western 
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 KFOR soldiers and Kosovo police officers guard a municipal building following an attack in Zvecan, Kosovo. May 2023. 

PHOTO: DEJAN SIMICEVIC/AP/TT 

Balkans 6 (WB6). Two-thirds of Serbia’s trade is with 
the EU. Even with the infux of émigré Russian and 
Ukrainian capital since 2022, EU countries (along with 
the US) are the main sources of Serbia’s foreign direct 
investment. 

In short, the Balkans are geographically, politically, and 
economically afxed to Europe. The entire WB6 has the 
possibility to become full members of the leading Euro-At-
lantic institutions. These geo-strategic facts distinguish 
the Balkans from the Global South, site of widespread 
ambivalence towards the Western narrative over the war 
in Ukraine, or even open sympathy towards Russia. 

Given its unique nexus to Europe, the Balkans should 
have been swept along by the same post-invasion 

wave that has crushed long-standing taboos on the 
Continent: provision of lethal military aid by Germany; 
curtailment of the lucrative energy relationship with 
Russia, to include cancellation (and even destruction) of 
the Nord Stream pipeline; Finland and Sweden aban-
doning decades of proud neutrality in favor of NATO 
membership; stepped up defense budgets; repeated 
rounds of unprecedented EU and US economic sanctions 
on Russia. Even Prime Minister Viktor Orban's Hungary 
– the EU protector of Belgrade –  has, in the end, relented 

on EU sanctions packages as well as both Finnish and 
Swedish accession to NATO. 

Fundamentally, the US and EU have failed to seize the 
opportunity – and need – created by Putin’s invasion to 
close the legacy ethno-national disputes from the col-
lapse of Yugoslavia three decades ago. Foremost among 
these unresolved issues is the refusal of Serbia to recog-
nize the 2008 independence of its former province, Koso-
vo. Lack of resolution of the Kosovo standof remains 
the central obstacle towards the region’s long-overdue 
Euro-Atlantic integration. Serbia’s leverage over Kosovo 
allows Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić to simulta-
neously isolate the former province – Belgrade’s com-
pulsive and highest priority – and continue his false 
“balance” between the core EU and Vučić’s autocratic 
patrons Hungary, China, and Russia. 

By far the largest country – with the largest econo-
my – of the WB6, Serbia holds outsized infuence over 
its WB6 neighbors, particularly in the three countries 
with signifcant Serb populations (Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
Kosovo and Montenegro.)3 This makes Belgrade the 
major conduit for Russian infuence and regional dest-
abilization in the Balkans, as clearly refected in public 
opinion surveys.4 

Across the WB6, a clear plurality (in some cases a wide 
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majority) blame Russia for the war in Ukraine – except in 
Serbia where nearly 60% of citizens blame the US. Simi-
lar results appear on the overarching question of joining 
the European Union. No less than two-thirds of re-
spondents advocate for EU membership across the WB6 
– except in Serbia where only 41% hold a pro-EU stance. 
The diferences are even more stark within individual 
countries. In Bosnia-Herzegovina, 30% fewer Serbs sup-
port EU membership than either their Bosniak or Croat 
counterparts. In Montenegro, nearly 75% of Montene-
grins are pro-EU while only 28% of Serbs share this view. 
In Kosovo, almost 70% of Serbs oppose EU membership. 

Such dramatic, consistent disparity across three 
countries on a generally benign topic (EU membership) 
demands an explanation. Why should ordinary Serbs 
hold such starkly diferent views about the EU from their 
neighbors, when the EU is unquestionably the model and 
source of economic prosperity? 

The two violent 
episodes capped 

a steady increase in 
tensions between 
Kosovo and Serbia. 

The answer lies with the active intent of the Vučić 

anti-democratic regime. With Belgrade pumping 
out calls for “Serb World”, while hosting (in defance of 
EU sanctions) purveyors of Russian propaganda like RT 
and Sputnik Serbia, it is little wonder that the two-year 
war in Ukraine has seen increasing 
polarization in the Balkans. 

In Bosnia-Herzegovina, Republi-
ka Srpska President Milorad Dodik 
has made his threats to proceed 
with entity secession even more 
brazen – with only lip-service 
restraint from Belgrade. In Mon-
tenegro, the most widely-known 
pro-Serbian, pro-Russian political 
fgure, Andrija Mandic, is now the country’s Speaker of 
Parliament. Mandic’s party may soon gain control over 
key Ministry portfolios in the coalition government of 
this NATO ally. 

Demonstrating their loyalty to a neighboring state, 
Dodik and Mandic appeared prominently at the victory 
celebration of the ruling SNS party in the December 
Parliamentary elections in Serbia.  In late February 
2024, Mandic warmly received Dodik – and his propos-
al for 'Special Relations' between Republika Sprska (in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina) and Montenegro.  Dodik's visit to 
Podgorica occurred less than a week after the Republika 
Srpska President met Putin in Kazan, where the Russian 
President awarded Dodik.  

Serbia also wields infuence in North Macedonia, 

which is the object of chronic identity demands from 
neighboring Bulgaria. Serbian ofcials have seized on the 
failure of the EU to advance Skopje’s membership nego-
tiations even after the country changed its name in 2018, 
through a groundbreaking agreement with Greece. 

After blocking the newly-named North Macedonia 
in 2019, France – holding the rotating EU Presidency – 
bowed to Bulgarian pressure and brokered a deal in 2022 
which requires Skopje to again change its constitution. 
With no guarantees that Sofa’s demands on identity and 
history will stop, the ruling Social Democratic-led gov-
ernment in Skopje cannot muster the votes in Parliament 
to incorporate Bulgarians (who number only 3,000 citi-
zens) into the constitution. As noted in the author’s SAIS 
Review paper,5  tensions are likely to rise between ethnic 
Albanians, frustrated at seeing their EU aspirations 
blocked again by the refusal of the majority Macedonians 
to change the constitution as Brussels demands. Parlia-
mentary elections in the spring are likely to see parties 
with weak commitment to EU integration come to power. 

Rather than inspire the Balkans, the EU’s bold decision 
in December 2023 to open membership negotiations 
with Ukraine and Moldova has depressed the region. As 
the respected Macedonian President Stevo Pendarovski 

stated in his annual Parliamentary 
address the same month, “the lat-
est decisions of Brussels … com-
pletely bypass the region … [and] 
will certainly further contribute to 
the decline of the attractiveness of 
the project called ‘United Europe.’” 
Pendarovski cited Austrian Foreign 
Minister Alexander Schallenberg6 

who said it would be a “geostrate-
gic disaster”7 for the European Council to open nego-
tiations with Ukraine while dismissing the Western 
Balkans. In a blatant double-standard,8 the European 
Council devised a work-around for Hungary’s blockade 
of Ukraine – while capitulating to Bulgaria’s blockade of 
North Macedonia. 

Recognizing the disparate stance towards the Balkans, 
the European Commission in November, 2023 adopted 
a new “Growth Plan” designed to accelerate econom-
ic integration – within the region and with the EU’s 
single market.  The Commission also announced a new 
economic facility worth 2 billion Euros in grants and 4 
billion in loans. 

EU enlargement hopes for the Balkans are centered on 
front-runner Montenegro, whose Prime Minister, Milo-
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jko Spajic, emerged optimistic after a February, 2024 visit 
to Brussels.  The EU Council may decide in late March, 
2024 to open – conditionally – accession negotiations 
with Bosnia-Herzegovina  … even as Republika Srpska 
President Milorad Dodik seemingly remains determined 
to cause a defnitive rupture with the capital, Sarajevo.  
In short, the EU has belatedly re-discovered the need to 
integrate the Balkans in Europe, just as the region may be 
slipping again into confict. 

Election in Serbia, 

December 2023. 

PHOTO: IGOR C/FLICKR 

The most shocking display of regional instability 
occurred in Kosovo on September 24, 2023. A 

routine Kosovo police patrol came upon a heavily-armed 
Serb militia in the north Kosovo village of Banjska. The 
ensuing shoot-out left a Kosovo police ofcer and three 
Serbs dead. The incident followed a violent confron-
tation on May 29, between Serb 
protesters in another north Kosovo 
locale, Zvečan. More than 30 KFOR 
soldiers were wounded in the vio-
lent protests, including some who 
sufered life-altering injuries. As a 
result, NATO twice reinforced9 its 
KFOR troop levels. 

The two violent episodes capped 
a steady increase in tensions be-
tween Kosovo and Serbia largely blamed – until Septem-
ber 24 – on Kosovo Prime Minister Albin Kurti. Contrary 
to appeals from the US and EU countries, on May 26, 
Kurti ordered Kosovo special police units to physical-
ly install four ethnic Albanian Mayors into municipal 
ofces in the north of Kosovo. The four ofcials had been 
elected in special elections completely boycotted by 
the Serb community. The elections were occasioned by 
the mass walk-out of Kosovo institutions in November 

2022, in protest to Kurti’s orders terminating the use of 
Serbian-issued license plates as well as the decade-long 
delay in establishing the Association or Community of 
Serb majority municipalities, a form of autonomy.  In a 
stunning oversight, the EU and US failed to press Vucic – 
at the decisive Ohrid summit on March 18, 2023 – to call 
Kosovo Serbs back Kosovo institutions (including the 
police) and participate in elections. 

Despite EU and US complicity, Kurti’s decision on 
installing the four mayors earned him swift punishment 
from the US and EU, along with criticism including, unu-
sually, from US Ambassador Christopher Hill, a diplomat 
accredited to a neighboring country, Serbia.10 Kosovo’s 
unilateral, uncoordinated and rushed announcement 
in January restricting all cash transactions to the Euro 
(efectively disallowing the Serbian Dinar) has created 

another uproar.  On February 8, 
2024, the UN Security Council 
held an urgent session to discuss 
the issue, featuring acrimoni-
ous exchanges between Kurti 
and Vucic. The EU continues to 
attempt mediation over the Eu-
ro-Dinar decision. 

Five EU countries 
– four of which 

are NATO members 
– do not recognize 
Kosovo. 

On the other hand, neither the 
US nor any EU country has 

so far released the fndings from intelligence analyses 
conducted over the September 24 episode, let alone con-
demned Belgrade. US ofcials seem to be satisfed with 
the resignation of Aleksandar Vulin, the notorious former 
head of Serbian intelligence.  Yet the openly pro-Russian 
Vulin continues to be featured on government-friendly 
media in Serbia, still touting Greater Serbia. 

The sheer amount of Serb weaponry captured and 

https://Serbia.10
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displayed by Kosovo police sent shock waves around the 
region. Compounded with Serbia’s years-long buildup of 
its arsenal, with acquisitions from Russia and China, the 
Banjska operation suggested that ofcial Belgrade – with 
likely approval from the autocratic leader, Vučić – had 
devised a plan to change the status quo in Kosovo by force. 

That such a brazen efort would occur in a territory 
protected by NATO, including with nearby US troops, 
suggests a dramatic loss of respect 
for Western authority. 

Ironically, the violence in Kosovo 
occurred in parallel with intensi-
fed US-EU diplomacy between 
Belgrade and Pristina. After years 
of desultory “Dialogue”, led by 
Brussels, France and Germany put 
forward a new initiative in the fall of 
2022 based on the pragmatic, Cold 
War “two Germany’s” model. In February 2023, Kurti 
surprised his supporters – and notably, his bête noire, 
Vučić – by accepting the new EU proposal, including 
controversial autonomy for the Kosovo Serbs (the “Asso-
ciation.”) The parties met again the next month in Ohrid, 
North Macedonia where EU and US diplomats extracted 
nominal commitment on additional details. In both cases, 
President Vučić refused to sign the agreements – and 
publicly, vociferously rejected key provisions, above all 
Kosovo’s membership in international organizations.

 In December 2023, former Serbian Prime Minister 
Ana Brnabic formally notifed the EU that Belgrade does 
not accept key provisions of the EU accord, and challeng-
es the legally binding character of the agreement.  Kurti's 
demand for an ofcial Serbian signature to the accord 
continues to be rejected by the EU and US. 

The implica-
tions of leaving 

Kosovo unresolved 
flow to the war in 
Ukraine. 

It remains entirely uncertain whether the EU and US 
can summon the fortitude to convince Belgrade and 

Pristina to formally accept and implement the de facto 
recognition plan that the US and key EU capitals have 
painstakingly proposed, in three separate intervals, in 
2023.11 Even if the “normalization” plan is accepted, it is 
still not clear (and likely improbable) whether Kosovo 
will even have a path towards NATO and EU mem-
bership. Five EU countries – four of which are NATO 
members – do not recognize Kosovo: Cyprus, Greece, 
Romania, Slovakia and Spain. Without their assent, Pris-
tina cannot even submit an ofcial application to join the 
EU, or even participate in NATO’s Partnership for Peace, 
let alone qualify for a Membership Action Plan to join the 

Alliance – the critical step for stability across the region. 
As the author has explained,12 the Kosovo standoff is 

protracted by European divisions over Kosovo’s inde-
pendence. By conditioning their recognition of Kosovo 
on Belgrade’s prior willingness to recognize Pristina, 
the non-recognizers have forfeited Western leverage. 
With Russia’s active support, Belgrade can continue 
the status quo, isolating Kosovo until the EU and US 

finally acquiesce in partition – a  
strategy not unlike Putin’s own in  
Ukraine. Indeed, the stunning 24  
September assault at Banjska may  
have been the attempt to hasten  
this outcome.  

The implications of leaving 
Kosovo unresolved fow to the war 
in Ukraine. Accelerating instabili-
ty in the Balkans validates Putin’s 

contention that Western order is illusory and arbitrary. 
The position of the non-recognizers also allows Putin to 
apply Kosovo as a “precedent”13 to dismember Ukraine, 
while he and other Russian ofcials accuse the West of 
dismembering Serbia. As Russia’s Ambassador to Serbia, 
Alexander Botsan-Kharchenko wrote in Serbian Politika, 
at the end of 2022, Kosovo’s US-backed independence is 
“proof of the corrupt [Western] concept of ‘order, based 
on rules.’ Rules arbitrarily set by the West.”14 

Free from the strictures of a divided EU, Washington 
had a golden opportunity to break the Kosovo dead-

lock in the immediate wake of Putin’s invasion. Unprec-
edented Western unity over this geopolitical earthquake 
set of tremors in ofcial Belgrade. A frm American 
demand to Belgrade to fnally choose between East and 
West would have opened the door to a US-EU-brokered 
fnal settlement with Kosovo. 

Rather than press Belgrade to apply sanctions on Rus-
sia, ofcials established the pattern of tolerated duplicity 
that continues to the present day. Barely three days into 
the war, when Belgrade was at maximum vulnerability, 
the US Embassy praised Belgrade’s self-serving support 
for Ukrainian territorial integrity – as all of Serbia’s 
neighbors took the additional, vital step of joining EU 
sanctions on Russia.15 This included Orthodox majority 
states, Montenegro and North Macedonia, which were 
and are vulnerable to active Russian subversion. 

Vučić soon recovered his geopolitical equilibrium. By 
May, 2022, the Serbian President was confdent enough 
to sign a three-year gas deal16 with Putin. As US and EU 

https://Russia.15
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ofcials contented themselves with Vučić’s acceptance 
of gas alternatives, Serbia and Hungary agreed to build a 
pipeline carrying Russian oil, a move designed to evade 
EU sanctions.17 

The US and EU continue to laud Serbia’s UN General 
Assembly votes18 on Ukraine despite open admission 
by Serbian ofcials that their position is designed to 
protect Belgrade’s sovereignty claim19 over Kosovo, not 
Ukraine’s borders. As if to prove this, at the September, 
2022 General Assembly session in New York, President 
Vučić agreed to a foreign policy pact with Russia, de-
signed “to justify the war in Ukraine.”20 Signed with the 
sanctioned Russian Foreign Minister, Sergei Lavrov, and 
his Serbian counterpart, this deliberate embarrassment 
of the Biden administration came shortly after Vučić had 
met National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan and other 
high ranking US ofcials.21 

The duplicity continued in 2023. On August 22, Pres-
ident Vučić met with Ukrainian 
President Volodymyr Zelensky 
in Athens. The next day, Serbi-
an Prime Minister Ana Brnabić 

participated via video link in the 
Kyiv-hosted Crimea Platform Sum-
mit. On August 25, Serbian Foreign 
Minister Ivica Dačić walked back 
Brnabić’s appearance, noting her 
refusal to join the Summit statement that criticized 
Russia. Dačić also revealed that Belgrade had blocked 
mention of sanctions on Russia and references to Putin 
and Russia over war crimes in the EU declaration issued 
following the August 21 meeting of Ukraine and Moldova 
with Western Balkans leaders in Athens. 

Following the leak 22 of secret US documents in April, 
an explanation for American indulgence of Vučić fnally 
appeared. The Serbian President confrmed in June 
that Serbian munitions23 were ending up in Ukraine “via 
intermediaries” and that Belgrade would allow this to 
continue. This would account for Zelensky’s charac-
terization24 of the Athens meeting with Vučić as “open, 
honest, and fruitful.” 

It is Ukraine itself 
that holds the 

key to a breakthrough 
in the Balkans. 

In February 2024, Vucic, along with other Balkans 
leaders, met Zelensky again, this time in Tirana.  The 

Serbian President proudly announced his role in altering 
the Tirana Summit Declaration by “removing the part 
about sanctions and Russia’s negative infuence [...] There 
are no sanctions, there is no talk of sanctions, and there is 
no mention of Russia’s negative infuence.”25 

In sum, having missed the opportunity to extract a stra-
tegic decision from Serbia at the outset of the war, US and 
EU ofcials appear to have settled for a highly unstable 
modus vivendi with Belgrade. Ukraine receives mili-
tary-grade ammunition (indirectly) from Serbia, while 
Russia receives political ammunition, regional instability 
and growing economic ties. 

Strong protests26 over the December Parliamenta-
ry elections again exposed Belgrade’s voluntary 

alignment with Russian authoritarianism. Once again, 
President Vučić refexively turned towards the Russian 
Ambassador – not the Ambassadors of the US or EU 
countries – as his party’s and his own (overly) dominant 
performance in the December 17, 2023, Parliamentary 
poll comes under international27 and domestic28 scrutiny. 
As Russia’s Sputnik trumpeted, Serbian Prime Minister 
Ana Brnabić openly “thanked Russian Special Services 

for warnings about impending 
unrest [legitimate citizen protests 
alleging election fraud.]”29 Directly 
linking dynamics playing out in 
Belgrade with the Kremlin’s nar-
rative on Ukraine, the Russian For-
eign Ministry assailed “the West’s 
great desire to carry out a ‘Maidan’ 
in Serbia and the Balkans.”30 

True to form, US ofcials – so quick to criticize Kosovo 
PM Kurti – made bland, “both sides”-type appeals (to-
wards the government and protesters) on the election 
controversies, that have the appearance of backing the 
Serbian government.31 Following a European Parliament 
resolution sharply criticizing the elections, the OSCE 
issued its fnal report calling for an array of election-re-
lated reforms. The Serbian government has since 
announced that it will re-run municipal elections in the 
capital, Belgrade. 

As with prior, misplaced Western praise over Bel-
grade’s position on Ukraine, Vučić correctly reads the 
Western position as grounded in fear. As both the US and 
the European Parliament head into election years, Vučić 

can exploit the overweening Western objective to avoid 
confict at all costs. Like other Russia-oriented fgures in 
the region, Vučić keenly hopes for the return of Donald 
Trump to the US Presidency. 

Washington, in particular, may soon face an unavoid-
able confrontation in Bosnia-Herzegovina with Dodik. 
Typically, the US turns to Belgrade to restrain the defant 
leader of Republika Srpska. That may not be productive 

https://government.31
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this time. Serbian media widely broadcast Dodik’s assis-
tance in busing Bosnians Serb voters to the polls, helping 
supply Vučić’s party with its dubious victory. It will not 
be so easy for Vučić to turn on the popular Dodik, simply 
to score points with the US and EU. Vučić, along with 
Putin, may well see their interests in allowing a crisis in 
Bosnia to fester, further exposing the weakness of the 
Western model as the brutal stalemate continues to play 
out in Ukraine. 

There are two ways for the US and key EU partners 
to recover their damaged credibility and restore equi-
librium. First, instead of simply allowing Vucic to defy 
the panoply of EU sanctions on Russia, Washington and 
like-minded European capitals can insist – with the 
threat of policy changes and even sanctions – that Bel-
grade comply with EU sanctions and shut down RT and 
Sputnik Serbia. Closing these noxious sources of Russian 
propaganda is a plausible demand of Vucic, who retains 
his own media channels in the region. 

Second, as the author has argued in his SAIS Review 
paper, The Kyiv-Kosovo Catalyst,32 the US and key EU 

partners can encourage Ukraine to recognize Kosovo. 
Kyiv’s recognition of Pristina would supply the catalyst for 
uniform recognition of Kosovo across NATO in three ways: 

First, as the country that, as President Biden has said, 
is “on the frontlines fighting to save … [the] essential 
democratic principles that unite all free people”, Ukraine 
has great moral authority.33 By recognizing Kosovo, 
Ukraine would thrust the Kosovo issue from a local 
Balkans issue to a front-rank issue of European security. 
Ukrainian recognition of Kosovo will instantly shatter 
the status quo for the non-recognizers. Instead of a 
choice between President Vučić and Prime Minister Kur-
ti, those governments would be asked whether they stand 
with Zelensky on Kosovo – or with Putin. 

Second, Ukraine’s recognition would give Athens the 
context that Greek ofcials say they need to recognize 
Kosovo. Athens already has good relations with Pristina, 
and has expressed willingness to recognize Kosovo 
to advance important Greek interests.34 Athens needs 
stability in the Balkans, and has an interest in prevent-
ing a partition of Kosovo, which would open the door to 
“Greater Serbia,” “Greater Albania,” and greater Turkish 
infuence in the Balkans. 

Former Greek Foreign Minister Nikos Dendias has 
resolved potential implications for Cyprus in its stand-
off with Turkey and the breakaway north of the country. 
Citing the 2010 International Criminal Court (ICJ) ad-

visory opinion on Kosovo’s declaration of independence, 
Dendias identifed ironclad legal grounds to distinguish the 
Cyprus and Kosovo cases, protecting Nicosia’s position.35 

Ukraine’s recognition would amplify this sound 
reasoning. If Kyiv, like Athens, can see that international 
law favors the sovereignty and territorial integrity of 
states, setting a high bar that Kosovo has cleared, then 
Romania, Slovakia, Spain, and the others should be able 
to do the same. 

Ukraine brings specifc credibility on the fears shared 
by Romania and Slovakia of ethnic Hungarian sep-

aratism promoted from Budapest.36 As with the kinetic 
challenge from Putin, Zelensky understands that the 
best defense against Hungary’s hybrid threat is unity. 
Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán would face 
complications attempting to exploit recognition of Koso-
vo by three of his neighbors.37 

Third, Greek and Ukrainian recognition would be the 
impetus for Romania, Slovakia, and Spain to reexamine 
the legality and rationality of their positions on Kosovo. 
Greek-Ukrainian recognition of Kosovo would fnally 
remove the veil that the non-recognizers have imposed 
on the Serbian record that makes the Kosovo case unique, 
and not a “precedent.” 

Among other things, in the 1990s, Serbia expelled 
about half of the population of a Kosovo province,38 

whose autonomy it revoked,39 and whose rights it took 
away when the Kosovar population for years lacked arms 
and was led by a pacifst.40 To this day, Belgrade does 
not ofer full political rights to the Kosovar Albanians it 
claims as citizens. It is this Serbian record in the 1990s 
which best explains why Belgrade does not litigate its 
sovereignty claim at the Hague, while insisting that the 
ICJ advisory opinion it brought is narrow.41 

Liberated from dubious legal theories, Spain could 
weigh whether its sovereignty is threatened more by 
recognizing Kosovo (which has not even a produced 
a “precedent” in neighboring states with restive eth-
nic-Albanian populations) or by not doing so. It is Russia, 
not Kosovo, which has reportedly directed a letter 
bomb campaign42 targeting Prime Minister Pedro 
Sanchez and conspired with separatists in Catalonia, 
among other subversion.43 

Spain's seminal decision in January to recognize 
the Kosovo passport (following EU visa liberalization 
for Kosovo citizens) suggests that Madrid could move 
toward full recognition, if Kyiv along with Athens and the 
other non-recognizers changed their position. 

https://subversion.43
https://narrow.41
https://pacifist.40
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In sum, the dismal post-invasion situation in the 
Balkans can be reversed if the US and EU grasp the 
implications for the overall struggle against Russia, and 
recognize that true stability requires frmly tackling the 
stand-of over Kosovo. Supplicating Belgrade – in the 
illusion that Vučić will cooperate – is a proven failure. 
Advancing uniform recognition of Kosovo across NATO 
(in the frst instance) will buttress US-EU diplomacy, 
and fnally bring Serbia to accepting the Western order – 
leaving Putin more isolated and Ukraine more secure. ● 

Edward P. Joseph, Senior Fellow at the Foreign 

Policy Institute, specializing in Conflict Management, 

and Adjunct Lecturer at School of Advanced International 

Studies (SAIS) at the The Johns Hopkins University. 
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The CSTO Parliamentary Assembly: 

Authoritarian Legal 
Harmonization 
in Eurasia 
by Oleg Antonov, Edward Lemon, Bo Petersson, and Olena Podolian 

n January 2022, at the height of violent na-
tionwide protests against the government of 
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev in Kazakhstan, the 
Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) 

sent 2,500 troops from its Peacekeeping Force to help 
stabilize the situation and preserve Tokayev’s power.1 

The intervention was a frst for the military alliance, 
which was created in 2002 by Russia, Armenia, Belarus, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Members had 
called on the CSTO to intervene during ethnic unrest in 
Kyrgyzstan in 2010,2 during a border confict between 
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan in 2022,3 and during the war in 
Nagorno-Karabakh in 2020, but in each case its leader-
ship refused on various grounds. January 2022 appeared 
to signal a sea change for the CSTO, pointing to a more 
interventionist future. 

But one month after this intervention, Russia 
launched its full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Within a 

year, the organization’s standing was looking less rosy. In 
October 2022, Kyrgyzstan cancelled a CSTO exercise, in 
part because it viewed Russia as backing Tajikistan in the 
two countries’ border confict.4 Armenia’s prime minis-
ter Nikol Pashinyan skipped the organization’s annual 
summit in November 2023 due to its inability to prevent 
the re-occupation of Nagorno Karabakh by Azerbaijani 

forces.5 Within this context, we examine how Russia is 
trying to counter eforts to undermine its position and to 
hold onto its infuence in its neighboring regions using 
the Collective Security Treaty Organization. 

We focus on the role of the CSTO Parliamentary 
Assembly, a body tasked with legal harmoniza-

tion on issues of security among member states. Member 
states have skillfully manipulated this parliamentary 
assembly to serve as a tool in the consolidation and legit-
imization of their authoritarian regimes. Russia has used 
it to spread its norms of national security, which are less 
about creating a secure environment for every citizen 
and more about maintaining regime power. We explore 
the strategies by which the CSTO Parliamentary As-
sembly has been used to consolidate authoritarian rule, 
all against the backdrop of Vladimir Putin’s imperialist 
ambitions, and highlight why this issue deserves closer 
examination. 

The CSTO as a Player in Eurasian Security 
The CSTO emerged in 2002 when six of the signatories 
of the 1992 Collective Security Treaty agreed to found an 
international organization based on the principals of mu-
tual defense. Article 4 of the Collective Security Treaty, 
much like NATO’s Article 5, provides that provision: 
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If one of the Member States undergoes aggres-
sion (armed attack menacing to safety, stability, 
territorial integrity and sovereignty), it will be 
considered by the Member States as aggression 
(armed attack menacing to safety, stability, 
territorial integrity and sovereignty) to all the 
Member States of this Treaty. 

Opening ceremony 

of the CSTO exercises 

“Combat Brother-

hood-2023”, 

January 9, 2023. 

PHOTO: ODKB-CSTO.ORG 

This focus on mutual defense is at the center of the 
CSTO’s mission. The organization hosts regular joint 
military exercises, an annual summit with heads of state, 
regular meetings between intelligence chiefs, ministers 
of defense, ministers of foreign afairs and heads of secu-
rity councils, as well as meetings focused on topics such 
as terrorism, drug trafcking and cybersecurity. 

Despite its supposed mandate, the CSTO has a limited 
interest in addressing genuine regional crises. When 
Russia invaded Georgia in 2008 and annexed Crimea in 
2014, it did nothing. It has looked on while two members, 
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, engaged in violent confict 
with one another in May 2021 and September 2022. It 
failed to prevent multiple wars between Armenia, where 
the organization has a base, and Azerbaijan. These fail-
ures have raised serious doubts about the CSTO’s ability 
to uphold its core principles and prevent conficts that 
could further destabilize the region.6 

But perhaps that does not matter to Russia, or even 
some other CSTO members. The organization’s mandate 
is broader than being simply a mutual defense pact for 
times of acute crisis. The 2002 CSTO charter defnes the 
organization’s goals as “strengthening peace, internation-
al and regional security and stability” and “protecting on 
a collective basis the independence, territorial integ-
rity and sovereignty of the member states.”7 Members 
pledged to coordinate “foreign policy positions on inter-
national and regional security issues” and take measures 
to “harmonize national legislation on defense, military 
development, and security.” 

The CSTO ofers members a means to strength-
en regime security and pursue what Roy Allison 

terms “protective integration.”8 This refers to eforts via 
regional organizations that focus on enhancing the sover-
eignty and legitimizing the authoritarian governance of 
members rather than bolstering regional integration or 
addressing collective problems. These regimes put their 
own security above regional stability, using the CSTO 
to protect themselves from international criticism and 
interference, even when their actions threaten regional 
peace and security. Such actions fundamentally under-
mine the CSTO’s mandate and weaken confdence in its 
ability to maintain stability. In pursuing regime security, 
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the CSTO Parliamentary Assembly has become a crucial 
tool. 

This becomes clear in the context of difusion of 
authoritarianism – a concept in political science which 
explains how authoritarian regimes learn from each 
other and employ tactics to maintain power.9 The CSTO 
Parliamentary Assembly becomes an institution through 
which these processes can take place; authoritarian 
regimes exchange strategies and tactics to suppress dis-
sent, limit political freedoms and eliminate opposition. 
Instead of promoting democratic values and norms, the 
assembly inadvertently accelerates the spread of author-
itarian practices within its member states. We analyze 
this process below. 

The CSTO Parliamentary Assembly 
as a Tool for Authoritarian Consolidation 
The CSTO Parliamentary Assembly (CSTO PA) was 
created in 2006, initially as a body within the Common-
wealth of Independent States Inter-parliamentary As-
sembly.10 Its chairmen have all been chairs of the Russian 
State Duma at their time of appointment. Former Interior 
Minister Boris Gryzlov headed the 
Parliamentary Assembly from 2006 
to 2012. Current Foreign Intelli-
gence Service chief Sergey Nary-
shkin was chair from 2012 to 2016. 
The current chair is Vyacheslav 
Volodin, the adviser behind Putin’s 
conservative turn during his third 
term in ofce. In short, they have all 
been Kremlin insiders. 

The CSTO PA focuses on two main activities. First, it 
has sent delegations of observers to member state elec-
tions. The frst mission was sent in 2015. These observers 
legitimize authoritarian governments and discredit the 
work of the OSCE and other international organizations.11 

Second, the organization “provides legislative support 
for their [member states] decisions.”12 The PA has devel-
oped 82 documents since 2006, including 12 model laws 
and 70 recommendations focused on counter-terrorism 
and extremism, drug trafcking, security, peacekeeping, 
cybersecurity and emergency situations.13 These serve as 
models for the development of domestic legislation and 
are a tool to harmonize authoritarian norms.14 

The assembly 
accelerates the 

spread of authoritarian
 practices within its 
member states. 

Aparticularly troubling aspect of the CSTO Parliamen-
tary Assembly is its role in supporting authoritarian 

leaders with a semblance of international legitimacy. 

By participating in the assembly, these leaders skillfully 
project an image of responsible and infuential statesmen, 
while hiding the reality of their repressive regimes. This 
farce is remarkably efective at creating an image of stabil-
ity and political legitimacy while democratic norms and 
human rights are systematically eroded in their territo-
ries. One of the areas where the CSTO has been particu-
larly active is in the feld of legal harmonization. 

Authoritarian Legal Harmonization 
Legal harmonization refers to the establishment of com-
mon standards and bringing laws into harmony with one 
another. Much of the research on legal harmonization 
has examined how the European Union has encouraged 
member states to adopt similar laws to streamline co-
operation.15 But authoritarian states can also harmonize 
legislation and set common non-democratic standards.16 

The CSTO Parliamentary Assembly has become an 
institution through which these processes can take place; 
authoritarian regimes exchange strategies and tactics to 
suppress dissent, limit political freedoms and eliminate 
opposition. Instead of promoting democratic values and 

norms, the assembly accelerates 
the spread of authoritarian practic-
es within its member states. 

One of the most successful areas 
of harmonization has been in the 
sphere of laws on extremism and 
terrorism. But this is not purely 
about countering violent extrem-
ism and terrorism. CSTO mem-
bers have long used amorphous 

defnitions of terrorism and extremism to legitimize 
crackdowns on free expression and peaceful dissent.17 By 
framing the events of January 2022 as being orchestrated 
by “external terrorist groups,” the Kazakh government 
could trigger Article 4 of the Collective Security Treaty 
and pave the way for intervention. Once the forces had 
been deployed, CSTO secretary general, Stanislav Zas, 
stated that they “have the right to use weapons in the 
event of an attack by armed gangs.”18 

This has also extended to the legislative sphere. One 
example is the CSTO Model Law “On Countering Terror-
ism and Extremism.” The law serves as a tool for author-
itarian regimes to suppress the opposition. It is often 
used to label political dissidents and opposition groups 
as terrorists or extremists, thereby justifying repressive 
measures against them. This not only suppresses political 
pluralism, but also abuses the very principles of counter-
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terrorism to restrict democratic freedoms, illustrating 
the spread of authoritarianism. 

To test the level of efectiveness of the CSTO at 
achieving its goal of legal harmonization and common 
standard setting, we used plagiarism software to analyze 
the similarity between the CSTO model law, CIS model 
law and domestic legislation in Belarus, Kazakhstan and 
Russia. The software identifes phrases that are verbatim 
the same or similar, giving a percentage of the text that 
has been copied or paraphrased.19 

In developing model laws, the CSTO and CIS work 
closely with one another.20 When it was founded in 2006, 
the CSTO PA was subordinate to the more experienced 
CIS IPA. It is unsurprising, then, that CSTO and CIS 
Model Laws on State Secrets contain 74% similarity 
according to our analysis. Russian legislation often forms 
the basis for the development of model laws which are 
then presented as being the work of experts and parlia-
mentarians from all member states. This may not always 
be the case. Some experts claim that the prototype for the 
CSTO model law was the law of the Republic of Kazakh-
stan of the same name from 1999.21 There is a striking 
amount of similarity between these laws, with 48% of 
the text being the same. But the model law is even more 
similar to the 1993 Law on State Secrets in the Russian 
Federation, with 53% of the text copied. Belarus’s 2010 
Law on State Secrets played less of a role as a model for 
the CSTO’s 2017 Model Law, with just 12% harmoniza-
tion. Regardless of which party can be considered the 
innovator, it is clear that harmonization is taking place 
between member states. We evaluate harmonization of 
over 20% of the text to be signifcant. For comparison, 
Sweden’s Personal Data Act (1998), which derived from 
the Data Protection Act, frst introduced in 1973, contains 
0.1% with the EU’s new Data Act. 

Moreover, the harmonization of the national legis-
lation of the CSTO member states in accordance 

with this model law demonstrates how authoritarian 
regimes actively normalize repressive practices. The 
uniform adoption of such legislation across all member 
states demonstrates a concerted efort to consolidate au-
thoritarian rule and systematically suppress opposition, 
while using CSTO structures to legitimize these actions. 

The CSTO claims to coordinate the activities of mem-
bers to address emerging challenges. These include 
issues related to cybersecurity, information warfare 
and the development of new technologies. The CSTO 
Model Law on “Information Warfare against Terrorism 

and Extremism,” developed by the National Security 
Institute of the Republic of Belarus, aims to “protect 
the legitimate information environment from terrorist 
and extremist infuence.”22 The “legitimate informa-
tion environment” is defned as “the psyche of ofcials, 
public fgures and the population of the state, the 
decision-making systems existing in it, the formation of 
public consciousness, as well as the legitimate infor-
mation infrastructure.” The law securitizes the public 
consciousness, framing it as something that the state 
needs to protect against nefarious infuences. While this 
law provides the basis to counter terrorist messaging, it 
also provides scope for the government to counter any 
discourses that criticize its policies, thus forming a tool 
of autocratic governance. 

Conclusion 
The CSTO Parliamentary Assembly, originally intended 
as a forum for dialogue and cooperation among member 
states, has unfortunately become a tool for authoritarian 
leaders to consolidate their power and legitimize their 
rule. This platform allows them to project a façade of 
democratic legitimacy while suppressing dissent and 
strengthening authoritarian governance. This is happen-
ing against the backdrop of Vladimir Putin’s imperialist 
ambitions, where Russia’s infuence extends beyond its 
borders and infuences the decisions of member states, 
which is a manifestation of the authoritarian spread 
and harmonization of national legislation to suppress 
opposition. 

Harmonization of legislation remains attractive to au-
thoritarian regimes. Such countries can use this process 
to establish control and order in social relations, provid-
ing a coherent legal framework that helps strengthen 
their power and legitimize their control over society. 
The desire for uniformity of laws becomes benefcial for 
authoritarian leaders seeking to suppress diferent points 
of view and limit individual freedoms in the societies 
they govern. 

The program for the CSTO PA between 2021 and 2025 
highlights the organization’s priorities in the coming 
years. Two of these stand out. First, one quarter of the 
35 planned model laws and recommendations pertain 
to information security and disinformation. Second, 
the invasion of Ukraine and Russia’s attempt to use the 
CSTO to retain its infuence is shaping the activities of 
the CSTO. Recommendations for domestic legislation 
introduced since 2022 include those related to counter-
ing “external destructive attempts and distortions” of the 
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Great Patriotic War, the importance of military patriotic 
education and the “rehabilitation of Nazism and distor-
tion of historical truth.” Combined, these two priorities 
show how Russia is trying to use the CSTO to retain its 
infuence over neighboring governments and societies, 
bolstering its legitimacy and countering the negative 
efects of its criminal invasion of Ukraine. ● 
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South Caucasus 
Amidst the Epochal 
Turn of The Century 
by Shota Kakabadze 

ebruary 2022 was consequential for the post-
Cold War security architecture. In a way, it can 
even be argued that with the Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine, the post-communist era came to an 

end and the world was thrown into a fux, with the secu-
rity architecture of the future still in the making. The on-
going confict has already produced some unprecedented 
results for the Eastern neighborhood of the European 
Union. Opening accession negotia-
tions with Ukraine and Moldova and 
granting candidate status to Georgia, 
just two years after their application 
for membership of the European Un-
ion, seemed unimaginable even among 
the most enthusiastic supporters of 
EU enlargement. To a certain degree 
it also puts to rest the debate that has 
been haunting Georgian policymakers 
for decades – whether the country be-
longs to Asia or Europe. The European Union’s geopolit-
ically motivated decision on the enlargement is going to 
have a consequential result on the ontological insecurity 
of Georgians living in this duality of in-betweeness of the 
East and the West. 

The war in Ukraine has also elevated Georgia’s North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) membership 
perspective to a whole new level. Since the Bucharest 

Summit of 2008, NATO’s approach towards Georgia has 
been based on the two somewhat contradictory elements: 
deepening relations with Georgia while at the same time 
preventing it from joining the Alliance to avoid tensions 
with the Kremlin.1 However, with an epochal turn of 
Finland joining NATO and Sweden to follow suit soon, 
this status quo of not provoking the Kremlin by enlarging 
to the latter’s borders seems to be altered. However, as it 

is be argued in this essay, while this is 
indeed the case, Georgia still has a long 
road ahead, to be able to capitalize on 
these opportunities. 

Azerbaijan 
together with 

Turkey successfully 
gained control over 
the geopolitics of 
the region. 

Major geopolitical changes have 
been unfolding in the South 

Caucasus as well that are going to have 
implications for the wider region for 
decades to come. As the Kremlin’s 
focus is on Ukraine, the Azerbaijani 

government used this momentum to achieve a swift vic-
tory and increase its pressure on Armenia. After almost 
the three decades, de-facto state of Nagorno-Karabakh 
was recaptured by force by Baku and the former ceased 
its existence as an entity. Most importantly, as the conse-
quence of these developments, Azerbaijan together with 
Turkey successfully gained control over the geopolitics 
of the region, making “peace plans” coming from the 
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Georgia could have an important role in a new Black Sea security architecture. A Georgian Coast Guard vessel in Batumi. 

outside almost impossible.2 This dramatic reshufe in the 
region poses major challenges to Armenia as ofcial Yere-
van will need to reconsider its decades-long security and 
foreign policy priorities. Most likely, the infuence of the 
Kremlin in the region is going to decrease even further, 
with Turkey stepping in to fll in the vacuum. There are 
also some early signs already that the loss of control over 
Nagorno-Karabakh under the Kremlin’s watch is going to 
further alienate the Armenian lead-
ership from Russia, reshufing the 
geopolitical picture even more. These 
geopolitical changes, along with the 
precedent set by the outcome of the 
Azerbaijani ofensive in 2023, will 
also have direct implications for oth-
er de-facto states in the region.3 

Baku’s military 
operation still 

came as a surprise 
to many. 

In brief, this epochal turn has substantial infuence 
over the South Caucasus, the full consequences of 

which will only to be seen in the decades to come. A lot 
will depend on for how long the active phase of war in 
Ukraine lasts and what the outcome of the confict is. 
This essay will briefy outline some key implications of 
the war in Ukraine on the South Caucasus and suggest 
to the reader some potential future trajectories of the 
region amidst the ongoing paradigm shifts. 

South Caucasus Security Architecture 
after the Second Karabakh War 
The Russian invasion of Ukraine sent the region into 
fux and opened the Pandora’s box of decades-long 
unresolved territorial disputes. Already in the summer 
of 2023, the Armenian government set some warning 
signals that there was the likelihood of yet another war 
in Nagorno-Karabakh,4 but Baku’s military operation 

still came as a surprise to many. The 
president of the European Council, 
who was personally involved in the 
mediation between the parties, called 
it “shocking” as the process of nego-
tiation was still underway.5 Several 
factors enabled developments to 
take such a turn and infuenced the 

Azerbaijani decision to opt for military means: Russia’s 
prolonged and stalled military campaign in Ukraine; 
the soured relationship between the current Armenian 
leadership and the Kremlin; and the importance of Azer-
baijan’s geographical location for the European Union 
against the backdrop of sanctions against Russia. 

However, it must be noted that the shift of security 
paradigms in the South Caucasus already took place 
with the Second Karabakh War in the fall of 2020. As 
a consequence of those clashes, the West was slowly 
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sidelined from the region, and illiberal Turkey and Russia 
came out as clear winners. Ankara and Moscow sidelined 
Western partners from the region as the OSCE Minsk 
Group lost its infuence and relevance as a mediator in 
this particular confict. Furthermore, the Kremlin has 
increased its military presence in the region for the frst 
time – by stationing peacekeeping troops in Azerbaijan.6 

These developments coincided with President Donald 
Trump’s administration’s America First foreign policy 
and the non-existence of a coherent EU policy towards 
the region. 

Western actors’ declining role after the Second 
Karabakh War is perhaps best illustrated by the 

launch of the new platform 3+3 (Russia, Iran, Turkey + 
3 countries of the South Caucasus) in 2021. This re-
gional format was proposed by the Turkish president 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan with the purpose of post-confict 
rebuilding and facilitating regional cooperation. Yet due 
to the frequent clash of interests between NATO mem-
ber Turkey and Russia, as well as the latter’s continuing 
occupation of Georgian territories and Iran-Azerbaijan’s 
troubled relationship,7 the prospect of a platform remains 
rather dubious. Security architecture that was in place 
after the Second Karabakh War of 2022 proved to be un-
stable and not efective in addressing existing challenges 
and vulnerabilities in the region. The Russian invasion 
of Ukraine in 2022 reshufed this picture once again, 
giving Azerbaijan an opportunity to capitalize on Russia’s 
vulnerabilities, for Armenia reconsider its geopolitical 
allegiances, and for Georgia to take a leap on its path of 
European integration. 

The Russian Invasion of Ukraine 
Changed the South Caucasus 
The security architecture that was set in place after the 
Second Nagorno-Karabakh War of 2020 left many issues 
and grievances unresolved. Despite the ceasefre agree-
ment signed to end the 44-day war that gave Azerbaijan 
considerable territorial gains and advantage over Arme-
nia, some major issues had still remained unaddressed. 
Baku was determined to achieve Armenia’s renunciation 
of claims on Karabakh, demarcate the border, and open 
the Zangezur Corridor that would run through parts 
of Armenia and connect Azerbaijan to the exclave of 
Nakhchivan.8 Those matters paved the way for further 
escalation that manifested itself after February 2022. 

While the international community’s full focus was 
on Ukraine, in September 2022, Armenia- Azerbaijan 

On December 14, 2023 Georgia was granted an EU Candidate 

status. PHOTO: BUSINESSGUIDEGEORGIA 

entered into what is known as the Two-Day War that 
resulted in the deaths of almost 300 people on both 
sides.9 However, what made the 2022 clashes stand out 
from previous incidents is that fghting took place not 
in Nagorno Karabakh but on Armenian territory. This 
meant that Russia, as a fellow member of the Collective 
Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) as well as because 
of the bilateral defense treaty with Yerevan, was obliged 
to come assist the latter:10 Especially considering the 
well-established assumption that Russia’s main goal 
in the South Caucasus was to maintain the status quo, 
which it could still have done by increasing arms export 
to Armenia11 or engaging more aggressively using diplo-
matic means.12 This was one of the frst major signs that 
the war of attrition ongoing in Ukraine takes so much 
of Russia’s resources and focus that the CSTO member 
Armenia was left to be crushed by Azerbaijan, and even 
more, that it allowed Turkey to take a more prominent 
role in the South Caucasus. 

Azerbaijan’s advances and Russia’s inability to defend 
a fellow CSTO member created a major rift between the 
current Armenian leadership and the Kremlin. The rela-
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tionship between the two escalated to a point that Yere-
van sent humanitarian aid to Ukraine in September 2023, 
for the frst time since the Russian invasion in Ukraine. 
To further make its disappointment with the Kremlin’s 
policy even more clear, Prime Minister Pashinyan’s wife 
traveled to Ukraine for the Summit of First Ladies and 
Gentlemen, and even met with the President of Ukraine,13 

as well as holding joint military drills 
on its territory together with the Unit-
ed States. However, perhaps the biggest 
slap to Russia was Armenia’s decision 
to join the Rome Statute of the Interna-
tional Criminal Court (ICC) in Octo-
ber of 2023. Although this idea was 
discussed after the September 2022 
clashes, to use it as a lever against Azer-
baijan, it was postponed, probably due 
to the arrest warrant issued for Putin by 
the ICC.14 Thus, ratifcation in October 
was a clear challenge and the response to Russia’s lack of 
action to defend the fellow CSTO member. 

Another major factor that made Azerbaijan’s quick 
victory with no major international consequences 

possible is the importance of Baku for the European 
Union in the current crisis. More specifcally, because 
the European Union set as its goal to break its reliance on 
Russian gas, Azerbaijan seems an irreplaceable partner. 
This puts Brussels in a peculiar position as it faces the 
dilemma – natural gas or moral purity.15 With its plan to 
double Azeri gas imports by 2027, it is less likely that the 
European Union will take a strong stance against Baku’s 
actions, and it will not go beyond the European Parlia-
ment’s resolution.16 But a lot will also depend on whether 
President Aliyev is willing to go even further. Opening 
the Zangezur Corridor by force would mean military 
operations on the territory of Armenia proper, which 
would cause harsher reactions from the international 
community and considerably increase the moral burden 
on the West. 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 also has 
brought the Black Sea back into the focus of European 
and American policy makers and opened up a window 
of opportunity for Georgia. The Black Sea has played an 
important role for Georgia’s foreign policy or national 
identity discourse for decades. Firstly, this could be 
explained by a simple geographical fact. For Western 
European countries, the Black Sea is a kind of margin, an 
imaginative limen that has defned the continent’s East-

ern frontier. For Georgia, on the other hand, the Black 
Sea serves as a window, a gateway to Europe. Thus, this 
sea has always been the focus and cornerstone of modern 
Georgia’s national security and foreign policy strategies. 
Being surrounded by illiberal regimes and positioning 
oneself as an edge of Europe, the Black Sea becomes a 
link with the West – while at the same time, the Black Sea 

is perceived by Georgian elites as a po-
tential source of vulnerabilities due to 
the Russian presence.17 After February 
2022, NATO also agreed to follow the 
example of the Baltics after 2014 and 
establish multinational battlegroups 
in Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, and 
Hungary (countries of the wider Black 
Sea region).18 Yet a lot will depend on to 
what extend Georgia is able to position 
itself as a provider of security, align its 
NATO integration path together with 

that of Ukraine’s, and remain committed to democratiza-
tion.19 While NATO enlargement to the Baltics has under-
mined the existing argument that the alliance’s skepti-
cism towards enlargement further to the East is due to 
an accommodating approach towards Russia, Georgia 
continues to fall behind,20

Opening the 
Zangezur 

Corridor by force 
would mean 
military operations 
on the territory of 
Armenia proper, 

 whether due to the recent 
democratic backsliding or existing occupied territories 
that create further vulnerabilities for the alliance. 

What Does the Future Hold for 
the South Caucasus? 
The capture of Nagorno Karabakh by Azerbaijan in Sep-
tember 2023 revealed the fragility of relying on Russia 
as a security guarantor and the latter’s incapability or 
unwillingness to take on the role of the balancer in the 
region. With Nagorno-Karabakh ceasing to exist, the 
security architecture in the region was put in fux and 
is still in the process of reshufing and making. Several 
key developments are going defne the geopolitics of the 
South Caucasus in the years if not decades to come. 

The frst factor is whether Armenia and Azerbaijan 
manage to sign a peace treaty and recognize and 

demarcate borders. Although Yerevan declared its inten-
tions of signing such a treaty with Baku, even reopening 
road and railway links with the two neighbors that have 
been blocked for decades,21 there are a lot of details that 
still need to be worked out including the Zangezur Corri-
dor, border demarcation, and recognition of each other’s 
territorial integrity. It is most likely that Azerbaijan is 
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going to use its advantage and continue pressuring Arme-
nia to achieve maximum results – opening the Zangezur 
Corridor with as few checkpoints and Armenian control 
as possible. 

The second factor which will infuence the future of 
the region is how long the war in Ukraine lasts and what 
Kyiv’s victory will look like. If the Kremlin manages to 
achieve a ceasefre or strategic pause in Ukraine, Presi-
dent Putin might get more actively involved in Armenian 
domestic politics through hybrid methods and attempt 
to undermine Pashinyan’s government. Yet if the war 
drags on, that will increase pressure on Yerevan to agree 
to a peace treaty on Azerbaijani terms and pivot more 
towards the West. Last but not least, Azerbaijan’s victory 
and the failure of Russia to defend a 
CSTO member, Armenia, sidelines Rus-
sia from the region and dramatically 
increases the infuence and role of Tur-
key. This will furthermore push Yere-
van towards normalizing relations with 
both Baku and Ankara. It should also be 
noted that there are already signs that 
Russia’s protracted military campaign 
in Ukraine is allowing the European 
Union to increase its engagement with 
the region.22 In the long-term perspec-
tive this might let Armenia pivot more towards the West 
in exchange for concessions to Azerbaijan.  

The case of Nagorno-Karabakh also sets an impor-
tant precedent for South Ossetia and Abkhazia. 

Although, unlike the latter two, Nagorno-Karabakh was 
never recognized by Russia as an independent state, 
Russia’s inability to defend its allies and to live up to its 
security commitments should have rung alarm bells 
in Georgia’s occupied territories. It is true that Tbilisi 
remains committed to the reintegration through the 
peaceful means, but as Russia gets more entangled in 
the war in Ukraine, Moscow’s fnancial and economic 
support for South Ossetia and Abkhazia will continue to 
diminish.23 This forces Abkhazian and South Ossetian de 
facto authorities to seek new opportunities and channels 
of economic cooperation with Tbilisi. 

Finally, a lot will also depend on the results of several 
major elections planned for 2024: More specifcally, 
elections in the European Union and the US. Victory of 
a more isolationist kind along with possibly increased 
representation of alt-right groups in European struc-
tures will most likely halt the process of EU enlargement 

and increase pressure on ofcial Kyiv to seek a peace 
deal with Russia. This scenario might further legitimize 
in the public eye the Georgian government’s policy of 
strategic patience which can also be called a bandwag-
oning by stealth – an accommodating foreign policy amid 
a strong public opposition.24 On the other hand, rein-
forcement of the institution-based liberal world order 
will give a boost to democratic forces in the region and 
possibly give create a momentum long overdue in the 
South Caucasus. 

The case 
of Nagorno-

Karabakh also 
sets an important 
precedent for 
South Ossetia 
and Abkhazia. 

Conclusion 
After the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the South Cau-
casus’s geopolitical importance for the European Union 

dramatically increased. Hence, Brus-
sels started actively engaging with 
both Baku and Yerevan to fnd a reso-
lution and normalize the long-lasting 
territorial dispute over Nagorno-Kara-
bakh. However, the Azerbaijani 
government used the momentum of 
Russia’s blunder in Ukraine as well as 
the rift between Yerevan and Moscow 
to successfully recapture the de-facto 
state by force. These developments 
took many by surprise, yet they are 

going to be consequential for the region for decades to 
come. Turkish-Azerbaijani domination over geopolitics 
in the region along with Russia’s focus on its blunder 
in Ukraine is going to increase pressure on Armenia to 
reevaluate its decades-long policies and seek rapproche-
ment with the West, while at the same time, maintaining 
existing economic benefts of the Eurasian Economic 
Union.  

The case of Nagorno-Karabakh, in addition to the ge-
opolitical reshufing already discussed above, sets 

a precedent for two other de-facto states in the region. 
For de-facto governments in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, 
Russia’s complete incapability to defend its ally raises 
questions to what extent the Kremlin will remain loyal to 
its commitments towards those entities. These challeng-
es for the occupied territories will be amplifed by the po-
tential for dramatic cuts of economic aid from the Krem-
lin, which might force them to look for rapprochement 
with Tbilisi. Nonetheless, the future shape of the regional 
security architecture in the South Caucasus will largely 
depend on the outcome of the war in Ukraine. If the war 
of attrition continues, rapprochement between Georgia 
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and breakaway regions is more likely, while freezing the 16 On October 5, 2023, the European Parliament adopted a resolution 

confict or Russia’s strategic victory implies further insta-
bility and vulnerabilities for the South Caucasus. ● 

Shota Kakabadze, PhD, is a Policy Analyst at the Georgian 

Institute of Politics, and a Postdoctoral Fellow at Iscte – 

Instituto Universitário de Lisboa. 
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The Impact of Russia’s 
War in Ukraine on 
the Nagorno-Karabakh 
Conflict and Armenia 
by Sossi Tatikyan 

ussia’s war in Ukraine had a dra-
matic impact on the Nagorno-Kara-

bakh confict, Armenia’s security, and 
Russia’s role in the South Caucasus. 

The impact of the war in Ukraine on 
Armenia is complex, multi-layered, and contro-
versial, and deserves to be codifed in line with 
its various aspects and distinct periods: 
● Azerbaijan’s military ofensives and blockade, 

leading to ethnic cleansing of Armenians in 
Nagorno-Karabakh and elimination of the de 
facto state; 

● Azerbaijan’s military ofensives, territorial 
claims and creeping annexation in relation to 
Armenia; 

● Russia’s increasing alignment with Azerbai-
jan and hybrid war against Armenia; 

● Armenia’s strained relationship with Russia 
and dysfunctional membership of the CSTO;1 

● Deployment of the EU’s mission in Armenia as 
a soft deterrent for Armenia’s border security; 

● Dynamics of Armenia-Ukraine relations; 
● Dilemmas for Armenia’s foreign and se-

curity policies: Diversifcation, hedging or 
pivoting? 

Did Nagorno-Karabakh 
Armenians Become Collateral 
Victims of the War in Ukraine? 
Before starting to analyze the impact of 
Russia’s war in Ukraine on Armenia and the 
Nagorno-Karabakh confict, it is important 
to consider the possible impact of the 2020 
Karabakh war launched by Azerbaijan, as a 
possible precedent for the use of military force 
by autocratic states towards their smaller dem-
ocratic neighbors for settlement of disputes, 
and Russia’s war in Ukraine in particular. There 
is a belief both amongst the Armenian and 
international liberal civil society that muted 
consequences and lack of condemnation of 
the use of military force as an alternative to 
“confict resolution” in violation of Article 33 of 
the UN Charter normalized the war and created 
a precedent for Russia’s invasion in Ukraine.  
They refer to the similarities between Armenia 
and Ukraine as democracies of a smaller size 
and fewer resources and military capabilities in 
contrast to Azerbaijan and Russia as larger au-
tocracies with more resources and capabilities.2 

They also believe that Russia had authorized 
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Wall with images of 

fallen Armenian sol-

diers during the 2020 

Nagorno-Karabakh war. 

PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS 

Many Armenian 
and international 

circles consider 
Nagorno-Kara-

bakh Armenians 
as collateral 

damage of the 
war in Ukraine. 

Azerbaijan to start the war to penalize Armenia 
for its ambitions for democratic reforms and 
attempts to reduce its dependency on Russia, as 
well as to advance its own geopolitical interests 
and military presence in the region.3 

Many Armenian and international circles 
consider Nagorno-Karabakh Armenians as 
collateral victims of the war in Ukraine, mostly 
meaning the polarized geopolitical environ-
ment between Russia and the West, distraction 
of Russia’s attention, and the change of its in-
terests leading to its alignment with Azerbaijan 
vs. Armenia.4 However, the war in Ukraine also 
had normative implications contributing to the 
elimination of Nagorno-Karabakh as a de facto 
state and depopulating it from Armenians. 

Two days before the start of Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine, Russia and Azerbaijan signed 
a declaration on “Allied Interaction between 
the Republic of Azerbaijan and the Russian Fed-
eration”, formally elevating their partnership to 
the level of an alliance.5 Among other subjects, 
the extensive document contains provisions 
related to security cooperation. In accordance 
with Article 7, the parties “refrain from any 
actions that, in the opinion of one of the parties, 
damage the strategic partnership and allied re-
lations of the two states.” It restricted Azerbai-

jan from taking openly pro-Ukrainian actions 
in the course of the ongoing war in Ukraine and 
imposing sanctions on Russia.6 

O ne week after Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine, Azerbaijan started the gradual 

and systematic implementation of creeping eth-
nic cleansing of Armenians in Nagorno-Kara-
bakh.7 This coincided with abstention in the 
voting for the UN General Assembly resolution 
on Ukraine, which was Armenia’s frst ever vote 
on Ukraine, deviating from the Russian position, 
reportedly in spite of pressure by Russia, and in 
spite of Armenia’s fears of being penalized for it. 

Azerbaijan’s armed forces proceeded to cap-
ture new Armenian villages and strategic hills 
between March and August 2022.8 It became 
obvious that Russian peacekeepers were not 
taking any action to prevent further advances 
by Azerbaijan. It was not clear whether Russian 
peacekeepers were unable to prevent Azerbai-
jan’s renewed actions in Nagorno-Karabakh 
due to the lack of an international mandate 
and distraction of their attention by the war in 
Ukraine or were unwilling to do so due to the 
change in Russia’s geopolitical interests, which 
included advancing its newly enhanced strate-
gic partnership with Azerbaijan.9 
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Finally, Azerbaijan started a blockade of 
Nagorno-Karabakh in December 2022 that 
deepened in April with establishment of a 
border checkpoint and replacement of Russian 
peacekeepers with Azerbaijani special services. 
The blockade became total in mid-June 2023, 
leading to deliberate starvation of the popula-
tion and the weaponization of energy and hu-
manitarian aid. Russian peacekeepers stopped 
supplying humanitarian assistance to the local 
population in June, receiving food by helicopter 
only for themselves.10 The threat of a starvation 
genocide11 was acknowledged by prominent in-
ternational lawyers.12 When the resilience of the 
population weakened, Azerbaijan’s President 
Aliyev instructed a military ofensive in Septem-
ber, resulting in establishing military control up 
to the outskirts of the capital of Nagorno-Kara-
bakh, at a cost of over 200 casualties, including 
27 civilians and six children, within one day. He 
called it a “special operation”, using the same 
language as Putin uses for Ukraine. 

This happened in the presence of Rus-
sian peacekeepers who had withdrawn from 
strategic positions13 and whose command also 
facilitated the surrender of Nagorno-Karabakh 
authorities and disarmament of the self-defense 
force in the following week. Nagorno-Karab-
akh Armenians were facing the threat of being 
killed or subjugated, as well as fearing of mass 
imprisonment of all men14 who had served in 
the conscript self-defense force.15 The remain-
ing 100,000 Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh, 
except reportedly two dozen of them, fed to Ar-
menia within a week, thus fnalizing the ethnic 
cleansing of Armenians from Nagorno-Kara-
bakh planned and orchestrated by Azerbaijan. 
The exodus was proceeded by the explosion of a 
fuel depot causing more than 200 new casual-
ties and accompanied with the death of 64 more 
people on the road. 

During the United Nations Security Council 
(UNSC) sessions addressing the situation in 
Nagorno-Karabakh in relation to the blockade 
in December 2022 and August 2023, Rus-
sia aligned itself with Azerbaijani narratives 
and did not accept the failure of its peacekeep-
ing role.16 In 2022, Russia was also the main 
country that blocked the adoption of a UNSC 

statement about Azerbaijan’s blockade of Na-
gorno-Karabakh and was expected to veto any 
potential UNSC resolution on it between the 
2020 Karabakh war and the aftermath of ethnic 
cleansing in the fall 2023.17 

The speedy exodus of all Nagorno-Karabakh 
Armenians to Armenia seems to have caught 
Russia by surprise since it assumed that at least 
several thousand Armenians would remain in 
the territory to justify its further military pres-
ence as peacekeepers. Reportedly, Russia has 
tried to fnd ways to convince some Armenians 
living in Russia and Armenia who are origi-
nally from Nagorno-Karabakh to return to the 
territory. Russian peacekeepers have reduced 
their posts, but they remain in the territory and, 
ironically, report about the lack of incidents in 
their zone of responsibility on a regular basis. 
It is not clear how Azerbaijan and Russia have 
distributed the weapons and military equip-
ment confscated from the self-defense force of 
Nagorno-Karabakh.18 

T he behavior of Russian authorities and 
peacekeepers generated growing crit-

icism by the Armenian authorities, political 
factions and civil society and led to the gradual 
breakdown of trust towards them amongst 
Nagorno-Karabakh Armenians. The reactions 
of the Russian government have been dis-
missive and defensive, denying the failure of 
Russian peacekeepers and scapegoating the 
Armenian government for having recognized 
Nagorno-Karabakh as part of Azerbaijan in 
May 2023,19 at an advanced stage of the cri-
sis. However, Russia’s President Putin publicly 
acknowledged Nagorno-Karabakh as part of 
Azerbaijan two weeks after the 2020 ceasefre.20 

Moscow continues to deny the occurrence of 
ethnic cleansing and its responsibility for it.21 

The speedy 
exodus of all 
Nagorno-
Karabakh Ar-
menians 
to Armenia 
seems to have 
caught Russia 
by surprise. 

Azerbaijan’s Abuse of 
the Principles of Territorial 
Integrity and Sovereignty 
While Armenians draw parallels between 
Russia’s invasion in Ukraine and Azerbaijan’s 
invasion in Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia, 
Azerbaijan in turn promotes the narrative that 
the international community was ignoring the 
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Azerbaijan 
framed the 

conflict as 
aggression, 

occupation, and 
annexation by 

Armenians. 

violation of its territorial integrity by Arme-
nia, unlike Russia’s violation of the territorial 
integrity of Ukraine. It rejects of its intent of 
ethnic cleansing of Armenians in Karabakh and 
presents its establishment of full control in the 
territory as restoration of its sovereignty and 
territorial integrity.22 

T his is a manipulation of the principles 
of sovereignty and territorial integri-

ty, application of autocratic legalism23 and 
culmination of Azerbaijan’s lawfare in relation 
to Nagorno-Karabakh confict.24 After the frst 
Karabakh war, Azerbaijan started a long-term, 
well-elaborated and increasingly escalating war 
of narratives in order to justify its dismissal of 
negotiated solutions for the Nagorno-Karabakh 
confict, thus preparing a ground for resort-
ing to a new war.25 It systematically aimed to 
stigmatize the Nagorno-Karabakh confict as 
belonging to the same category as “separatist” 
conficts in Donbass, Crimea, South Ossetia, 
Abkhazia and Transnistria,26 in order to gain 
the support of Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova, 
as well as the West.27 Azerbaijan framed the 
confict as aggression, occupation, and annex-
ation by Armenians, dismissing the right of 
self-determination and self-defense by Armeni-
ans in Nagorno-Karabakh in the face of a hostile 
metropole state initiating military aggression 
and massacres. It avoided its associations with 
the most similar Kosovo confict as “Koso-
vo-ization” of the Nagorno-Karabakh confict 
could lead to remedial secession, Western 
support and international protection. Azerbai-
jan also promoted an unsubstantiated narrative 
that Armenians had won the frst Karabakh 
war largely due to Russian support. However, 
Kremlin did not support the self-determination 
movement of Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh, 
and Soviet and Russian forces either didn’t pre-
vent or even contributed to the deportation and 
massacres of Armenians by Azerbaijani armed 
forces during the frst Karabakh war. Diferent 
Russian factions supported either the Armenian 
or the Azerbaijani side during diferent periods 
of the frst Karabakh war.28 

The deployment of Russian peacekeepers in 
Nagorno-Karabakh after the 2020 war made it 

easier for Azerbaijan to strengthen the associ-
ation of the Nagorno-Karabakh confict with 
the unfavorable category of Russian-inficted 
conficts in the post-Soviet space. Most of 
the civilians who were displaced from Na-
gorno-Karabakh during the 2020 war returned 
after the cease-fre, based on the security guar-
antees promised by the Russian peacekeeping 
contingent, and found themselves fully depend-
ent on Russian peacekeepers for their security. 
De facto authorities of Nagorno-Karabakh were 
careful not to criticize these peacekeepers for 
their failure to prevent further advances of 
Azerbaijan’s armed forces  or for banning the 
access of international NGOs and journalists as 
they had done also in other confict zones with 
Russian presence. On February 22, 2022, de 
facto President Arayik Harutyunyan of Artsakh 
(the Armenian name for Nagorno-Karabakh) 
welcomed Russia’s recognition of the self-pro-
claimed republics of Donetsk and Luhansk, 
followed by the recognition of their independ-
ence by the National Assembly of Artsakh as a 
demonstration of people’s right to self-deter-
mination.29 The Nagorno-Karabakh authorities 
were hostages of Russia during three years of 
Russian peacekeeping, and they may have made 
those statements under Russian pressure. Thus, 
they involuntarily contributed to the stigma-
tization of the Nagorno-Karabakh confict by 
Azerbaijan. Only after few months of blockade 
by Azerbaijan did Armenians in Nagorno-Kara-
bakh fully lose their trust in Russia, start organ-
izing actions against them, and criticize them 
publicly. 

In light of Russia’s violation of Ukraine’s 
territorial integrity that it initially justifed 

by its support for the rights and security of 
the Russian minority in Donbass, the West’s 
prioritization of the principle of territorial 
integrity became absolute, thus undermining 
the principle of self-determination. In 2022– 
2023, the EU and US persuaded the Armenian 
leadership to recognize Nagorno-Karabakh as 
part of Azerbaijan without pressuring Azer-
baijan in parallel to recognize an autonomous 
status for Nagorno-Karabakh and to accept an 
international presence in its territory. Instead, 
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they advocated a vague promise of security and 
human rights for Nagorno-Karabakh Armeni-
ans in line with liberal peace policy that proved 
insufcient to prevent ethnic cleansing.30 

It is likely that the West’s reluctance to pro-
mote autonomous status for Nagorno-Karabakh 
was in order to avoid creating a precedent for 
the Russian-speaking minority in Donbass, given 
Ukraine’s reluctance to grant them special status. 
There is also a common view in Armenia that 
the EU and US aimed to end Russian military 
presence in the region, and due to the difculty of 
replacing Russian peacekeepers with a UN or EU 
peacekeeping mission because of Russia’s veto 
power in the UN Security Council and the lack 
of consent by Azerbaijan, they hoped that the 
Russian role as peacekeepers would end if Arme-
nians left Nagorno-Karabakh. However, Moscow 
is reportedly negotiating with Baku about their 
continued presence in the territory. 

Azerbaijan’s Historical Revisionism, 
Military Offensives, and Territorial 
Claims to Armenia 
Although Azerbaijan justifed its war and ethnic 
cleansing in Nagorno-Karabakh by the notion of 
the restoration of its territorial integrity, its mil-
itary ofensives against Armenians did not stop 
in Nagorno-Karabakh. Azerbaijan has launched 
several military ofensives  in the territory of 
the Republic of Armenia in 2021–2023,31 and 
occupied around 200 sq kms of its territory.32 A 
military ofensive in September 2022 resulted 
in the loss of 235 lives in two days, including 
shelling of Armenia’s spa town Jermuk that is 
not even in a border area, and was accompanied 
by war crimes such as mutilation and execution 
of military servicewomen in Armenia’s sov-
ereign territory.33 Azerbaijan has established 
military positions on most of the strategic hills 
inside the territory of Armenia and has built 
infrastructure in those areas, which allows 
Azerbaijani troops to have a strategic advantage 
and conduct surveillance over Armenia.34 

The US and EU, and even Armenian author-
ities tended to think that Azerbaijan’s expan-
sionistic claims were merely a coercion strategy 
to establish control over Nagorno-Karabakh, 
and they would stop after the abolition of 

Nagorno-Karabakh and the mass exodus of 
its 35 However, as some Armenian 
experts predicted, Azerbaijan’s expansionist 
claims to Armenia intensifed further after the 
loss of 

population.

Nagorno-Karabakh.36 They include: 
a) demands for an extraterritorial “Zangezour 

corridor” to link Azerbaijan to its exclave 
Nakhichevan through Armenia in the spirit 
of Danzig corridor from World War II;37 

b) “to return Azerbaijani enclaves” arbitrarily 
and without any legal basis created in the 
Soviet Armenia in the middle of the Soviet 
period instead of agreeing to exchange them 
with an occupied and legally Armenian en-
clave of the same size; 

c) refusal to withdraw from around 200 sq 
km border areas of Armenia annexed in 
2021–2022 and jeopardizing livelihood of 31 
villages. Azerbaijan continued applying coer-
cive diplomacy to Armenia, and threatening 
to use force if the latter doesn’t concede to its 
demands.38 

Russian peacekeepers 

and Azerbaijani mil-

itary personnel near 

Dadivank of Kalbajar 

District, November 

2020. 

PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS 

O ne of Azerbaijan’s expansionist demands 
to Armenia backed by Turkey and Russia 

is the coercion to extract an extraterritorial 
corridor to link Azerbaijan and its exclave 
Nakhichevan, even if they are already linked 
through Iran and Turkey. Turkey and Azer-
baijan threaten either to create a corridor by 
force or to continue keeping Armenia under 
a blockade, depriving it of regional coopera-
tion. They consistently present the idea of a 
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corridor in the Organization of Turkic States as 
a way of unifying the Turkic world in the spirit 
of pan-Turkism.39 

During the exchange between Aliyev, Pash-
inyan and Putin in May 2023, Putin explicitly 
supported Aliyev’s claim for a corridor, con-
tradicting Pashinyan’s opposition to it.40 There 
has been an assumption that the blockade of 
Nagorno-Karabakh was planned by Azerbai-
jan and Russia jointly in order to extract the 
“Zangezour corridor” in exchange for opening 
the Lachin corridor.41 The November 2020 
trilateral ceasefre statement clearly indicated 
that Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh had to 
be linked with a new route along the Lachin 
“corridor”, and Azerbaijan and Nakhichevan 
had to be linked with a “road” controlled by the 
Russian Border Guard Service (FSB).42 How-
ever, Azerbaijan continued to demand a “cor-
ridor” instead of a “road” from  Armenia even 
after abolishing Nagorno-Karabakh. In January 
2024, Russia’s Foreign Minister Lavrov seem-
ingly confrmed the Armenian position that the 
2020 November statement does not mention 
an extraterritorial corridor but, in the essence, 
he aligned with the Azerbaijani position that 
the FSB should carry out its control. Russia is 
interested in such a corridor in order to bypass 
the Western sanctions. 

Russia and 
the CSTO 

have become 
a strategic 
partner to 

Azerbaijan 
rather than to 

Armenia. 

Armenia has made it clear that it is ready to 
facilitate Azerbaijan’s access to Nakh-

ichevan through its territory, overseen by the 
Armenian security services and with a “light” 
procedure for passing border controls and 
customs. In 2023, Armenia presented the al-
ternative “Crossroads of Peace”,43 which ofers 
deblocking of communications and promotes 
regional cooperation with respect of each 
other’s sovereignty.44 However, Azerbaijan, Tur-
key and Russia continue their demand for the 
extraterritorial corridor. 

Azerbaijan also further developed its state 
policy of historical revisionism, claiming that 
not only Armenians have not been indigenous 
to Nagorno-Karabakh but Azerbaijanis have 
been native to Armenia, in contradiction to reli-
able historical sources.45 Azerbaijan’s President 
Aliyev stated that Armenia’s capital has been 

an Azerbaijani city in his interview in January 
2024.46 Azerbaijani authorities have created 
an NGO called “Western Azerbaijan” meaning 
Armenia as an instrument for spreading false 
narratives.47 

Azerbaijan’s cognitive warfare targeting the 
Armenian identity resembles that of Russia’s 
President Putin about the Ukrainian identity. 
Russia and Azerbaijan question the sovereignty 
of Ukraine and Armenia respectively and aim to 
establish hegemony over them, as well as reject 
liberal notions of democracy and claim to have 
their own version of “sovereign democracy”. 

The Lack of Russia’s and CSTO’s 
Response to the Violation 
of Armenia’s Territorial Integrity 
Neither Russia nor the CSTO intervened to 
prevent Azerbaijan’s military ofensives and ad-
vances in Armenia’s internationally recognized 
territory in 2021–2022. The lack of Russian 
support for Armenia in the light of Azerbaijan’s 
military aggression has been conditioned by the 
growing alliance between Russia and Azer-
baijan, refected in their February 2022 Joint 
Declaration. In May 2023, Aliyev stated during 
his meeting with Putin in Moscow: “Today, we 
already characterize [our] relations as allied, 
not only de facto, but also de jure”.48 

Apart from not providing defense assistance 
to Armenia, Russia also did not support Arme-
nia politically against Azerbaijan’s military of-
fensives. At the UN Security Council meetings, 
the Permanent Representative of Russia, unlike 
the US, France, and other EU member states, 
Russia did not criticize Azerbaijan for its mili-
tary ofensives against Armenia but echoed the 
Azerbaijani narrative presenting it as a problem 
related to the lack of border delimitation and 
demarcation.49 

After multiple requests by Armenia between 
May 2021 and September 2022, the CSTO even-
tually sent a fact-fnding mission to Armenia 
and ofered technical assistance.50 However, by 
then the CSTO had already lost its credibility in 
Armenia. After the EU’s decision to establish a 
short-term monitoring mission in Armenia in 
October 2022, the ofer of deploying CSTO ob-
servers was aimed to prevent the EU presence 
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under its Common Security and Defence Policy 
(CSDP) in Armenia. Azerbaijan and Russia have 
been also conducting a hybrid war against the 
EU mission in Armenia since its establishment, 
spreading disinformation and false narratives 
about it.51 

At the CSTO summit in November 2022, Pash-
inyan refused to sign its declaration, pointing out 
that “Armenia’s membership in the CSTO did 
not stop Azerbaijan from resorting to aggressive 
actions”, and the CSTO has not been able “to 
make a decision in response to Azerbaijan’s ag-
gression against Armenia”.52 Armenia has since 
boycotted CSTO activities, de facto suspended 
its membership and implied that Armenia may 
leave the CSTO.53 Furthermore, in 2023 Pashin-
yan suggested that “Russia’s military presence in 
Armenia not only does not guarantee Armenia’s 
security but, on the contrary, creates threats to 
Armenia’s security”, hinting the reluctance of 
the Western countries to sell weapons and mili-
tary technology to Armenia 54 

In May 2023, Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov 
denounced the Armenian government’s 

non-acceptance of a CSTO observer mission to 
the Armenian-Azerbaijani border and accused 
the West of pressuring Armenia to end Russia’s 
military presence in Armenia and rely instead 
on the US for defense.55 Pashinyan responded 
that there is no such agenda and that Yerevan 
is discussing security issues with the Western 
powers because the Russian-led “security 
architecture” comprising Armenia is “not work-
ing for objective or subjective reasons.”56 

After the dramatic end of the Armenian pres-
ence in Nagorno-Karabakh, Yerevan’s criticism 
of Russia and boycotting of CSTO activities 
became much more explicit, and Russian 
responses to it – more antagonistic than before. 
In October 2023, Armenia ratifed the Rome 
statute to become a member of ICC (Interna-
tional Criminal Court), which was perceived as 
an anti-Russian step. President of the European 
Commission Ursula von der Leyen tweeted that 
“The world is getting smaller for the autocrat in 
the Kremlin”, in reference to the ICC warrant 
targeting Russian President Vladimir Putin.57 

The ratifcation caused Russia’s nervous reac-

tion. Armenia made it clear that its primary goal 
is not to allow impunity for Azerbaijan’s crimes 
committed in the territory of Armenia; at the 
same time, it chose to ratify the statute without 
reservations, which indicated it doesn’t intend 
to oppose to the ICC’s warrant in relation to 
Putin. 

Russia and the CSTO have become a strategic 
partner to Azerbaijan rather than to Armenia 
based on their common geopolitical inter-
ests, common values and similarly autocratic 
governance systems while in contrast, Armenia 
has committed itself to democracy. 58 Through 
its mediation role in the peace process be-
tween Armenia and Azerbaijan, Russia has 
been perceived as imposing “illiberal peace” on 
Armenia, forcing it to concede to Azerbaijan’s 
demands.59 

The EU and US Support 
for Armenia’s Security 
While being soft on Azerbaijan and failing in 
their mediation role in relation to the Na-
gorno-Karabakh confict, the US and the EU 
have been more robust in expressing their 
support for Armenia’s territorial integrity in 
face of Azerbaijan’s military intrusions and 
creeping annexation of Armenia’s border areas. 
Reportedly, US State Secretary Blinken’s call 
ended Azerbaijan’s attack in September 2022, 
followed by the deployment of the EU Mission 
in border areas of Armenia as a soft deterrent 
against creeping annexation by Azerbaijan.60 

During the UN Security Council meetings 
convened on the situation of Nagorno-Karab-
akh and Armenia, the US, France and other EU 
states were supportive of Armenia, in sharp 
contrast with Russia. 

Due to the collapse of Armenia’s defense 
system since the 2020 Karabakh war, Russia’s 
and the CSTO’s non-fulfllment of their obliga-
tions and creeping annexation by Azerbaijan, 
Armenia needed an international mission to 
deter the threats to its border security. Because 
of the polarization of the UN Security Council 
and Russia’s veto power in it, and the crisis of 
the OSCE and both Russia’s and Azerbaijan’s 
veto power in it, an EU CSDP mission was the 
only realistic option. Responding to Armenia’s 
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request, the EU promptly deployed a civil-
ian mission (EUMA) in the border regions of 
Armenia. 

Ethnic Armenians of 

Nagorno-Karabakh 

evacuate from their 

homes in September 

2023. 

PHOTO: MINISTRY OF DEFENCE 

OF THE RUSSIAN FEDERATION 

EU Mission in 
Armenia contrib-

utes to both 
Armenia’s and 

regional security. 

It was not easy for the EU to reach consen-
sus on the deployment of this mission due 

to Baku’s opposition, Russia’s political and 
military presence in the area, Armenia’s formal 
membership of the CSTO, and consequent 
reservations of several EU member countries 
receiving energy from Azerbaijan. In July 2022, 
Azerbaijan committed to double the gas supply 
to the EU through the expansion of the South-
ern Gas Corridor to 20 billion cubic meters a 
year, which means 3–4% of the EU’s energy 
supply by 2027.61 The EU has considered this 
cooperation as creating an alternative to Rus-
sian gas supplies and contributing signifcantly 
to Europe’s energy security, calling Azerbaijan 
a “reliable partner”.62 However, Azerbaijan 
reportedly doesn’t have the amount of gas that 
it has committed to supply, neither a capacity 
to deliver them to the EU member countries. 
Azerbaijan needs to use critical infrastruc-
ture co-owned by Russian Lukoil company to 
extract and transport the gas from the Caspian 
Sea to Europe, which may explain Lukoil’s $1.5 
billion to raise its stake in the Azeri gas project 
in 2022.63 In November 2022, Azerbaijan also 
concluded a deal with the Russian Gazprom to 
import Russian gas, which may indicate that it 
is partially “laundering” Russian gas to Europe 
for a higher price. This generates income for 
Russia, contributes to its military industry and 
the prolongation of the war in Ukraine.64 It also 
harms the EU’s reputation replacing one auto-

cratic country with another as an energy source, 
and makes it difcult to balance between its 
diferent roles – a value-based normative actor, 
an impartial mediator and a geopolitical actor 
in Armenia-Azerbaijan confict. 

Nevertheless, the EU not only agreed to 
deploy a mission in Armenia but also decided to 
expand it in November 2023. Even if the EUMA 
is a purely soft deterrent and does not provide 
Armenia with hard security, its deployment 
reduces Armenia’s vulnerability to Azerbaija-
ni aggression and military coercion. Thus, it 
decreases Armenia’s security dependence on 
Russia and empowers it to consider withdraw-
al from CSTO. That is why some geopolitical 
experts see a competition between Russia and 
the EU for infuence in the region. In the reality, 
the EU Mission in Armenia contributes to both 
Armenia’s and regional security, and EU’s exter-
nal environment. 

The EUMA’s presence makes it difcult for 
Azerbaijan and its lobbyists to continue the 
stigmatization of Armenia as a Russian proxy. 
Thus, Aliyev has changed his narrative, blaming 
Armenia for having “lost the chance to become 
a really independent country” and “looking 
now for a new master or masters”.65 

After absorbing Nagorno-Karabakh, Azerbai-
jan started obstructing the EU and US facilitat-
ed formats of negotiations with Armenia and 
instead, announced the need for direct talks 
without external actors. However, after refus-
ing to take part in the suggested meetings in 
Grenada in October 202366 and in Washington 
DC in December 2023, Aliyev met Pashinyan in 
St Petersburg, which shows his preference for 
the Russian facilitation of talks.67 In the begin-
ning of 2024, there were meetings at the level 
of the heads of states and foreign ministers of 
Armenia and Azerbaijan facilitated by Germa-
ny, in which Azerbaijan’s participation seemed 
to be performative. 

S ince Armenia continues to be threatened 
by Azerbaijan, it also requested security 

assistance from the EU’s Peace Facility (EPF) 
in June 2023. The EU did not rush to consider 
it but in November 2023, it decided to consider 
the provision of non-lethal security assistance 
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to Armenia from the EPF.68 However, the EPF 
has already committed most of its current funds 
to Ukraine. 

If after failing to prevent ethnic cleansing in 
Nagorno-Karabakh for the sake of the notion 
of territorial integrity, the US and EU do not 
support democratic Armenia’s territorial 
integrity because of Azerbaijan’s role as an 
energy supplier, in contrary to their support for 
Ukraine’s territorial integrity, they will have a 
further reputational cost as normative actors 
committed to sovereignty, human rights and 
democracy. Besides, it will undermine the no-
tions of territorial integrity and sovereignty and 
thus, international order and weaken the case of 
Ukraine as well. 

Armenia-Ukraine Relations 
Ukraine has consistently aligned with Azerbai-
jan’s position in relation to Nagorno-Karabakh 
confict due to Azerbaijan’s successful cam-
paign of narratives abusing the principles of 
territorial integrity and sovereignty elaborated 
above.69 Largely based on the common vision 
to the conficts in their territories, Georgia, 
Ukraine, Azerbaijan and Moldova have formed 
a sub-regional organization called the GUAM 
(Organization for Democracy and Economic 
Development). Besides, Ukraine was the ffth 
major arms supplier for Azerbaijan before the 
2020 war, although it is worth noting that Rus-
sia was the frst.70 

In its turn, Armenia consistently voted in line 
with the Russian position vis-à-vis Ukraine in 
UN bodies between 2014 and 2021, including 
against the adoption of the UN General Assem-
bly Resolution 68/262 in 2014 in response to 
the Russian annexation of Crimea and entitled 
“territorial integrity of Ukraine”.71 Those in-
terrelated factors led to a reserved relationship 
between Armenia and Ukraine. 

The public opinion about each other in 
both countries is afected by disinformation. 
During the 2020 Karabakh war, there was a 
rumor by a Kremlin propagandist that Ukraine 
has supplied white phosphorus munitions to 
Azerbaijan, causing severe injuries to Armenian 
military servicemen, but it was refuted by Pres-
ident Zelensky. In spring 2022, Turkish media 

claimed that Armenia had transferred SU-30 
jets to Russia for use against Ukraine. This was 
refuted by the Armenian Ministry of Defense by 
organizing a visit of defense attachés accredited 
to Armenia to show the jets in their home base. 

Since the beginning of Russia’s war in 
Ukraine in February 2022, Armenia adopted 
a neutral stance and in spite of the Russian 
pressure, abstained on all Ukraine related 
resolutions in the UN General Assembly. It is 
worth noting that Azerbaijan was absent from 
all relevant votes. During an interview to CNN 
Prima News in July 2022, Pashinyan said: “We 
are not Russia’s ally in the war with Ukraine. 
And our feeling about that war, about that 
confict, is anxiety because it directly afects 
all our relationships,” adding that Armenia is 
perceived as Russia’s ally by the West but Russia 
doesn’t see Armenia as their ally in its war, and 
not being anyone’s ally in that situation increas-
es Armenia’s vulnerability.72 

The Armenian leadership, including PM 
Pashinyan, Speaker of the Parliament Alen 
Simonyan, and the Secretary of Security 
Council Armen Grigoryan, met their Ukrainian 
counterparts on several occasions in 2023.73 In 
September 2023, the Armenian frst lady Anna 
Hakobyan visited Ukraine, delivered digital 
devices for schools and spoke at a public event 
hosted by Ukrainian frst lady Olena Zelenska.74 

Armenia participated in multilateral peace 
talks initiated by Ukraine in Malta and Davos 
in October 2023 and January 2024.75 Armenia 
sent medical equipment to a Ukrainian mili-
tary hospital in February 2024.76 Armenia gives 
full-scale refugee status to Ukrainians without 
any bureaucratic difculties.77 It is worth noting 
that the infux of both Russians and Ukrainians 
to Armenia helped boost the country’s GDP 
growth by 12% in 2022, and by 8% last year. 

In spite of the positive breakthrough in 
Armenia-Ukraine relations, Azerbaijan 

remains a strategic partner of Ukraine and 
afects its perception of the Nagorno-Karabakh 
confict. Ukraine welcomed the restoration 
of territorial integrity by Azerbaijan after the 
2020 war. When Azerbaijan restarted military 
advances in Nagorno-Karabakh in March 2022, 
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some Ukrainian fgures cheered them assum-
ing that Azerbaijan may open a second front 
in Nagorno-Karabakh, and it could distract 
Russia’s attention and divert resources. Fedir 
Venislavsky, Zelensky’s representative to the 
Ukrainian parliament, welcomed the full resto-
ration of Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity and 
sovereignty as “great success” and “good prec-
edent” in September 2023, and blamed Russia 
for creating tensions for accompanying human 
losses during Azerbaijan’s military operations.78 

Is Armenia Hedging, Diversifying 
or Pivoting in Its Foreign 
and Security Policies? 
Armenia had a high degree of dependence 
on Russia that developed gradually since the 
restoration of its independence in 1991. The 
previous three Armenian administrations 
intended to maintain a balance between var-
ious power centers — Russia and Iran on one 
side and the US and European institutions on 
the other. There was an attempt to diversify 
security cooperation through active partici-
pation in NATO’s Partnership for Peace (PfP) 
program during Robert Kocharyan’s adminis-
tration (1998–2008) and intention to sign an 
Association Agreement with the EU during Serj 
Sargsyan’s administration (2008–2018). Arme-
nian leaders branded these attempts as comple-
mentarity and a multi-vector policy. 

However, those eforts largely failed and led 
to the sacrifce of Armenia’s partnerships with 
Western players. As a result, Armenia ended 
up “bandwagoning” with Russia and became 
trapped in a state of geopolitical determinism, 
i.e. the perception that due to its being sur-
rounded by hostile states and having modest 
resources, it has no agency to conduct inde-
pendent diplomacy and has no other option to 
ensure its security except relying on Russia.79 

Armenia’s Prime Minister Pashinyan chose 
not to make radical changes in the direction 
of foreign policy after the Velvet revolution, 
the 2020 war, and in the light of Azerbaijan’s 
military ofensives against Armenia until 2022. 
This caution was conditioned by two main 
factors: The frst was managing conventional 
defense threats, i.e. a possible military ofensive 

by Azerbaijan against both Nagorno-Karabakh 
and Armenia. The second aimed to prevent the 
destabilization of the internal political situation 
by Russia opposed to democratic revolutions as 
a threat to the authoritarian system of govern-
ance, and conducting a hybrid war through il-
liberal political factions in Armenia, to maintain 
its infuence in the post-Soviet space. Pashinyan 
stated that the “Velvet revolution” was gener-
ated internally and was not sponsored by any 
external actors, thus hinting a diference from 
the perceived nature of the “colored” revolu-
tions in Georgia and Ukraine. 

A fter the 2020 war, Armenia went through 
a period of domestic turbulence, during 

which false narratives were circulated by the 
illiberal opposition and fringe groups, claiming 
that the revolution was sponsored by the West 
/ Soros / globalists, was supportive of oil-rich 
Azerbaijan, and used the notions of democracy 
and human rights to weaken Armenia’s national 
security.80 However, the opposition could not 
mobilize sufcient support and Pashinyan 
won in the post-war snap elections in 2021. It 
indicated Armenians no longer believe in the 
narrative that defense and security require sac-
rifcing democracy and human rights.81 

The change of public perceptions about Rus-
sia in Armenia became drastic in 2022. There 
were attempts by the opposition to explain the 
lack of Russian and CSTO support to Arme-
nia by the distracted attention and stretched 
resources of Russia due to its war in Ukraine, as 
well as through the actions of Armenian author-
ities, which “angered” Russia. Armenia’s refusal 
of the deployment of CSTO observers and its 
choice of the EU Monitoring Mission were criti-
cized in this context. However, even for the illib-
eral opposition, it has become difcult to pres-
ent Russia in a positive light. Liberal opposition 
and civil society of Armenia have been advocat-
ing for leaving the CSTO for years, pointing out 
to the clash of values of membership to it with 
Armenia’s adopted path of democratic govern-
ance. Those perceptions intensifed since the 
war in Ukraine, and the Russia’s non-fulfllment 
of its commitments towards Nagorno-Karabakh 
and Armenia in 2022–2023. 

https://rights.81
https://security.80
https://Russia.79
https://operations.78


Formally maintained alliance with Russia and 
CSTO membership harms Armenia in the eyes of 
the Euro-Atlantic community and restrains po-
tential military cooperation that its members can 
ofer. On another side, Armenia is likely to formal-
ize its departure from the CSTO when it receives 
signifcant and tangible support from non-CSTO 
countries to address its security dilemma. As 
a sovereign country, Armenia needs to restore, 
modernize, and strengthen its defense system. It 
faces conventional defense threats since Azer-
baijan is continuing to actively arm and equip 
with the help of Israel, Turkey, Serbia, Bulgaria 
and Italy, surrounding Armenia with military 
infrastructure and conducting military exercises 
with Turkey near the Armenian borders. 

India82 and France83 became the frst coun-
tries to provide Armenia with military equip-
ment in 2023. There have also been mutual visits 
between the US and Armenia’s defense agencies 
and armed forces, as well as a joint peacekeep-
ing training exercise conducted in September 
202384, but so far, the US hasn’t ofered more 
solid defense cooperation to signifcantly con-
tribute to Armenia’s security.85 Armenia also has 
a defense cooperation agreement with Greece 
and Cyprus. The EU is considering provision of 
non-lethal military assistance to Armenia from 
the European Peace Facility. Armenia is also 
developing an Individually Tailored Partnership 
Plan within NATO’s PfP program. However, 
these eforts at diversifcation of Armenia’s de-
fense are not sufcient to guarantee its security. 

S ince October 2023, PM Pashinyan86 and 
Foreign Minister Mirzoyan87 have implied 

that Armenia would be interested in taking its 
partnership with the EU as far as the EU is will-
ing to consider, hinting at possible membership 
aspirations. Russian state media has quoted 
the reaction of an anonymous high-ranking 
ofcial: “We see how Armenia is trying to turn 
into Ukraine No. 3, if we consider Moldova 
as Ukraine No. 2, and Pashinyan is following 
in Vladimir Zelensky’s footsteps by quantum 
leaps.”88 Armenia has welcomed EU’s decision 
to grant candidate status to Georgia and indicat-
ed that Armenian people also share European 
identity and its civil society has European as-

pirations.89 If Georgia becomes an EU member, 
Armenia has to choose a similar path or remain 
stuck between mostly unfriendly autocratic 
regional powers. The EU is considering further 
steps aimed at enhancing Armenian-EU coop-
eration, including visa liberalization. On March 
12, 2024, the European Parliament adopted a 
resolution proposing to the EU to consider the 
possibility of granting Armenia a candidate sta-
tus for its membership.90 However, it is prema-
ture to expect a clear position from the EU on 
Armenia’s membership aspirations. 

National and international ofcials, politi-
cal fgures, analysts and academics have been 
debating whether Armenia should continue 
to “hedge” between Russia and the West, and  
“diversify” its security partnerships to increase 
its independence91, or to “change its vector” 
and pivot towards the West. If Armenia decides 
to break away from Russia and exit the CSTO, 
should Armenia adopt a confrontational style in 
its relations with Russia, or aim to de-escalate to 
avoid further antagonization, and is it possible if 
Russia itself choses confrontation with coun-
tries that assert their sovereignty? If Armenia 
adopts neutrality or non-alignment, how will 
Armenia resist conventional defense threats by 
Azerbaijan, authorized by Russia and possi-
bly supported by Turkey?92 If Armenia adopts 
Euro-Atlantic integration aspirations, how far 
can it go with them? Is the EU interested in 
accommodating Armenia’s membership aspira-
tions, given Armenia’s peripheric location in the 
European neighborhood? Even if it responds to 
Armenia’s aspirations positively, how long will 
it take to become a member, and will it contrib-
ute to Armenia’s security, given that the EU is 
not a security organization.  Can Armenia ever 
consider NATO membership given Turkey’s 
veto power in NATO, and the anticipated ferce 
reaction by Russia and opposition by Iran? In 
light of the complexity of the security challeng-
es that Armenia faces, there are more questions 
than answers in relation to Armenia’s ongoing 
and forthcoming foreign policy changes. 

Although threats by Azerbaijan towards Arme-
nia are not considered direct threats to EU mem-
ber countries, unlike Russia’s threats to Ukraine, 
nevertheless, they have a high potential for a 
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new war in the European neighborhood, which 
will overwhelm the EU and US, and will make it 
more difcult to tackle the war in Ukraine. The 
political coercion and the use of military force by 
autocratic states to impose expansionist de-
mands on neighbors and establish hegemony in 
the region contradict international law, threaten 
the rules-based order of international relations, 
and should not be normalized. ● 

Sossi Tatikyan is an independent expert on 

foreign and security policy, and a PhD researcher 

at Sorbonne Nouvelle University, supported by the 

Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation. 

Disclaimer: The views expressed in this publica-
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The End to “Balancing” 
Foreign Policy? Why 
the Invasion of Ukraine 
Matters for Azerbaijan 
by Sofie Bedford and Nurlan Aliyev 

his chapter sheds light on the direct and 
indirect impact of Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine on Azerbaijan. It provides in-
sights about the consequences so far of the 

war on the socio-economic situation and ana-
lyzes how the invasion has afected the security 
context and balance of power both regionally 
and in Azerbaijan’s foreign policy. 

Azerbaijan’s “Balancing Policy”: 
Support for Ukraine while 
De-Securitizing Russia 
Since the mid-1990s “balancing” has been the 
leading doctrine of Azerbaijan’s foreign policy. 
This approach implies “maintaining equal 
distance with major powers, pursuing mutu-
ally benefcial relations with them wherever 
possible, and avoiding any alliance with one 
geopolitical pole against the others”.1 For this 
reason, the Russian aggression against Ukraine 
starting in 2014 has been described as putting 
“the Azerbaijani government in an uncom-

fortable position“.2 It could not ignore the 
occupation of Crimea and the start of confict 
in eastern Ukraine given the parallels to the 
Nagorno-Karabakh confict.3 Because of the 
possible precedents it could set for their own 
disputed land, Azerbaijan strongly criticized 
the “elections” in eastern Ukraine and was 
one of few post-Soviet states that voted for the 
UN resolution condemning the occupation of 
Crimea. Still, Moscow’s leverage in the region 
prompted the Azerbaijani government to keep 
a low profle.4 Although president Ilham Aliyev 
was openly supportive of Ukraine’s territorial 
integrity his ofcial statements lacked referenc-
es to Russia as the aggressor – clearly illustrat-
ing Azerbaijan’s “non-irritation policy” towards 
Russia.5 

After Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine 
on February 24, 2022, political elites as 

well as society at large in Azerbaijan showed 
their support for the Ukrainian people. Shortly 



 

 

 

 

 

 

after the launch of the invasion, hundreds of 
Azerbaijanis rallied in front of the Ukrainian 
embassy in Baku. The government was quick to 
send humanitarian support and announced that 
SOCAR (Azerbaijan’s state oil company) would 
provide free fuel for ambulances and other state 
emergency service vehicles at its gas stations 
in Ukraine.6 By the end of 2023 Azerbaijan had 
allocated more than $30 million to humanitar-
ian aid and assistance for rebuilding destroyed 
infrastructure in Ukraine.7 Recently, the govern-
ment also started providing support for demi-
ning Ukrainian territories – Azerbaijani experts 
are training Ukrainian deminers. Suggestions 
by online sources that this might even include 
providing the Ukrainian army with Azerbaija-
ni-manufactured aviation bombs, mortars, and 
ammunition have however not been ofcially 
confrmed.8 This development could be inter-
preted as the Azerbaijani government start-
ing to take a more overtly opposing position 
against the invasion. In fact, Azerbaijan’s strong 

support for Ukraine has not gone unnoticed. 
Already in December 2022 the Russian Foreign 
Ministry “expressed bewilderment” over Azer-
baijan providing transformers and generators to 
Ukraine because they regarded this as military 
assistance.9 

Presidents of 

Ukraine and 

Azerbaijan met in 

Chișinău, Moldova. 

June 1, 2023. 

PHOTO: PRESIDENT.AZ 

At the same time there are clear indications 
Azerbaijan wants to maintain the balanc-

ing policy. To this end it was symbolic that in 
February 2022 the authorities used their strict 
control of public space to stop protests against 
the invasion outside the Russian embassy, at the 
same time as allowing the public to express sup-
port outside the Ukrainian embassy.10 Another 
illustration of balancing is the fact that, ofcial-
ly, both Russia and Ukraine are Azerbaijan’s 
“strategic partners”. Just several days before 
the invasion Aliyev signed declarations and 
agreements with Putin and Zelensky, respec-
tively, on bilateral documents of cooperation.11 

Moreover, despite the regular meetings be-
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tween the presidents of Azerbaijan and Ukraine 
where they publicly express support for each 
other’s “territorial integrity and inviolability of 
internationally-recognized borders,” Azerbai-
jan has neither ofcially condemned Russia’s 
invasion, nor voted for UN resolutions against 
Russia or the termination of Russia’s member-
ship in the Council of Europe.12 Additionally, 
as will be further discussed below, Azerbaijan 
continues to do fruitful business with Russia 
and did not join the sanctions, which indicates 
both the prevalence and the efectiveness of the 
balancing policy. 

Russian President 

Vladimir Putin and 

Azerbaijan President 

Ilham Aliyev meet 

in Moscow on 

February 22, 2022. 

PHOTO: KREMLIN.RU 

Azerbaijan 
does have 

opportunities 
to promote 

its own 
agenda. 

It can be argued that what has changed with 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine is the overall 

balance of power in the region. Nevertheless, 
the process is not solely a result of the war in 
Ukraine but the results of changes in the inter-
national system and shifting regional geopoli-
tics which started before the war. 

Balancing Continues as Regional 
Power Dynamics Change 
Russia has been the most active international 
player in the almost 30 years of non-resolution 
of the Karabakh confict.13 In its formal diplo-
matic role Russia brokered the two ceasefres 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan in 1994 and 
2020. Yet it is generally believed that Moscow 
had no interest in contributing to a resolution 
of the confict. Rather the Russian leadership 
was playing both sides against each other with 
the goal of destabilizing the region to preserve 
and assert its own importance and infuence.14 

In this sense, the invasion of Ukraine in 2022 
has been described as ”a war of opportunity” 
for Azerbaijan, as it weakened Russia’s ability to 
efectively control and interfere in the Kara-
bakh confict and paved way for the military 
operation in September 2023 that reestablished 
Azerbaijan’s territorial sovereignty.15 Still, it 
should be noted that already during the so-
called 44-day war in 2020, when Azerbaijan 
re-took most of its occupied territories from 
Armenia, Moscow did not want – or could not 
– stop the Azerbaijani military from advancing 
till the end of the war. 

The power balance in the South Caucasus is 
the best way to understand this turn of events. 
As Armenia used geopolitical opportunities to 
occupy Azerbaijani territories in the 1990s, in 
2023 Azerbaijan regained control over these 
territories while the balance of power in the 
region was in its favor. Already after 2020 it was 
clear the geopolitical landscape of the region 
had changed. Having been the losing side after 
the 1994 ceasefre, Azerbaijan now demonstrat-
ed its military dominance. The shifting regional 
security context was highlighted by the fact that 
Russia did not intervene to support its military 
ally Armenia, while the success of the Azerbai-
jani army was largely attributed to the training, 
know-how, and modernization provided by its 
major ally, Türkiye.16 Thus, after 2020 Türkiye 
already became, alongside Russia, a key region-
al player. After Azerbaijan’s 2023 victory it has 
even been described as emerging as a regional 
hegemon.17 Nevertheless, Russia still has strong 
presence and power in the region, which is 
unlikely to vanish any time soon. 

One notable facet of this is geo-economi-
cal. Russia is Azerbaijan’s third largest trade 
partner (after Italy and Türkiye). In the non-oil 
sector, it is the main one.18 Trade turnover be-
tween Azerbaijan and Russia from January-July 
2023 amounted to $2.445 billion, which is 30.6 
percent more than the same period in 2022.19 

Russia was the primary country for Azerbaija-
ni imports ($1,992,232.14; 17.87 percent of the 
general import) and the main country where 
non-oil products are exported (32.64 percent) 
for eight months of 2023.20 Moreover, Moscow 
and Baku are currently discussing an option of 
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Russia supplying oil to Azerbaijan by reversing 
the fow in an existing pipeline.21 

After Azerbaijan regained control over the 
entire Karabakh region, it would appear 

that there are no signifcant factors to indicate 
strong Russian infuence in Azerbaijan. Yet 
Russia’s geo-political authority is still signif-
cant. Baku’s hopes that the presence of Russia’s 
peacekeepers in Karabakh would come to an 
end after the military operation that resulted 
in departure of almost all Armenians from the 
region have not been fulflled. At the begin-
ning of October 2023, there were twenty-fve 
Russian military posts in Nagorno-Karabakh,22 

fourteen of which were joint posts with the 
Azerbaijani military. In early December there 
were still eighteen military posts remaining.23 

The position of the Russian Ministry of Foreign 
Afairs is clear on the issue from their statement 
that “the presence of the Russian peacekeeping 
contingent in Karabakh is in demand, and it will 
also be necessary in the future.”24 Having legally 
gained strategic control over the Caspian basin 
in 2018, Moscow can use its Caspian fotilla to 
press Baku if such a need arises.25 Similarly, if 
required, a large Azerbaijani diaspora in Russia 
gives the Kremlin possibilities to use them in 
internal political processes in Azerbaijan.26 In 
addition, despite military purchases from Rus-
sia decreasing in recent years, Russian military 
equipment also remains the cornerstone of 
Azerbaijan’s military capabilities. 

Despite all of the aforementioned, Baku 
also has some tools to infuence Moscow’s 

policy in the South Caucasus to some extent. 
Currently these relate to Russia’s need for 
economic cooperation amidst Western sanc-
tions following the invasion of Ukraine and the 
international trade corridors passing through 
Azerbaijani territory. The international trans-
port routes in the region, the western route 
of the International North–South Transport 
Corridor (INSTC) and the East-West Transport 
Corridor of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 
are geoeconomically important for the devel-
opment of the South Caucasus countries as 
well as for certain regional and great powers. If 

previously Baku has been able to use its energy 
resources in relations with the West, interna-
tional trade corridors are now gaining even 
more strategic importance as tools in Azerbai-
jan’s foreign policy. 

The realization of the INSTC is a strategic 
goal for Moscow and it is supported by Iran and 
India. Another project, the Middle Corridor, is 
supported by China and the EU.27 Azerbaijan 
is the region’s main participant in both pro-
jects. Its transport hub was initially seen as an 
intersection of the north–south and east–west 
corridors. Whether these two mega transport 
projects will connect or compete may deter-
mine the development of the INSTC. Moscow 
promotes connectivity between the two – an ap-
proach also supported by Baku. Moreover, Mos-
cow is considering re-opening routes between 
Armenia and Azerbaijan to get railway access 
to Armenia and Türkiye, using Russian border 
guards to control the railway connection be-
tween Azerbaijan and its enclave Nakhichevan, 
which borders Türkiye.28 Türkiye supports this 
project, but Iran has concerns over it. In this 
respect, Azerbaijan does have opportunities to 
promote its own agenda in relations not only 
with Russia, but also to a certain degree the 
European Union, Iran, Türkiye, and even China 
and India. 

Azerbaijan 
seems set on 
continuing 
its balancing 
policy. 

Overall, Azerbaijan seems set on contin-
uing its balancing policy and securing 

the current ruling regime. Looking at Baku’s 
international activities in just one month 
(October 2023) provides an interesting 
example of what balancing comprises and 
how this policy works in practice. In early 
October it was reported that private Russian 
oil producer Lukoil will lend Azerbaijan’s 
national oil company SOCAR $1.5 billion as 
part of a broader deal that will allow SOCAR’s 
200,000-barrel-per-day Turkish STAR refn-
ery to process Russian crude again.29 At the 
end of the month the Ukrainian Ambassador to 
Baku stated that Ukraine is very grateful that 
recently, by order of the Azerbaijani presi-
dent, an additional amount of $7.6 million was 
allocated to restore Ukraine’s energy sector.30 

Also in October, Azerbaijani MFA issued a 
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neutral statement regarding the clashes in 
Gaza expressing “condolences for tragic loss of 
lives among many civilians both in Israel and 
Gaza Strip”,31 most likely an attempt neither 
to alienate their powerful ally Türkiye, which 
has traditionally backed Palestinians and other 
majority-Muslim countries,32 nor Israel who is 
a close strategic partner.33 On October 30, the 
Israeli Energy Ministry announced that SO-
CAR, along with BP and Israel’s NewMed, was 
awarded a license to explore for natural gas of 
the country’s Mediterranean coast.34 

On the one hand this might be considered 
a sophisticated foreign policy, on the other it 
seems to lack strategy and consist of mainly 
ad-hoc tactical approaches. Other trends in 
Azerbaijani foreign policy are the increasing 
promotion of regionalization, such as relaunch-
ing the Six Country Regional Cooperation 
Platform (the so called 3+3 format including 
the three South Caucasus countries, Türkiye, 
Iran, and Russia) and the ambition to create 
regional alliances with Central Asian countries, 
to increase relations with the Global South and 
probably in the coming years to join the BRICS 
organization if it is accepted. After the depar-
ture of Armenians from Karabakh, relations 
with the EU and the United States have been 
strained – even leading to some French diplo-
mats being declared “personae-non-grantee” 
by the government of Azerbaijan.35 Whether all 
of these are planned scenarios or just results 
of Baku’s grievances over the West’s responses 
to Baku’s foreign policy behaviors is an open 
question. 

As Azerbaijan 
did not join 

the sanctions 
it was one of 
the countries 
rewarded by 

Russia. 

Positive and Negative Impact 
of Russia’s Invasion on the 
Socio-Economic Situation 
Besides the notable geo-political implications 
of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the war and 
the subsequent sanctions imposed on Russia 
have also impacted the socio-economic situa-
tion in Azerbaijan in a number of ways. 

More than 2.5 million Azerbaijanis are 
living in Russia. They are the main source of 
the remittances which many rural families in 
Azerbaijan rely on for their daily expenses.36 

There are concerns that as the stagnating Rus-

sian economy cause increased unemployment 
this will impact the infow of money.37 While 
remittances coming from Ukraine have notably 
reduced there is no clear indication whether 
this the case for Russia. Immediately after the 
invasion there was a decrease but as the ruble 
recovered there was instead a substantial rise 
in the amounts transferred into Azerbaijan.38 In 
response to the exclusion of Russian banks from 
the SWIFT system a new money transfer sys-
tem was introduced, letting Azerbaijani citizens 
receive money from Russia at central post ofc-
es. Nonetheless, according to the Central Bank 
of Azerbaijan remittances into the country did 
decrease by 45 percent in the frst half of 2023.39 

If this situation prevails, there is certainly a 
risk of increased poverty in rural communities. 
Additionally, if migrants in Russia and Ukraine 
start returning this could cause instability in the 
Azerbaijani labor market.40 

The sanctions targeting Russia are bound to 
impact the Azerbaijani economy given the 

close trade relations between the two coun-
tries. Yet so far there is little evidence of this. As 
Azerbaijan did not join the sanctions it was one 
of the countries rewarded by Russia through 
facilitated trade. As noted above, this resulted in 
the trade turnover with Russia increasing since 
the war started.41 At the same time, the severe 
disruption in Ukrainian wheat production and 
subsequent price increase, alongside a Russian 
export ban to protect the domestic market, 
has put Azerbaijan’s dependence on imported 
wheat from Russia and Ukraine in the spotlight 
and forced the government to look for new 
providers and possibilities to increase its own 
wheat production.42 Their success in this regard 
will be crucial to counter potential future wheat 
shortages, which in a country with high wheat 
consumption rates, like Azerbaijan, could be 
a severe threat to food security – especially 
among poor and vulnerable communities.43 

These are already the ones hardest hit by the 
rising prices of food and other goods as a result 
of disrupted supplies and declining production 
regionally and globally because of the war, as 
well as subsequent rapid infation in Azerbai-
jan.44 

https://communities.43
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Map over the route the 

Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 

(BTC) pipeline takes 

from Baku all the way 

to Ceyhan. Cities and 

pump stations along 

the route are also 

shown. 

PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA 

As for the highly important energy sector, 
the Russian war has had both negative and 
positive impact. Because the war made the 
Black Sea unsafe for oil tankers the operation 
of the Baku-Supsa pipeline was suspended. 
This afected the fows of Azerbaijan’s crude oil 
that is now transferred solely through the Ba-
ku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline. This is not 
only a more costly but a more vulnerable route, 
as made evident by the massive earthquake in 
Türkiye in February 2023.45 The Azerbaijani 
economy has largely benefted from the high 
oil and natural gas prices reinforced by the 
war and the fact that EU urgently is looking to 
reduce its dependence on Russian oil and gas. 
According to a contract signed in July 2022, 
Azerbaijan will double its gas exports to the EU 
to 20 billion cubic meters a year by 2027. After 
Azerbaijan started to import gas from Russia 
in November 2022, critics fear that Azerbai-
jan’s gas resources are not enough to fulfll 
this commitment – that they will be trying to 
sell Russian gas under the Azerbaijani fag.46 

Others argue to the contrary that if Azerbaijan 
imports cheaper gas from Russia for domestic 
consumption it frees up its own for export.47 

There have also been concerns about Azer-

baijan potentially exporting Russian crude oil 
as Azerbaijani to the EU via the BTC pipeline 
when it was noted that Azerbaijani exports 
increased after the war, despite the fact that its 
own production was declining.48 However, so 
far the West seem to be turning a blind eye to 
keep their own economies afoat. 

The long-term socio-economic impact is 
still unknown. It remains to be seen if and 

how increased income from the energy sector 
will beneft the population at large struggling 
with infation and rising prices. How much 
longer the war lasts, the damage it causes, how 
it afects developments in Russia in general 
and the Russian economy in particular, and to 
what extent Azerbaijan will manage to de-
crease its reliance on Russian goods and open 
to the world market, will also afect the future 
situation. 

In Lieu of Conclusion: 
Putin’s War Reinforcing the Current 
Azerbaijani Political Regime 
After Azerbaijan lost control over Nagorno-
Karabakh and seven adjacent regions in 1994 
the restoration of territorial integrity became 
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an integral part of the national identifcation.49 

The “national duty to take back the country’s 
lost lands” became a narrative uniting govern-
ment, opposition, and the rest of society.50 It 
is not surprising that retrieving the occupied 
land dramatically increased the popularity of 
president Ilham Aliyev, who is now, some claim, 
even more popular than his father – the former 
president Heydar Aliyev. This is saying a lot, 
given his father’s status as a national savior – 
celebrated for bringing stability to the country 
after the turbulence following independence. 

As pointed out by Bloomberg in December 
2023: “Everyone now needs Ilham Aliyev, the 
strongman of the Caucasus”.51 Our analysis has 
addressed the reasons for and implications 
of this development from an international 
perspective. As Russia’s invasion paved the way 
for Azerbaijan’s victory on the battlefeld it 
can also be said to have indirectly contributed 
to reinforcing the current national political 
system. When the ultimate goal, i.e., the restora-
tion of territorial integrity, has already been 
achieved, the focus on democratization pursued 
by the opposition is perceived as redundant and 
oppositional actors are becoming even more 
marginalized.52 Thus, the victory feeds into an 
ongoing process of “authoritarian upgrading”. 
It supported the regime’s eforts to “normalize” 
authoritarianism by proving that even if it is not 
democratic, Azerbaijan can still be a successful 
country.53 However, it is an open question how 
long this will prevail. 

The victory 
feeds into an 

ongoing process 
of ‘authoritarian 

upgrading’. 

Regarding Baku’s foreign policy, currently 
balancing still persists. But because of 

developments in the international system and 
the region, the Azerbaijani leaders are current-
ly striving to correct the poles of the balance. 
Given the decreasing presence of the West, 
the weakened position of Russia, increasing 
economic presence of China, and strengthened 
involvement of Türkiye in the South Caucasus, 
Baku strives to balance Russia with Türkiye or 
vice versa, the West with Russia, Türkiye and 
China, Iran with Türkiye and Russia and to 
some extent with Israel. At the moment, devel-
opments to this end are in Azerbaijan’s favor, 
reinforced by the continued Russian war in 

Ukraine. How favorable or predicamental it will 
be in the upcoming years is unpredictable given 
the geography and processes in the internation-
al system. ● 
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A Silent Death: The 
Destruction of Academic 
Scholarship in Belarus 
by Aliaksei Lastouski and Per Anders Rudling 

he past fve years have brought a dramat-
ic transformation of Belarus; a cautious 
optimism for liberalization, democratic 
organization and the crystallization of civ-

ic society was reversed. Since 2020, Belarus has 
been submerged under Russia, and its foreign 
and security policy dependent on the aggres-
sive and erratic policies of the Putin regime. 
If 2020 witnessed mass mobilization around 
the prospect of a democratic transformation, 
the backlash conclusively broke any remaining 
illusion that democratic change was possible 
under the current regime. Today, the Republic 
of Belarus is a rogue state, engaged in a criminal 
war of Russian aggression. 

The Short-Lived Glory 
of the Peaceful Protests 
The 2020 protests following the fraudulent 
presidential election were a release of pent-up 
frustration. Yet despite the blatant violation of 
democratic principles and rule of law, the Bela-
rusian pro-democracy protests were peaceful 
and carnivalesque;1 no radical ethnonationalist 
symbols or slogans were present in Minsk 2020. 
In fact, even EU banners, a prominent feature 
on the Maidan in 2013–14, were absent; compli-
cating the authorities’ attempts to present the 
protesters as a foreign plot, seeking to wrestle 

Belarus out of the Russian sphere of infuence. 
Protesters gathered under the white-red-white 
fag of the 1918 Belarusian People’s Republic.2 

Other forms of expressing political discontent, 
such as the signing of collective petitions or 
publishing collective online appeals, were also 
used. A recurrent theme was protest against vi-
olence used by the state against its own citizens. 

The glory of the political protests of 2020 in 
Belarus was short-lived; the brutal suppression 
and the Russian build-up for a full-scale invasion 
of Ukraine in February 2022 took over the scene. 
Yet in order to understand what is happening 
there, we constantly have to keep within the 
framework of two processes that are superim-
posed on one another: the repressions of the 
Lukashenka regime after political protests and 
the efects of the Russian-Ukrainian war. In this 
case, we will analyze what is happening in the 
feld of social sciences and humanities in Belarus 
after 2020, especially in historical science, where 
the superposition of two waves, repressions and 
international isolation, have had catastrophic 
consequences for academic life in Belarus. 

The glory of 
the political 
protests 
of 2020 in 
Belarus was 
short-lived. 

Repression in Academia, 
Berufsverbot 
Even prior to 2020, the Belarusian authorities 
had invested substantial eforts to eliminate 
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university autonomy and to bring academic 
institutions under their control. Through recur-
ring purges the more active participants in the 
academic sphere were dismissed. A Berufsver-
bot, “profession ban”, was in efect. Dismissal 
eliminated any prospects of getting another job 
at another institute in your discipline. 

However, the scale of repression against the 
academic community has increased signifcant-
ly since 2020. The main reason is linked to the 
mass political protests following the falsifed 
elections of that year. Social and professional 
groups emerged that not only did not support 
the Lukashenka regime; they also actively sided 
with the protesters. These “unreliable” groups 
also included scholars and university teachers. 

Throughout the active period of protests 
(August-September 2020), scholars with post-
ers and fags gathered near the building of the 
Presidium of the Academy of Sciences, most of 
them researchers and staf of departments and 
institutes in the humanities.3 Many academic 
scholars and university teachers were detained. 
In several cases, faculty protecting students 
could serve as a reason for arrest. Subsequently, 
public forms of collective disagreement became 
a convenient pretext for the use of repression. 

Whereas Belarusian relations with Lithuania, 
Latvia, and Poland have at time been strained, 
the relations between authoritarian Belarus and 

the much more open and democratic Ukraine 
have generally been amicable. There were 
no inter-state conficts between Ukraine and 
Belarus; in fact, for 28 years, Lukashenka had 
good working relations with all fve presidents 
of Ukraine.4 During these years, Lukashenka 
sought to carve out a more independent role for 
himself between Moscow and Brussels, which, 
among other things, was expressed in the role 
of the Minsk regime in attempting to broker 
a ceasefre in eastern Ukraine in the form of 
Minsk-1 and Minsk-2 in 2014 and 2015.5 That 
the regime participated in the illegal assault on 
Ukraine by providing its territory and air bases 
constituted blatant violations of international 
laws as well as the bilateral treaties signed by 
the Belarusian strongman personally. These 
included the Treaty of Friendship, Good Neigh-
borhood and Cooperation between Ukraine and 
the Republic of Belarus signed July 17, 1995.6 

The number of political prisoners in Belarus is high. SOURCE: VIASNA HUMAN RIGHTS CENTER 

The appeal of many prominent Belarusian 
intellectuals condemning the Russian as-

sault on Ukraine, published online on February 
26, 2022, was the last collective, public expres-
sion of protest from the scholarly community. 
This coincided with the last attempt to hold a 
public protest in Minsk. At this last large-scale 
action that took place on February 27, 2022, 
more than a thousand protesters were detained. 



  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

With this the history of protests conclusively 
came to an end, and the scale of repression 
reached a new level. 

Currently (February 2024) there are about 
1,423 political prisoners in Belarus.7 The more 
high-profle cases “for participation in a coup 
d’etat” included that of philologist Aliaksandr 
Feduta (10 years in prison), political scientists 
Valeria Kastsiuhova and Tatsiana Kuzina (10 
years in prison), and philosopher Uladzimir 
Matskevich (5 years in prison). Also notewor-
thy is the case of sociologist Yurii Bubnou, 
who received 2 years in prison for publishing a 
scholarly article in a Russian journal about the 
causes of political protests in Belarus; this was 
defned by the court as “slander of the President 
of the Republic of Belarus.” 

Silencing, Self-censorship 
and “Servile Science” 
A complete cleansing of public space meant 
not only the liquidation of independent media 
in Belarus and the introduction of censorship 
in the public space, but also the introduction 
of strict self-censorship. The use of protest 
symbols on social networks or interviews with 
independent media began to be interpreted as 
“promotion of extremist activity” and punished 
with prison terms. 

In this atmosphere of fear and public silence, 
it is difcult to provide accurate data on aca-
demic repression, since the universities and the 
Academy of Sciences, for obvious reasons, do 
not publicize these data. Historian Iryna Ra-
manava, currently at the University of Giessen, 
estimates that “around 200 historians” have 
been fred. All private schools have been closed, 
and in the public schools pupils are encouraged 
to report inadmissible historical narratives by 
their instructors to the authorities.8 In this case, 
various forms of dismissal are used: for exam-
ple, pressure to resign themselves, or contracts 
are simply not renewed. Moreover, the major-
ity of those dismissed academics do not make 
public or protest their dismissal in independent 
media, as this could constitute a basis for fur-
ther persecution. 

Therefore, we have to operate with separate 
cases. Thus, in the country’s leading universi-

ty (Belarusian State University) about 30 full 
professors and 50 associated professors were 
fred after 2020. Again, exact calculations are 
impossible, but it must be assumed that we are 
talking about couple of thousand scholars who 
were fred and deprived of the opportunity to 
teach and to continue scholarly research. 

Dismissals in academic institutions are not 
only repression for revealed dissatisfaction with 
the political regime, but also result in the cre-
ation of a new type of ”servile science”. Thus, 
after the publication of sociological survey data 
in 2020, the heads of the Institute of Sociology 
of the Academy of Sciences were fred, and the 
institute was refocused on producing sociologi-
cal data that would confrm general satisfaction 
with the political and economic situation. 

Another important consequence is the 
increase in self-censorship, when many topics 
become politically controversial and, due to the 
variability of the political environment, even 
dangerous for researchers. 

Another means of pressure to silence scholars 
is the method of classifying their work as “ex-
treme”, which entails the removal of such pub-
lications from sales and libraries and putting 
the scholars under the threat of criminal prose-
cution. Several issues of the magazines ARCHE: 
Pachatak and Nasha Historyia [Our History] 
have been labeled “extremist”. The use of this 
tool knows no rational boundaries and the basis 
for this label are seemingly often random. One 
example is Sviatlana Kazlova’s publication on 
agrarian policy during the Nazi occupation that 
was labeled as ”extremist,” although it was a 
revised version of a PhD thesis that had been 
ofcially defended in Belarus.9 Unfortunately, 
Belarusian scholars who opt to write scholarly 
publications in their native language face triple 
obstacles; reaching through the background 
noise of fake news and disinformation, they 
face linguistic barriers in addition to the direct, 
hands-on political repression. 

Several issues of the 

magazines ARCHE: 

Pachatak and Nasha 

Historyia [Our Histo-

ry] have been labe-

led “extremist”. After 

2020 the magazines 

Belarusian Histor-

ical Review, Arche: 

Pachatak, Studia 

Historica Europae 

Orientalis, and Our 

History were closed. 

Another example of is a collection of archi-
val sources, “The freed and the enslaved: 

The Polish-Belarusian border 1939–1941 in the 
documents of Belarusian archives”, also consid-
ered ”extremist” in January 2023; as a result, 
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the publishing house was closed, the publisher 
imprisoned, and the editor of the collection was 
forced to leave Belarus. 

However, the perhaps most paradoxical 
case of the use of an “extremist” label was the 
attribution of this status to a poem from the 
mid-19th century, published in the collection of 
Belarusian literature classic writer Wincenty 
Dunin-Marcinkiewicz (1808–1884). The books 
were confscated from libraries, and its editor 
was forced to leave the country. 

It is extremely 
difficult for 
scholars in 

the Belarusian 
humanities 

to integrate 
into Western 

academic 
institutions. 

Scholars in Exile and 
Western Sanctions 
A consequence of the repression was an unu-
sually large wave of emigration from Belarus, 
which also afected scholars. 

Scholars in exile are waiting for support from 
the international community. On the one hand, 
European structures and governments of many 
countries (especially Poland, Lithuania and 
Sweden) declare support for Belarusian demo-
cratic forces and those who sufered under the 
authoritarian regime. Most of the direct support 
was aimed specifcally at the afected political 
activists, but gradually programs of solidarity 
with Belarusian scholars started to form. 

The Polish state expressed its support most 
consistently, even creating a special scholarship 
program, “Solidarity with Belarus”. European 
bureaucracy is slow, so the program to support 
Belarusian scientists (SALT-II) was launched 
only in 2023. An obvious hub for supporting 
repressed Belarusian scholars is the European 
Humanities University in Vilnius, Lithuania, 
where, with the support of various foundations, 
about 40 Belarusian scientists received scholar-
ships for 2020–2023. 

It is clear that this support has serious limita-
tions; we are always talking about limited terms 
(scholarships from three months to a year). 

Opportunities for Belarusian scholars to 
integrate into Western institutions remain ex-
tremely limited; due to the prolonged isolation 
of Belarusian research, knowledge of foreign 
languages remains very weak and contacts are 
scarce and fragile. This is especially the case 
for representatives of the humanities, who in 
the post-Soviet space work in a “nativist,” or 

“fatherland” paradigm and whose academic 
production has to conform with local academic 
standards. It is extremely difcult for scholars 
in the Belarusian humanities to integrate into 
Western academic institutions; only a couple 
of dozen researchers have overcome this level 
(mainly in Poland and Germany). 

This situation has been further complicated 
by the Russian assault on Ukraine. On the one 
hand, the war resulted in an enormous new 
wave of Ukrainian emigration. The hardships 
have evoked manifestations of academic soli-
darity. Yet support requires resources, and this 
naturally led to a reorientation of the support 
programs; for example, the most signifcant 
Polish program “Solidarity with Belarus” was 
closed while instead a program to support 
Ukrainian scientists was opened. The same 
thing happened with the scholarship program 
of the German Historical Institute in Warsaw. 
Thus, Belarusian scholars had to reckon not 
only with the cruder, aggressive neo-totalitari-
an repression of the Belarusian authorities; the 
situation of the intelligentsia, true to its call and 
vocation, went from bad to worse, fguratively 
speaking; they also have to navigate an increas-
ingly politicized memory landscape, reckon-
ing with memory laws and instrumentalizing 
memory institutes. 

The situation is further complicated by the 
fact that Belarus has become a springboard 

for the deployment of Russian aggression, 
and the Lukashenka regime actively supports 
Putin’s interventionist plans. If until February 
2022, many Belarusian scholars could count on 
support as part of a democratic protest, with the 
outbreak of the war, collective responsibility for 
the actions of the Belarusian authorities began 
to apply to them, which led to numerous cases 
of curtailment of support and exclusion. 

One consequence of the sanctions is the 
curtailment of any forms of cooperation with 
Belarusian universities and institutes, which 
have also been extended to the personal level. 
Scholars and universities outside Belarus only 
cooperate with individual Belarusian scholars 
that have taken part in public protest and then 
emigrated from the country. But scholars who 
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leave the country fnd themselves in conditions 
of ferce competition for the few scholarships, 
and for most of them the only way to survive in 
emigration is to leave the profession – to work 
as construction workers, drivers, and nurses. 
The scholars who remain in the country have to 
adapt to the atmosphere of intellectual restric-
tions, to wait anxiously for possible dismissal, 
and to face obstruction and contempt from 
colleagues “on the other side of the fence.” 

The Destruction of 
Scientific Institutions 
Moreover, all support programs are of a per-
sonalized nature; in accordance with humani-
tarian principles, they aim at supporting those 
individuals who sufered the most from the 
repressive actions of the Belarusian authorities. 
Whereas assistance is provided to individual 
people, the repressive measures of the Bela-
rusian authorities are systemic: Institutions 
and communities that could become centers of 
dissent are destroyed. 

The obvious consequence of such repression 
is the destruction of the intellectual potential of 
scientifc institutions; the primary victims are 
often post-docs who are active in research and 
publications. 

The results are often drastic. For instance, the 
main academic Institute of History, in the de-
partment specialized on the history of Belarus 
during the period of the Grand Duchy of Lithu-
ania and the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 
only three full-fedged researchers remain. 

The management of the institutes is trying 
to solve these staf problems by recruiting 

young master’s students, but they still need to 
be trained as professional scholars, something 
that becomes extremely difcult in the absence 
of mentors and motivation. The cowed faculty, 
working under very difcult circumstances, re-
ceive a constant food of directives and pointers 
to formulate a “new historical narrative”, new 
fundamental works, which, in the opinion of the 
leadership of the Academy of Sciences, should 
aim to recreate historical knowledge about Bela-
rus. Under current circumstances, it is not clear 
who should write these fundamental works. 

Instrumentalization of the Past 
A somewhat unexpected side efect was the 
phenomenon that could be referred to as the ar-
chaeologization of historical science in Belarus. 
Since written history gives rise to numerous 
problems of interpretation, archeology comes 
to the fore as the most politically safe feld of 
knowledge. 

Consequently, leading positions are occupied 
by archaeologists (the director of the Insti-
tute of History and the director of the Central 
Scientifc Library are both archaeologists), 
archaeological research becomes the main 
means of representing the achievements of the 
Institute of History. Moreover, archaeological 
projects receive unexpected attention from the 
authorities, so research into the early medieval 
settlement along the river Menka received the 
patronage of the Council of Ministers and was 
given a certain national status. 

The increase in self-censorship on the 
part of historians is accompanied by growing 
pressure from the state, whose instrumental-
ization of the past placed increasing demands 
on the historical expertise. 2021 in Belarus was 
declared the Year of Historical Memory; the 
most important initiative for political life was 
the introduction of a law, afrming the govern-
ment’s ideological concept of the “genocide of 
the Belarusian people.”10 

Historian Aliaksei Bratachkin notes: 

The discourse on the ‘genocide of the 
Belarusian people’ almost coincides 
chronologically with the wave of 
focusing on the ‘genocide of the Soviet 
people’ in Russia. Since 2021, Russia 
has decided on 19 April as ‘the Day of 
Unifed Action to Commemorate the 
Genocide of the Soviet People.’11 

Since 2010, the National Archives of the Repub-
lic of Belarus has conducted a project compiling 
a data base of Belarusian villages burnt down 
during World War II. Indeed, Belarus was dev-
astated by the war, losing 2.3 million residents, 
according to the most detailed study, with 
several hundred villages burnt to the ground, 
in many cases along with their inhabitants.12 

Archaeological 
projects receive 
unexpected 
attention from 
the authorities. 
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The president 
has repeatedly 
stated that all 
wars, starting

 from the 
Middle Ages, 

were brought 
to Belarus by 

the West. 

This tragedy is now being instrumentalized by 
the regime, which is pursuing a new historical 
memory to support the ideological concept of 
the “genocide of the Belarusian people” during 
the war.13 Given the special, quasi-sacred sig-
nifcance that Belarus attaches to the history of 
the Great Patriotic War, the signifcant dearth 
of scholarly research on this topic is striking.14 

Almost all key works on military history have 
been written by foreign authors, even on the 
most key subjects, such as the defense of the 
Brest Fortress,15 the 1943 Khatyn’ massacre16 or 
the Trastianets concentration camp,17 the histo-
ry of these three is distorted beyond recognition 
in the ofcial historiography. 

The instrumentalization of history has es-
calated as the regime has tightened its reign.18 

As Belarusian and Russian societies move 
from authoritarianism into something akin to 
pre-1956 totalitarianism, it is accompanied by 
a systematic falsifcation of history, in which 
protests against a rigged election are presented 
as genocidal. The regime allows its territory 
to be used for a war of aggression, again based 
upon false claims that “Nazis”, Satanists, and 
drug addicts supposedly had taken over power 
in Ukraine in a coup d’etat, staged by the liberal 
democratic West. 

The Prosecutor General of the Republic of 
Belarus, Andrei Shved, in particular, has been 
associated with the instrumentalization, having 
authored an ideological manual on the topic 
and drawing parallels between the “genocide 
of the Belarusian people” during World War II 
and the contemporary EU sanctions imposed 
on Belarus.19 

The History of 

Belarusian Statehood 

is offering university 

students the 

government-

sanctioned official 

narrative of the past. 

Lukashenka’s senior ideologist, Ihar Marza-
liuk, stipulated clearly, in regard to the 

2020 protests, that “we are a country of heroes, 
not traitors,” thereby efectively placing those 
who took the streets in response to the falsifed 
elections beyond the national community.20 

In 2022 he published what historian Iryna 
Ramanava refers to as a “textbook of textbooks,” 
The History of Belarusian Statehood,21 ofering 
the government-sanctioned ofcial narrative 
of the past, a concept reminiscent of the Short 
Course of the Communist Party, Kratkaia istoriia 

VKP(b), the ofcially sanctioned history of the 
communist party.22 

The term “genocide” is used quite promis-
cuously across the region.23 In Belarusian 
discourse, the term has been applied, quite im-
precisely, to a number of historical events, from 
the Chernobyl nuclear disaster to the Stalin-
ist-era mass graves in Kurapaty outside Minsk.24 

Under Lukashenka, the use of the term has been 
widened further; the Belarusian strongman 
has proposed labelling the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth “a period of brutal occupation 
and ethnocide of the Belarusian people by Po-
land.”25 The president has repeatedly stated that 
all wars, starting from the Middle Ages, were 
brought to Belarus by the West.26 

Over the past decade the attitude to the 
Polish-Lithuanian period has fuctu-

ated.27 In 2008 and even more so in 2018 the 
regime opened for a modest reassessment and 
acknowledgement of the legacy of the Belaru-
sian People’s Republic. Long the BNR served 
as a point of reference and political capital of 
the pro-independence, anti-Soviet, and an-
ti-Lukashenka opposition, as the regime sought 
to appropriate the perceived political capital 
of the BNR for the regime, an “all-inclusive” 
historical narrative.28 

The choice of new historical references, 
and the more intense instrumentalization of 
history, also refects the sharp escalation of the 
movement towards neo-totalitarianism. Having 
abandoned the unsuccessful attempts at appro-
priating the legacy of the BNR for the regime, 
the authorities’ new narration presents Belaru-
sian history not only under German occupation 
during World War II, but also in periods of 
Polish rule, in genocidal terms. The increasingly 
shrill calls for vigilance, the attacks on “extrem-
ists” and “foreign agents” are refected in the 
narrative of the past where Poland, in particu-
lar, fgures in the role of a launching pad for 
hostile, conspiratorial attacks on Belarus or the 
east Slavic world. In January 2024, Prosecutor 
General Shved reminded the Belarusian public 
that “the participation of punitive nationalist 
units, practically from all countries of West-
ern Europe (Latvian, Lithuanian, Ukrainian, 
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Polish, French, Slovak, Austrian, Hungarian and 
others). And Nazism is a horrifc phenomenon 
which did not die in 1945…We pay attention to 
that the very same states, under whose very 
pedogamy is preparing for yet another attack on 
the east.”29  

The engagement of Russian memory manag-
ers in Belarusian history refects the loss of 

independence; the Fond Istoricheskoi Pamia-
ti, a Russian GONGO funded by the Russian 
Foreign Ministry and run by Aleksandr Diukov, 
a prominent Russian memory manager afliat-
ed with the Russian security forces, has more 
actively started to get involved in engineering 
social attitudes and “memory” of the past. Diuk-
ov’s institute, which conducts Russia’s ofcial 
memory policies, has signed formal agreements 
with the Institute of History of the Acade-
my of Sciences, the National Archives of the 
Republic of Belarus (NARB) and the “Znanie” 
(Knowledge) society, a remnant from the Soviet 
period.30 After having instrumentalized the 
Soviet era, generally putting a positive spin on 
Stalinism, in recent years Diukov’s institute 
has increasingly taken an interest in the 19th  
century, in particular on the persona of Kastus’ 
Kalinouski (1838–1864), a leader of the popular 
uprising of 1863, venerated by nationally mind-
ed historians as a proto-Belarusian national 
awakener.31 

Lukashenka long sought to ascertain some 
autonomy vis-á-vis the Russian Federation. The 
tug-of-war between Minsk and Moscow came 
to an end in connection with the 2020 falsifed 
elections and its aftermath, frmly decided 
in Moscow’s favor. The Lukashenka regime’s 
co-belligerence in February 2022 efectively 
ended what remained of three decades of inde-
pendence. 

The frmer the Ukrainian resolve to resist 
Russian aggression, the frmer Moscow’s grip 
on Belarus has become. In that sense, Belarus 
can also indirectly serve as a motivation for the 
Ukrainian resistance as visualizing the alterna-
tive to independence, Euro-Atlantic integration 
and an open society. 

It is, of course, a near-impossible task to sur-
vey opinions in a closed, authoritarian state. An 

online poll conducted by opposition activists 
and published in one of the leading opposition 
online publications suggests that only three 
per cent of Belarusians support the war against 
Ukraine.32 

Lukashenko, on meet-

ing with members of  

the Republican Coun-

cil of Rectors of Higher  

Education Institutions,  

February 13, 2024.  

PHOTO: PRESENT.GOV.BY 

Securitization and Weaponization   
of Historical Knowledge 
Here we can highlight another phenomenon, 
which may be called the securitization of 
historical knowledge, when power structures, 
primarily the security services, invade its 
production and begin to control it. In Belarus, 
this securitization reached a paradoxical level 
when the General Prosecutor’s Ofce replaced 
the guild of professional historians. It was now 
the prosecutor’s ofce that initiated the law on 
genocide of the Belarusian people and began 
investigating the criminal case of genocide. The 
prosecutors were now tasked with interview-
ing witnesses, disclosing archival materials, 
and excavating sites of executions. This has 
constituted a paradigmatic shift in the approach 
to the past, when the tools of historians are 
replaced by the techniques of state prosecutors 
and security services. 

In addition, after 2020, a new position was 
introduced in all universities – that of deputy 

rector for security issues, who are recruited 
from representatives of law enforcement agen-
cies (mainly the KGB). These deputy rectors 
control and coordinate the hiring processes 
for new lecturers; in addition, they are charged 
with monitoring the social networks of lectur-
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ers and students, as well as monitoring public 
mood within the university. 

In the wake of the 2020 protests, Iryna 
Ramanava notes, “The political instrumental-
ization of history and manipulation using the 
theme of World War II had reached a maxi-
mum.”33 Again, the white-red-white symbols of 
the protesters were linked to Nazi collabora-
tionist formations (still referred to as “fascists” 
in the ofcial lingo) during the occupation. The 
political protests of 2020 were crudely de-
nounced as an ofspring of “the same common 
fascism,” which again “wants to enslave us, to 
exterminate, trample, burn us in our homes and 
gas chambers.”34 

This barrage of brutalizing rhetoric takes its 
cue from Russia, where the instrumental use 
of the term “genocide” aims at casting Russia 
and Russian speakers as victims of Ukrainian 
and/or Western policies. It creates a sense of an 
extraordinary threat, to which Russian society 
can only respond with extraordinary measures. 
Culpability for the war of aggression is exter-
nalized and projected onto the democratic West 
or alleged domestic enemies, seeking to stir up 
hatred and radicalize public opinion.35 

The topic of collaboration is habitually 
invoked, not least by Procurator General Shved, 
and linked to the ideological concept of the 
“genocide of the Belarusian people” which the 
authorities now maintain is planned by the 
“collective West” today.36 A distorted narrative 
of the past is invoked to police the present. 

International  
isolation   

opens the  
way for active 
integration of 

the Belarusian  
academic   
field into  

the Russian   
sphere. 

International Isolation   
of Belarusian Academia 
International isolation opens the path towards 
active integration of the Belarusian academic 
feld into the Russian sphere. At the same time, 
the Russian academic feld, even after the start 
of the war, remains more liberal than the Bela-
rusian one, crushed by repression. Paradoxical-
ly, lecturers fred in Belarus fnd work in Russia, 
Russian publishing houses willingly publish 
the works of Belarusian scholars (which are 
now extremely difcult to publish within the 
country). All this leads to a gradual merger of 
Belarusian academia into the Russian academic 
feld and the absorption of local knowledge. 

Internal repression, international isolation, 
the absence of any prospects for the future are 
gradually destroying the institutions necessary 
for academic knowledge: after 2020 alone, the 
magazines Belarusian Historical Review, Arche: 
Pachatak, Studia Historica Europae Orienta-
lis, and Our History were closed, while public 
intellectual life (conferences, seminars, public 
lectures) is practically suspended, except for 
ofcial events, academic in form, but no longer 
in content. 

This raises the question: given the politi-
cal purge of the academic feld, subjected to 
permanent repression and censorship, can the 
community of Belarusian academics who fnd 
themselves abroad constitute an alternative? 
At the moment, most of them are primarily 
concerned with the problems of adaptation, 
searching for the next scholarships to sustain 
themselves, necessitated to prioritize short-
term prospects. It is signifcant that among the 
revived independent book publishing outside 
Belarus, academic publications aimed at a niche 
audience are completely absent. 

The few initiatives still up and running, such 
as the International Congress of Belaru-

sian Studies, the only remaining platform unit-
ing Belarusian scholars still in the country with 
those in exile, also face an uncertain future. 
With the support from European structures de-
creasing, even these initiatives appear to cease 
to exist in the near future. 

For the outside world, the situation in Belarus 
is overshadowed by the tragedy facing Ukraine, 
forced to resist Russian armed aggression. It 
appears that even what remains of Belarusian 
academia is destined to be declining. The lim-
ited external support for Belarus is situational, 
lacks strategic goals and will soon subside, as 
the wave of protests in 2020 will disappear 
from the European political agenda. It appears 
that what remains of Belarusian academia seem 
destined to be destroyed by domestic repression 
and by an aggressive Russian cultural and social 
expansion into all sectors of Belarusian society. 

In this tragic prospect, the almost complete 
destruction of academic science and increasing 
Russifcation, the only possible way out is the 
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creation of new institutions. But we live in a situ-
ation where short, bright, popular initiatives are 
in demand; the creation of institutions requires 
long-term thinking and painstaking work. ● 

Aliaksei Lastouski, Visiting scholar at the 

Department of History, Lund University in the fall 

of 2023, with a grant from the Memory Studies 

Association, and researcher at Institute for 

Russian and Eurasian Studies, Uppsala University. 

Per Anders Rudling, Associate Professor, 

Walleberg Acacemy Fellow, Department of 

History, Lund University. 
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The War in Ukraine. 
Its Geopolitical and 
Emotional Effects for 
Bosnia and Herzegovina 
by Belma Becirbasic and Johanna Mannergren 

osnian citizens’ response to the 
Russian full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine was immediate. In several 

cities people came together in spon-
taneous protests in the streets to condemn the 
war and show their solidarity. In the capital Sa-
rajevo, protests continued over several weeks. 
Posters were put up on trees and benches at 
various locations, still bearing visible scars of 
the city’s daily shelling during the almost four-
year siege, the longest in 20th century European 
history. Two words were prevalent in these 
messages: “Sarajevo Understands”. 

In February 2022, Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na (BiH) was in the midst of one of the most 
challenging times in its post-war history. Issues 
ranged from the eruption of the Covid pandem-
ic in 2020 exacerbating the already difcult 
socio-economic situation, to the infammatory 
ethno-nationalistic rhetoric and separatist 
agendas impeding crucial decision-making 
processes while pushing the country, as seen 
through the lens of international press, to the 
verge of breakup.1 

It was in this atmosphere of fear and uncer-
tainty that citizens woke to the news of Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine on February 24th. It was as 
if an icy wind swept through the country. The 
aggression rekindled the traumatic memory 
of the outbreak of war in the country in 1992, 
still narrated as an event occurring practically 
“overnight”, and ignited fears of interlinked 
political ramifcations, such as Russia inter-
fering with Bosnian peace and security for the 
purpose of threatening the regional security 
order in Europe. 

It was as if 
an icy wind 
swept through 
the country. 

It is precisely these two dimensions that this 
chapter looks into in assessing the efects of 

the war in Ukraine on BiH. First, we discuss 
how the geopolitical role of BiH in a changed 
European security climate is linked to its do-
mestic divisive processes, and second, we focus 
on the socio-emotional efects of the ongoing 
war in relation to the traumatic Bosnian past, 
burdened with unaddressed wrongdoings 
and conficting interpretations of the war 
(1992–1995). Finally, the chapter sheds light 
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on confict-transformative interventions in 
reaction to the sufering of Ukrainians, through 
extending solidarity and sharing the know-how 
of “dealing with the confict.” 

Protests in Sarajevo against Russia’s full-scale inva-

sion. PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA 

The Fragile Peace 
Understanding the war’s spill-over efects in 
BiH requires a certain elaboration of its con-
fict-sensitive context(s). The country’s wounds 
from the war three decades ago, its historical 
ties with Russia, and the EU and Euro-Atlantic 
aspirations, provide a perfect mixture of ingre-
dients for the country’s vulnerability. 

BiH’s post-confict realities are to a great 
extent shaped by multi-layered legacies of 
confict, including a dysfunctional system of 
governance instituted by the Dayton Peace 
Agreement (DPA). Despite efectively ending 
the armed confict in 1995, the externally bro-
kered peace accords practically institutional-
ized ethnic divisions. It imposed a political sys-
tem of ethnic power-sharing between the three 
dominant ethnic groups, a system that ruling 
elites have efectively used to promote their 
self-interested political party agenda. Whereas 
the “Dayton agreement afrmed Bosnia’s unity, 
it also foresaw the country’s division”2 since 

alongside a central state, it established two 
semi-autonomous entities, Republika Srpska 
(RS), with a dominantly ethnic Serb population, 
and the Federation of BiH (FBiH) combining 
mostly ethnic Bosniaks and Croats. 

Importantly, this geo-ethnic identity land-
scape doesn’t necessarily, of course, corre-

spond to how people self-identify, considering 
the country’s rich and multidimensional his-
torical, cultural, and contemporary heritages. 
Yet the DPA practically shattered the country’s 
political, social, and economic space along 
lines of divisions. It produced disparate living 
realities, making the enjoyment of equal rights 
impossible. This has challenged the ability of 
citizens across the country to come together on 
key social justice issues. Dialogue on a common 
future and progressive reforms is frequently 
taken hostage by stifing political stalemates 
and confrontational rhetoric, often used as a 
smokescreen for corruptive and abusive prac-
tices. 

As the political structure of the country is 
rooted in the boundaries that were a direct 
result of ethnic cleansing, the post-Dayton set-
up kept not only war grievances and traumatic 
memories alive but turned into a key factor 
of instability. This is concretely manifested 
in the fact that the country has been standing 
for almost three decades under international 
supervision of peace and security, through the 
European Armed Force (EUFOR) and the Ofce 
of the High Representative (OHR) on behalf of 
the Peace Implementation Council (PIC). The 
council is composed of 55 countries and agen-
cies, including Russia which holds a permanent 
seat in the body. 

Russia’s Increasingly Disruptive Role 
Given the deep fragmentation of BiH, it is no 
wonder that it has provided a fertile playground 
for diverging Western-Russian interests. Inher-
ent to this tension is Russia’s exerting infuence 
as part of its “greater objective of undermining 
Western support for Bosnia’s NATO and EU 
path”.3 As in the rest of the Western Balkan 
region, Russia employs a range of disruptive 
tactics, from the (social) media and (dis)infor-



  
  

 
 

  
 

 

 

 

mation sphere to the mobilizing of proxy actors 
as tools for disrupting the EU member states in 
bringing stability in the region.4 

One of Russia’s easily accessible entry points 
in BiH has been the party ruling the RS entity 
for the past nearly 20 years under Milorad 
Dodik, at times de jure and at times de facto 
leader of the entity. This connection is, among 
others, anchored in the revived traditional link-
ages with Serbs through the Orthodox brother-
hood narrative. 

While the government of BiH voted to 
condemn the Russian war on Ukraine in the 
UN General Assembly, it has failed to impose 
sanctions, mainly because of resistance from 
Dodik, who on the contrary continued to 
present himself as a Putin ally, entertaining 
close relations with Moscow.5 Dubbed as the 
Western Balkans leader most loyal to Moscow, 
Dodik is considered a key destabilizing factor in 
the country. Central to his political strategy has 
been the undermining of BiH statehood in favor 
of an independent RS entity, under the wing 
of “motherland” Serbia, as well as the authori-
tarian ruling style, fashioned after the image of 
Putin. 

Even before the war in Ukraine, Dodik saw 
in Russia’s confrontation with the West a 

perfect platform for his ambitions. The goals 
are equally shared: undermining the unifed 
BiH foreign and security policy and obstructing 
its Euro-Atlantic integration. Furthermore, the 
growing criticism and sanctioning of Dodik will 
only toughen confrontation with the US, OHR 
and EU member states, which he blames for 
“colonial rule”.6 His frequent traveling to the 
Kremlin has not gone unnoticed: Dodik stands 
out as the politician Putin has met more than 
any other political leader in Europe, reportedly 
eight times since 2014. 

Dividing to Rule 
As Putin’s propaganda against Ukraine inten-
sifed, so did Russia’s rhetoric in BiH: from its 
embassy threatening “it would react if Bosnia 
took steps towards joining NATO because Mos-
cow would perceive this as a hostile act”,7 to the 
Kremlin pushing for the closure of the OHR. 

The nationalistic narratives and divisive rhet-
oric are nothing new in BiH and most citizens 
are well equipped not to fall prey to manipu-
lative rhetoric for political gains. But this was 
something else – a major global power changing 
tone. It immediately carved into the public 
consciousness a clear-cut imprint of Russia as a 
disruptive force, indicating the extent to which 
overall security might be compromised. OHR 
went as far as warning the UN Security Council 
that BiH was facing “the greatest existential 
threat of the postwar period.”8 And so, when the 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine took place, the 
volatile situation in BiH was of utmost concern. 
“Precautionary measures” were immediately 
taken, such as the deployment of 500 additional 
EUFOR troops along the BiH’s northeast and 
inter-entity border lines.9 The EU thereby sent 
a clear signal that a military escalation in BiH 
would not be allowed.10 

Dodik saw 
in Russia’s 
confrontation 
with the West 
a perfect 
platform for 
his ambitions. 

Although this did have an efect on toning 
down nationalistic rhetoric in the frst 

several months of war, the political crisis con-
tinues to date. A series of secessionist measures 
were passed by the National Assembly of the 
RS; for example, in June 2023 a law aimed at 
making decisions by the Constitutional Court 
of BiH inapplicable in that entity. Each such 
political move provokes political quarreling and 
instability, and among citizens, fatigue, despair, 
and confusion. 

In the meantime, Russia’s Embassy in BiH 
waged a social media campaign propagating 
the Kremlin’s narrative regarding Ukraine, 
including denying allegations about war 
crimes committed by Russian soldiers.11 Such 
campaigns proved to be an efective means 
to deepen internal divisions along perceived 
ideological, value-based or entity lines. News 
of pro-Russian protests held in Banja Luka, the 
administrative center of RS, conveyed the im-
pression of RS citizens’ support of Russia’s inva-
sion. Images of protesters waving Russian fags 
accompanied with statements framing it as a 
“legitimate battle to liberate subjugated people” 
are, no doubt, visually efective propaganda. But 
the protests were organized and mainly attend-
ed by members and supporters of pro-Russian 
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proxy groups, concretely, a local branch of the 
Russian motorcycle club Night Wolves. 

This is not to say pro-Putin sentiments are 
not present; for instance, in August 2023, a bust 
of Putin was revealed in the small municipality 
Milići, in the Park of the Greats dedicated to 
Russian historical and cultural fgures, along 
the busts of Fyodor Dostoyevsky and Yuri 
Gagarin. Worth noting also that the shared re-
sentment towards NATO has a strong anchor in 
the collective memory of Serb suferings when, 
during 1995, several Serb-concentrated areas 
were bombed with the aim of undermining the 
military capability of the RS army, leaving last-
ing health consequences for people who were 
exposed to depleted uranium. 

Nonetheless, there is in fact considerable 
resistance in RS to the nationalist-driven 
agenda of the ruling establishment amongst 
the civic, scholarly, and youth segments, which 
also explains recent serious attempts to restrict 
freedom of speech and organizing in the entity. 

In BiH, war 
memories 

flow through 
the present 

like a river. 

Fearing the Worst 
In BiH, war memories fow through the present 
like a river. The 1990s confict and bloodshed 
deeply altered the country’s cultural and spatial 
fabric, with consequences enduring to date 
through intergenerational transfer of loss, anx-
ieties, and distrust. Social healing – a vital step 
towards a shared future – never really stood a 
chance in post-Dayton BiH. Inadequate truth- 
and justice-seeking processes have hindered 
the ability of survivors’ communities to over-
come harm inficted on them as ethno-nation-
alist elites added fuel to the fre by solidifying 
victimized narratives. Likewise, war crimes are 
either denied or silenced – burdening ethnical-
ly cleansed communities with stigmatization, 
shame, and repressed guilt. A perpetual part of 
political and intimate landscapes, angst of the 
past easily hooks into new disruptive events – 
such as the moment hell broke loose in Ukraine. 
It triggered memories of the violent outbreak of 
war in BiH when, overnight, the “world as we 
know it” forever vanished. For many Bosnians, 
most terrible traumas fashed in the dark at 
hearing news of atrocities being perpetrated 
against civilians. 

In particular, the prospect of BiH being in 
imminent danger took center stage in the public 
and media sphere, domestically and globally. As 
one outlet among many reported: 

After Moscow’s invasion in late Feb-
ruary, images of empty supermarket 
shelves and long lines for passports in 
the capital Sarajevo appeared in local 
media outlets, as Bosnians braced for 
the worst. Others cleaned up their cel-
lars, which were used as shelters from 
the indiscriminate shelling and sniper 
fre in Bosnia’s besieged cities. ‘Just in 
case’ has become the unofcial motto 
for most people ever since the war.12 

Fears were to some extent alleviated follow-
ing stronger security measures by EU and US 
military forces. If nothing else, people hoped 
that the international community had fnally 
learnt a lesson and wouldn’t allow yet another 
outburst of military confict in BiH. None-
theless, skepticism remains high. Trust has 
been broken far too many times, not least with 
regards to the failure to prevent war carnage, 
or, in case of genocide in the then UN-protected 
zone Srebrenica – letting it happen. The failure 
of the international community and its heavy 
burden of responsibility has played a role in 
cementing the Srebrenica genocide as a central 
lieu de mémoire within Bosniak victimhood, 
infused with a great number of other brutal 
human rights abuses – from mass executions 
and deportations to torture in detention camps 
and systematic sexual violence against women. 
In addition, there is still a deeply-felt bitterness 
about the unwillingness to repeal the interna-
tional arms embargo against BiH that mainly 
impaired the military capacity of Bosnian 
self-defense.In that regard, the full and une-
quivocal military support provided to Ukraine 
stand in striking contrast, a topic that has also 
been part of public debate. 

Above all, the EU leaders’ unresponsiveness 
to the large-scale violence in the heart 

of Europe is deeply ingrained in the collective 
memory as an act of betrayal. The subsequent 
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DPA “partition” of BiH, and the country being 
“stuck” in perpetual confict motion, has rein-
forced the narrative. The EU accession process 
has not so far quite managed to restore the 
citizens’ trust as it has for years been fawed by 
similar modus operandi as the Dayton peace 
process: lacking transparency and meaningful 
broad civic consultation, excluding or ignoring 
alternative views, while negotiating compro-
mise over key reforms behind closed doors with 
those very ethno-centric party leaders it holds 
to account for non-compliance. 

A great majority of citizens see the country’s 
future in the EU, but not many believe this will 
happen any time soon. Nevertheless, the EU 
accession process is seen as a major tool for ad-
vancing positive changes and has been used by 
civil society as a means of monitoring and pres-
suring authorities’ policies and practices. Yet 
the inconsistent and disharmonized approach 
of EU member states, coupled with internal po-
litical paralysis, has led to increasing frustration 
and skepticism. As noted elsewhere, this is “a 
reaction to a process that has been ambiguous 
and long-drawn-out. A clear symptom of this 
frustration is the surge of young people leaving 
the country to look for a new future.”13 

The War and the 
EU Accession Process 
The road to EU accession for BiH has certainly 
been a long and rocky one. The problematic 
political situation discussed above, the divisive 
nature of Bosnian politics, along with deep-
ly-embedded corruption, weak rule of law, and 
the prevalence of undemocratic tendencies 
such as the discrediting and shaming of free 
and critical voices, not least in the entity of RS, 
illustrate just a few of many setbacks. 

However, overnight, the full-scale invasion 
of Ukraine gave new impetus to the enlarge-
ment process. Just four days after the invasion, 
Ukraine applied for membership in the union 
and in December 2023 accession negotiations 
were opened. The new and pressing geopoliti-
cal incentives revitalized the accession process 
for the states in the Western Balkans, including 
BiH, that had long been queuing up for mem-
bership. At the same time as Ukraine was given 

the green light, BiH was promised that acces-
sion talks will begin in March 2024 if four key 
reforms are fulflled. 

Prior to this step, in December 2022, BiH 
became a conditional candidate country for EU 
accession. It is safe to say that this step would 
not have been taken had it not been for the 
drastic change in European security brought on 
by the Russian aggression and the fear that the 
unsuccessful integration process had left the 
EU neighbors vulnerable to Russia’s aggression. 
The EU narrative thus shifted from the enlarge-
ment process being a burden to “a geostrate-
gic investment in a stable, strong, and united 
Europe.”14 The sudden (conditional) promise 
of membership to BiH and its neighbors in the 
Western Balkans was thus part of keeping the 
EU safe and stabilizing its Eastern borders. 

The road to 
EU accession 
for BiH has 
certainly been 
a long and 
rocky one. 

Despite widespread awareness that the 
country has benefted from the quickened 

pace resulting from the war in Ukraine (as 
cynical as it may sound), many people voiced 
disappointment over the fast-earned candidacy 
of Ukraine in contrast to BiH’s long-drawn-out 
EU accession process – especially when com-
paring the attitude towards war-torn Ukraine 
to that towards BiH’s difcult legacy of war. It 
refected again, to quote leading global human 
rights organizations, the double standards of 
the EU and “inconsistencies between the EU’s 
response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, and its 
reaction to other global crises…. undermining 
its legitimacy.”15 

While across BiH, citizens voiced their 
satisfaction with the EU’s decision to speed up 
the accession process, critics fear that domestic 
ruling elites could make a point out of support-
ing it without having to make any meaningful 
democratic progress.16 

The war in Ukraine has thus directly afected 
one of the key features of the Bosnian future as 
a prospective EU member. There is certainly 
a disconnect between the sudden and rushed 
timescale generated by the geopolitical threats, 
and the enlargement apathy that has been the 
dominant sentiment over the last decade or so.17 

Whatever else, the geopolitical crisis in Europe 
brought on by the invasion of Ukraine calls for 
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a re-imagination of the enlargement process, 
with much more at stake than the union itself. 

People across 
BiH reacted to 

the war with 
resolute acts 

of solidarity 
and support. 

Transformative Acts of Solidarity 
The war in Ukraine and its regional implica-
tions are often discussed from an eagle’s eye 
geopolitical perspective, while disregarding 
anti-war campaigning and citizens’ solidarity 
interventions. Yet some of these acts may have 
potentially great transformative efects, as 
many Bosnians learnt during the war in 1992– 
95. They can give hope and build resilience, of 
crucial importance for civilians trying to sur-
vive war. Bringing these aspects to the surface 
as well is important, as bleak worldwide reports 
and analyses of both Ukraine and BiH are not 
doing justice to real-life processes and positive 
societal changes; they are more often than not 
highly disempowering and not reconciliatory. 

In fact, dealing with the past and memori-
alization processes, across artistic, scholarly, 
peace, and feminist activist communities, have 
produced new knowledges, emancipatory 
and imaginative practices, and the politics of 
the personal. Many of those – besides being a 
testament of civic resilience and generational 
empowerment – pave a way towards a shared 
cultural memory, beyond lines of divisions. 

Somewhat in the shadow of the geopolitical 
and military focus of the general debate, people 
across BiH reacted to the war with resolute 
acts of solidarity and support, often related 
to frst-hand memories of what it means to 
live through war. For example, when the War 
Childhood Museum in Sarajevo called for an 
action to send gifts to the children in Ukraine, 
citizens’ response was overwhelming, with 
families, parents and children bringing careful-
ly wrapped gifts. Around 2,000 packages were 
delivered to Ukraine – including those prepared 
by the generation who lived through the siege 
during their childhood. In a news comment, the 
museum’s program coordinator Mirela Geko 
said that “many of those who came with their 
own kids today told us that they also received 
gifts during the war in Bosnia”, illustrating the 
connection people with experiences of the war 
feel with Ukrainians.18

 Furthermore, civil society activists in BiH 

who have been working on war-related issues 
ever since the war started, reached out to activ-
ists in Ukraine in order to share their “know-
how”. For instance, women’s rights groups 
and neuropsychiatrists who have supported 
thousands of victims of sexual violence during 
the war in Bosnia to overcome trauma and 
seek justice, connected with women activists 
and health experts in Ukraine and shared their 
knowledge and experience on how to approach 
and help women subjected to rapes and sexual 
violence. 

The remains of the building of Sarajevo newspaper 

Oslobođenje, kept as a memorial for several years 

after the siege. PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS 

When the journalist and flm-maker Aida 
Cerkez saw similar scenes play out in 

the cities of Ukraine that she herself had ex-
perienced during the nearly four-year siege of 
Sarajevo, she sat down and wrote an open letter 
to Ukrainians. It was read by many thousands 
on social media and was recorded by the BBC, 
illustrating the importance of not only empathy 
but also deep understanding. “You are going to 
be hungry, thirsty, cold, and dirty. You will lose 
your homes, friends, and family members, but 
what will hurt you the most are the lies, the lies 
that somehow you are responsible for what is 
being done to you”, she wrote. “…In the dark 
times ahead of you, you will lose faith some-

114 

https://Ukrainians.18


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     
 

 

    

 

    

    
 

    
 

    
 

 

    

 

 

    
 

 

 

     
 

 

    
 

 
  

 
 

     
 

 

    
  

    
 

    
 

 
 

    
 

 

 

   

 

 
 

 

    
 

   

   

times and be overwhelmed by exhaustion. But 
I’m writing to you from the future, and I am 
telling you: you will prevail just as we did. I was 
supposed to be dead, but I survived… I will take 
my grandchildren for a walk tomorrow.”19 These 
are just some excerpts from the deeply moving 
letter that resonated globally and in Ukraine. A 
typical response can be found on X (formerly 
twitter) by Ukrainian writer Olga Tokariuk: 
“There’s so much humanity and understanding 
in it, so much pain and hope…Thank you, Aida 
Cerkez, you made me cry again after days of 
numbness.”20 ● 
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Political, Economic, 
and Cultural Divides 
by Emilia Zankina 

he war in Ukraine has had a signifcant im-
pact on Bulgaria, politically, economically, 
and at the societal level. The past three 
years in Bulgaria have been characterized 
by political instability, turmoil and nev-
er-ending electoral campaigning. A string 

of care-taker governments, fve parliamentary 
elections, a presidential election, a local elec-
tion, and upcoming elections for the European 
Parliament have led to the politicizing of every 
issue in society, including the war in Ukraine, 
for electoral gain. Against this backdrop, the 
war in Ukraine has required Bulgarian politi-
cians to make urgent and important decisions 
related to the war: Should Bulgaria join the EU 
sanctions against Russia? Should it send aid to 
Ukraine and if so, what type of aid: humanitar-
ian, fnancial or military? How many Ukrainian 
refugees should be welcomed to the country 
and what type of support should be provided 
to them and for how long? Should Bulgaria 
reduce its dependence on Russian gas and if so, 
how could it assure its energy security? How 
should it handle Russian intelligence activity 
and propaganda in the country? Such deci-
sions needed and still need to be made amidst 
strongly polarized public opinion in a country 
with deep historical ties to Russia and 58% 
of the population reporting positive attitudes 
towards Russia and Putin before the start of the 
war (see fgure 2). A pro-Russian president and 
several political parties in parliament have con-

tinuously opposed actions against Russia and 
have been stark defenders of Russian interests 
and pro-Russian attitudes. Although Bulgaria 
supported sanctions against Moscow at the EU 
level, provided humanitarian and military aid 
to Ukraine, and accepted Ukrainian refugees, 
political opposition and negative public opinion 
have brought the debate to the front stage. In 
the meantime, Russian disinformation in the 
country has continued to spread amid diplo-
matic tensions between Bulgaria and Russia 
and periodic expulsions of Russian diplomats 
accused of covert activities. 

This report provides a brief overview of the 
efects of the war in Ukraine on the Bulgari-
an political, economic, and social landscape, 
examining cultural and historical factors, public 
opinion, and political parties’ positions, as well 
as specifc policy responses such as aid, refu-
gees, and energy policy. 

C ultural and historical ties with Russia 
Bulgarians and Russians share a common 

cultural heritage, including a Slavic language 
and origin and the Orthodox Christian religion, 
as well as a long history of close ties. Bulgarian 
and Russian soldiers fought side by side during 
the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–78 which led to 
Bulgaria’s independence. To this day, Bulgarians 
annually commemorate the Russian soldiers 
who fell on Bulgarian soil and celebrate Rus-
sia’s support on Bulgaria’s Independence Day. 
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Following the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–78, a 
provisional Russian administration oversaw the 
establishment of state structures and institu-
tions and the building of the Bulgarian state. 

While many Bulgarians saw Russia as a 
liberator, political circles were divided into 
Russophiles and Russophobes – a division that 
remains very much relevant to this day and has 
become even more pronounced with the war in 
Ukraine. Russophobes sought to distance Bul-
garia from the Russian sphere of infuence and 
orient the country toward Western Europe. For 
a while, this faction took dominance, soliciting 
two kings from European noble families to rule 
Bulgaria and allying the country with Germany 
in both world wars. Russophiles, by contrast, 
have sought to nurture and preserve Bulgaria’s 
ties with Russia above all other potential allies. 
The peak of their dominance came at the end of 
World War II and the marching of the Red Army 
into the country. In a few short years, Bulgaria 
instituted a Soviet-type regime of one-party 
rule, a fusion of party and state, a centrally 
planned economy, nationalization of property, 
collectivization of agriculture, control over cul-
tural and social life, and repression.1 Through-
out the Cold War, Bulgaria remained the most 
trusted Soviet ally, twice requesting to be ad-
mitted as the sixteenth republic of the Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics.2 Communist rule and 
Zhivkov’s doctrine of “total integration” with 
the Soviet Union3 ensured that anti-Russian 

and anti-Soviet sentiments in the country were 
uprooted by whatever means necessary. 

With the collapse of communism, Bulgaria once 
again faced the question of whether to stay close 
to Moscow or align with the West, making the 
pro-Russian/anti-Russian division the longest last-
ing dividing line in Bulgarian politics and society. 

PHOTO: PES COMMUNICATIONS/FLICKR CC PHOTO: PRESS PHOTO 

BSP leader Kornelia 

Ninova, left, has been 

advocating for an end 

to sanctions against 

Russia. 

The populist Radical 

Right party in Bulgaria, 

Revival, and its leader 

Kostadin Kostadinov, 

right, propagate a 

nationalist, anti-EU, 

anti-NATO and 

pro-Russian position. 

Although 
Bulgaria today 
is a member 
of both NATO 
and the Euro-
pean Union, 
there are 
several parties 
in parliament 
that actively 
advocate 
for Russian 
interests. 

Russia and Bulgarian 
Political Parties 
Although Bulgaria today is a member of both 
NATO and the European Union, there are sev-
eral parties in parliament that actively advocate 
for Russian interests. One is the successor of the 
Soviet-era communist party, the Bulgarian So-
cialist Party (BSP) and the other is the relatively 
new populist radical right party, Vazrazhdane 
(Revival). 

Throughout the 1990s, the BSP strongly 
opposed a pro-Western geostrategic orienta-
tion and argued for a dual foreign policy that 
would preserve close ties with Russia while also 
developing relations with the West. Leading 
four coalition governments since 1990 and 
being a junior coalition partner in two, the BSP 
has always sought to protect Russian interests 
in Bulgaria. Although the BSP’s support has sig-
nifcantly decreased in recent years (see table 1), 
for a long time the BSP attracted at least a third 
of the votes, representing many pro-Russian 
voters. Although today the BSP has embraced 
EU and NATO membership, it opposes every 
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Table 1: Parliamentary election results 
in Bulgaria, 2017–2023 

 Source: Compiled by the author with data from the National Electoral Commission (https://www.cik.bg). Note: Asterix (*) 
indicates parties campaigning as part of an electoral coalition. 

decision that might hurt Russian interests in the 
country, from advocating Russian technology 
for a controversial nuclear power plant and 
opposing the purchase of American weapons to 
protesting the NATO bases in the country and 
protecting reliance on Russian gas. As part of 
the short-lived coalition government of Kiril 
Petkov (December 2021–August 2022), the BSP 
did not support the government’s position and 
the vote in Parliament on joining the EU sanc-
tions against Russia. It also refused to join the 
condemnation of the referenda in Donetsk and 
Lugansk and their illegal incorporation into the 
Russian Federation, and it has avidly opposed 

sending military aid to Ukraine. Instead, BSP 
leader Kornelia Ninova has been advocating 
for an end to sanctions against Russia, as in her 
view, they hurt primarily Bulgarian and Euro-
pean households, and reinstating Gazprom gas 
deliveries.4 She has seized every opportunity to 
stir emotions and anxieties in the pro-Russian 
camp, such as arguing that Bulgaria is about to 
send ground troops to Ukraine as part of an EU-
led force – an idea that sent shockwaves across 
Europe when hinted at by French President 
Macron at the EU summit.5 

In addition to the BSP, Bulgarian president 
Roumen Radev – an independent candidate, 

https://www.cik.bg
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general, and former military pilot who was 
frst elected to the post in 2016 with the BSP’s 
backing – has frequently taken a pro-Russian 
position, including declaring that Crimea is 
legitimately a Russian territory.6 Within the con-
text of the war in Ukraine, Radev has vehement-
ly argued that sending military aid to Ukraine 
would efectively involve Bulgaria in the war. He 
has sided with Hungary’s Viktor Orbán in argu-
ing that more weapons would only prolong the 
confict and that what is needed instead is nego-
tiation and diplomacy. Political instability and 
the absence of a stable government for much 
of the past three years have given Radev a lot of 
leverage. As per the Bulgarian constitution, he 
appointed several caretaker governments which 
gave him signifcant infuence over policymak-
ing and an opportunity to push his pro-Russian 
views. He has made strategic use of his veto 
power (easily overruled by a simple majority 
vote in parliament) to mobilize public opinion 
against military aid for Ukraine and reductions 
of Russian gas imports. He has used every public 
opportunity to broadcast his pro-Russian views, 
including at the latest celebration of Bulgaria’s 
Independence Day on March 3, 2024.7 

T he newest populist Radical Right party in 
Bulgaria, Revival has managed to attract 

a sizeable and growing share of votes. Founded 
in 2017, the party and its controversial leader, 
Kostadin Kostadinov, propagate a nationalist, 
anti-EU, anti-NATO and pro-Russian position. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic Revival took an 
anti-vaccine stand, denying the existence of the 
pandemic and mobilizing numerous protests.8 

The government’s poor management of the 
pandemic, exacerbated by strong anti-vax and 
anti-restriction sentiment among the popula-
tion, allowed Kostadinov to capitalize on this 
frustration.9 The combination of anti-vax, an-
ti-NATO and anti-EU rhetoric helped the party 
gain momentum so that by the third parliamen-
tary election in 2021, it passed the threshold 
and sent 11 MPs to Parliament. Currently, Reviv-
al is the third largest party in Parliament. 

The war in Ukraine provided an unprece-
dented opportunity for Kostadinov to broad-
cast his pro-Russian views and stage eccentric 

performances. Shortly after the start of the war, 
Revival supporters staged an ugly protest action 
at the 2022 celebrations of Bulgaria’s inde-
pendence, throwing snowballs in the face of the 
Bulgarian prime minister and waving Russian 
fags. Kostadinov has been repeatedly accused 
of links to Russia, which he has not denied. All 
his public appearances and statements show 
clear allegiance to Russian interests. In No-
vember 2023, Revival initiated a no confdence 
vote against the government supported by the 
BSP and another parliamentary party, arguing 
that the government has failed in its defense 
policy. The vote did not gather the required 
majority but provided another opportunity 
to forward pro-Russian discourses. Kostadin 
Kostadinov, BSP leader Kornelia Ninova, and 
President Radev have been the most vehement 
pro-Russian voices in Bulgaria and focus strong 
opposition to any actions against Russia.10 

Bulgarian president 

Roumen Radev has 

sided with Hunga-

ry’s Viktor Orbán in 

arguing that more 

weapons would only 

prolong the conflict in 

Ukraine. 

PHOTO: NATO 

Kostadinov 
has been 
repeatedly 
accused 
of links to 
Russia, which 
he has not 
denied. 

The Policy Response to the War 
When war broke out, Bulgaria was governed 
by a coalition government that included four 
parties with diferent ideological orientations. 
Despite this ideological heterogeneity and the 
presence of the BSP in the governing coali-
tion, the government of Kiril Petkov took a 
clear anti-Russian position and pushed several 
decisions in support of Ukraine through the 
Parliament. In March 2021, Bulgaria support-
ed the EU sanctions on Russia, despite strong 
opposition from the BSP and Revival. In April 
2022, a Bulgarian delegation headed by Prime 
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Minister Petkov visited Ukraine. In May 2022, 
the Parliament voted for humanitarian, fnan-
cial and military-technical assistance (including 
repair of military technology) to Ukraine but 
came short of approving the supply of weapons. 
This limited support refected the BSP’s strong 
opposition to sending military aid and its ability 
to exercise infuence within the coalition. In the 
meantime, Petkov fred the defense minister, 
Stefan Yanev (who had served as prime minister 
in a previous caretaker government), for par-
roting the Kremlin line that the invasion was a 
“special operation”, a move that was approved 
by a majority of the Bulgarian population.11 In 
June 2022, the Petkov government expelled 70 
Russian diplomats from the country over espi-
onage concerns. In contrast to the sacking of 
Yanev, this move drew strong public criticism. 

One of the thorniest issues that Petkov had 
to deal with was Russian gas supplies. Bulgaria 
depended heavily on Russian gas, which sup-
plied 77% of the country’s needs at the outset of 
the war.12 The rhetoric of the BSP and Revival 
highlighting the dire consequences of stopping 
Russian gas supplies instilled anxiety in large 
portions of the population. Despite Bulgaria 
continuing to meet its contractual obliga-
tions towards Gazprom, the Russian gas giant 
suddenly stopped deliveries to Bulgaria (and 
Poland) in April 2022. The EU decried this de-
cision and labelled it blackmail. Consequently, 
Bulgaria was forced to rapidly diversify its gas 
supplies, and today receives gas from Azerbai-
jan through the Greek connector, Turkey, and 
other regional suppliers. 

Energy policy 
has been the 

thorniest issue 
in the context 

of the war. 

T he subsequent caretaker government 
of Galab Donev, appointed by President 

Radev, continued to provide humanitarian aid 
to Ukraine despite fears of the opposite. In 
December 2022, Parliament voted to provide 
Ukraine with weapons and other forms of lethal 
assistance, including military technology. The 
BSP and Revival requested a review of this 
decision before the Constitutional Court. As of 
December 2022, Bulgaria had provided €225 
million in aid to Ukraine and had welcomed 
150,000 Ukrainian refugees.13 

Bulgaria’s aid for Ukraine continued in the 

second year of the war, but not without obsta-
cles and strong opposition by President Radev, 
the BSP, and Revival. A new regular pro-EU and 
pro-Ukraine government of Nikolai Dеnkov 
approved a second package of military aid to 
Ukraine in June 2023, immediately organized 
a visit by Zelensky in Bulgaria, supported the 
EU’s war head package to Ukraine, and is cur-
rently preparing a new package to be discussed 
in parliament this March 2024. A report by 
defense minister Tagarev indicates that Bul-
garia has sent €47 million in military supplies 
to Ukraine, €34 million of this in just the past 
9 months during the tenure of the current 
government.14 Bulgaria is expected to receive 
€7 million from the EU Instrument for Stability 
and Peace in return for the €13 million provided 
by Bulgaria in aid to Ukraine before the tenure 
of the current government. While President 
Radev has talked about the negative econom-
ic impact of the war for Bulgaria, wrongly 
arguing that no country that has provided aid 
to Ukraine has received any fnancial compen-
sation in return, the Bulgarian arms industry 
has fourished, exporting $4.3 billion in arms in 
2022 – three times its previous record.15 In the 
meantime, Tagarev has been criticized both for 
providing aid to Ukraine and for not expedit-
ing the aid to Ukraine, indicating the degree of 
polarization on the topic. 

Energy policy has been the thorniest issue 
in the context of the war, given that Bulgaria 
received 90% of its gas supplies from Russia at 
the outset of the war and 73% of oil imports cur-
rently come from Russia.16 Following Gazprom’s 
political showdown with the West and sudden 
stop of gas deliveries to Bulgaria and Poland in 
April 2022, Bulgaria was faced with an energy 
crisis that it was able to avert thanks to support 
from the U.S. and Turkey. Bulgaria was quick to 
diversify its gas deliveries and signed a contract 
with the Turkish Botaş, though it is not clear 
whether the gas coming from Turkey is not 
Russian. Although the Turkish-Bulgarian pipe-
line constructed during Borissov’s premiership 
can import gas from Iran and Azerbaijan, it is 
almost certain that Botaş is likely to transit Rus-
sian gas to Serbia and Hungary, allowing Russia 
to regain its grip on the region.17 While Bulgaria 

120 

https://region.17
https://Russia.16
https://record.15
https://government.14
https://refugees.13
https://population.11


 

  

   

 

 

is signing this agreement it is also imposing 
a new tax on Russian gas exports to the EU 
that is expected to generate an additional €1.2 
billion in revenue, infuriating Serbia, Hungary, 
Greece, and Turkey. When it comes to Russia’s 
energy empire, experts argue, Bulgaria is giving 
with one hand and taking with the other — and 
Europe is getting fed up.

Figure 1: Temporary protection for persons 
fleeing Ukraine: December 2023 

Source: Eurostat, 
December 2023: https:// 
ec.europa.eu/eurostat/ 
statistics-explained/index. 
php?title=Temporary_pro-
tection_for_persons_flee-
ing_Ukraine_-_monthly_ 
statistics#Where_in_the_ 
EU_did_people_fleeing_ 
Ukraine_go.3F 

U
K

R
R

O
U

K
A

Z
B

G
R

 
TU

R
P

O
L

H
U

N
B

IH
 

SW
E

M
D

A
D

EU
B

LR
 

SV
K

LVA
FIN

A
ZE 

R
U

S
K

G
Z

CZE
A

R
M

 

18 

B ulgaria’s dependency on Russian petrol is 
even harder to break. The Russian Lukoil 

company holds the largest refnery in the coun-
try, importing 3 million barrels of Russian oil per 
month.19 Bulgaria was able to get an exception 
until the end of 2024 on EU sanctions on Rus-
sian oil imports. Consequently, Lukoil benefted 
from a derogation and continued to freely oper-
ate with Russian oil. A report by the Center for 
the Study of Democracy argues that the deroga-
tion protects Lukoil’s monopoly over the Bulgar-
ian oil market and Russian infuence in the 
country.20 “In Bulgaria”, argues Delyan Dobrev, 
the chair of the energy committee in parliament, 
“there is a Lukoil coalition that forms right after 
the start of every parliament,” allowing Lukoil 
to translate its economic footprint into politi-

cal leverage.21 But the end of the derogation in 
December 2024, coupled with increased push 
by the current government, threaten Lukoil’s 
favorable position. The new parliamentary ma-
jority and government ended an agreement that 
gave Lukoil control over a major crude import 
terminal, are working on a solution that would 
transition Lukoil’s refnery to process non-Rus-
sian oil, and are asking the frm to start paying 
local taxes for the frst time. Rumors of Lukoil 
selling the refnery and reducing its presence in 
Europe are already underway. 

Refugee policy has been another important 
element of the response to the war. Since the 
start of the war, Bulgaria has ofered temporary 
protection to over 170,000 refugees, 168,300 of 
whom are Ukrainians (see fgure 1). This places 
Bulgaria ffth in the EU in number of refugees 
(after Germany, Poland, Czechia and Spain) 
and second in the EU in the ratio of refugees 
per 1,000 people – 26.5, following Czechia with 
34.5.22 As of December 2023, 52,000 refugees 
remain in the country, mostly from the Odesa 
region and eastern parts of Ukraine.23 UNHCR’s 
assessment shows that Ukrainian refugees 
remain in the country for an average of 13 

The Russian 
Lukoil com-
pany holds 
the largest 
refinery in 
the country, 
importing 3 
million barrels 
of Russian oil 
per month. 
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months, thus requiring basic services as well 
as integration strategies. In January 2024, the 
government extended the temporary protection 
to Ukrainian refugees for another year until 
March 2025, thus renewing temporary pro-
tection for 66,200 refugees. As per UNHCR’s 
Regional Refugee Response Plan for 2024, 
Bulgaria is expected to support 70,000 refugees 
with government-sponsored accommodation 
for new arrivals in state facilities and hotels on 
the Black Sea. The government is also working 
with 19 partners on a humanitarian program 
and integration strategies. Challenges include 
providing refugees with access to health care 
and education, as well as integration into soci-
ety. With the war entering its third year, public 
support which was initially very high for refu-
gees is waning, politicizing the issue and fueling 
anti-immigration and pro-Russian discourse. 

Figure 2: Attitudes towards Putin over time 
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Source: Compiled by the author based on data from Alpha Research (2022) 

Figure 3: Change in attitudes towards Russia 
after the outbreak of the war in Ukraine 
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Figure 4: Attitudes towards the war in Ukraine 
By providing military equipment and weapons to Ukraine,  our country is helping Ukraine 
defend itself against Russia. 

By providing military equipment and weapons to Ukraine,  our country is provoking Russia 
and bringing itself closer to the war. 
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Source: GLOBSEC 2023. https://www.globsec.org/what-we-do/press-releases/central-and-eastern-
europe-second-year-war-united-we-stand-some 

Public Attitudes Towards 
the War in Ukraine 
The war in Ukraine initially led to a radical 
change in public attitudes towards Russia and 
Putin. A study conducted by Alpha Research in 
late February 2022 concluded that the Rus-
sian invasion of Ukraine resulted in a drop in 
support for Putin and an increase in solidarity 
with European countries. The report indicates 
that Putin lost half of his popularity among 
Bulgarian citizens in the frst four days of the 
war alone. Furthermore, 63% of respondents 
reported approval of EU-wide sanctions against 
Russia, 61% found the invasion unjustifed, only 
16% saw it as justifed, while 68% agreed that 
Bulgaria must accept Ukrainian refugees, and 
only 16% were against it.24 Another study by 
Research Center Trend (2022)25 indicates that 
40% of respondents report an adverse change 
in attitudes towards Russia. However, the same 
study fnds a slight increase in support for 
Revival. 

T he protraction of the confict combined 
with worsening economic conditions led 

to a change in public attitudes by November 
2022. A survey by Estat in November 2022 
found 20.7% of Bulgarians sympathize with 
Russia (a decline from 23.6% in April 2022) 

https://www.globsec.org/what-we-do/press-releases/central-and-eastern


 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

  

  

  

 

   
 

    

   
 

 

   

 
 

 
 

 

   
 

 
 

 

  

   
 

 
 

and 23.1% with Ukraine (a decline from 32.4% 
in April).26 Furthermore, 67.5% of respondents 
think Bulgaria should have a neutral position in 
the confict, and 19% have a negative attitude to-
wards Ukrainian refugees, whereas those with a 
positive view have decreased from 38% in April 
2022 to 25.8% in October 2022.27 

Energy policy has further created anxiety among 
the public with 22.5% indicating energy (deroga-
tion of Lukoil, gas transit fees, coal electric plants) 
to be among the most conficting topics among 
politicians.28 Bulgaria also has one of the lowest 
levels of support for NATO membership among 
new EU-member states and the majority of the 
population believes that arming Ukraine provokes 
Russia and brings the country closer to war.29 

Public attitudes are infuenced by historical 
ties to Russia, both economically and culturally, 
as well as Russian propaganda in the country. 
According to a report by the Humanities and 
Social Science Foundation (2023),30 Russian 
propaganda in the country had increased 20-
fold by June 2023 with over 370 pseudo-news 
sites with identical design and content which 
disseminated 3–9 pro-Russian articles per day 
for a total of over 3,000 publications daily. The 
report identifes President Radev, BSP leader 
Kornelia Ninova, and Revival leader Kostadin 
Kostadinov as the key instruments of Russian 
propaganda. Funding of radical right parties 
such as Revival (and previously Ataka) goes 
hand in hand with Russia’s tactics of disinfor-
mation, energy dependency, and intelligence 
activity. Since the start of the war, 80 Russian 
diplomats have been expelled from the country 
amidst criticisms by the Russian government, 
the aforementioned political actors, and public 
outcry. Two years after the start of the war, pub-
lic opinion remains deeply divided. 

Conclusion 
The war in Ukraine has a profound impact on 
the Bulgarian political, economic, and social 
landscape. Politicians and the public remain 
highly divided on all questions related to the war 
and Russia – from military aid for Ukraine to en-
ergy policy to Russian public monuments in the 
country. If anything, the reactions and the efects 
of the war are diverse and not unidirectional. 

At the same time, the majority of Bulgarians 
remain pro-European and Bulgarian govern-
ments have consistently supported Ukraine in 
the war efort. According to Ivan Bedrov, head 
of the Bulgarian service of Radio Free Europe, 
we can identify three consequences of the war 
for the country. First, the war has shed light on 
Russian interests and infuence in Bulgaria and 
the political actors supporting them. Second, 
the confict has become one of the two main 
dividing lines in Bulgarian society, splitting 
political actors and the public once again into 
pro-Russian and anti-Russian camps (the other 
division concerns attitudes towards corruption 
and the mainstream parties). Finally, the con-
fict has proven that Bulgaria is not by default 
dependent on Russia, including for the supply 
of energy.31 While Russian infuence in the 
country remains strong, it is increasingly under 
threat and met with resistance. ● 

Emilia Zankina is an Associate 

Professor in Political Science, Vice Provost 

for Global Engagement at Temple University, 

and Dean of Temple University Rome. 
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The Splendor 
and Misery of 
the Czech Welcome 
to Ukrainian Refugees 
by Marie Jelínková 

lthough the infux of 560,000 Ukrain-
ian refugees in 2022 was an unfore-
seen and unprecedented wave of 
migration for the Czech Republic, 

the country initially handled it with aplomb. 
Almost overnight, there was an extraordinary 
swell of support from Czech society, accompa-
nied by the mobilization of large-scale vol-
unteering and the involvement of NGOs. The 
central and local government response was also 
very swift. Most regions approached the crisis 
with a proactive mindset, and a great many 
municipalities came up with their own activ-
ities and/or were accommodating in their re-
sponse to the needs presented by the arrival of 
Ukrainian refugees, the overwhelming majority 
of whom were female. The government, too, 
deserves credit for adopting a strategical docu-
ment1 setting out what form should be taken by 
coexistence with the newly arrived Ukrainians. 
The Strategic Priorities neatly identify three 
phases covering the Czech Republic’s response: 
an initial humanitarian phase lasting about a 
month, followed by an adaptation phase, and 
then a third long-term phase. While the doc-

ument itself concludes that the Czech Repub-
lic coped well with the humanitarian phase, 
from today’s vantage point we can see that the 
second phase, which was supposed to focus on 
reducing the language barrier, providing edu-
cation, housing, employment, and health care, 
strengthening social cohesion, creating an in-
formation base, and laying the groundwork for 
long-term solutions, has only been fulflled to a 
limited extent. From the perspective of the year 
2023, the third phase, which was scheduled to 
work on long-term solutions, was materialized 
on a very limited scale.2 In the following text, I 
try to capture how coexistence with Ukrainian 
refugees in the Czech Republic has developed 
in 2023 and how their presence has infuenced 
Czech migrant integration policy. 

Political and Social Support 
Is Shifting 
While political support for Ukraine remains 
one of the main priorities of the Czech center-
right government, there have been signifcant 
changes in political and social support for 
Ukrainians in the Czech Republic. Following 
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Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Czech society 
was initially unusually united in its attitude to-
wards Ukrainian refugees. This is also notable 
because attitudes towards migration have long 
been the most divisive issue in Czech society. 
In February 2022, 97% of the Czech popula-
tion were in favor of accepting refugees from 
Ukraine.3 There was also strong support from 
political parties. Political leaders took a stand 
on accepting Ukrainian refugees in the style 
of Chancellor Merkel’s 2015 “we can handle 
this” statement, which had previously been 
ridiculed in the Czech Republic. After the frst 
months of support and solidarity, support for 
Ukrainian refugees has dropped signifcantly, 
but overall support for people feeing Ukraine 
still prevails in the country. Various polls show 
that just over 50% of the Czech population 
has consistently agreed to support Ukrainian 
refugees until 2023, which is not a small num-
ber at a time when the Czech Republic has the 
highest infation in Europe4 and the country 
faces many other challenges.5 However, a more 
detailed analysis of Czech public attitudes to-
wards Ukrainian war refugees shows that only 
11% of Czechs are in favor of allowing people 
from Ukraine to settle permanently, while 71% 
would prefer to grant them temporary admis-
sion with the expectation that they will return 
to Ukraine.6 

Czech society 
was initially 

unusually 
united in its 

attitude 
towards 

Ukrainian 
refugees. 

T he Czechs’ “cautious” attitude, to put it 
euphemistically, towards the long-term 

settlement of migrants is a long-term phe-
nomenon. The number of migrants settling in 
the Czech Republic is around the European 
average (at the beginning of 2022, over 6% of 
migrants were in the Czech Republic, and in 
2024, mainly due to Ukrainian refugees, this 
percentage rose to up to 10%), and the popula-
tion of the Czech Republic is growing slightly 
thanks to migration. In terms of fertility, the 
Czech Republic is one of the EU countries with 
a higher fertility rate (the fertility rate was 
1.83% in 2021, falling to 1.68% in 2022), but it is 
immigration that is behind the slight increase 
in the Czech population. An important factor 
is also the relatively low emigration of Czechs 
compared to neighboring countries such as Po-

land or Slovakia.7 Although available population 
projections show that for the Czech Republic, 
as for other EU countries, aging and to some 
extent population decline will be a key issue in 
the coming decades,8 demographic arguments 
are only marginally present in the debate on 
migration in the Czech Republic. 

The Cost of High Labor 
Market Participation 
As stated above, Czech attitudes towards mi-
grants are not driven by demographic consid-
erations. If we look more closely at who Czechs 
are willing to accept, we fnd that the boundary 
between welcome and unwelcome migrants lies 
mainly in their economic contribution and is 
partly linked to their culture and religion.9 

The economic benefts of recent Ukrainian 
migration to the Czech Republic cannot be 
denied. The number of economically active ref-
ugees has been increasing for some time, with 
72% of economically active Ukrainian refugees 
currently working in the Czech Republic.10 But 
a closer look at Ukrainians’ participation in the 
labor market tells a less positive story, both for 
the Ukrainians themselves and for the poten-
tial they can bring to the Czech economy. 61% 
of Ukrainians work below their qualifcations, 
particularly Ukrainians over 40, Ukrainian 
women and new entrants to the labor market.11 

In the Czech Republic, the proportion of refu-
gees working in signifcantly low-skilled jobs 
paradoxically increased between August and 
December 2023 (PAQ Research 2023). This was 
despite an increase in Czech language prof-
ciency (47% of Ukrainian refugees are able to 
communicate in Czech), which is often seen as 
a major barrier to high-skilled jobs.12 The jobs 
of 58% of Ukrainian refugees can be described 
as precarious, with weekend and late-night 
work and lower pay than their Czech counter-
parts for comparable work. About a third of the 
working Ukrainians had no right to vacations in 
2023, and a third were given only short notice of 
their next shift.13 

It is fair to say that, despite the above-men-
tioned information, there are some eforts to 
make better utilization of Ukrainian workers 
in the Czech labor market. Ukrainians have 
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free access to the Czech labor market and the 
bureaucracy associated with their employment 
is much reduced compared to the situation 
for most other migrants. Some qualifcations 
have been newly recognized and the process of 
nostrifcation has been simplifed, but only for 
a few selected professions (e.g. for psycholo-
gists or school assistants there are agreements 
to acknowledge each other’s formal education 
qualifcations). A number of professions (e.g. 
nurses) have been able to start practicing in the 
Czech Republic and were allowed to provide 
evidence of nostrifcation of the required diplo-
mas after a few months. In the health sector in 
particular, specialized language courses or re-
training courses (generally not much available) 
have been supported, often with funding from 
UN agencies. 

March 2022: A man 

holds a sign to inform 

Ukrainian refugees 

that he has accom-

modation available in 

Czech Republic. 

PHOTO: PAKKIN LEUNG/ 

WIKIMEDIA COMMONS 

H owever, if we focus on the scale of these 
eforts, it is clear that they can be seen as 

islands of positive deviance rather than wide-
spread activity. The overall support to assist 
Ukrainians enter the high-skilled segments 
of the labor market remains low. Part of this 
can certainly be explained by the difculty of 
nostrifcation processes, the low availability 
of specialized language courses or the poor 
availability of preschool care, which is crucial 
for labor market participation, especially for 
single mothers with young children. However, 

the conclusion of recent research on labor mar-
ket participation of migrants shows that many 
other factors need to be addressed to enable ref-
ugees to better participate in the labor market. 
For example, Ortlieb et al.14 demonstrate the 
key infuence of the social capital that refugees 
acquire and underline the importance of difer-
ent forms of cultural capital. Further, Fossati 
and Liechti15 point to the crucial infuence of 
employers’ attitudes towards refugees and 
conclude that labor market policies can only be 
successful if employers have primarily positive 
attitudes towards refugees. 

Culturally Related But Not the Same 
If we look at another source of concern that 
leads to a skeptical view of migrants in the 
Czech Republic, we fnd a high level of distrust 
in the ability of migrants coming from diferent 
cultures to integrate into society.16 This was par-
ticularly evident after 2015, when Czechs spoke 
out vociferously against the relocation quota 
proposal and when Czech society was dominat-
ed by a huge fear of refugees, even though the 
Czech Republic had accepted hardly any refu-
gees.17 Nevertheless, Ukrainian migrants, who 
are “white”, linguistically and culturally related 
(Ukrainian is a Slavic language like Czech), 
were welcomed by the majority of society, 
most politicians and the media. Certainly, the 
relative geographical proximity (Ukraine is 500 
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First intensive Czech  

class with Ukrainian  

refugees at the NC  

State University in  

Prague.  

PHOTO: ANAËL   

SYMŮNKOVÁ/NCSU 

km from the Czech Republic), Putin’s plans to 
extend Russia’s sphere of infuence (again) into 
Central Europe and, above all, Czechoslova-
kia’s historical experience of prolonged Soviet 
occupation and the invasion by Soviet troops in 
1968 played an important role in this support. 
All of these reasons (and certainly many others, 
such as the fact that the majority of arrivals 
were women with children) meant that support 
for Ukrainian forced migrants in the Czech 
Republic was enormous; cultural similarity 
was one of the most important reasons for 
accepting Ukrainian refugees.18 This was also 
evident in the diferential treatment of Ukrain-
ian Roma refugees, who were turned away 
when boarding the buses that often transported 
Ukrainian refugees to the Czech Republic, and 
in the treatment they received from the Czech 
authorities when issuing residence permits or 
providing emergency shelter. This often meant 
that there was ”no place” for Roma refugees, 
that documents that were normally accepted 
had to be “verifed”, and that Roma refugees 
had to be cared for by Roma organizations or by 
welcoming individuals.19 

O ver time, Czech society has begun to 
realize that living together with Ukrain-

ian refugees brings with it a number of misun-
derstandings, given the increased number of 
Ukrainian refugees in the Czech Republic and 
the increasing length of their stay. While much 
attention is paid in the literature to the coexist-
ence of very diferent cultures,20 information on 
barriers in related cultures is scarce. However, 

there is a small but growing literature that 
(rightly) points out that many of the experienc-
es that host countries have with other refu-
gees cannot be applied to Ukrainian refugees 
because of their characteristics (education, 
country of origin, etc.).21 Thus, the Czech Re-
public, like other countries, is coming to terms 
with the fact that Ukrainian refugees are similar 
to, but not the same as, the local population. 
To paraphrase Kalmar,22 the newcomers were 
“white but not quite”. 

Czech society is still coming to terms with 
the cultural diferences of the newly arrived 
Ukrainians, as evidenced by fake news, nu-
merous internet discussions or simply a chat 
with neighbors. Some of the most frequently 
mentioned diferences are a higher degree of 
expressiveness, more frequent use of public 
spaces (e.g. barbecue areas), less small talk 
or less friendliness of people working in the 
service sector (e.g. shop assistants, a typical job 
for Ukrainian refugees). Simply naming these 
diferences is difcult, as they are often stereo-
types that can be reinforced by hostility towards 
anything diferent. However, both diferences 
and negative stereotypes play a key role in 
coexistence, which has a number of practical 
implications. 

Some misunderstandings stem from difer-
ences in the way institutions operate, others 
from diferent historical and social experiences. 
Education can serve as a good example .23 The 
Czechs put more emphasis on giving young 
children time to play, while Ukrainian chil-
dren are used to spending their afternoons at 
school. As a result, Ukrainian parents may feel 
that Czech teachers neglect their children, or 
that their children are trying to hide the fact 
that they have more homework. When they 
realize that their children do not have to spend 
their afternoons at school, they often arrange 
for Ukrainian online classes in the afternoon. 
Czech teachers then fnd Ukrainian children 
tired and harder to work with. Another source 
of tension is communication between parents 
and teachers. Czech teachers feel uncomfort-
able when Ukrainian parents do not reply to 
their emails. Ukrainian parents prefer to meet 
them in person or, as is customary in Ukraine, to 
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call them if their language skills allow. Frequent 
and repeated personal or telephone contact 
may not be well received by teachers as Czech 
parents only call the school in emergencies. 
And there are many other diferences that afect 
behavior at work, the relationship to public 
space, access to health care and many other ar-
eas. Importantly, these often anecdotal or easily 
explained situations are widely used by the dis-
information scene to create mutual intolerance 
towards the Ukrainian community. 

Poverty and Poor Welfare 
There is much debate about what constitutes 
successful integration of migrants into society. 
Generally, however, there is a general consensus 
that successful integration means that migrants 
are able to participate in the common activities 
of society.24 This brings us back to the issue of 
economic contribution, which is linked to the 
emphasis on economic self-sufciency. Initially 
relatively favorable social measures for Ukrain-
ian refugees were replaced by a restrictive ap-
proach in 2023, with the threshold for eligibility 
for so-called humanitarian benefts set for only 
the very poorest Ukrainians. At the same time, 
Ukrainians are very often low-paid and do not 
beneft from the same social benefts as Czechs. 
As a result, 57% of Ukrainian households are 
below the income poverty line (i.e. below 60% 
of the relative median income in the Czech Re-
public), compared to 10% of Czech households, 
even when social (humanitarian) benefts are 
included.25 

T he unfavorable situation is exacerbated 
by the fact that, unlike Czech citizens, 

refugees’ benefts are calculated as a supple-
ment to their earned income. In practice, this 
means that a household loses one crown in 
benefts if its earned income increases by one 
crown and its income does not increase. This 
system encourages some Ukrainian refugees to 
conceal their earnings and work in the informal 
economy. 

Although the data on the life of Ukrainians 
in the Czech Republic are limited, families 
living below the poverty line can hardly par-
ticipate in mainstream society. Stress related 

to war and situation of close people, fnancial 
issues, difcult personal situations (especially 
in case of mothers with children) and precari-
ous work create a spiral of exhaustion in which 
there is little room for learning Czech and for 
activities that would naturally build links with 
locals. None of this is conducive to successful 
integration. 

It is hard to 
imagine 
a better group 
of refugees 
for Czech 
society. 

Where Do We Go from Here? 
Migration can be seen as an opportunity or as 
a threat. This framing is not just an intellectual 
question, as it has very practical implications. 
In the case of a threat, the state activates mech-
anisms to prevent “abuse” of the system and is 
far less willing to take accommodating steps 
towards newcomers. In the case of opportunity, 
it sees in the newcomers the potential for some 
long-term or lasting beneft and is willing to 
create the conditions for them to succeed in the 
new country, if necessary. In its relations with 
Ukrainians, the Czech Republic lies somewhere 
between these two poles. There are many 
arguments for seeing Ukrainian migration as an 
opportunity: a refugee protection and support, 
a large labor shortage, an ageing population, the 
ability of Ukrainians to learn Czech relatively 
quickly, or cultural proximity. However, Czech 
migrant integration policy, which also refects 
the attitude of Czech society towards migration, 
has long framed migration and migrants as a 
“threat”, with the emphasis on security and 
not burdening the social system.26 It seems that 
in the case of Ukrainian refugees, despite the 
initially extremely high and still respectable so-
cial support for Ukrainian refugees, the Czech 
state was partly unable (and partly unwilling) to 
soften the prevailing securitization discourse. 
Nevertheless, the most important thing – gener-
al support for Ukrainian refugees in the Czech 
Republic – remains. 

The attitude towards Ukrainians has major 
implications not only for Czech society today 
and for Ukrainians living in the Czech Repub-
lic, but also for the future. It is hard to imagine 
a better group of refugees for Czech society. 
Czech society has moved forward in terms of 
coexistence with newcomers mainly in areas 
where some activities already existed (e.g. 
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teaching Czech as a second language in primary 
schools). Where the necessary measures were 
not in place (e.g. easier recognition of qualifca-
tions and assistance with appropriate place-
ment on the labor market), marginal changes 
occurred with the arrival of Ukrainian refugees. 
Therefore, the inability or unwillingness to es-
tablish mechanisms to better integrate Ukrain-
ians into Czech society has remained a missed 
opportunity in a situation where international 
migration is expected to increase in the long 
term and societies are expected to become even 
more diverse. 

The Czech 
Republic has 

so far been 
reluctant to 

comment 
on future 
residence 

permits for 
Ukrainians, 

preferring to 
wait for the 

EU’s position. 
T he path dependency in relation to mi-

grants is also refected in the framing of 
migration policy. According to the current the 
Temporary Protection Directive, temporary 
protection can only be extended until spring 
2025 at the latest. In 2024, a decision will have 
to be taken on the type of residence permit 
that will allow Ukrainians to stay in the EU. 
The Czech Republic has so far been reluctant 
to comment on future residence permits for 
Ukrainians, preferring to wait for the EU’s 
position. An insight at the lives of Ukrainian 
refugees shows that a large number of them live 
transnationally and their reality is to live in both 
the Czech Republic and Ukraine (e.g. through 
contact with family, online studies or frequent 
visits). Their future residence status should 
therefore take into account the need for fexible 
mobility between the Czech Republic (or other 
EU countries) and Ukraine. 

In discussions about the future, it is often 
argued that Ukraine’s interests should be taken 
into account. Czech support for Ukraine is sta-
ble and has become a strong priority of Czech 
foreign policy. It is therefore possible that 
future migration policy towards Ukraine will 
be primarily infuenced by these foreign policy 
interests, which would be a good thing. ● 

Marie Jelínková is an Assistant Professor at the 

Faculty of Social Sciences, Charles University. 

References 
1 “Strategic Priorities for the Management of the Refugee 

Wave Associated with the Invasion of Ukraine by the 
Russian Federation”, mvcr.cz, (2022). Available at: 
https://www.mvcr.cz/soubor/stanoveni-strategickych-
priorit-vlady-pdf.aspx 

2 Marie Jelínková and Blanka Tollarová, “Support for 
Ukrainian Refugees Remains Makeshift, Strategic 
Governance Is Failing”, Policy brief. Faculty of Social 
Sciences, Charles University (2022), 2. Available at: 
https://fsv.cuni.cz/sites/default/fles/uploads/fles/ 
Support%20for%20Ukrainian%20refugees%20 
remains%20makeshift%2C%20strategic%20 
governance%20is%20failing.pdf. The introductory 
paragraph is partly based on this policy brief. 

3 STEM/MARK, “Drtivá Většina Čechů Nesouhlasí s 
Ruskou Invazí Na Ukrajinu, Ukazuje Průzkum” [Vast 
Majority of Czechs Disapprove of Russian Invasion of 
Ukraine, Survey Shows] Pořad 168 Hodin [The program 
168 Hours], March 21, 2022. Available at: https:// 
ct24.ceskatelevize.cz/specialy/rusko-ukrajinsky-
konfikt/3457764-drtiva-vetsina-cechu-nesouhlasi-s-
ruskou-invazi-na 

4 Petr Pohůdka, “Infation Rate 2023: Latest Data for the 
Czech Republic, the EU and the World” E15, January 
22, 2024. Available at: https://www.e15.cz/inface-v-cr-
a-ve-svete-ceny-graf 

5 Marie Jelínková, “Racionalita, Ekonomická Prosperita 
a Ctnostní Migranti” [Rationality, Economic Prosperity 
and Virtuous Migrants]Racionalita, Ekonomická 
Prosperita a Ctnostní Migranti. [Rationality, Economic 
Prosperity and Virtuous Migrants] In: Pavlína Janebová 
and Klára Schovánková, eds. Česko. Německo. V 
Kontextu [Rationality, Economic Prosperity and 
Virtuous Migrants. Czech Republic. Germany. In 
context], (Prague: Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung, Asociace pro 
mezinárodní otázky, 2023): 125–30. 

6 CVVM, “Opinions of the Czech Public on the Presence 
of Foreigners in the Czech Republic – February – March 
2023“, Centrum pro výzkum veřejného mínění [The 
Public Opinion Research Centre], (2023). Available at: 
https://cvvm.soc.cas.cz/media/com_form2content/ 
documents/c2/a5632/f9/ov230502b.pdf 

7 Jan Černík, “Czech Republic”, European Immigration: 
A Sourcebook, ed., Anna Triantafyllídou and Ruby 
Gropas, 2nd edition (Research in Migration and Ethnic 
Relations Series, Farnham: Ashgate 2014). 

8 ČSÚ “Population Projections of the Czech Republic – 
2023–2100”, Czech Statistical Ofce (2023). Available 
at: https://www.czso.cz/csu/czso/pocet-senioru-v-
pristich-desetiletich-vyrazne-vzroste 

9 Jelínková 2023, 128. 

10 Integration of Refugees in the Labor Market and 
Housing, (PAQ Research, Institute of Sociology of 
the Czech Academy of Sciences, 2023). Available at: 
https://www.paqresearch.cz/post/prijmy-a-chudoba-
uprchliku-podzim2023 

11 Ibid. 

12  Thomas Pfefer and Isabella Skrivanek, “Why Is the 
Recognition of Credentials Not Just a Matter of Good Will? 
Five Theories and the Austrian Case”, European Journal of 
Cultural and Political Sociology vol. 5 no. 4 (2018): 389–422. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/23254823.2018.1449126 

130 

https://doi.org/10.1080/23254823.2018.1449126
https://www.paqresearch.cz/post/prijmy-a-chudoba
https://www.czso.cz/csu/czso/pocet-senioru-v
https://cvvm.soc.cas.cz/media/com_form2content
https://www.e15.cz/inflace-v-cr
https://fsv.cuni.cz/sites/default/files/uploads/files
https://www.mvcr.cz/soubor/stanoveni-strategickych


  

  

13 Ibid. 

14   Petra Ortlieb, Renate Eggenhofer-Rehart, Sandra  
Leitner, Roland Hosner, and Michael Landesmann,  
“Do Austrian Programmes Facilitate Labor Market  
Integration of Refugees?”, International Migration, 
October (2020). imig.12784. https://doi.org/10.1111/ 
imig.12784  

15  Fla via Fossati and Fabienne Liechti, “Integrating  
Refugees through Active Labor Market Policy: A  
Comparative Survey Experiment”, Journal of European  
Social Policy  vol. 30 no. 5 (2020): 601–15. https://doi. 
org/10.1177/0958928720951112. 

16   Lenka Dražanová and Andrew Geddes, “Attitudes  
towards Ukrainian Refugees and Governmental  
Responses in 8 European Countries”, EU Responses to  
the Large-Scale Refugee Displacement from Ukraine:  
An Analysis on the Temporary Protection Directive  
and Its Implications for the Future EU Asylum Policy, 
eds., Sergio Carrera and Meltem Ineli-Ciger (LU:  
European University Institute, Robert Schuman Centre  
for Advanced Studies, 2023). https://data.europa.eu/ 
doi/10.2870/90812  

17  M arie Jelínková, “A Refugee Crisis Without Refugees:  
Policy and Media Discourse on Refugees in the Czech  
Republic and Its Implications”, Central European  
Journal of Public Policy, vol. 13 no. 1 (2019): 33–45.  
https://doi.org/10.2478/cejpp-2019-0003  

18 Jelínková, 2023. 

19  Václ av Walach, “Záleží Na Romských Životech?  
Ukrajinští Uprchlíci a Naše Rasová Smlouva” [Do  
Roma Lives Matter? Ukrainian Refugees and Our  
Racial Contract], Migraceonline.cz, November (2022).  
Available at: https://migraceonline.cz/cz/e-knihovna/ 
zalezi-na-romskych-zivotech-ukrajinsti-uprchlici-a-
nase-rasova-smlouva#_ftn79  

20  Ale ksandra Grzymala-Kazlowska and Jenny  
Phillimore, “Introduction: Rethinking Integration. New  
Perspectives on Adaptation and Settlement in the Era  
of Super-Diversity”, Journal of Ethnic and Migration  
Studies vol. 44 no. 2 (2018): 179–96. https://doi.org/10.1 
080/1369183X.2017.1341706  

21  T ony Blomqvist Mickelsson, “Ukrainian Refugees and  
the Swedish Sports Movement – New Opportunities  
and Challenges”, European Sport Management  
Quarterly, February 1–20 (2023). https://doi.org/10.108 
0/16184742.2023.2183230  

22  I van Davidson Kalmar, White but Not Quite: Central  
Europe’s Illiberal Revolt, (Bristol, UK: Bristol University  
Press, 2022). However, focuses on relations between  
Western and Eastern Europe. 

23  The  information in this section is drawn from research  
carried out in 2023 as part of the MINTE (Migrant  
Integration through Education) project, which is led  
by the author. The information is mainly based on  
interviews with Czech teachers and teaching assistants  
and interviews with parents of Ukrainian pupils. 

24  E va Valentová, ed., “Integrace Cizinců v Česku z  
Pohledu Nevládních Organizací” [Integration of  
Foreigners in the Czech Republic from the Point  
of View of Non-Governmental Organizations],  
Konsorcium nevládních organizací pracujících s migranty  
v ČR [Consortium of Non-Governmental Organizations  
Working with Migrants in the Czech Republic], (2018).  
Available at: https://www.migracnikonsorcium.cz/ 

wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Integrace-z-pohledu-
NNO_produkt-%C4%8D.-2_EU.pdf 

25  P AQ Research, 2023; “Poverty Watch Report EAPN  
Czechia”, The European Anti-Poverty Network  
(EAPN), (2023). Available at: https://www.eapn. 
eu/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/eapn-EAPN-CZ-
English-version-2023-PW-5871.pdf 

26  R obert Stojanov, Radka Klvaňová, Aneta Seidlová, and  
Oldřich Bureš, “Contemporary Czech Migration Policy:  
‘Labor, Not People’?” Population, Space and Place vol. 28  
no. 4 (2022). https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2533  

131 U
K

R
R

O
U

K
A

Z
B

G
R

 
TU

R
P

O
L

H
U

N
B

IH
 

SW
E

M
D

A
D

EU
B

LR
 

SV
K

LVA
FIN

A
ZE 

R
U

S
K

G
Z

CZE
A

R
M

 



 
 

 

 
  

  

  

Finland 

A
R

M
A

ZE
CZ

E
K

G
Z

R
U

S 
FI

N
LV

A
SV

K
 

B
LR

D
EU

M
D

A
SW

E 
B

IH
H

U
N

P
O

L
TU

R
 

B
G

R
K

A
Z

R
O

U
U

K
R

 

An Epochal Turn 
of the Defense Policy 
by Markku Kivinen 

The biggest 
risk for 

Finland is the 
Karaganov 

doctrine, 
which is cur-
rently under 

discussion 
in Russia. 

he war in Ukraine has now lasted more 
than two years. The active parties in the 
war are the attacker, Russia and the de-
fender, Ukraine. They face the cataclysmic 

side of war in the hundreds of thousands fallen 
and wounded. Of course, the war also has efects 
on the geopolitics of Europe as a whole as well 
as on the internal development of societies. 
Political actors and companies have to evaluate 
their activities in new frameworks. The con-
nections to Russia in the felds of civil society, 
science, and culture, developed over decades, 
are under new scrutiny. It is also necessary to 
prepare for diferent scenarios, including the 
possible expansion of the war. When Russia 
did not immediately conquer Ukraine, Europe 
began to talk about a Ukrainian victory and 
even the disintegration of Russia. However, the 
war continues, and the European public debate 
has turned darker. We are talking about the 
initiative Russia has gained on the front. At the 
same time, the European Union is increasingly 
allocating economic resources towards war pro-
duction. The situation is particularly challeng-
ing in Russia’s neighboring countries. Finland is 
also involved as a small factor in this big drama. 
This report comprises the basic facts of Finnish 
reactions to the war. It must be acknowledged 
that in decision-making, there are always esti-
mates and assumptions along with the facts. A 
wise decision maker is aware of this. However, 

this also includes the possibility of mistakes and 
the grim responsibility of the warmonger. Yet 
there is no self-evident path to peace. 

We currently do not know how the war 
in Ukraine will fnally end, nor what 

are the military-technical measures (the same 
term was used for Ukraine before the war) with 
which Russia will respond to Finland’s NATO 
membership. We have to try to look to the 
future, even though there are no sure answers. 
The NATO solution is an attempt to solve 
the crisis related to Russia’s proximity in one 
fell swoop. The paradox here is that Finland 
is moving from the regime of prohibition of 
nuclear weapons under the umbrella of nuclear 
weapons, but Finland is one of the countries 
that are at risk of a frst strike in an already lim-
ited nuclear war. The biggest risk for Finland 
is the Karaganov doctrine, which is currently 
under discussion in Russia. The main argument 
is that Russia must show that it is serious about 
the war in Ukraine by striking small NATO 
countries in nearby areas with nuclear weap-
ons.1 It could force the United States and NATO 
to the negotiating table without a nuclear war 
between the great powers. Putin rejected this 
doctrine at the Valdai meeting this fall, but that 
position may change. 

In his last New Year’s speech, Finnish former 
president Sauli Niinistö raised the confronta-
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tion between the United States and China as 
another major global theme, along with climate 
change.2 The core players in the toughest game 
of geopolitics are the United States, China and 
Russia. They have the “authority, power and 
honor” to decide whether to start a nuclear 
war. However, China is already a completely 
diferent player than Russia. Its gross domestic 
product is 12 times larger than Russia’s, GDP 
per capita is surpassing Russia’s, and life expec-
tancy is much higher. Defense expenditures, 
which are essential for a great power, are al-
ready four times larger than Russia’s. Russia has 
unequivocally found itself in the position of a 
little brother, although it is trying to balance the 
situation by strengthening its relationship with 
India. Russia has become China’s raw materials 
warehouse and gas station.3 However, due to its 
strategic nuclear weapons, Russia must always 
be taken seriously. 

Prime Minister Sanna 

Marin and President 

Sauli Niinistö at the 

press conference an-

nouncing Finland’s in-

tent to apply to NATO 

on May 15, 2022. 

PHOTO: FINNISH GOVERNMENT. 

A lthough China’s and India’s economies 
beneft from Russian energy, China’s 

main interest vis-à-vis Russia is not so much 
economic, but rather geopolitical. China’s posi-
tive attitude towards Russia is primarily due to 
the US’s negative attitude towards China. The 
Trump administration’s turn against China, 
on the other hand, is explained by economic 
factors. Biden also continues on the same line. 
China has not agreed to be the sweat shop 

of globalization, but has begun to invest in 
research, product development, brand man-
agement and marketing. When China started to 
conquer the market from its western competi-
tors, they reacted with a trade war. The US tries 
to sell this to the world as a struggle between 
democracy and authoritarian systems, although 
all the world’s autocracies are welcome in the 
US coalition, as long as they are against these 
two “evils” that is Russia and China. 

Will Finland go with all its heart into the new 
Cold War, or are we capable of independent 
analysis of the international system and wiser 
diplomacy? The line in Poland and the Baltic 
countries is clear: Russia down and China out! In 
Finland, the foreign policy choice is between the 
Nordic foreign policy or that of the intermarium 
(Latin for between seas) politics (reunavalti-
opolitiikka in Finnish, międzymorze in Polish). 
The word refers to the proposed multinational 
polity aiming at incorporating territories that lie 
between the Baltic, Black and Adriatic Seas. The 
post-World War I Intermarium plan pursued 
by Piłsudski sought to recruit to the proposed 
federation the Baltic states (Lithuania, Latvia, 
Estonia), Finland, Belarus, Ukraine, Hungary, 
Romania, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia against 
the Soviet Union.4 Contemporary Polish and Bal-
tic foreign policy may have a similar approach to 
Russia; Nordic politics, on the other hand is seen 
as more cooperative, candid and peace-oriented 
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by its proponents, for example the former presi-
dent Tarja Halonen.5 

Norway during and after the Cold War is giv-
en as the most prominent example. The Nordic 
approach would also mean a more sophisticated 
and constructive relation to China instead of 
going straight into the trenches of the new Cold 
War. This discussion is ongoing but at the same 
time, the whole of the Finnish political scene is 
avoiding emphasizing contradictions with the 
Baltic states as long as the war is on. In any case, 
China and India are the emerging great powers 
of this century, and they may play a decisive role 
in shaping the international system. Russia is 
not disappearing from the neighborhood either. 
Russia policy is not an identity policy for Fin-
land, but a constant risk management. During 
war, there is a strong tendency to zero-sum 
games. The way the war in Ukraine ends will 
defne the problematic for the next steps. 

Finland 
ended up 

having two 
wars with the 
Soviet Union: 

one alone, 
another as a 

co-belligerent 
with Nazi 
Germany. 

Defense and Risks 
In defense policy, one can really speak of an ep-
ochal turn in Finland. The Russian invasion in 
February 2022 changed everything for Finnish 
security. If Swedish neutrality has endured 200 
years since the Napoleonic Wars, the idea of 
the Finnish neutrality started with the Crimean 
War and the Polish rebellion about 160 years 
ago. The leading Finnish statesman and phi-
losopher Johan Wilhelm Snellman published 
an article, “War or peace for Finland”, in 1863.6 

His constitutive argument was that in case of 
involvement in international war Finland could 
only lose. After independence in 1917, Finland 
declared itself neutral and wanted to keep out 
of the conficts between the great powers. This 
did not succeed and Finland ended up having 
two wars with the Soviet Union: one alone, 
another as a co-belligerent with Nazi Germany. 
However, after the Second World War the idea 
of neutrality was again crystallized in the Paas-
ikivi-Kekkonen line.7 The Finno-Soviet Agree-
ment of Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual 
Assistance shadowed Finnish neutrality, com-
prising a paragraph of consultations on joint 
defense in the case of military threat. President 
Kekkonen considered it especially important to 
prevent the arrival of any Soviet military forces 

on Finnish territory. This succeeded but the 
Soviet Union gave its full recognition to Finnish 
neutrality only during perestroika. A funda-
mental change happened after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union when Finland terminated the 
Finno-Soviet agreement and unilaterally abro-
gated the last restrictions imposed on it by the 
Paris peace treaties of 1947. 

In the new friendship agreement between 
the Russian Federation and Finland there is 

no paragraph of military cooperation although 
there is a declaration that Finland will not 
allow an attack to Russia through its territory.8 

Finland defned itself as a non-allied state and 
the expression on neutrality was eliminated 
from ofcial documents when Finland became 
a member of the European Union in 1995. With 
the NATO agreement, some of the key as-
sumptions of Finnish defense policy have been 
reversed: 
● Instead of trying to keep out of the conficts 

between great powers, Finland is now in a 
military alliance with the Western powers. 
NATO membership is reinforced by the ACD 
agreement with the U.S. and the JEF-agree-
ment with the U.K. 

● Since Paasikivi’s presidency the Finnish line 
was to see Russian interests in Finland as 
defensive. Until the invasion, most Finns con-
sidered the costs of membership to outweigh 
its benefts. In 2021, only 26 % of Finns were 
in favor of Finland’s NATO accession. Howev-
er, in a November 2022 poll the number had 
increased to 78 %. After the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine, Russian interests in Finland are 
now defned as potentially ofensive. Prime 
Minister Sanna Marin made very clear in her 
interviews that the threat of a Russian attack 
against Finland was seen as a real issue.9 

● However, there was also a strong consensus 
that there is not any immediate military threat 
to Finland. After the modest successes of the 
Russian forces in Ukraine, the traditional 
Finnish argument, that Russia has the ability 
to attack Finland but does not have the will, 
was turned around: Russia may have the will 
but it does not have the ability. When the war 
dragged on specialists started to debate how 
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many years it would take before Russia would 
be capable again. 

T o ensure its security, Finland has main-
tained conscription and kept a relatively 

high level of defense spending. The Finnish 
army is thus one of the strongest in Europe. The 
Finnish reserve infantry is one of the biggest 
in Europe and the artillery capacity is high 
by European standards. The share of military 
spending is currently a little above the two % 
NATO requirement. This is because of major 
investments in the navy and air force. These 
investments were already decided before the 
Russian invasion but it will still take a few years 
to realize them.10 

The basic design of the Navy’s four new 
battleships is now almost complete, and the 
construction of the frst ship is scheduled to 
begin in Rauma next fall, at the turn of Octo-
ber-November. The frst corvette class warship 
should be in operational use of the Navy in 2027. 
The sea trials of the frst ship are in 2026. After 
that, combat systems supplier Saab has been 
given a year to complete the installations and 
commissioning. 

The American Lockheed Martin F-35 was 
chosen as Finland’s next fghter in 2021. 11 The 
total funding of the HX project is 10 billion 
euros. A similar amount will be required for 
the life cycle costs. The F-35 chosen by Finland 
is a single-engine fying weapon platform and 
command center. It can be equipped with in-
hull missiles and out-of-hull weapons for both 
defense and ofense. Finland is in the process of 
acquiring 64 planes with weapons and systems. 
The frst of these will arrive in Finland in early 
2026. 

The Hanhikivi 1 power 

plant project was 

cancelled in May 2022, 

due to the risks in 

times of war. 

PHOTO: FENNOVOIMA/ 

WIKIMEDIA 

T here seems to be a strong consensus in 
Finnish foreign and security policy. All 

political parties are now more pro-Western 
than any of them was before the Russian inva-
sion. This puts the peace movement in a rather 
marginal position. They have criticized the lack 
of transparency and popular vote in the deci-
sion-making process concerning NATO mem-
bership and the ADC agreement.12 They also 
point to the risks that they see in the militariza-

tion of society and in the commitment to mili-
tary industrial structures.13 They tend to see the 
lack of bilateral problems between Finland and 
Russia as a more signifcant warranty for peace 
than increasing military investments. However, 
the government and the public discussion are 
more concerned about hybrid threats, especial-
ly the instrumentalized entry of refugees into 
Finland. According to the Finnish authorities, 
it is clear that this type of entry into Finland 
has been aided by foreign authorities or other 
actors. Elements of international crime are also 
involved. This type of irregular immigration 
and the prospect of its escalation pose a serious 
threat to national security and public order in 
Finland. Consequently, the Finnish-Russian 
border, which had a peak of more than a million 
crossings a year, is now completely closed. 

Knowledge Production 
and Area Studies 
Finland already started scientifc-technological 
cooperation with the Soviet Union during the 
Cold War.14 For Soviet scientists, this coopera-
tion had a somewhat ambivalent character. On 
the one hand, it opened a window into some 
western knowledge and technology. However, 
it also revealed the systemic problems of their 
own system. Finnish scientists could gain an 
advantage in cooperation, especially in such 
felds as astronomy and mathematics which 
were on a high level in Soviet science. In many 
disciplines, Finns saw the cooperation mainly 
as networking and bridge-building. In the social 
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sciences, more substantive cooperation started 
only during perestroika. 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
old special organizations for Finnish-Russian 
cooperation lost their key role and the cooper-
ation was organized at the level of individual 
universities, institutes and departments. One of 
the most prominent institutions during the last 
decade has been the Institute for Atmospheric 
and Earth System Research (INAR), headed by 
Academician Markku Kulmala. He has been de-
veloping global ground based comprehensive, 
continuous observations of the earth’s surface – 
atmosphere relations, also in cooperation with 
high level Russian colleagues.15 When the war 
in Ukraine started and institutional cooperation 
with Russia was prohibited by the Finnish min-
istry of education, INAR also withdraw from 
Russia with all of their equipment. 

The Russian 
language has 

never been 
strong in 

the Finnish 
school system. 

F innish universities and polytechnics have 
rather a large number of Russian students 

and they are still permitted to study in Finland. 
The recent closing of the Finnish-Russian bor-
der may cause them considerable problems 

The Russian language has never been strong in 
the Finnish school system. English has dominat-
ed for years followed by Swedish, French, Span-
ish and Italian. Now some of the few schools 
which still have Russian in their curricula are 
about to end that and the School of Eastern Fin-
land is about to be closed completely.16 

Russian literature has been widely read in 
Finland and departments of Slavic languages 
have been relatively popular. Interdisciplinary 
Russian studies, on the other hand, was not a 
strong feld in Finland during the Cold War. Yet, 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, Finland 
invested in Russian studies when almost every-
body else was downsizing. The Academy of Fin-
land established several programs for Russian 
studies and several universities started new 
teaching programs. Aleksanteri Institute was 
established at Helsinki University in 1996.17 It is 
now one of the largest institutions on Russian, 
Eastern European and Eurasian studies, with 
about 60 scholars and regular MA and visiting 
scholars programs. 

The science policy of Finnish Russian studies 

was based on ethos of the ending the Cold 
War and creating a new cooperative approach 
in collaborating with the Russian colleagues 
on an equal basis.18 Institutional cooperation 
was intensive, especially with those Russian 
universities and institutions that had an ambi-
tious orientation towards the Western social 
sciences.19 The Russian invasion caused a quick 
decision in the Finnish ministry of education to 
stop all institutional scientifc cooperation with 
Russia. The research community felt that this 
decision might be too straightforward, creating 
problems for exactly those Russians who would 
like to cooperate with the West. Specialists on 
Russian issues and cooperation were not heard 
in the decision making process.20 Since the war 
started, institutional cooperation is not possi-
ble, although contacts with individual scholars 
are possible and are rather actively maintained. 
To some extent the problems are paradoxical. 
For example, we had a center of excellence 
funded by the Academy of Finland. Almost ffty 
senior scholars from the West and Russia par-
ticipated in this project. It ended up suggesting 
a new paradigm for Russian studies. Now the 
fnal book has been translated into Russian but 
cannot be published there. We have ourselves 
created a need for a new tamizdat. Another 
major new problem is that feldwork in Russia 
is no more possible. 

In more substantive terms, the growing inter-
est and funding within the feld is in the is-

sues of foreign policy, security, war and defense. 
Issues of Russian political development remain 
relevant. Scholars representing these topics are 
in the media almost on a daily basis. There is not 
much interest in business for obvious reasons. 
Finland’s renowned Bank of Finland Institute 
for Emerging Economies (BOFIT) publishes 
regular reports on Russian economic develop-
ment.21 However, there is not much of interest 
concerning these issues among students. Also 
within social sciences, interest in and teaching 
of Russian studies seems to be withering away. 
On the other hand, the good news is that inter-
est in Ukrainian support, cooperation, language 
and society is growing. 

Academic freedom remains intact in Finland. 
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However, individual scholars interpreted as 
dissidents concerning Russia or NATO may be 
attacked more aggressively in social media than 
ever before.22 

There are many Russian scholars working in 
Finland. We do not know whether these people 
are at risk because of their Western contacts. 
So far, the agenda is more concerned with the 
practical problems with crossing the border. 

Economy, Everyday Life 
and Civil Society 
Until 2013, Russia was one of Finland’s largest 
trading partners, a huge outlet for Finnish ex-
ports and its primary source of energy imports. 
Finland was particularly dependent on Russian 
exports of natural gas, crude oil and wood fuels. 
Before the February invasion, from 60 to 65 % 
of Finnish energy imports came from Russia.23 

Russia’s importance as a trade partner for 
Finland already decreased after the annexation 
of Crimea in 2014 and further declined dramat-
ically in 2022. If the risks of the Soviet trade 
were realized in early 1990, the full scale of the 
risks in contemporary Russia became evident 
in 2022. Finland strongly condemned Rus-
sia’s actions and supported the EU’s sanctions 
against it, despite being one of the countries 
most negatively afected by them.24 

Finnish dependence on Russian oil and gas 
was not as difcult as the fgures would lead one 
to believe. Oil is a world market product and the 
Finnish companies have been able to replace 
Russian oil with other producers.25 With regard 
to gas dependency, as early as on April 7, 2022, 
the government’s economic policy ministerial 
committee supported measures to lease a large 
LNG terminal ship in cooperation with Estonia. 
The terminal ship is placed on the southern 
coast of Finland in the immediate vicinity of the 
natural gas network.26 The necessary port struc-
tures and connection to the gas network have 
been built in both Finland and Estonia. 

However, the cutting of economic relations 
with Russia has afected some felds of industry 
and some regions rather dramatically. 

 The Russian electricity market was re-
formed in a long process starting 2002. In 2008, 
Finnish electricity company Fortum bought 

the majority of the Western Siberian regional 
power plant TGC-10 for around 2.5 billion eu-
ros. The shareholding increased rapidly to 94%. 
Fortum’s Russian risks rose to 4–5 billion euros 
when the investments required by the Siberian 
utilities and a 25 % slice of the TGC-1 power 
plant operating in northwestern Russia were in-
cluded. All this made Fortum one of the biggest 
Western investors in Russia. Following Russia’s 
attack on Ukraine and against the backdrop of 
Russia’s ongoing war against Ukraine, Fortum 
resolved to exit all of its Russia operations and 
business relationships. The Russian assets 
have been deconsolidated in 2023, fully written 
down, and the operations have been classifed 
as discontinued. Fortum is no longer active in 
Russia. It aims at focusing on its Nordics strat-
egy and portfolio.27 Fortum has been preparing 
a controlled exit from Russian market, with the 
divestment of Russian assets (formerly PAO 
Fortum) as the preferred path. This is not easy 
since any sale of these assets require presiden-
tial approval in Russia. 

The American Lock-

heed Martin F-35 was 

chosen as Finland’s 

next fighter in 2021. 

Here F-35 en route to 

Turku Airshow, June 

2019. 

PHOTO: U.S. AIR FORCE 

The Finnish 
companies 
have been able 
to replace 
Russian oil 
with other 
producers. 

A nother way Finland underestimated the 
Russian risk was in pursuing the Han-

hikivi 1 nuclear power plant project, in which 
the Russian state-owned nuclear company, 
Rosatom, acquired a 34 % share in 2012. Despite 
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broad popular opposition, the Finnish Parlia-
ment approved the project, only months after 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea.28 The project 
was cancelled in May 2022. Finland has  

offered the 
possibility of 

dual citizenship  
for Russians. 

S anctions and cutting ties with Russia 
also have a regional aspect. Things are 

worse in Eastern Finland than in the rest of 
the country. The region has already had higher 
unemployment and morbidity rates and a lower 
dependency ratio. Eastern Finland’s popula-
tion forecasts are falling faster than elsewhere. 
Russia’s attack on Ukraine in the spring of 
2022 gave more momentum to the downward 
trend of the statistical curves. It broke the 
cornerstone of Eastern Finland’s economy and 
the hope for the future: tourism.29 New forms 
of regional policy are needed. The security 
problematic has a regional aspect as well. After 
February 2022, the Finnish authorities began 
to pay more attention to suspicious Russian ac-
tivity in Finland, such as Russian citizens’ real 
estate purchases near strategically important 
locations like ports and military bases. Already 
in 2019, legislation was passed to make such 
activity more difcult, and now these issues are 
in the media on a daily basis. 

Finland has never had a comprehensive Rus-
sian speaking minority. Some Russian speaking 
families date back to the years of Russian empire 
and some to the white emigration after the 
Bolshevik revolution. Yet this minority was al-
ways very small. After the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, everyday contacts between Russians and 
Finns have been rather intensive. One fow from 
Russia to Finland were the so-called return-
ing Finns, Ingrian Finns and Ingrians. Many 
of them were completely Russian speaking 
when they moved to Finland.30 Many Russian 
speaking people have also come to Finland from 
Russia and lately mainly from Estonia seeking 
better living standards. Thus, there are about 
30,000 Russian citizens living in Finland and 
90,000 people in Finland whose native tongue is 
Russian. There has not been any strong political 
tension caused by this minority, not even during 
the war in Ukraine. However, the closing of 
the border has mobilized this group to ask for 
their rights since many of them have relatives 

and permanent contacts with Russia.31 This is 
one aspect in a more general tension between 
national security on the one hand and interna-
tional agreements on human rights on the other 
hand. Another issue concerning the Russian 
minority is dual citizenship. Finland has ofered 
the possibility of dual citizenship for Russians 
and now the political discussion has started on 
whether this could be cancelled.32 This is not 
an easy operation legally and may cause new 
tension with the minority. 

D uring the Cold War, one of the most 
popular organizations within Finnish civil 

society was the Finland-Soviet Union society. 
It was a Finnish friendship society founded on 
October 15, 1944, after Finland had signed an 
armistice with the Soviet Union. The mission 
of the organization was to nurture friendly re-
lations between Finland and the Soviet Union, 
and the club developed a strong state and party 
political character. In the 1970s, the club had 
almost 200,000 members. Individuals joined 
the club, but also many organizations were 
collectively members of the club, for example 
trade unions.33 In Cold War Finland, the club 
had an almost governmental status, and had sig-
nifcant assets and infuence. When the Soviet 
Union collapsed, the club changed its name to 
Finland-Russia-society. The governmental sta-
tus was gone but intensive cultural contacts and 
travelling to Russia remained relevant. After the 
invasion of Ukraine, the Finnish government at 
the time suddenly and surprisingly decided to 
completely end state funding for this organi-
zation. Many social democratic politicians, for 
example the former foreign minister Tuomio-
ja, criticized this decision as non-civilized.34 

They asked whether the government had any 
information at all about the activities of the club 
during recent decades. For the last ten years, it 
had supported the Russian opposition. ● 

Markku Kivinen, Professor Emeritus 

in Russian studies, at the Aleksanteri Institute, 

the Finnish Centre for Russian and Eastern 

European Studies, Helsinki University. 
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https://Russia.31
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A Decisive Watershed 
for Germany 
and a Turning Point 
for Europe 
by Susan Lindholm and Ann-Judith Rabenschlag 

or many Germans, Russia’s 
large-scale invasion of Ukraine seemed 
to coincide with the end of the COVID-19 
pandemic. German coronavirus poli-

cy was very restrictive, unlike for instance 
Sweden’s  approach; it included prohibition 
of social contacts, compulsory mask-wearing 
and the closure of schools and kindergartens. 
Discussions about whether these measures 
were necessary, led to serious societal tensions, 
expressed in (among other things) a strong 
anti-vaccine movement, demonstrations, and 
general dissatisfaction with politics and democ-
racy. In early 2022, just over a year after mass 
vaccinations against COVID-19 were launched, 
more and more German scientists and politi-
cians were calling for an end to the restrictions. 
Even the health minister, who had demanded 
strict restrictions since the pandemic started, 
now felt that “measured easing” of regulations 
was appropriate.1 Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
destroyed the hopes many Germans had of a 
return to normality. 

Zeitenwende: A Turning Point in History 

The German government interpreted the events 
of February 24, 2022, as a dramatic watershed. 
Three days after the Russian invasion, social 
democratic chancellor Olaf Scholz spoke in the 
German Bundestag of a “Zeitenwende, a turning 
point in the history of the continent”. He saw 
the security architecture that had prevailed 
in Europe since the end of WWII now called 
into question, and announced far-reaching 
changes to the country’s political course: an 
immediate halt to the construction of the Nord 
Stream 2 gas pipeline, 100 billion euros for the 
German armed forces, the supply of military aid 
to Ukraine, i.e., into a war zone, and sanctions 
of unprecedented scope against Russia. At the 
same time, Scholz emphasized the importance 
of distinguishing between Russian decision 
makers and the general population. He defned 
the war as “Putin’s war”, while “post-WWII 
reconciliation between Russians and Germans” 
remained an important chapter in the coun-
tries’ joint history.2 This clearly demonstrated 



 

 

 

the moral dilemma in which the German 
government fnds itself since outbreak of the 
Ukraine war. For while German history policy 
was initially exclusively concerned with com-
ing to terms with the Holocaust, knowledge 
about other German war crimes on the Eastern 
front and the deportation of slave laborers from 
Eastern Europe to Germany had become more 
signifcant in recent decades. Ever since, both 
conservative and social democratic govern-
ments have seen coming to terms with these 
crimes as the foundation for reconciliation with 
Germany’s eastern neighbors, not least Russia. 
One year after the large-scale invasion began, 
Putin touched on precisely this sensitive issue 
at the ofcial Russian commemoration of the 
battle of Stalingrad. He described the German 
government’s decision to deliver Leopard tanks 
to Ukraine as history repeating itself: once 
again, German tanks were targeting Russia.3 For 
a large proportion of the German social dem-
ocratic movement and left-of-center parties, 
another lesson of WWII up to that point was 
military disarmament and a ban on sending 
armaments into war zones. February 24, 2022, 
forced the governing coalition of Social Dem-
ocrats, Greens and Liberals to rethink these 
lessons, leading to controversial discussions, 
often even within the parties. 

Armament Supplies and Rearming 
the German Armed Forces 
The German government’s initial hesitation 
about sending military aid to Ukraine arose 
from a number of considerations. The moral 
reservations derived from German history as 
mentioned above were not the only reason 
behind it. Germany also wanted at any price to 
avoid being seen by Russia as an active partic-
ipant in the war. The issue also arose of how 
far the German army, whose budget had been 
continuously reduced in the past few years, 
was even capable of fulflling arms delivery 
quotas. The German government’s decision, 
in the face of the massing of Russian troops on 
the Ukrainian border in the days leading up to 
February 24, 2022, to send not armaments but 

5,000 helmets to Ukraine, led to outrage and 
incomprehension, not only in Ukraine.4 

Right-wing protest against the German government’s Ukraine policy. October 8, 

2022. PHOTO: MATTHIAS BERG FOTOGRAF BERLIN/FLICKR CC 

German arms  
supplies are  
now in second  
place on the  
list of state  
military aid to  
Ukraine. 

H owever, over the past two years the 
German government’s – and not least the 

chancellor’s – attitude to arms deliveries has 
gradually changed. German arms supplies are 
now in second place on the list of state mili-
tary aid to Ukraine; only the US provide more 
armaments than Germany.5 In the face of the US 
Congress’s blockade of further arms supplies, 
Chancellor Scholz recently travelled to the US 
to canvass for additional military aid. The pro-
vision of Taurus cruise missiles as requested by 
Ukraine is currently being blocked by the Ger-
man government, however. The conservative 
opposition’s motion on this point was rejected 
by the Bundestag on February 22, 2024.6 

Reactions within Germany to the country’s 
military aid are divided but tend to be posi-
tive.7 Fear that the war may spread to Germany 
is widespread among the population. One year 
after war broke out, for example, two thirds 
of Germans (68 %) were somewhat (42 %) or 
very (26 %) concerned that Russia could at-
tack Germany militarily. This fear of war leads 
to widespread agreement to arms supplies for 
Ukraine on the one hand but, on the other, also 
to an increased desire for autocratic leader-
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ship in the country8  – a point of great concern 
from the democratic point of view. At the same 
time, the situation has triggered a discussion 
about the condition and military clout of the 
German armed forces. Army representatives 
demand faster and more forceful implemen-
tation of what Scholz termed the “historical 
turning point” in security policy.9 Reintroduc-
tion of general compulsory military service, 
abolished in 2011, is now also being consid-
ered. 

Russia’s ag-
gression and 

the subsequent 
sanctions 

had negative 
economic 

consequences 
in Germany. 

Dependencies of German Energy 
and Economic Policy 
The full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine 
also faced Germany with serious econom-
ic problems. As recently as 2021, Germany 
imported 32 % of its gas, 34 % of crude oil and 
53 % of coal supplies from Russia.10 Under 
Chancellor Merkel, the country had greatly 
intensifed its trade relations with Russia in 
recent years– partly motivated by the hope 
of creating inducements for Russia to open 
up politically and socially to the West. The 
construction of the Nord Stream pipeline that 
delivered Russian gas to Germany from 2011, 
however, was based on a decision by social 
democratic Chancellor Gerhard Schröder as 
far back as 2005. Sole owner of the follow-up 
project Nord Stream 2 is Gazprom, the Rus-
sian state oil company. Controversially, former 
Chancellor Schröder is chair of the Nord 
Stream 2 supervisory board. Since the “turn-
ing point in history” announced by Chancellor 
Scholz, however, the commissioning of Nord 
Stream 2 has been indefnitely postponed and 
due to the sabotage of the pipeline in Septem-
ber 2022, is probably no longer technically 
possible.11 German energy policy’s high level of 
dependency on Russia also explains Germa-
ny’s hesitation to agree to the joint European 
decision immediately after the outbreak 
of war to exclude Russia from the SWIFT 
payment system. This attitude caused resent-
ment, in particular among Germany’s Eastern 
European neighbors. Since then, however, the 
German government has supported the EU’s 
packages of sanctions. 

Russia’s aggression and the subsequent 

sanctions had negative economic consequences 
in Germany, as in many other countries. The 
decline in economic growth coincided with 
rapidly increasing prices for raw materials and 
consumer goods. A recent study estimates that 
economic losses for German GDP due to the 
Russian invasion will total 15–20 billion US 
dollars by 2026.12 Rising prices for electricity, 
heating and food are currently causing prob-
lems for many German households. To address 
this issue, the German government has decided 
to support its citizens with packages of meas-
ures costing a total of almost 300 billion euros, 
in the form of subsidies for heating or housing 
costs for example. In view of the weak eco-
nomic outlook, however, it is not clear how this 
necessary fnancial relief can be funded in the 
long term.13 

B anning imports of Russian raw materials 
also hit Germany particularly hard be-

cause the country is in the process of resetting 
its energy policy. Germany has made the fnal 
decision to exit nuclear power. This process is 
irreversible for legal, technical and economic 
reasons – the last atomic power plants went 
ofine in April 2022.14 The government’s long-
term strategy aims to make Germany climate 
neutral by 2045, necessitating the end of power 
generation from coal by 2038 at the latest. Coal 
was still required to ensure secure power gener-
ation in 2023 but in smaller quantities than in 
the previous year. In the same year, the pro-
portion of electricity from renewable sources 
reached 50 percent for the frst time. Other 
possible solutions have also been considered in 
recent years. The Green minister for economy 
and climate protection, Robert Habeck, went to 
Qatar and the UAE in March 2022 to negotiate 
additional deliveries of liquifed natural gas. 
These negotiations, which could lead to new 
politically problematic dependencies, were 
heavily criticized by German public opinion. 
The energy policy measures enacted since the 
outbreak of war have made Germany largely in-
dependent of Russian energy supplies. Norway 
has taken Russia’s place as the main supplier of 
gas; Germany also imports and exports electric-
ity within the Single European Market. 
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Impact on Political Parties 
in Germany 
The Ukraine war has had some serious con-
sequences for German political parties. The 
Social Democratic Party (SPD), had won the 
German election with Chancellor Scholz only 
weeks before February 24, 2022, ending Angela 
Merkel’s 16 years in government – and was now 
faced with the next great challenge after corona 
crisis management. For the frst time in the 
history of the Federal Republic the governing 
coalition comprised not two but three parties: 
the SPD, the Green party and the liberal FDP. At 
frst, the government’s and chancellor’s foreign 
policy approach were unclear. However, the 
SPD not only had to shoulder responsibility for 
governing the country; they also had to deal 
with the inheritance of the party’s history. Po-
litical icon Willy Brandt and the foundation of 
his “new Eastern policy” seemed to be shaken 
by Russia’s aggression. The policy of “change 
through rapprochement”, that had led to im-
proving German-Soviet and therefore also Ger-
man-German relations in the 1970s and ’80s, no 
longer seemed to gain traction with post-Soviet 
Russia. February 24, 2022, therefore resulted 
in a radical about-face in the Social Democrats’ 
policy towards Russia. While the SPD election 
manifesto in 2021 claimed that peace in Europe 
could be maintained “not against but only with 
Russia”, the 2023 SPD party conference reject-
ed the notion of normalizing relations “as long 
as Russia continues to pursue its imperialistic 
aims of conquest and repression of sovereign 
states”.15 Former chancellor Gerhard Schröder 
constitutes another problem for the SPD, as he 
maintained his private friendship with Putin 
even after Russia’s large-scale invasion and 
initially also showed no sign of willingness to 
end his business relations with Russian energy 
companies. Proceedings to exclude him from 
the party have been opened twice, but both 
attempts failed.16 

Slide from a pres-

entation at the 2022 

SPD party conference 

entitled ”Putin’s war 

– a historical turning 

point?” 

PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA 

F or the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), 
Germany’s largest conservative party, the 

outbreak of war meant above all a reevalua-
tion of Angela Merkel’s foreign policy. During 
her long period in government, Merkel was 

admired abroad for her political resolve and sta-
bility. She featured on lists of the most powerful 
people in the world several times and graced 
the cover of TIME magazine in 2018 as “Frau 
Europa”.17 In domestic policy, she was viewed as 
heir to the long-dominant conservative Helmut 
Kohl – the chancellor of German reunifcation, 
East German economic reconstruction, and 
European integration. Because Merkel came 
from the GDR, her chancellorship also was 
considered to be a unifying factor for Germany. 
In her early period in ofce from 2005 she con-
tinued her predecessor’s political and economic 
detente towards Russia but unlike Schröder, 
she never had a close relationship with Putin. 
After Russia’s annexation of the Crimea in 2014, 
Merkel was one of those calling for economic 
sanctions and the exclusion of Russia from the 
G8. At the same time, however, she supported 
the idea of a second Baltic pipeline, an approach 
that was heavily criticized particularly after 
February 24, 2022. During the past two years 
Merkel herself has often stated that even with 
hindsight, she considers that the Russia policy 
during her period in government was correct.18 

While Merkel’s immediate successors as party 
leaders, Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer and 
Armin Laschet, were overshadowed by her 
heritage, the current CDU leader since January 
2022, Friedrich Merz, is her political rival. In 
terms of domestic policy, this means the party 
program has shifted to the right – it is not yet 
clear what position Merz will adopt long term 
in relation to collaboration with the far-right 
AfD. Regarding foreign policy, Merz is highly 
critical of Merkel’s policy towards Russia; he 
has even voiced devastating criticism of his 
predecessor’s decisions in the tabloid press.19 

The CDU demands the supply of Taurus cruise 

U
K

R
R

O
U

K
A

Z
B

G
R

 
TU

R
P

O
L

H
U

N
B

IH
 

SW
E

M
D

A
D

EU
B

LR
 

SV
K

LVA
FIN

A
ZE 

R
U

S
K

G
Z

CZE
A

R
M

 

145 

https://press.19
https://correct.18
https://Europa�.17
https://failed.16
https://states�.15


 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A
R

M
CZ

E
K

G
Z

R
U

S 
A

ZE
FI

N
LV

A
SV

K
 

B
LR

D
EU

M
D

A
SW

E 
B

IH
H

U
N

P
O

L
TU

R
 

B
G

R
K

A
Z

R
O

U
U

K
R

 

missiles to Ukraine and even harder sanctions 
against Russia. However, a motion to this efect 
was recently rejected by the Bundestag.20 

Air defence is one of 

the focus areas of the 

German deliveries. 

This picture shows 

the Patriot air defence 

missile system. 

PHOTO: BUNDESWEHR 

/TOM TWARDY 

F or the Bündnis 90/Die Grünen, the Green 
party, the issue of fnding an appropriate 

reaction to Russian aggression again led to crit-
ical debates regarding their ideological roots, as 
had the wars in former Yugoslavia years earlier. 
After German reunifcation, the party united 
West German opponents of nuclear power, en-
vironmental campaigners, and peace movement 
supporters with East German human rights 
activists; it has been undergoing a transforma-
tion process for many years. Its origin is in the 
anti-establishment movement, yet today the 
party is again part of the German government. 
Green politicians occupy important ministerial 
posts, such as Foreign Minister and Minister 
for Economic Afairs. While many members of 
the founding generation are still critical of arms 
supplies to Ukraine, the younger generation 
including Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock 
see them as urgently necessary. This action 
is made easier by the fact that in the past, the 
Russian government was never the party’s frst 
contact partner in Eastern Europe, unlike to/for 
the SPD and CDU; instead, for years the Green 
party has cultivated contacts to the Russian op-
position and democratic forces in other Eastern 
European countries.21 Immediately after the 
war broke out, half the Green’s voters were in 
favor of sending tanks to Ukraine, more than 
any other party’s voters.22 Since the outbreak of 
war the Green Minister for Economic Afairs, 
Robert Habeck, has also been confronted 
with the difcult task of ensuring Germany’s 
energy supply without calling into question the 
planned phase-out of coal. 

How far 
the AfD 

will be able 
to influence 

Germany’s 
policy towards 

Russia in future 
is an open 
question. 

The left-wing Die Linke party unites West 
German left-wing socialists and the successor 
party to the GDR’s state party, the SED. After 
February 24, 2022, it saw itself compelled to 
rethink its traditionally close relationship to 
Russia. The party condemned Russia’s invasion 
and confrmed Ukraine’s right to defend itself. 
Unlike the governing parties and the CDU, how-
ever, it is against military aid to Ukraine and still 
believes in the possibility of negotiations.23 In-
ternal disputes that originated long before 2022 
led to the fnal collapse of the party group in the 
Bundestag in the fall of 2023. The party’s future 
is uncertain.24 Charismatic Die Linke luminary 
Sahra Wagenknecht quit the party in early 2024 
to found her own party, Bündnis Sahra Wagen-
knecht. The new party can be classifed as left 
wing populist; it presents itself as a voice for 
justice in domestic policy and pacifst in foreign 
policy. Wagenknecht is against supplying arms 
to Ukraine and has spoken out for referendums 
in the Russian-occupied areas, referring to 
Putin’s statements in the interview with Tucker 
Carlsson. 25 

A longside the other German parliamenta-
ry parties, the right-wing populist party 

Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) described 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine as a breach of 
international law. However, party leaders 
repeatedly talk of the West’s “provocative 
behavior” towards Russia, particularly the USA 
and NATO.26 The AfD is against arms supplies 
for Ukraine and in favor of ending economic 
sanctions against Russia. It demands that the 
Nord Stream pipeline be repaired and Rus-
sian gas supplies resumed – demands that the 
Bündnis Sahra Wagenknecht also shares.27 Since 
it was founded in 2013 as an anti-euro party, the 
AfD has not only continuously moved further to 
the right on domestic policy; its foreign policy 
has also turned ever more clearly against the 
West and towards Russia. The latter approach 
applies in particular to the east German re-
gional party associations, while those in the 
west of the country tend to adhere to a Western 
political orientation. As a result, the issue of the 
party’s global political orientation has increas-
ingly led to internal confict since February 24, 
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2022. Throughout Germany, however, the AfD 
demonstrates a great closeness to Russia de-
spite these internal disputes. The party’s links 
to the Russian regime have long been known; 
however, they have become more clearly visible 
since the war broke out.28 February 24, 2022, 
did not bring about a break in this develop-
ment; on the contrary, the party increased its 
rapprochement with Russia. In this, the AfD 
difers from other right-wing populist parties 
in Europe such as Meloni’s Fratelli d’Italia.29 

Initially the AfD did not object to Germany tak-
ing in Ukrainian refugees, but already warned 
in early 2022 about abuse of the regulations for 
admission of refugees.30 In the current debate, 
party leaders repeatedly state their claim that 
refugees are taking advantage of German social 
security provision. How far the AfD will be able 
to infuence Germany’s policy towards Russia in 
future is an open question: Polls currently show 
the party at about 20% nationwide but the mass 
demonstrations in many German towns and cit-
ies in recent weeks, against right-wing extrem-
ism and specifcally against the AfD, also show 
that many Germans do not share the AfD’s posi-
tions.31 The Federal Ofce for the Protection of 
the Constitution has already classifed the AfD 
regional associations in Saxony, Saxony-An-
halt and Thuringia as “confrmed right-wing 
extremist” organizations. A ban of the party at 
federal level is under consideration.32 

Ukrainian Refugees in Germany 
So far, Germany has taken in around 1.2 million 
Ukrainian refugees, most of them women and 
children. According to EU guidelines these 
refugees have protected status, require no 
visas, and can move freely within Germany 
under Schengen regulations. A few weeks 
ago, residence permits for Ukrainian refugees 
were extended until March 2025.33 The large 
number of refugees is a challenge for the social 
infrastructure of many German Länder. After 
war broke out, many arrival centers reached 
capacity within a very short time. It quickly be-
came obvious that new refugee and emergency 
accommodation was needed, and kindergarten 
and school places also are still required. How-
ever, many local authorities have now refused 

to take in more refugees. Many Ukrainians still 
fnd it difcult to break into the German labor 
market. Employment agency statistics showed 
that by late 2023, 21 % of Ukrainian refugees 
of working age were integrated in the labor 
market. The refugees have had access to basic 
fnancial benefts since June 1, 2022.34 

Germany’s 
represent-
atives now 
feel forced 
to rethink in 
terms of both 
energy policy 
and politics of 
history. 

Final Comments 
To sum up, we can state that February 24, 2022, 
was a decisive watershed for Germany in many 
ways. Russia’s aggression exposed not just 
Germany’s dependence on Russian raw mate-
rials but also the problematic links of German 
parties and institutions with the Russian gov-
ernment. Germany’s representatives now feel 
forced to rethink in terms of both energy policy 
and politics of history. On the one hand, Russia’s 
invasion is forcing them to establish new trade 
contacts and perhaps also to accelerate the 
transition to green energy. On the other hand, 
Germany’s past policy towards Russia under 
both social democratic and conservative gov-
ernments since reunifcation must be reconsid-
ered in the light of the current war. Germany’s 
historical responsibility, its geographical posi-
tion and its role as Europe’s largest economy all 
compel the country to design a policy towards 
Ukraine and Russia that harmonizes with the 
interests of both its Eastern and Western Euro-
pean neighbors. At the same time, it must gain 
the approval of the German people. In view of 
the difcult economic situation and the highly 
polarized social climate since the coronavirus 
pandemic, this is a challenging task. ● 

Susan Lindholm, PhD in History 

and History Didactics, is a Senior Lecturer
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The Government’s 
Views on Russia’s 
Aggression – and Its 
Consequences 
by Tamás Csiki Varga 

ompared to the European main-
stream, the Hungarian government 
clearly holds an outlier’s perception 
of the geostrategic shift that is taking 

place as an outcome of Russia’s aggression 
against Ukraine. As the war enters its third 
year, this brief essay ofers an assessment of the 
Hungarian position and the drivers behind. To 
go beyond ofcial narratives, fve – anonymous 
– in-depth interviews with policy experts and 
policymakers provide the background of the 
argumentation outlined.1 This shows that mis-
interpreted and misjudged pre-war calculations 
predetermined the Orban government’s course 
of action just before the upcoming parliamenta-
ry elections in 2022, creating path-dependence 
in certain issues. However, while balancing on 
a narrow path to maneuver, Hungarian foreign 
and security policy in 2022–2023 attempted to 
act in hyper-pragmatic, transactional ways, con-
sistently believing in a return to the status quo 
ante with Russia under the slogans of promot-
ing (peace) negotiations, and “connectivity”. 

A Prelude to War 
Prior to February 24, 2022, the chances of esca-
lation of the Russia–Ukraine low intensity con-

fict into a major, large-scale, high-intensity war 
were misjudged and underestimated in most 
European capitals, despite consistent American 
whistleblowing since November 2021. This was 
not diferent in Hungary either – so much so 
that PM Orban visited Vladimir Putin in Mos-
cow on February 1, 2022, “on a peace mission”,2 

and even on the eve of the Russian invasion, 
leading Hungarian politicians and government 
media pundits consistently denied the possibil-
ity of war.3 There were several possible reasons 
for this that have their roots in the traits and 
functioning of the – then already disintegrating 
– post-Cold War European security architec-
ture. 

F irst, Russia’s willingness to extensively use 
its armed forces and carry out renewed 

aggression against Ukraine had been underesti-
mated, while Belarus’ passive involvement was 
also discounted for. Despite Russia’s hybrid war 
in Crimea and the destabilization of the Donbas 
in 2014–2015, most European leaders did not 
take the challenge to the European security 
architecture seriously. The low-key action for 
Europe (such as the introduction of minor sanc-
tions, the brokering of the Minsk Agreements 



 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

  

without the determination to realize a sustaina-
ble arrangement) failed to ensure lasting peace, 
because these did not force the aggressor to 
refrain from its course of action. This appease-
ment policy, based on a strong belief in the sus-
tainment of the post-Cold War European order, 
reinforced Russian expectations that Europe is 
politically weak, fragmented, and can be forced 
to accept changes – even through using military 
power. 

Second, economic cooperation relying on rel-
atively cheaper Russian energy for developing 
European industrial production with a com-
parative advantage – building on the success 
of German “Ostpolitik” – developed into the 
central tenet of European–Russian relations. 
Central and Eastern European infrastructural 
dependencies served as a supporting pillar for 
maintaining this arrangement. 

T hird, during the past two decades, im-
portant pillars of European security have 

ceased to function efciently, or even exist: con-
fdence and security building measures (such 
as transparency regarding the conduct of major 
military exercises), multilateral and bilateral 
US–Russian agreements (CFE, INF), and the 
respect for security guarantees provided by 
great powers in international agreements (all 
four agreements standing up for the sovereignty 
and territorial integrity of Ukraine). 

Fourth, as defense and (both conventional 
and nuclear) deterrence largely have been 
based on the US military presence in Europe, 

mostly within NATO’s framework, Russia yet 
again addressed its security concerns vis-á-vis 
Western interests in a Russia–US and Russia– 
NATO format. Such negotiating tactics from 
Moscow attempted to make (Central) European 
countries only objects, not subjects, of negoti-
ations. 

Viktor Orbán visited 

Vladimir Putin in 

Moscow on February 

1, 2022, “on a peace 

mission”. 

PHOTO: MTI/KREMLIN 

Budapest has 
been moving 
on a path of 
isolation at 
a time when 
regional 
political and 
military 
cooperation 
has been 
‘the norm’. 

An Outlier Position 
Ever since Russia’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine, the Hungarian government’s views 
and actions have largely been divergent from 
the mainstream European stance that provides 
Ukraine the (political, economic, and military) 
means necessary to fght its war of self-defense. 
As a result, the failed assumption of a short war 
(in its 3rd year already), as well as the conse-
quences of the war (relatively strong, united 
European answers including the break-away 
from Russian energy dependence, as well as 
unprecedented military support to Ukraine), 
mixed with wishful thinking (conservative 
turns in European capitals in 2022–2023, 
the hope of aligning more countries with the 
Hungarian stance), Budapest has been moving 
on a path of isolation at a time when regional 
political and military cooperation has been 
“the norm”. Still, despite controversial political 
messages and mixed moves, the most important 
red-line agreements within EU and NATO were 
not efectively blocked by Hungary, showing a 
moderate level of compliance. 

The Hungarian government clearly holds an 
outlier’s perception of the geostrategic shift 
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that is taking place, most particularly of Russia’s 
aggression against Ukraine. On the one hand, its 
ofcial position refects conformity with NATO 
and EU allies’ assessments, acknowledging the 
fact of armed aggression against the sovereignty 
and territory of Ukraine, while on the other 
hand, the direct efects and indirect impli-
cations of the reappearance of major armed 
confict in Europe are somewhat misjudged 
and misinterpreted. Misjudged in the sense 
that upon entering the third year of the confict, 
hopes are still alive for a possible return to the 
status quo ante with Russia, particularly regard-
ing energy policies (natural gas, oil and nuclear 
as well); misinterpreted in the sense that for do-
mestic policy purposes the Hungarian govern-
ment adopted a “harbinger of peace” position, 
and as an outcome, selectively stands up against 
those allied eforts which “prolong the war” 
through providing the means necessary for 
Ukraine to withstand Russian aggression. The 
reasons for this outlier position are manifold, 
and can be briefy assessed along the following 
arguments, based on which path-dependency is 
observable. 

Viktor Orbán holding his victory 

speech on peace and security in 

Bálna, Budapest, April 3, 2022. 

PHOTO: ELEKES ANDOR/WIKIMEDIA COMMONS 

The ‘harbinger 
of peace’ role 
was designed 

for domestic 
audiences. 

T he Hungarian foreign policy establish-
ment did not anticipate the 2022 escala-

tion and was convinced that long-term damage 
to geostrategic relations could be avoided. Once 
the Russian invasion began and the military 
aggression became obvious, Budapest frst ex-
pected a brief, low intensity confict (like during 
the annexation of Crimea), then a relatively 
short war and partial return to the status quo 
ante (like after the destabilization of the Don-

bas) – but the war became protracted and there 
was no  “plan B”.4 

This strategic shock was exacerbated by 
domestic circumstances: facing parliamentary 
elections on April 3, 2022. The “harbinger of 
peace” role was designed for domestic audi-
ences and paid of for the governing coalition, 
in that it retained power (54% of votes, 68% of 
mandates).5 However, because of this message’s 
central role in political campaigning, the chanc-
es and legitimacy of reversing it have been very 
limited. Furthermore, the slogan of “cutting 
utility prices” (cheap household energy) has 
been one of the main pillars of domestic pop-
ularity of the Fidesz-KDNP government since 
around 2014, and it was judged politically risky 
to fully give it up. This is also part of the expla-
nation why the Hungarian government stood 
up against sanctioning (any form of ) Russian 
energy imports, possibly endangering access to 
cheap energy. Relatively cheap energy has also 
been a key competitiveness factor in industry.6 

In addition, energy dependence on Russia has 
remained an unresolved problem, as through-
out the 2010s energy policy decisions resulted 
precisely in strengthening such dependence, 
not decreasing it. In January 2014, the nuclear 
agreement on the Paks-2 extension was signed: 
2*1200MW blocs are to be built by Rosatom 
(originally planned to be operational by the ear-
ly 2030s but stalling) for 12.5 billion euros, 80% 
of which is covered by Russian industrial credit. 
Despite very limited and delayed progress 
achieved within the project and the obvious 
difculties of Rosatom’s functioning within the 
EU, the Paks-2 development plan is still kept 
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on track with minor modifcations, keeping 
Russian nuclear energy dependence intact.7 In 
October 2021 a 10+5 year long-term gas supply 
contract was signed with Russia for 4.5 billion 
cubic meters per annum (bcma), TTF-indexed, 
base load contract (with two delivery points: 
3.5 bcma from Serbia via Balkan Stream, and 
1 bcma from Austria). In the summer of 2022, 
the purchase of 700 million cubic meters of 
natural gas from Russia was agreed on top of 
that, together with a partial payment extension 
(practically Russian industrial credit) agreed 
in September for the winter 2022/2023 natural 
gas deliveries.8 These steps underlined that de-
spite the ongoing war in Ukraine the Hungarian 
government was not following suit with allied 
countries in Europe, presumably driven by the 
belief that keeping energy transfers from Russia 
alive would be manageable and could bring 
cost-savings vis-á-vis alternative natural gas 
sources from the world market. Both presump-
tions have remained unproven. However, as the 
war became protracted, some steps were taken 
in 2023 to ease this strategic dependence on 
Russia in the mid-to-long term: Hungary will 
import LNG from Qatar in the framework of a 
long-term supply agreement from 2026.9 

A dding to these domestic concerns, ofcial 
relations with Ukraine have been in a 

negative spiral since 2014 due to Hungarian mi-
nority rights concerns regarding the language 
use of (about 135,000) ethnic Hungarians living 
in Zakarpattia Oblast. For several years this 
bilateral tension had occasionally been elevat-
ed to NATO/EU + Ukraine formats and spilled 
over to other policy areas, slowing down several 
Ukrainian endeavors to forge closer formal 
cooperation with these institutions, sometimes 
also forcing allies to circumvent consensual 
decisions using n+1 formats. However, after 
Ukraine made concessions in this regard by the 
end of 2023 and provided legal guarantees for 
the use of the Hungarian language in educa-
tion and public administration in general, this 
issue was pushed to the background. Since the 
escalation of the war, only minor high-level 
gestures have been made – like the ofcial visit 
of then president Katalin Novak to Ukraine in 

late 2022, and the meeting of foreign minis-
ters Szijjarto and Kuleba in early 2024 – that 
might be interpreted as partial damage control, 
but defnitely not amounting to a major shift 
in Hungarian policy towards either Ukraine 
or Russia. Support remained limited in terms 
of direct economic and humanitarian aid to 
Ukraine, but more substantial for assisting 
refugees feeing Ukraine (with a total of only 
41,065 refugees registered for asylum or tempo-
rary protection in Hungary by February 2024, 
according to UNHCR).10 Bilateral fnancial and 
military commitments have not been provided, 
humanitarian commitments amount to 0.05 bil-
lion euros, complemented by 1.51 billion euros 
for refugee assistance.11 

PM Orban 
consented to 
Ukraine’s EU 
membership 
application 
and candidate 
status in 2022. 

W hile voicing disagreement, PM Orban 
consented to Ukraine’s EU membership 

application and candidate status in 2022, and 
then to the formal beginning of accession talks 
in December 2023, as well as the 50-billion-eu-
ro long-term aid package of the EU for Ukraine 
in 2024.12 Amid repeated vocal concerns, 
PM Orban eventually also agreed to all 13 EU 
sanctions packages against Russia, adopted as 
of February 2024. However, these are only the 
consequences of peer pressure and transaction-
al (perceived or real) gains by the Hungarian 
government, not strategic alignment. As an 
outcome of sustained dissent, the room for 
maneuver in Hungarian EU policy vanished 
by the end of 2022, as was exemplifed by the 
enforced decisions of the European Council 
and Commission on withholding EU recon-
struction and MFF funds, recalling the rule 
of law conditionality mechanism. Thus, as an 
unintended outcome of the war, Budapest faced 
the simultaneous challenges of economic and 
energy security of supply crises in 2023 and the 
shattering of regional security formats in which 
Hungary is involved.13 

While subscribing to NATO decisions to 
strengthen its forward presence on the eastern 
fank and not blocking allied support to Ukraine 
efectively, direct bilateral military support has 
been refused by Hungary. EU military support 
(particularly the procurement and transfer 
of arms) has been opposed, but despite vocal 
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statements Hungary subscribed to the program 
for joint procurement of ammunition (Act in 
Support of Ammunition Production – ASAP), 
partially providing artillery ammunition for 
Ukraine as well. Even though Hungary does not 
participate in EU or British military training 
programs for members of the Ukrainian Armed 
Forces, contributions in training for future 
ordnance disposal in Ukraine and in providing 
healthcare support are observable. 

The Russian 
aggression is 

not perceived 
and thematized 

as a realistic 
military threat. 

Hungarian Views on Europe’s
 Future Security Order 
As PM Viktor Orban and political director 
Balazs Orban (no relation) have repeatedly ex-
pressed, and as it is also enshrined in the 2020 
National Security Strategy, the Fidesz–KDNP 
government follows a “pragmatic, realist” 
foreign and economic policy (void of ideology 
and the limiting efects of universal values) 
and run foreign relations accordingly. As an 
example: the frequent meetings with Russian 
foreign minister Sergei Lavrov, as well as with 
President Putin himself (under an International 
Criminal Court arrest warrant) in international 
forums, and some symbolic diplomatic gestures, 
like removing Patriarch Kirill from the EU 
sanctions list, have highlighted the Hungarian 
government’s desire to preserve close contacts 
with Russia despite the ongoing war and Putin’s 
pariah status in Western countries.14 

T he Russian aggression is not perceived and 
thematized as a realistic military threat 

either to Hungary or to its NATO and EU allies. 
On the contrary, PM Orban denies that there 
could be a realistic threat from Russia.15 The re-
view of the National Security Strategy (adopted 
in 2020) and National Military Strategy (2021) 
should have taken place in 2023 as this was a 
legal commitment under the Law on Harmoniz-
ing the Security and Defense Sectors (efective 
from 2023), but this has not taken place. This 
review should have refected on the Russia– 
Ukraine war as well, at least regarding the rele-
vant particularities (use of the armed forces as 
a tool of foreign policy, kinetic and non-kinetic 
threats, protecting critical infrastructure, en-
ergy security, cyber security and resilience and 

the lessons learnt from war fghting and from 
providing the necessary capabilities, as well as 
innovative military technology solutions). 

A possible return to the status quo ante with 
Russia at least to the degree of the pre-2022 
“dual track approach” would leave room for 
economic (energy) cooperation. This position 
also implies that PM Orbán implicitly accepts 
some Russian claims as legitimate, including a 
sphere of post-Soviet infuence to the detriment 
of Ukraine, if necessary. Consequently, giving 
up territories by Ukraine and ending the war 
with a weakened Ukrainian state might be an 
acceptable outcome under current considera-
tions – though “some entity” between Central 
European countries, like Hungary, and Russia 
should prevail – which would also serve as a 
bufer against future Russian expansionism – 
according to him.16 Still, a strong, well-armed 
Ukraine is not in his interest, keeping in mind 
the strained bilateral relations that might 
easily become a fault line in regional security 
as well.17 Clearly, neither the EU nor the NATO 
membership of Ukraine is viewed by the Orban 
government as desirable and/or realistically 
achievable. 

The Paks 2 nuclear power plant (NPP) project in 

Hungary. IMAGE COURTESY OF MVM PAKS II 

H owever, this return to the status quo ante 
with Russia is unlikely without a mean-

ingful transformation of Russian (or European) 
politics. On the contrary: containing Russia will 
be a key aspect of Central European / NATO 
eastern fank countries for the 2020s, support-
ed both by allied and self-interest of the US, 
counterbalancing a de facto challenger of the 
rules-based world order and the regional secu-
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rity architecture. Since 2022, Hungarian foreign 
policy has taken a (narrative) position that op-
poses the strengthening of “blocks”, and would 
pursue “connectivity” instead, because this 
could create opportunities for a desired “bridge 
role” between east and west, and more room 
for maneuver among allies and challengers.18 

The US’ commitment to European security and 
thus the efective functioning of NATO will be 
a determining aspect of these frameworks, be-
cause as long as Washington is able to strongly 
infuence European security and defense, the 
return to normalized relations with Russia 
may not be a viable option. Currently, this also 
deprives Hungary of her primary Central Euro-
pean allies, most importantly Poland, over their 
opposing views of the threats and challenges 
posed by Russia. This is one of the reasons why 
a possible Trump presidency and looming ques-
tions regarding the future of US commitment 
to Europe is already a core issue for the Orban 
government. ● 

Tamás Csiki Varga, Senior research fellow at the 

John Lukacs Institute for Politics and Strategy 

of the University of Public Service – Ludovika 

(Budapest, Hungary). 
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Kazakhstan 

The War in Ukraine 
as a Catalysator for 
the Decolonial Turn 
in Qazaqstan 
by Galym Zhussipbek 

his article aims to shed light on some 
serious changes in Qazaqstan1 that have 
accelerated since the double shock of 
early 2022 — frst, the massive protests of 

January 2022, “Bloody January”, and the sub-
sequent gradual dismantling of the Nazarbayev 
regime; second, the full-scale Russian aggres-
sion in February 2022 against Ukraine, the 
country which shares many similarities with 
Qazaqstan in its pre-Soviet, Soviet and post-So-
viet periods. These transformations can be 
summarized under the phenomenon referred 
to in this article as “demands for decoloniza-
tion and decolonial turn” (the defnitions will 
be explored further below). 

Both Ukraine and Qazaqstan share a long 
border with Russia. Therefore, Ukrainians and 
Qazaqs have a long history of interaction with 
the Russian state, ranging from cooperation, 
dialogue and mutual cultural fertilization to 
dramatic conficts, subjugation, and coloniza-
tion. The synergy between the geographical 
proximity to Russia and the expansionism 
inherent in both Russian and Soviet states 
explains why both Ukrainians and Qazaqs were 

at the forefront of Russian and Soviet colo-
nial projects, whether it was settler, cultural, 
linguistic, or industrial and environmental col-
onization (this factor in particular links Qazaqs 
and Ukrainians). 

On the other hand, in the post-Soviet period 
of their independence, Ukraine and Qazaqstan 
were in the unique position of possessing a 
large arsenal of nuclear weapons and other 
types of weapons of mass destruction. These 
countries were pressured to agree to denuclear-
ization in exchange for political assurances, 
which were, in reality, mere political declara-
tions, codifed by the in fact toothless Budapest 
Memorandum. Ukraine and Qazaqstan (also 
Belarus, which is beyond the scope of this 
article) inherited a huge nuclear arsenal from 
the Soviet period (1 700 nuclear warheads in 
Ukraine, 1 400 in Qazaqstan). Western coun-
tries, especially the USA, exerted enormous 
pressure on these states to destroy or abandon 
these weapons and to denuclearize. In 1994, 
Ukraine and Qazaqstan became denuclear-
ized states in exchange for the assurances of 
sovereignty and territorial integrity, codifed 
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in the Budapest Memorandum. This document 
confrmed security assurances in connection 
with Ukraine’s and Qazaqstan’s accession to 
the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear 
Weapons (NPT), signed by Ukraine, Qazaqstan, 
and the three NPT depositary states, the US, the 
UK, and the Russian Federation. The signato-
ries agreed to respect Ukrainian (and Belarus’ 
and Qazaqstan’s) sovereignty and independ-
ence within existing borders and to refrain from 
using force against it.2 

In general, the centuries-long history of rela-
tions between Qazaqs and the Russian Empire, 
and then the Soviet state, can be described, 
at best, as “inherently complicated”.3 Sultan 
Akimbekov, a prominent Qazaq (of the Rus-
sian-speaking cohort), historian, and director 
of the Institute of Asian Studies in Almaty, has 
made an incisive analysis: “The Qazaqs have 
never recognized Russian rule”.4 It is notewor-
thy that the last Qazaq ruler, Kenesary Qassy-
muly, who was elected Khan at an all-Qazaq 
“kurultai” in 1841, fought against Russian colo-
nization for ten years until his death.5 Mambet 
Koigeldiev, another prominent Qazaq historian 
(of the Qazaq-speaking cohort) notes that the 
Bolsheviks refused to recognize the Qazaqs’ 
right to self-determination and pursued Rus-
sia-centric imperial interests.6 

Demonstrators on the central square of Aktobe, January 4, 2022 (Bloody January). PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS 

Q azaq historians, notably Mambet Koigel-
diev, Talas Omarbekov, Beibit Koyshiba-

yev, and Sultankhan Aqqululy,7 cite several fac-
tors to explain why both Ukrainians and Qazaqs 
were subjected to diferent persecutions by the 
Tsarist and Soviet states for generations. These 
factors may explain why the war in Ukraine 
resonates strongly in Qazaq society, which is 
becoming increasingly familiar with its own 
history. They include the dynamic and distinct 
culture and language (both Ukrainians and 
Qazaqs were denied the proper names of their 
ethnic-national groups; their native languages 
were either almost completely wiped out or de 
facto banned in most areas in large cities and 
ofcial public spaces), their large populations 
(Ukrainians were the second largest ethnic 
group after Russians, while Qazaqs were the 
most populous Asian and Muslim group in the 
Russian Empire and the early Soviet state in 
the period before the Stalinist famine), and the 
long history of anti-colonial liberation struggle 
and a strong cohort of anti-colonial thinkers, 
scholars and local leaders in both Ukraine and 
Qazaqstan.8 

In general, 
the centuries-
long history 
of relations 
between 
Qazaqs and 
the Russian 
Empire, and 
then the 
Soviet state, 
can be 
described, 
at best, as 
‘inherently 
complicated’. 

In this paper it is suggested that the Soviet 
state was colonial (see below); therefore it ac-
cepts the continuity between Tsarist and Soviet 
colonization. This position used to be accepted 
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mainly by small circles of Qazaq-speaking his-
torians and the decolonial intelligentsia, but in 
recent years it has become increasingly strong 
and popular among the general population of 
Qazaqstan, especially among the younger gen-
eration. As a result, Qazaq society has increas-
ingly recognized the need for decolonization 
and decoloniality. And these demands have led 
to a mental separation of Qazaqstan from the 
militaristic, expansionist and colonial policies, 
agenda and psyche of the current Russian re-
gime and its supporters. 

The central claims of this article are that soli-
darity with Ukraine9 and the search for decolo-
niality have a stronghold in Qazaqstan. It is not 
only the independent, liberal and oppositional 
thinkers, but also the conservative and pro-sta-
tus quo Qazaq experts that support Ukraine and 
openly defend the view that Qazaqstan should 
be integrated into the democratic world;10 

therefore, we can speak of a mental separation 
from revisionist Russia and the colonial Soviet 
past. On the other hand, a kind of sobering up 
of attitudes to the Western democratic world 
(which entails disillusionment with its double 
standards) in the post-2022 period can be ob-
served in Qazaqstan, which can also be analyz-
ed in the context of the decolonial turn. 

Monument to the 

Victims of the 

Famine (Asharshy-

lyq,1931–1933) in 

Astana. After February 

24, 2022, terms of 

genocide and ethn-

ocide are more often 

applied in the context 

of the famine. 

PHOTO:E-HISTORY.KZ 

Decolonial Turn in Qazaqstan 
The aggression against Ukraine resonates 
strongly in Qazaqstan,11 as the direct proximity 

to Russia in the areas where the Russian state 
expanded for centuries has given Ukrainian 
and Qazaq society similar traumatic historical 
experiences and common sensitivities. Both are 
united in their struggle for the preservation of 
their identity (even in the struggle for a proper 
name since the Tsarist government deliberately 
misnamed Ukrainians and Qazaqs for centuries, 
whereas Soviet Russian society used pejora-
tive names to depict both groups), language, 
territorial integrity, and sovereignty, including 
the post-Soviet period. Signifcantly, according 
to a survey conducted by Ukrainian experts in 
2023, ordinary citizens of Ukraine who do not 
know the history of the Qazaqs and the polit-
ical situation in Qazaqstan well have, merely 
by observing social media and the news, come 
to believe that the most support for Ukraine in 
the Central Asian region comes from Qazaqstan 
and the Qazaqs.12 

T he war launched by Russia against 
Ukraine catalyzed scholarly and es-

pecially public awareness and demands for 
decolonization and decoloniality in Qazaqstan. 
Decolonization and decoloniality are not 
identical concepts. This paper conceptualizes 
decolonization as a struggle against political 
and economic colonization. In contrast, deco-
loniality or decolonial turn is more about the 
mental, ideational, and cultural struggle against 
coloniality, which is non-material, at the level 
of ideas, knowledge, and perceptions.13 Taken 
together, decolonization and decoloniality 
mean gaining the right as individuals and com-
munities to self-determination and developing 
their own culture, language, habitat, and society 
to the level to accept universal human dignity 
and uphold justice.14 The Qazaq decolonial 
turn catalyzed by the war in Ukraine did not 
emerge in a vacuum. Various anti-colonial and 
decolonial discourses never disappeared in 
the Qazaq-speaking segments of Qazaqstan’s 
society, e.g. the “quldyq sana” discourse (in 
Qazaq, “slave mentality”, in a certain sense 
“Russifed”). Since the late 1980s at the lat-
est, they gradually became part of public and 
academic discussions. However, the decolonial 
discourse was initially limited in scope and did 
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not resonate with the majority, especially the 
Russian-speaking and urbanized Qazaqs. 

According to decolonial scholars, e.g., Walter 
Mignolo and Rolando Vazquez,15 one of the 
main goals of the decolonial turn is to heal 
colonial wounds. In Qazaqstan, these include: 
The catastrophic famine of the Stalinist period 
(called “Asharshylyq” in Qazaq), which, ac-
cording to estimates made by Qazaq historians, 
killed nearly half of the ethnic Qazaq popula-
tion16; the hierarchies of languages and cultures; 
the destruction of Qazaq nomadic culture 
by the Soviets; the eradication of the whole 
generation of “Alash” intellectuals (progressive 
native intelligentsia, see below); the margin-
alization of the Qazaq language in the ofcial 
public sphere; and defning Qazaq culture 
and identity as “frozen, monolithic, prone to 
archaism, patriarchalism and conservatism”. To 
this can be added the recent dispossession and 
structural injustice caused by the combination 
of the authoritarian regime and neoliberal rent-
ier capitalism (the latter is beyond the scope of 
this paper). 

The decolonial turn in Qazaqstan leads to a 
more comprehensive approach to analyzing and 
re-conceptualizing Soviet history, nation-build-
ing, modernization, industrialization, sedentari-
zation, women’s emancipation, the Soviet policy 
of establishing nuclear test sites and power 
stations, deportations of entire groups of people, 
and many other issues through the decolonial 
lens by taking into account Soviet colonization 
and post-Soviet colonialities. Qazaqstan’s politi-
cal self-assertion under the changed geopolitical 
conditions in the world of waning Russian dom-
ination, the goal of building a strong political 
nation, regional identity, and integration in the 
Central Asia region should also be counted in 
the Qazaq decolonial turn. 

Since its ofcial inception in 2014, the Rus-
sia-led Eurasian integration has been described 
as colonial by independent Qazaq experts and 
Qazaq businesspersons because of its inherent-
ly unfair regulations, e.g., concerning income 
distribution.17 Coloniality in relations with the 
non-democratic revisionist Russian regime was 
evident for many Qazaq experts and busi-
nesspersons long before its aggression against 

Ukraine.18 The highly disadvantageous trade 
and economic conditions of the Russia-led Eur-
asian integration for local businesses seriously 
contribute to raising awareness of the need for 
political and economic decolonization. 

The Qazaq decolonial voice can serve as an 
important counterargument against the appro-
priation of the decolonial agenda by Russian 
ideologues who support the aggression against 
Ukraine. Also, it can be a timely correction to 
the obsession of many contemporary decolonial 
thinkers in the global North and global South 
with their one-sided critiques of Western capi-
talism and NATO in the face of the ongoing war 
in Ukraine and the lack of critical analysis of 
past (Soviet) and present (revisionist Russian) 
colonial practices in the wider Eurasian space. 

The war 
launched by 
Russia against 
Ukraine
 catalyzed 
scholarly 
and especially 
public aware-
ness and 
demands for 
decolonization 
and decolon-
iality in 
Qazaqstan. 

The Colonial Character of 
the Soviet System: “Red Racism” 
After the initial, short-lived, afrmative action 
policy period, Soviet policy under the rhetorical 
guise of “friendship of nations” and “inter-
nationalism” evolved into a Russian-centric 
system,19 which scholars of Ukrainian and 
Qazaq origin depict as “red racism”.20 There 
is a growing conviction in Qazaq society that 
Soviet policy was not only colonial but more 
harmful and penetrative than the earlier Tsarist 
colonization. In academia, particularly in the 
post-February 2022 period, an academic dis-
course is emerging among a younger generation 
of scholars of Qazaq origin (Botakoz Kass-
ymbekova, Azamat Junisbai, Madi Kaparov, 
Togzhan Kassenova, and Aigerim Kussayinkyzy 
can be named) on Soviet Russo-centrism 
(depicting it as “red racism”) and post-Soviet 
Russian revisionism.21 However, the view about 
the colonial nature of the Soviet system and 
revisionist post-Soviet Russian policies was 
conceptualized by Qazaq-speaking historians 
of senior generations (such as Mambet Koigel-
diev, Talas Omarbekov, Sultankhan Aqqululy, 
and others) some time ago. On the other hand, 
Qazaq historians of diferent spectrums share a 
frm conviction that the Soviet power refused to 
recognize Qazaqs’ right to self-determination 
and replaced this right with class interests that 
were alien to Qazaq society.22 
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The Soviet system, despite its self-proclaimed 
egalitarianism, created a hierarchy of languages 
and cultures that was Russo-centric. Moreover, 
this system was premised on the institutions of 
selective employment, selective and discrim-
inatory housing policies and urbanization en-
suing from the hierarchy of ethnic groups.23 An 
Afro-American scholar’s analysis of the racial-
ized imagination of Qazaqstan is interesting and 
insightful, especially her comments about So-
viet whiteness and Qazaq foreignness.24 What 
many decolonial scholars in the “global North” 
and “global South” have overlooked is that the 
colonial nature of the Soviet system was evident 
in its racialized modernization, which rein-
forced the agrarian characteristic of the Qazaq 
and other Central Asian societies (inter alia, 
by “propiska” the segregationist registration 
system) and made speaking in Qazaq a sign of 
low status. Moreover, the Qazaq accent when 
speaking Russian was a reason for ridicule, dis-
crimination and even denial of employment.25 

Apart from members of small circles of the 
Soviet Qazaq intelligentsia and ethnic Qazaq 
“nomenklatura”, who lived in their enclaves in 
Alma-Ata, the Soviet institute of “propiska” was 
widely used to keep ethnic Qazaqs out of the 
major cities and Qazaq language was denied its 
place in the public sphere in cities (for example, 
there was only one Qazaq secondary school in 
Soviet Alma-Ata before the 1980s). 

The Qazaq 
accent when 

speaking 
Russian was 
a reason for 
ridicule, dis-

crimination and 
even denial of 
employment. 

O verall, in the post-2022 period, a new 
stage of reconsidering and reappraising 

the Soviet period, especially the Stalinist peri-
od, started in Qazaqstan (importantly, in Sep-
tember 2023, Qazaqstan’s archives, specifcally 
KGB documents, were opened to public,26 and a 
Qazaq expert in the feld of the Stalinist purges 
was appointed as the head of the archive). Also, 
past discriminatory practices were openly 
discussed for the frst time, especially in the 
Russian-language media, though in Qazaq-me-
dium circles they have been discussed for years. 
For example, the recent publication of Vlast 
quotes a Qazaq activist, a participant in the De-
cember 1986 Almaty uprising, “In Soviet times, 
ethnic Qazaqs felt like a “third-class people”. 
It was impossible to get a job without knowing 

Russian. For a Qazaq, getting an apartment in 
the city was like fying to the moon”.27 

Was the Catastrophic 
Famine of the Soviet Period 
(“Asharshylyq”) a Physical 
and Cultural Genocide of Qazaqs? 
The manmade famine in Qazaqstan (called 
“Asharshylyq” in Qazaq) perpetrated by the 
Soviet regime is relatively well-researched in 
Qazaqstan and in Western academia (the frst 
publications appeared during the perestroika 
period, such as the edited volume Naubet (in 
Qazaq, “Catastrophe”), of which only the frst 
edition of thirty thousand copies was printed in 
1990, and Smagul Yelubai’s novel Aqboz Uy (in 
Qazaq,“Whitish house” or Qazaq yurt covered 
by white felt, used by the author as a symbol of 
the tragic fate of ordinary Qazaq family) about 
the famine and the Stalinist purges, which was 
also published in 1990. Since then, much more 
research has been published, including the 
research of foreign authors such as “The Hun-
gry Steppe: Famine, Violence, and the Making 
of Soviet Kazakhstan” by US scholar Sarah 
Cameron). 

The research, based on archival documents 
from the funds of the Soviet state agency in 
charge of requisitioning and distributing meat 
and livestock, demonstrates the Soviet regime’s 
intention to target Qazaqs deliberately (inten-
tion to harm and eventually to eradicate an 
entire group of people is a crucial component of 
the crime of genocide).28 The famine began in 
Qazaqstan due to grain and livestock requisi-
tions carried out in 1928–1930, which in 1931 
(Qazaq experts accept that the famine lasted 
from 1928 to the end of 1933, not only in the 
1931–1933 period29) turned into the largest mass 
death event in the history of Central Asia, and 
a great famine comparable in the USSR only to 
the Ukrainian Holodomor.30 Overall, the Qazaq 
population in the 1930s was consciously sac-
rifced to the raison d’état of a Soviet imperial 
hierarchy, where Qazaqs were placed at the 
bottom of the Soviet consumption hierarchy 
pyramid.31 As Madi Kapparov observes, “Let me 
be clear: it was a genocide”.32 

An estimated 32 to 42% of all Qazaq people 
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died, the highest percentage of any ethnic 
group killed by the Soviet famine. Some regions 
became depopulated, especially in Northern 
and Central Qazaqstan, where later the GULAG 
camps were established. Many Qazaq sources 
claim that half of the population perished be-
cause, besides famine, many died subsequently 
as a result of disease and hard work in the Ural 
and Siberian regions of Russia, especially in 
mines and new constructions sites, where hun-
dreds of thousands of Qazaqs fed. Also, many 
Qazaqs were killed by the Red Army when they 
tried to out-migrate to China, Iran, and Afghan-
istan — famine led to the exodus of more than 
one million Qazaqs.33 

In the period before 2022, there was a severe 
lack of research that applied the decolonial 
perspective to the Qazaq famine. Moreover, 
the term genocide was used hesitantly because 
the Qazaq political elites took the position of 
“not politicizing the famine” due to “friendly” 
relations with Russia, which tended towards 
rehabilitation of Soviet crimes and Stalinism.34 

However, independent Qazaq media, social 
activists and historians did not shy away from 
using the term genocide even before 2022.35 

After February 2022, the discussion about 
Asharshylyq evolved from a specifc topic 
researched by historians, of interest to social 
activists and discussed in family circles (almost 
all ethnic Qazaq families living in present-day 
Qazaqstan were afected by the famine and sub-
sequent exodus) to a topic of societal interest. 
The application of the concept of genocide and 

ethnocide to “Asharshylyq” became more and 
more routine.36 

Thus the solidarity of Qazaq people with 
Ukrainians is rooted in this dark side of Soviet 
history. The eforts and eventual success of 
Ukrainians in getting Holodomor accepted as a 
genocide have been observed by Qazaq society 
with deep understanding and empathy.37 

PHOTO: NAZARBAYEV UNIVERSITY 

On December 19, 

2023, a ceremo-

nial presentation 

of the first Oxford 

Qazaq Dictionary, 

developed by the 

International Society 

“Kazak tili” on behalf 

of the President of 

Kazakhstan Kasym-

Jomart Tokayev, took 

place at Nazarbayev 

University. 

B esides physical genocide, Soviet policy 
in Qazaqstan also implemented cultural 

genocide because Soviet collectivization de-
liberately targeted the Qazaq nomadic culture; 
hence its habitat was violently destroyed in 
many parts of Qazaqstan. In other words, the 
Soviet regime deliberately destroyed the struc-
tures and environment that allowed Qazaqs to 
live as a distinct group; these are the constituent 
components of cultural genocide. 

The need for new reassessments of 
“Asharshylyq” and destruction of Qazaq-Eur-
asian nomadism is a humanistic task of restor-
ing historical justice and healing generational 
traumas, but it is not about solidifying a sense of 
victimhood. Notably, the enmity towards Qazaq 
nomadic culture was inherent to the colonial 
policies of the Tsarist rule and the Soviet system 
(nomadic culture is inherently antagonistic 
to subjugation. Even the word “Qazaq” has a 
meaning: “free riding”) and it was manifest-
ed, inter alia, in constraining and attempting 
to eradicate the Qazaq tradition of breeding 
horses. An example of the decolonial turn in 
Qazaqstan is the revival of the Qazaq tradition 
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of breeding horses and greyhounds, and of 
Qazaq handicrafts and folklore, which  “all were 
attempted to be destroyed by Soviet policy”. In 
the post-winter 2022 period, Qazaqstan adopt-
ed ofcial measures to revive Qazaq dog breeds; 
e.g., in December 2022 the parliament approved 
the law on the preservation of Tazy and Tobet 
dog breeds,38 and to protect Qazaq horse breeds 
such as the Aday horse.39 

Tazys are used in 

Kazakhstan primarily 

for hunting and are 

considered one of the 

oldest dog breeds in 

the world. It is one 

of the national dog 

breeds that the Qazaq 

government now 

wants to preserve. 

Photo from 1930. 

PHOTO:WIKIMEDIA COMMONS 

“Decolonization” of 
the Qazaq Language in 
the Post-February 2022 Period 
Considering the Qazaq language as “lesser” or 
“underdeveloped” and letting it become mar-
ginalized (as a manifestation of Soviet coloniza-
tion) was ended mainly in the post-winter 2022 
period. For many Russian-speaking Qazaqs, the 
start of the war in Ukraine became a turning 
point. Thus, the mental barriers to learning and 
speaking in Qazaq have disappeared, which 
means that paradoxically, the problem of the 
Qazaq language was solved smoothly and nat-
urally in parallel to the ongoing process of the 
decolonization of the mind.40 

Like nothing else, solving the Qazaq language 
problem naturally bridges the gaps between 
Russian-speaking and Qazaq-speaking Qazaqs. 
Importantly, since February 2022, the use of 
pejorative words like “mambet” (used to mock 

rural Qazaq-speaking persons), and “shala 
qazaq” (literally meaning, “not real Qazaq”, 
a derogatory word used to downgrade Rus-
sian-speaking Qazaqs) has almost disappeared, 
according to the observations of some Qazaq 
journalists and youth activists voiced during 
the meetings organized by the Erkin Adamdar 
[in Qazaq, “free people”] Foundation, which is 
composed of independent scholars, journalists, 
poets and artisans, in Almaty in 2022 and 2023, 
as well as my personal communication with 1st 
and 4th year students in Almaty. 

It can be argued that Russian-speaking 
Qazaqs, having been exposed more intensively 
to Russifcation, felt the sense of coloniality 
more intimately. It is logical and understanda-
ble that in the “decolonial Qazaq wave” Rus-
sian-speaking and bilingual Qazaq journalists, 
businesspersons, academics, and activists are 
playing a leading role. For example, Qazaq 
media outlets that initially published only 
in Russian (like Exclusive.kz, Vlast.kz, the-
village.kz, Steppe and many others) switched 
to using Qazaq as well and enthusiastically pro-
mote the decolonial agenda. 

W ith the start of mobilization in Russia in 
late September 2022, many Russian cit-

izens of Asian origin such as Saha, Buryats, and 
Kalmyks fed to Qazaqstan (e.g., in only one day 
one thousand young Kalmyk men crossed the 
Russian-Qazaq border in Atyrau oblast41). Many 
of them and those who moved before mobiliza-
tion note the systemic discrimination in Russia 
and express the desire to try to stay in Qazaqstan 
even if the war ends.42 The infux of these people, 
who are Russian-speaking but feeing from 
chauvinism, also pushed many Russian-speak-
ing Qazaqs to reassess their positionality. 

It can be argued that the war in Ukraine 
encouraged diferent groups in Qazaqstan to 
move towards more consolidation and building 
a strong political nation. The sense of pre-
serving the common homeland and identity in 
the face of threat, the sense of being united by 
language, shared history, and ancestry, turned 
out to be crucial to uniting linguistically and 
culturally distant groups in Qazaqstan. The 
unifed and harsh responses of Qazaq nation-
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alistic, liberal, feminist and queer groups (of 
both Qazaq-speaking and Russian-speaking 
spectrums) to public provocations by Russian 
propagandists43 or the unifed responses to abu-
sive comments about speaking in Qazaq made 
by the Russian citizen and CEO of Chocholife 
operating in Qazaqstan, and his public “cancel-
ling” by diverse Qazaq groups,44 forged more 
intra-Qazaq consolidation. 

Overall, after the start of the full-scale Rus-
sian aggression against Ukraine in February 
2022, previously observed cleavages between 
Russian-speaking and Qazaq-speaking ethnic 
Qazaqs began disappearing to a marked extent. 
The divisions between the two groups are 
becoming blurred because of the disappear-
ance of the mental barriers to learn and speak 
Qazaq, the development of bilingualism, the 
emergence of new generations who are fuent 
in Qazaq, and the gradual strengthening of the 
Qazaq language’s position in the public space, 
academia, and education (these are my obser-
vations based on interaction with students and 
grassroots NGOs). Furthermore, the phenome-
non of the “Russian-speaking Qazaq, who does 
not know Qazaq at all” is becoming history. 
However, the large ethnic Qazaq community in 
the Russian Federation (who live in their ances-
tral lands adjacent to Qazaqstan territories) is 
still under the threat of Russifcation. 

A similar consolidation can be observed, to 
a degree, between ethnic Qazaqs and other 
ethnic groups. The most serious challenge to 
the decolonial turn in Qazaqstan may come 
from the senior generation of ethnic Russians, 
who consume information produced by Russian 
propagandists. However, the attitude of the 
younger generation of Qazaqstani Russians, 
though it is impossible to present them as a 
uniform group, is more favorable toward being a 
part of the Qazaqstani state and nation because 
of their exposure to diferent information and 
their socialization in a more pluralistic environ-
ment shaped by Qazaqs. In the spring and sum-
mer of 2022, many young Qazaqstani Russians 
produced fash-mobs declaring, “We are local, 
Qazaqstani Russians!” and “We don’t need to 
be saved!”.45 Some Russian activists, like Alexey 
Skalozubov46, have established centers through-

out Qazaqstan to learn the Qazaq language. The 
threat from expansionist and revisionist powers 
serves to build bridges and to unite on the 
grounds of common citizenship, history, and ex-
periences, regardless of origin and way of life. 

An “a-cultural” Russian 
Language in Qazaqstan 
The Russian language in Qazaqstan is increas-
ingly becoming an “a-cultural” language (used 
irrespective of a particular culture), which is de-
tached from the Russian state and Russian poli-
tics and represents a separate cultural and social 
phenomenon peculiar to Qazaqstan (further 
research is required here). One manifestation of 
this is the existence of large groups of bilingual 
and Russian-speaking Qazaqs and non-Qazaqs 
who associate their life with Qazaqstan and Qa-
zaq culture and oppose Russia’s colonial policies 
and aggression against Ukraine. The gradual 
strengthening of the Qazaq language in the pub-
lic sphere and the emergence of the “a-cultural” 
Russian language are not oxymoronic but in 
opposite the two sides of one whole produced 
by the Qazaq decolonial turn. 

T o summarize, the divisions between 
Qazaq-speaking and Russian-speaking Qa-

zaqs are closing, which will lead to the gradual 
disappearance of major cleavages between these 
groups because of combined phenomena that 
emerged in the post-winter 2022 period, such 
as the “decolonization” of the Qazaq language, a 
“Qazaq decolonial turn” leading to building an 
inclusive Qazaq identity (among other things, 
critical of archaic traditions and social norms; 
see below), the sense of unity in the face of the 
threat from a big neighboring country waging 
war against another country with which Qazaq 
society feels deep empathy and strong solidarity. 

It can be 
argued that 
the war in 
Ukraine 
encouraged 
different 
groups in 
Qazaqstan 
to move to-
wards more 
consolidation 
and building a 
strong political 
nation. 

Decoloniality and Inclusive 
Qazaq Identity 
The decolonial turn in the questions and 
discussions about culture and identity in 
Qazaqstan lead to some bigger issues: “What 
kind of nation/country (inclusive or exclusive, 
democratic or non-democratic) do we want 
to be and what kind of citizens do we want to 
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become?”. This paper argues that decoloni-
ality also means the creation of an inclusive, 
human rights-friendly culture, religion and 
identity.47 These ideas have been articulated 
during public discussions organized by various 
Qazaq NGOs such as the Erkin Adamdar 
Foundation,48 as well as during public discus-
sions with such NGOs as Civil Kezdesu49 (in 
Qazaq “meeting”). Hence, the decolonial turn 
will help develop an inclusive Qazaq identity, 
which is open to accepting diferent percep-
tions of cultural, social, religious and gender 
identities and by extension inclusive models 
of nation-building. In other words, it is about 
constructing a human rights-friendly individu-
al and group identity. 

Nationalistic and conservative Qazaq groups 
(an integral part of what is called “deep Qazaq 
society”) are naturally distant, even antag-
onistic, to Russian colonialism and the idea 
of the “Russian world” (“Russkiy mir”), but 
they are also exclusivist in cultural, religious, 
ethnic, and language terms. However, the war 
in Ukraine shows that there is no alternative to 
dialogue and eventual acceptance of each other 
for either Qazaq nationalistic, conservative 
groups or the “cosmopolitan”, Qazaq-feminist, 
Qazaq-queer groups. Qazaq feminist and queer 
groups, who are among the most anti-war and 
decolonial-inclined, may fnd common ground 
with Qazaq conservative groups in their an-
ti-war position and anti-colonial aspirations. On 
the other hand, conservative Qazaq groups are 
gradually realizing that the anti-human rights 
discourses and geo-politicization of human 
rights and democratic values are the results of 
the propaganda spread around the world by the 
authoritarian revisionist regimes.50 

This 
embracement 

by most 
of Qazaq 

society can 
be seen as 

another 
dimension 

of Qazaq 
decolonial 

turn. 

Embracing the Legacy of Alash Intellectuals 

In the post-winter 2022 period in Qazaqstan, 
the acceptance of the legacy of Alash intellec-
tuals and Jadids, exterminated by the Stalinist 
system, is being more robustly articulated.51 

Jadidism broadly can be conceptualized as 
a pro-human rights (in today’s conceptualiza-
tion), educational, social, and political move-
ment of the Eurasian Muslims. The anti-coloni-
al Alash movement was predominantly Qazaq, 

but it had almost the same progressive-reform-
ist Muslim, pro-human rights agenda of Ja-
didism and adopted social-democratic ideas.52 

Alash intellectuals created an intellectual, 
religious, and literary tradition with a distinc-
tive language to defend and protect universal 
human dignity.53 These intellectuals can be seen 
as the frst generation of “democratic-liberal 
Qazaqs”.54 During the Perestroika period and in 
the early period of post-Soviet independence, 
the legacy of these intellectuals was mainly 
explored and promoted by the Qazaq-speaking 
community; however, in post-winter 2022, Rus-
sian-speaking Qazaq intellectuals and activists 
also turned to these intellectuals. This embrace-
ment by most of Qazaq society can be seen as 
another dimension of Qazaq decolonial turn. 

Sobering Up to the International 
Political and Economic System 
In Qazaqstan, the reevaluations of “Bloody Jan-
uary” 2022 and the war in Ukraine led to what 
this article calls “sobering” up to, even disillu-
sionment with, the international political and 
economic system. There was a synergy between 
the creation of a consolidated authoritarian 
regime and neoliberal reforms in Qazaqstan 
in the 1990s.55 Neoliberal rentier capitalism 
facilitated the emergence and provided the 
grounds for developing the plutocratic authori-
tarian regimes since the marketization reforms, 
foremost privatization, led to the emergence 
of the immense political capital of the rich and 
helped create plutocracy in place of democ-
racy.56 “Peripheral” countries rich in natural 
resources and agricultural production, such as 
Ukraine and Qazaqstan, are faced with a struc-
tural injustice (resulting from the international 
division of labor, capital, income and knowl-
edge production of today’s capitalist system) 
that pushes them into a disadvantaged position, 
which can be called economic, fnancial, tech-
nological and academic colonization. 

Nazarbayev’s regime used close engagement 
with the international neoliberal economic 
system to consolidate its power and increase its 
wealth, which by default led to the impoverish-
ment of ordinary citizens; all these issues are 
widely discussed in Qazaqstan. 
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S ince February 2022, the world has been 
experiencing an accelerated arms race 

(including nuclear armament) and expansion of 
the security alliances, foremost NATO. How-
ever, a single factor — Ukraine with a nuclear 
arsenal, or, as a very optimistic scenario, the 
real guarantees given by the Western nucle-
ar powers, the USA, the UK, and France to 
Ukraine (and by extension to Qazaqstan) could 
have prevented all these negative phenomena: 
frst and foremost, full-scale war in Ukraine. 
Therefore, the unfairness, even coloniality, of 
the international political system became more 
pronounced in Qazaqstan in parallel to the 
outbreak of war in Ukraine. 

As mentioned above, the Budapest Mem-
orandum on security assurances to respect 
independence and territorial integrity of the 
denuclearized post-Soviet states — Ukraine 
and Qazaqstan turned out to be a toothless 
declaration (though it was described as a set of 
high-level political commitments) to pacify the 
security concerns of Ukraine and Qazaqstan. 
Since the annexation of Crimea in 2014 and 
especially since the full-scale aggression against 
Ukraine, this document has been under scruti-
ny in Qazaqstan. Qazaq experts have noted its 
“vague diplomatic” and “hypocritical” wording. 
What bafes many in Qazaqstan is that Western 
policymakers hastened to explain that “as-
surances” are NOT “guarantees” of Ukraine’s 
(and logically of Qazaqstan’s) sovereignty and 
territorial inviolability.57 This situation begs 
the question, “Was not the de-nuclearization 
of Ukraine and Qazaqstan in 1994 in exchange 
for “non-existent” guarantees of the nuclear 
club members proof of a colonial international 
political system?” 

O n the other hand, according to Qazaqs, 
the international political system’s 

colonial hierarchical nature can also be seen 
in the insufcient and inefective military 
assistance given to Ukraine, which prolongs 
the war and leads to unjustifable civilian and 
military casualties. Independent Qazaq media 
wrote that Western countries’ aid to Ukraine 
is just at the level not to lose the war but not to 
win it either.58 Ukrainian observers emphasize 

that Ukraine is actively prevented from being 
too successful in its war with Russia. All these 
indicate the scale of geopolitical change needed 
to restore peace and security and help Ukraine 
in fghting the aggressor.59 

Last but not least, the situation in the Pal-
estinian territories, the excessive, dispropor-
tionate use of force against the population in 
Gaza by Israel and its support by major Western 
powers, led many in Qazaqstan to question the 
double standards of the major powers of the 
international political system. While Qazaq 
society supports Ukraine and condemns the 
war crimes committed by Hamas, it also feels 
deep sympathy and supports the Palestinian 
people in their struggle for self-determination 
(Qazaqstan provided humanitarian aid to the 
population of Gaza in November and December 
2023) and condemns the war crimes committed 
by Israel.   

Conclusion 
In the Central Asian region, specifcally in 
Qazaqstan, not only is the condemnation of ag-
gression and general solidarity with and empa-
thy for Ukrainian people more evident, but also 
the demands for decolonization and decoloni-
ality are louder and more assertive. Therefore, 
as the main idea of this paper claims, due to the 
growing awareness of colonialism and colo-
niality, we can talk about a mental separation 
from revisionist Russia and the colonial Soviet 
past taking place in Qazaqstan. Moreover, we 
can talk about the emerging Qazaq voice or the 
Qazaq wave of decoloniality. However, all these 
should not be seen as leading to claiming venge-
ance and internalizing the sense of victimhood; 
on the contrary, as this article tries to convey, 
this awakening is about lightening up the spirit 
of creating new, more inclusive perceptions and 
models of Qazaq identity, culture and nation. 

It can be claimed that the decolonial turn in 
Qazaqstan, which tries to revive the legacy of 
Alash and Jadid intellectuals, can provide good 
support for the universality of human rights 
and the universality of human dignity in today’s 
critical juncture when respect for human rights, 
peaceful cooperation, and democratic values 
are under signifcant threat. In today’s world, 
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human rights and democratic values should not 
be monopolized by any culture or civilization; 
in the end, it is dangerous and harmful to this 
culture and civilization itself. The decoloni-
al voice of countries like Qazaqstan, which 
is Asian, Eurasian, and Muslim-majority, is 
important to support the struggle for universal 
human dignity and to uphold human rights and 
democratic values today, where the autocratic 
and militaristic powers are trying to subvert and 
appropriate the decolonial agenda and human 
rights. For all this, the support and solidarity of 
Qazaqstan with Ukraine is very important. 

Overall, Ukrainians and Qazaqs are united by 
their strong will to survive all hardships, remain 
a distinct community and develop a democratic 
nation despite their difcult geo-strategic loca-
tion, dramatic history, and external and internal 
challenges. ● 

Galym Zhussipbek, PhD, is an independent 

researcher based in Almaty. 

. 

References 
1 In this article, the author has chosen to use the “q” 

letter in the spelling of “Kazakh” and “Kazakhstan”, to 
avoid the Russifed variant. 

2 Statement of the Ministry of Foreign Afaivrs of 
Ukraine on the 28th anniversary of the signing of the 
Budapest Memorandum. December 5, 2022. Available 
at: https://mfa.gov.ua/en/news/zayava-mzs-ukrayini-
z-nagodi-28-yi-richnici-pidpisannya-budapeshtskogo-
memorandumu; Nuclear Non-proliferation, Ministry 
of Foreign Afairs of Qazaqstan, October 16, 2019. 
Available at: https://www.gov.kz/memleket/entities/ 
mfa/press/article/details/579?lang=en 

3 The gradual expansion of Tsarist Russia into Qazaq-
populated territories took place in various ways, 
ranging from peaceful engagement to outright 
conquest. The frst Russian-Cossack settlements 
along the Russo-Qazaq border appeared in the early 
17th century and fnally, in 1864, Tsarist government 
launched the military conquest of the South and South-
East regions. 

4 Sultan Akimbekov, Kratkaya Istoriya Kazakhov [Brief 
History of Qazaqs], part 1, (2023). Available at: www. 
youtube.com/watch?v=9Bvopsfx_8&t=358s; 

5 Kenesary Khan, “Gylym Ordasy”, Central Scientifc 
Library, http://library.kz/en/kenesary-khan-digital-
library/kenesary-khan-1802-1847-about-him.html 

6 Merey Sugirbayeva. “Pochemu Sovetskaya Vlast 
predpochla intellektualu Bukeykhanovu seminarista 
Dzhangildina” [Why did the Soviet Government 
choose seminarian Dzhangildin over intellectual 
Bukeikhanov?], Exclusive, December 15, 2023. Available 

at: https://exclusive.kz/pochemu-sovetskaya-vlast-
predpochla-intellektualu-bukejhanovu-seminarista-
dzhangildina/ 

7 Some of their views are summarized in this reference, 
Merey Sugirbayeva, “Pochemu bolsheviki naibolshiye 
repressii primenili imenno protiv Kazakhstana i 
Ukrainy?” [Why did the Bolsheviks apply the greatest 
repression specifcally against Qazaqstan and Ukraine?] 
Exclusive, December 20, 2023. Available at: https:// 
exclusive.kz/pochemu-bolsheviki-naibolshie-
repressii-primenili-imenno-protiv-kazahstana-i-
ukrainy/ 

8 Merey Sugirbayeva, Pochemu bolsheviki”; Gabit 
Iskenderuly, “Talas Omarbekov: Zher betinde Qazaq 
siyaqti qasiret korgen halyq joq [There is no nation on 
the earth that sufered so much as Qazaqs], (Karagandy 
State University, Qasym.kz, 2023). Available at: 
https://qasym.buketov.edu.kz/talas-omarbekov-zher-
betinde-kazak-siyakty-kasiret-korgen-halyk-zhok/; 
Sultankhan Aqululy, “Kenes Odagi Qazaqti Qurtudy 
Kozdegen [The Soviet system aimed to exterminate 
Qazaqs]” February 4, 2024. See: www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=FEm8kJRSN8I 

9 See, for example, “Kazakhskiye “yurty 
nesokrushimosti” v Ukraine: vosstanovleniye posle 
okkupatsii [Kazakh “yurts of indestructibility” 
in Ukraine: restoration after the occupation], 
2023. Available at:  https://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=6bZAu_Mhbms 

10 See, for example, Sayin Borbasov, “Alem qayshylyqtar 
kezenine keldi” [The world enters the period of 
conficts], Qazaq Adebiyeti, March 14, 2023. Available at: 
https://qazaqadebieti.kz/36609/lem-ajshyly-tar-keze-
ine-keldi 

11 See e.g., the performances of Qazaq folk musicians 
in support of Ukraine, “Aigul Ulkenbayeva, 
Dombra, Qazaqstan – “Oy luzi chervona kalina”. 
Charivne vikonna!!!” [Aigul Ulkenbayeva, Dombra, 
Qazaqstan – “Oh, there’s a red viburnum in the 
meadow.” Magic performance!!!] www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=gMSLc352K2E; Qazaq folk music group: 
“Chervona Kalina” – Giperborey. Ukraine –Qazaqstan, 
@VadimBoreiko, www.youtube.com/watch?v=OhP1m_ 
B1aTQ; 

12 “Ukraina v usloviyakh rossiyskoy agressii: aspekty 
transformatsii obshchestva i obshchestvennogo 
mneniya” [Ukrainę under the Russian aggression: 
transformations in society and public opinion]. Factum 
Co (Kiev), public presentation at Central Asian Think 
Tanks Forum- 2023, November 15. Astana, Paperlab. 
https://paperlab.kz/rus/cattf23 (the results of this 
research were also shared in the link available for 
forum’s participants) 

13 Ming Dong Gu. “Is Decoloniality a New Turn in 
Postcolonialism?” Culture as Text, De Gruyter (2023). 
https://doi.org/10.1515/cat-2023-1009 

14 Alexandra Akanayeva. “Dekolonialnost — pro 
vozvrashcheniye chelovecheskogo i politicheskogo 
dostoinstva” [decoloniality is about restoration of 
human digntiy], The Village Qazaqstan, November 
7, 2023. Available at: https://www.the-village-kz. 
com/village/people/interview-people/33035-
dekolonialnost-pro-vozvraschenie-chelovecheskogo-
i-politicheskogo-dostoinstva?from=frontpage Galym 

https://www.the-village-kz
https://doi.org/10.1515/cat-2023-1009
https://paperlab.kz/rus/cattf23
www.youtube.com/watch?v=OhP1m
www.youtube.com
https://qazaqadebieti.kz/36609/lem-ajshyly-tar-keze
https://www.youtube.com
www.youtube.com
https://qasym.buketov.edu.kz/talas-omarbekov-zher
https://Qasym.kz
https://exclusive.kz/pochemu-sovetskaya-vlast
http://library.kz/en/kenesary-khan-digital
https://www.gov.kz/memleket/entities
https://mfa.gov.ua/en/news/zayava-mzs-ukrayini


 
 

 
 

 
 

 

   
 

   
 

 
 

 
 

   
 

 

 
 

 

   
 

 

 

  

   
 
 

   
 

 
 

  

   
 

 

   
 

 

   

 

   
 

 

   
 

 
 

   
 

 
 

 

   
 

 

  

  

  

  

   
 
 
 

 

   
 

 

 

   
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

   
 

   
 

 

Zhussipbek. “O chem i dlya chego nuzhno vesti 
diskussii o dekolonizatsii i dekolonialnosti: empatiya, 
prava cheloveka, kazakhskaya kultura i sotsialnaya 
spravedlivost” [About what and for what we have to 
discuss decolonization and decoloniality: empathy, 
human rights, Qazaq culture and social justice]. 
Almaty. ArbatFest Kultura and Rosa Luxembourg 
Foundation, August 26, 2023. Available at: https://www. 
researchgate.net/publication/373639669_O_cem_i_ 
dla_cego_nuzno_vesti_diskussii_o_dekolonizacii_i_ 
dekolonialnosti_empatia_prava_celoveka_kazahskaa_ 
kultura_i_socialnaa_spravedlivost 

15 Walter Mignolo and Rolando Vazquez, “Decolonial 
AestheSis: Colonial Wounds/Decolonial Healings”, 
Social Texts Online, July 15, 2013. Available at: https:// 
socialtextjournal.org/periscope_article/decolonial-
aesthesis-colonial-woundsdecolonial-healings/ 

16 Merey Sugirbayeva. 2023. “Pochemu bolsheviki 
naibolshiye repressii primenili imenno protiv 
Kazakhstana i Ukrainy?” [Why did the Bolsheviks 
apply the greatest repression specifcally against 
Qazaqstan and Ukraine?] Exclusive, December 20, 
2023. Available at: https://exclusive.kz/pochemu-
bolsheviki-naibolshie-repressii-primenili-imenno-
protiv-kazahstana-i-ukrainy/ 

17 Aiman Tursunkhan. “Rossiya Vedet Ekonomicheskuyu 
Voynu s Kazakhstanom” [Russia is waging an economic 
war with Kazakhstan], Malim agency, November 15, 
2023. Available at: https://malim.kz/article/opinion/ 
rossiya-vedet-ekonomiceskuyu-voinu-s-kazaxstanom-
aiman-tursynxan-20087; “Voina v Ukraine 
Ekonomicheskiye Posledstviya” [War in Ukraine, 
economic consequences], inbusiness.kz, November 15, 
2023. Available at: https://inbusiness.kz/ru/last/vojna-
v-ukraine-ekonomicheskie-posledstviya-dlya-stran-
centralnoj-azii; 

18 e.g., “Kakim Obrazom EAES nanosit usherb 
ekonomicheskim interesam Kazakhstana” [How does 
EAES damage economic interests of Qazaqstan?], 
Arasha. March 5, 2021. Available at: https://arasha.kz/ 
ru/runews/kakim-obrazom-eajes-nanosit-ushherb-
jekonomicheskim-interesam-kazahstan 

19 Sugirbayeva. “Pochemu Bolsheviki”. 

20 Mariana Budjeryn and Togzhan Kassenova, “Nuclear 
Shades of Red Racism. We are two women born at 
opposite ends of the vast Soviet empire. This is our 
story” inkstickmedia (2022). Available at: https:// 
inkstickmedia.com/nuclear-shades-of-red-racism/ 

21 See, for example, Azamat Junisbai. August 30, 2022, 
Tweet thread (analysis) of Qazaq-American sociologist 
about Russo-centric Soviet experience: https://twitter. 
com/azamatistan/status/1564460680559742976; 
Botakoz Kassymbekova and Erica Marat. “Time to 
Question Russia’s Imperial Innocence”, Ponars Eurasia 
(2022). Available at: https://www.ponarseurasia.org/ 
time-to-question-russias-imperial-innocence/ 

22 Sultan Akimbekov, Kazakhi: Mezhdu Revolutsiyey i 
Golodom (Almaty: Institut Aziatskih Issledovaniy, 
2020); Sugirbayeva, “Pochemu Sovetskaya Vlast”. 

23 Having been born in Almaty in the late Soviet era to an 
ethnic Qazaq family, I was able to experience many of 
these hierarchies personally and could learn many facts 
from my extended relatives’ and friends’ environment. 

24 Kimberly St Julian-Varnon. “Not Your Meme: 

Qazaqstan in the western imagination”, January 28, 
2022. Available at: https://lossi36.com/2022/01/28/ 
not-your-meme-qazaqstan-in-the-western-
imagination/. 

25 For example, in 1979 a senior relative of the author was 
denied the position of research fellow at the Faculty of 
Chemistry of the Qazaq State University in Alma-Ata 
because of his accent. 

26 Bakhytgul Chinibayeva. “Kazakhstan otkryvayet 
sekretniye arhivy KGB. Shag v storonu 
dekolonizatsiyi?” [Kazakhstan opens secret KGB 
archives. A step towards decolonization], Radio 
Azattyq, November 12. 2023. Available at: https://rus. 
azattyq.org/a/qazaqstan-opens-secret-kgb-archives-
amid-moves-toward-decolonization-in-central-
asia-/32680656.html 

27 Almas Kaisar, “Saylau Lepesov, uchastnik Zheltoksana: 
‘Yesli ty nastoyashchiy zheltoksanovets, to ty dolzhen 
borotsya s nespravedlivostyu’ ” [Sailau Lepesov, 
Zheltoksan participant: ‘If you are a real Zheltoksan 
participant, then you must fght injustice’], Vlast, 
December 16, 2023. Available at: https://vlast.kz/ 
persona/58028-sajlau-lepesov-ucastnik-zeltoksana-
esli-ty-nastoasij-zeltoksanovec-to-ty-dolzen-borotsa-
s-nespravedlivostu.html 

28 Niccolò Pianciola. “Sacrifcing the Qazaqs: The Stalinist 
Hierarchy of Consumption and the Great Famine of 
1931–33 in Qazaqstan”, Journal of Central Asian History 
vol.1 no.2 (2022): 225–272. 

29 Sugirbayeva. “Pochemu Bolsheviki”. 

30 Pianciola, “Sacrifcing the Qazaqs”. 

31 Ibid. 

32 Madi Kapparov, October 14, 2022. Available at: https:// 
twitter.com/mukappa/status/1580930614026346496?s 
=51&t=PXHqQfS4ixz5jSNP-Tv_8Q 

33 Aldan Smayil, “Asharshylyq Genotsyttyq Qatygezdiktin 
Saldari” [Asharshylyq is a result of genocidal brutality]. 
Abai.kz (2022). Available at: www.abai.kz/post/127400. 
Also, the memories of the author’s extended family and 
their circle; both his paternal and maternal ancestral 
families greatly sufered from famine. 

34 See e.g. on the attitude towards “Asharshylyq” in 
Qazaqstan before 2022, Prof. Sarah Cameron, “The 
Hungry Steppe: Famine, Violence, and the Making of 
Soviet Kazakhstan”, www.youtube.com/watch?v=wPE-
odwjRpg 

35 See, e.g., about genocide — Beysen Ahmetuly “Aytu 
da, estu de qiyyn. Zulmat statistikasi men derekter” 
[Unbearable to see and to hear: the statistics and facts 
about the catastrophe], Informburo.kz, May 31, 2018. 
Available at: https://informburo.kz/kaz/aytu-da-estu-
de-iyn-zlmat-statistikasy-men-derekter-asharshyly-
nubetnen-aman-alandardy-estelkter-.html; About 
ethnocide, see Dina Imanbayeva, “Qugyn-surgin men 
Asharshylyq — qazaq ultyna qarsy jasalgan qylmys” 
[Purges and famine are crimes against Qazaqs], 
Abai, May 30, 2020. Available at: https://abai.kz/ 
post/113633). 

36 Personal observation during the public discussions 
and meetings organized by the “Erkin Adamdar” 
Foundation in Almaty in 2022 and 2023. 

37 See, for example, Yesdaulet Qyzyrbekuly. “AQS Senaty, 
1932–1933 jyldary Ukrainada bolgan asharshylyqty 
genotsid dep tanydy” [The US Senate recognized the 

167 U
K

R
R

O
U

K
A

Z
B

G
R

 
TU

R
P

O
L

H
U

N
B

IH
 

SW
E

M
D

A
D

EU
B

LR
 

SV
K

LVA
FIN

A
ZE 

R
U

S
K

G
Z

CZE
A

R
M

 

https://abai.kz
https://informburo.kz/kaz/aytu-da-estu
https://Informburo.kz
www.youtube.com/watch?v=wPE
www.abai.kz/post/127400
https://vlast.kz
https://azattyq.org/a/qazaqstan-opens-secret-kgb-archives
https://rus
https://lossi36.com/2022/01/28
https://www.ponarseurasia.org
https://twitter
https://inkstickmedia.com/nuclear-shades-of-red-racism
https://arasha.kz
https://inbusiness.kz/ru/last/vojna
https://inbusiness.kz
https://malim.kz/article/opinion
https://exclusive.kz/pochemu
https://socialtextjournal.org/periscope_article/decolonial
https://researchgate.net/publication/373639669_O_cem_i
https://www


 

 
 
 

 
  

 

   
 

 
 

 

   
 

 
 

   
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

   

   
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

  
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

   

 

 

   
 

 

 
 
 
 

   
 
 

 

  

  

   
 

 

   
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

A
R

M
CZ

E
K

G
Z

R
U

S 
A

ZE
FI

N
LV

A
SV

K
 

B
LR

D
EU

M
D

A
SW

E 
B

IH
H

U
N

P
O

L
TU

R
 

B
G

R
K

A
Z

R
O

U
U

K
R 168 

1932–1933 famine in Ukraine as genocide], The Qazaq 
Times, September 28, 2018. Available at: https:// 
qazaqtimes.com/article/47959; Serik Zholdasbay, 
“Asharshylyq pen repressiya nege genotsid emes?” 
[Why Qazaq famine and purges are not genocide?], 
Adyrna, May 31, 2023. Available at: https://adyrna.kz/ 
post/158188; See also Ukraina. Holodomor (derekti flm) 
[documentary flm] on Abai-Aqparat (November 29, 
2012) https://abai.kz/post/15460 

38 Mazhilis approves draft law on Tazy and Tobet dog 
breeds preservation, Jibek Joly TV (2022). Available at: 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=AB4NJcjZ2Q8; Saniya 
Bulatkulova. “Qazaqstan to Allocate Nearly $3 Million 
to Preserve Tazy and Tobet Hunting Dog Breeds”, 
Astana Times. December 5, 2022. Available at: https:// 
astanatimes.com/2022/12/qazaqstan-to-allocate-
nearly-3-million-to-preserve-tazy-and-tobet-hunting-
dog-breeds/ 

39 Anastasiya Smirnova. “Loshadi adayskoy porody 
stanut natsional’nym brendom Kazakhstana – akim 
Mangistau” [Aday breed horses will become a national 
brand of Kazakhstan – akim of Mangystau], December 
24, 2023. Available at: https://el.kz/ru/loshadi-
adayskoy-porody-stanut-natsionalnym-brendom-
kazahstana-akim-mangistau_101329/ 

40 See, for example, Ainash Mustoyapova (Kerney), 
Dekolonizatsiya Kazakhstana [Decolonization of 
Qazaqstan], (Almaty: Amalbooks, 2022); Nargiza 
Ryskulova. “Dekolonizatsiya myshleniya”. Kak novoye 
pokoleniye Kazakhstana boretsya za vozrozhdeniye 
svoyey kultury [“Decolonizing Thinking.” How the 
new generation of Qazaqstan is fghting for the revival 
of its culture], BBC (2023). Available at: https://www. 
bbc.com/russian/features-65614334. Also, my personal 
observation in public transportation (Almaty, Astana, 
Taldykorgan), centers of public service in Almaty; 
meetings with local NGOs, interactions with the 
students in Almaty and Astana. 

41 See, for example,“Mobilizatsiya v Kalmyki” 
[mobilization in Kalmykia], Alhimiya Dushi, YouTube, 
September 27, 2022. Available at: www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=yHUmvzPpy3g&t=513s 

42 “Istorii rossiyan, uyekhavshikh ot mobilizatsii v 
Kazakhstan” [The stories of the Russian citizens who 
left for Kazakhstan because of mobilization), BBC-
News, December 7, 2022. Available at: www.youtube. 
com/watch?v=iX1r9vbHym8&t=34s; “Asians of 
Russia in Central Asia: Tyva”, Bashta (channel about 
decolonization), February 8, 2024. See www.youtube. 
com/watch?v=PWatY3hElww&t=45s. There are some 
interesting comments under this video about the 
relocation of young Saha people to Qazaqstan, “Sahalar 
Kazakstanna” [Сахалар Казахстаҥҥа], September 9, 
2022. See: www.youtube.com/watch?v=ExiA6ngjPvo; 
Kana Beisekeyev “Vitya i Lera iz Respubliki Sakha” 
[Vitya and Lera from the Republic of Sakha], (2022). 
Available at: www.youtube.com/watch?v=NFfOIt9slRY 

43 E.g., threats and public attacks against the anti-
war position of Qazaqstan in spring 2022 by the 
Russian scenarist Tigran Keosayan (spouse of a 
leading Russian propagandist Margarita Simonyan, 
the editor-in-chief of Russian state-controlled 
broadcaster RT/ Russia Today) and Moscow-
appointed head of Chechnya, Kadyrov. Reactions 
of diverse groups in Qazaq society: “Keosayan, 

bayqap soyle!” [Keosayan speak up carefully!], 
Shyny Kerek, April 28, 2022, see www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=6uS45QSuEJg; Mukhtar Taizhan, “Moy 
otvet Ramzany Kadyrovu” [My reply to Ramzan 
Kadyrov], July 19, 2022. See www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=gkeiHdq_6IY; Giperborey, “Erkesh Shakeev: 
otvet Tigranu Keosayanu, ‘Posvyasheniye kozlu’ 
”[ Erkesh Shakeyev: response to Tigran Keosayan, 
“Dedication to the goat” (2022), see www.youtube. 
com/watch?v=RzEgTCf3-a8; “Kak v Kazakhstani 
otreagirovali na skaldalnoye obrashenye Kadyrova” 
[How did Kazakhstan react to Kadyrov’s scandalous 
appeal?], (2022). Available at: https://www.youtube. 
com/shorts/5_nOZQoP43Q; “Otvet kazahski Tigranu 
Keosayanu” [Qazaq woman’s reply to Keosayan], 
see www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZTQS0p6xbws; 
“Keosayanu ne prostyli napadok na Kazakhstan” 
[Keosayan was not forgiven for attacks on Kazakhstan], 
Informburo 31 (2022). Available at: www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=g_70biVy4bM;“Keosayan- Kozel” [Keosayan 
– Goat], Qazaqeli, 2022, see www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=Jnh1IdWwFQI 

44 For an example of a reaction of a founder of an 
NGO “Qazaq grammar” see https://twitter.com/ 
qazaqgrammar/status/1690093042185711616; For 
reactions to Qazaq queer activists, see https://twitter. 
com/geybasy/status/1690102365582438400; For Qazaq 
decolonial scholar’s comments see https://twitter.com/ 
kamilask__/status/1583572581365346304 

45 Kanat Altynbayev, “Russkiye v Kazakhstane govoryat 
Moskve, chto ikh ne nuzhno ‘spasat’ “ [Russians in 
Kazakhstan tell Moscow they don’t need to be ‘saved’], 
March 22, 2022. Available at: https://central.asia-news. 
com/ru/articles/cnmi_ca/features/2022/03/22/ 
feature-01; “Nas Spasat ne nado!’, ‘Fleshmob russkikh v 
Kazakhstane posle slov rossiyskikh politikov’ ”[”There 
is no need to save us!”, Russian fash mob in Kazakhstan 
after the words of Russian politicians], (2022). Available 
at: www.youtube.com/watch?v=jjagXR1jC7w 

46 Alexey Skalozubov, ”Kak obychniye grazhdane 
mogut poborot russkiy velikoderzhavniy shovinism v 
svoyey strane?” [How can ordinary citizens overcome 
Russian great-power chauvinism in their country?], 
(2022). Available at: https://twitter.com/skalozubio/ 
status/1578337522111090688?s=51&t=LOYit_ 
Rs1t8gOVQ9b6QBkA 

47 See, for example, Zhussipbek, “O chem i”. 

48 Erkin Adamdar Foundation, see https://www. 
instagram.com/erkinadamdar/ 

49 Tatyana Panchenko, “Nuzhna li Kazakhstanu 
dekolonizatsiya?” [Does Qazaqstan need 
decolonization?], Forbes- Kazakhstan, August 25, 2023. 
Available at: https://forbes.kz/actual/expertise/nujna_ 
li_kazahstanu_dekolonizatsiya/ 

50 I have encountered these views through personal 
communication with the Qazaq-speaking grassroots 
NGOs in Almaty and Astana. They can also be found 
in the materials on Russian propaganda published 
by moderately conservative Qazaq websites with 
a sizable readership, such as “Abai”. E.g. Ka Myrza 
“Vagner Zhasasyn: Yelordada Reseydi Ulyqtagan 
kimder?” [Long live Wagner: Who Praises Russia 
in Qazaq Capital?], Abai, July 27, 2022. Available at: 
https://abai.kz/post/155011) and Halyq Uni (e.g. Aya 
Omirtai) “Orta podkasti Resey propogandasin jasap 

https://abai.kz/post/155011
https://forbes.kz/actual/expertise/nujna
https://instagram.com/erkinadamdar
https://www
https://twitter.com/skalozubio
www.youtube.com/watch?v=jjagXR1jC7w
https://central.asia-news
https://twitter.com
https://twitter
https://twitter.com
www.youtube.com
www.youtube.com
www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZTQS0p6xbws
https://www.youtube
www.youtube
www.youtube.com
www.youtube.com
www.youtube.com/watch?v=NFfOIt9slRY
www.youtube.com/watch?v=ExiA6ngjPvo
www.youtube
www.youtube
www.youtube.com
https://bbc.com/russian/features-65614334
https://www
https://el.kz/ru/loshadi
https://astanatimes.com/2022/12/qazaqstan-to-allocate
www.youtube.com/watch?v=AB4NJcjZ2Q8
https://abai.kz/post/15460
https://adyrna.kz
https://qazaqtimes.com/article/47959


 

   
 
 

   
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

  

  

   

   
 

   

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

  

   
 

 
 

 
 

  

  

otyr” [“Orta” podcast spreads Russian propaganda], 
September 5, 2022. Available at: https://halyq-uni. 
kz/kozkaras/8595-orta-podkasty-din-arkyly-resei-
propagandasyn-zhasap-otyr-arabtanushy-salafzmnin-
kantar-okigasymen-bailanysyn-aitty/ 

51 Chris Rickleton. “Return Of the Jadids: Central Asia’s 
Soviet-Repressed Groups Getting Fresh Attention from 
Kazakhs, Uzbeks”, Radio Free Europe, January 15, 2024. 
Available at: https://www.rferl.org/a/central-asia-
soviet-repressed-groups-qazaq-uzbek/32775455.html 

52 Mambet Koigeldiev, Alash Qozgalysy [Alash 
Movement], vol. 1, (Almaty: Mektep, 2021); Maxim 
Rychkov. “Borolis s imperiyey Romanovykh, no byli 
podmyaty imperstvom sovetskim: kak bolsheviki 
ispolzovali natsional’nyye dvizheniya v svoikh tselyakh 
– primer kazakhskogo “Alasha” [They fought against 
the Romanov Empire, but were crushed by the Soviet 
Empire: how the Bolsheviks used national movements 
for their own purposes – the example of the Kazakh 
“Alash” movement] Republic, February 8, 2023. 
Available at: https://republic.ru/posts/107143. 

53 Zhussipbek, et al., “Interdisciplinary”. 

54 Rychkov, “Borolis s”; Koigeldiev, “Alash”. 

55 Linda Cook. “Negotiating welfare in postcommunist 
states”, Comparative Politics, vol. 40 no. 1 (2007): 41–62. 

56 Balihar Sanghera and Elmira Satybaldieva, Rentier 
Capitalism and Its Discontents: Power, Morality and 
Resistance in Central Asia., (Cham: Springer, 2021). 

57 “Qazaqstandi shetel qorgaydi ma?” [Will foreign 
countries protect Qazaqstan?], Azattyq-TV, 
2023. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=vFBHh9poT7I; Shadiyar Ostemiruly, “Qantar 
Sabaqtary. Resey: Qazaqstandi qorgauga azirmiz!”[The 
lessons of Bloody January. Russia – We are ready to 
protect (!) Qazaqstan! — the author uses irony in the 
title and explains the reasons for insecurity towards 
Russia in the text] Nege.kz., October 27, 2023. Available 
at: https://nege.kz/news/kantar_sabaktari_resei_ 
kazakstandi_korgauga_azirmiz_20231027120502; 
Turarbek Kusayinuly, “Budapesht memorandumy 
Ukrainanın qauipsizdigin qamtamasız ete algan 
joq” [Budapest Memorandum could not protect 
security of Ukraine], KZNews, October 25, 2022. 
Available at: https://kznews.kz/zhanalyqtar/ 
budapesht-memorandumy-ukrainanyn-qauipsizdigin-
qamtamasyz-ete-algan-zhoq-turarbek-qusajynuly/ 

58 “Ukraine pomogayut rovno stolko, chtoby ona ne 
proigrala voynu, no i ne pobedila” [They help Ukraine 
just enough so that it doesn’t lose the war, but doesn’t 
win it either], Exclusive, December 4, 2023. Available 
at : https://exclusive.kz/ukraine-pomogayut-
rovno-stolko-chtoby-ona-ne-proigrala-vojnu-no-
i-ne-pobedila/; “Ukraina: Batys elderining komegi 
jetkiliksiz” [Ukraine: Western aid is not enough], 
Egemen Qazaqstan, April 12, 2022. Available at: https:// 
egemen.kz/article/309162-ukraina-batys-elderininh-
komegi-dgetkiliksiz; 

59 Stas Olenchenko, @TheStanislawski, see https://x.com/ 
TheStanislawski/status/1745425961384804716?s=20 
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Kyrgyz Migrant 
Narratives Amidst 
Russia’s Invasion 
of Ukraine 
by Aksana Ismailbekova and Zinaida Almazbekova 

n this article we will explore the fact that 
due to the present Russian war in Ukraine, 
Kyrgyz migrants with Russian passports 
seek alternative destinations. For more 
than 30 years since the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, Central Asians have migrated 

to the Russian Federation, Türkiye, Europe, East 
Asia, the US and the Gulf States at the highest 
historically recorded rates. This migration 
has been studied in its economic, social, and 
political dimensions. Initially a sign of nation-
al economic distress in the early post-Soviet 
years, Central Asian migration is now seen by 
international organizations as having positive 
(side)efects. Both the World Bank (WB) and the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) 
emphasize that remittances can contribute to 
development and to poverty reduction.1 Looking 
at the history of migration, many studies have 
documented the inefectiveness of chain migra-
tion in developing local and national economies 
elsewhere in the world during the second half of 
the 20th-century.2 

The economic and political stability of 
Central Asian states (Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Uzbekistan, and to a lesser extent Kazakhstan) 
relies signifcantly on migration to Russia.3 

Central Asian states face a unique challenge 

as they undergo a demographic youth bulge, 
generating a surplus of new workers annual-
ly. In addition to the demographic factor, the 
weak development of national economies is a 
problem; all economies except the Republic of 
Kazakhstan are growing but very slowly. In the 
case of Kyrgyzstan, the major export to Russia 
is not goods but people. As long as Kyrgyzstan’s 
structural dependence on the Russian labor 
market remains, the authorities will be vulnera-
ble to Moscow’s demands.4 

P revious work has shown that migrants’ 
return to Central Asian states depends on 

age groups5 or migrants keep extending their 
stays in Russia.6 Analysts initially expected that 
migrants’ return home would become a reality7 

in the context of the current crisis (the impact 
of the war in Ukraine and sanctions). However, 
in reality we see a much more complex picture 
has emerged. After February 24, 2022, a new 
fow of migration occurred to Central Asia such 
as an infux of young Russian young men.8 

After the start of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, 
with the war ongoing and no rapid end in sight, 
the anticipated high probability of an infux of 
returning migrants into Central Asia has not 
happened. What are the future socio-economic 



 

 

 

  

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

U
K

R
R

O
U

K
A

Z
B

G
R

 
TU

R
P

O
L

H
U

N
B

IH
 

SW
E

M
D

A
D

EU
B

LR
 

SV
K

LVA
FIN

A
ZE 

R
U

S
K

G
Z

CZE
A

R
M

 

and political challenges for Central Asia as a 
result of the current crisis? 

This article is based on our research on 
Kyrgyz migration in Russia over the last 3 years. 
There are two sections in the article: 1) Explor-
ing the consequences of EU sanctions on Rus-
sia; 2) Kyrgyz migrants with Russian passports 
seek alternative destinations. Three research 
methods were employed: 1) ethnographic re-
search, interviews with informants in Bishkek 
and Moscow in June 2021,in Kyrgyzstan in July 
2023, in Istanbul, Türkiye in August 2023 and 
in New York, USA in May 2023; 2) ethnogra-
phy-from-a-distance and online follow-up in-
terviews with my informants; 3) media analysis 
and social media sources. 

A view of the office of 

a company organizing 

passenger transpor-

tation to Russia in 

Bishkek on October 

17, 2023. Russia is 

increasingly trying to 

lure Central Asian mi-

grants to work in parts 

of Ukraine it claims to 

have annexed, or even 

sign up to fight for its 

armed forces. 

PHOTO: VYACHESLAV 

OSELEDKO/AFP/GETTY 

A high depend-
ence on Russia 
is a source of 
constant threat 
to the econom-
ic and political 
stability of 
Central Asia. 

Exploring the Consequences 
of EU Sanctions on Russia 
According to some experts, the efects of West-
ern (including EU) sanctions could be felt by 
Central Asia labor migrants living and working 
in Russia. According to Andrei Gurkov, Director 
of the Russian International Afairs Council: 

If earlier sanctions were aimed either at 
the ruling or the military elite, now EU 
and US sanctions are deliberately de-

signed to hit ordinary people in Russia, 
making them realize that their leader-
ship has completely lost the trust of the 
international community and pushing 
them into fnancial difculties.9 

As citizens of Russia face many economic and 
social problems as a result of Western sanctions, 
this is also afecting Central Asian migrants in 
Russia, as well as their families back home. 

According to World Bank estimates, the 
current crisis would lead to a 21 % decrease in 
remittances in Uzbekistan, 32 % in Kyrgyzstan, 
and 40 % in Tajikistan, compared with the situa-
tion before the war.10 However, these prognoses 
have not been realized.11 The forecasts for Tajik-
istan and Kyrgyzstan looked even worse, con-
sidering the fact that these countries rank third 
and fourth in the world in terms of the share of 
external remittances in GDP (34 % and 33%, re-
spectively).12 The fall in remittances would (still 
according to the World Bank) reduce economic 
growth and reverse the post-pandemic recovery 
in Central Asia that began in 2021. 

A high dependence on Russia is a source of 
constant threat to the economic and politi-
cal stability of Central Asia. Sanctions led to 
the fact that parallel imports to Russia went 
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through Central Asia, so the countries gained 
good fnancial benefts. Looking at the data on 
the re-export of cars to the Russian Federation, 
the greatest number comes from China in frst 
place, while Kyrgyzstan is in second place! 

Based on our research, Russia has also 
become a place where Kyrgyz migrants have 
now gained experience in terms of civic or even 
political organization.13 The heavy dependence 
of families on their migrant relatives in Russia 
refects the broader political and economic 
dependence of Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and 
Kyrgyzstan on Russia. In addition, there is the 
high cost of migration, in some cases on family 
ties and the erosion of traditional community, 
neighborhood, and social networks.14 

Importantly, Tajiks, Uzbeks, and Kyrgyz do 
not share the same migratory regime. Kyr-
gyzstan is a member of the Eurasian Economic 
Union, whose statutes provide that member citi-
zens are not subject to the monthly work permit 
regime in Russia that applies to other migrants. 
In contrast, Tajik and Uzbek citizens have to pay 
the monthly “patent” that is sometimes as ex-
pensive as €70/month in the region of Moscow. 
Moreover, migration from Tajikistan started 
during the civil war that hit the country in 1992 
(until 1997), while fows from Kyrgyzstan and 
Uzbekistan started in the early 2000s.15 As a re-
sult, Central Asian migrants have quite diferent 
spheres of employment in Russia and difer-
ent migratory trajectories. There are varying 
motivations to settle down in Russia on a more 
permanent basis and apply for Russian citizen-
ship. Following the changes in citizenship law in 
2019, whole families started to apply for Russian 
citizenship.16 Yet Central Asians are vulnerable 
to political persecution inside Russia too.17 

Interesting dynamics are happening at the 
moment. On the one hand, some Central Asian 
migrants are losing their jobs due to the closure 
of international companies, where Central 
Asian migrants are forced out of their jobs 
and the available positions are handed over 
to locals.18 On the other hand, there are also 
migrants who have gained better positions now 
as they took over jobs abandoned by feeing 
Russian men. The majority of the interviews we 
conducted with migrants indicate that the main 

reason why migrants decide to move elsewhere 
(US or Türkiye) or return to Central Asia either 
permanently or temporarily is because they 
cannot quickly fnd normal jobs in Russia any-
more. Some of them went back to Russia after 
a few months of being jobless in Central Asia. 
There were several reasons for leaving Russia: 
changes in the exchange rate of the ruble, and 
a reduction in the number of construction pro-
jects, which is under pressure from rising prices 
for building materials.19 For example: In the frst 
quarter of 2022, 133,000 migrant workers re-
turned to Uzbekistan, and another 40% wished 
to return home because of unemployment 
and exchange rate instability.20 However, the 
number of Tajiks who came to Russia in 2022 is 
the highest since 2015.21There is also a category 
of migrants who are in-between because they 
prefer to stay and see how things develop fur-
ther. This in-between category includes most of 
the Kyrgyz migrants. In the near future Central 
Asian migrants will unfortunately fnd them-
selves in an uncertain situation. 

The return of 
migrants into 

Central Asia 
might affect 

Central Asian 
countries 

differently 
because of 

the different 
responses of 

governments 
to the war at 
the moment. 

H owever, the return of migrants into 
Central Asia might afect Central Asian 

countries diferently because of the diferent 
responses of governments to the war at the mo-
ment. As a result, Russia treats them diferently, 
depending on the position of the governments 
of the sending states. As mentioned earlier, 
Central Asian countries remain dependent on 
the Russian economy. At this point, however, it 
is important not to generalize about the impact 
of the migrant infux on the entire region, since 
Central Asian governments have varying de-
grees of state control and legal systems, as well 
as opportunities for economic diversifcation. 
Central Asia governments will most probably 
continue to face high youth unemployment, 
poverty and political instability in the near fu-
ture. At the same time there are many structural 
problems in Central Asia such as the continuity 
of the old Soviet system of informal governance, 
reliance on informal networks, and associations 
with fundamentally corrupt politics. 

The demographic phenomenon results in 
more individuals seeking employment than 
there are job openings.22 The ramifcations 
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of the Ukraine war and subsequent sanctions 
afect Central Asian migrants in Russia before 
reaching Russian citizens. This has prompted a 
considerable number of migrants to either re-
turn home23 or seek alternative destinations for 
migration because they lost their jobs in Russia. 

However, the opportunities to leave are 
constrained for some new Russian citizens 
from Central Asia due to factors such as loans24 

from Russian banks and fear of their Russian 
citizenship being revoked. As Borisova shows in 
the context of Tajik migrants, Tajik migrants are 
too much implicated in Russian bank loans and 
thus not able to diversify their migration desti-
nations.25 People expected a sharp decrease in 
remittances in the coming months and years. 
However, remittances have not dropped criti-
cally; they are holding at pre-pandemic levels.26 

Beyond all this, however, another counter-
intuitive trend is emerging. Other sources also 
show that there is an increase of migrations from 
Central Asia to Russia despite the war.27 Russian 
ofcials have reported an increasing quantity 
of Kyrgyz migrants arriving in search of em-
ployment, the war notwithstanding. However, 
further research is required on the new fow of 
migration. At this stage what we know is that a 
number of migrants (non-Russian passport hold-
ers) are staying in Russia. The fact that non-Rus-

sian passport holders are staying in Russia is 
due to several factors. Russia has streamlined its 
entry procedures by removing individuals who 
were previously blacklisted. These migrants are 
not “ofcially” called to join the Russian army. 

PHOTO: IGOR KOVALENKO/ANADOLU/GETTY 

Civilians are taken 

hostages as Troops 

take part in the “Inde-

structible Brotherhood 

2023“ joint military 

drills by the Collec-

tive Rapid Response 

Forces of the Collec-

tive Security Treaty 

Organisation (CSTO) 

member states 

including Armenia, 

Kazakhstan, Russia, 

Belarus, Kyrgyzstan, 

and Tajikistan, in 

Balykchi, 200 km from 

Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan in 

October 2023. 

M igrants skillfully concealed the dark side 
of their migration life (discrimination, 

low payment) to avoid feelings of shame, fear of 
failure, and possible criticism from communities 
back home. Instead, they preferred to present 
their migration experiences in a more favora-
ble light, emphasizing such aspects as living in 
signifcant urban areas, without fully revealing 
the details of the migrations’ dark side. Another 
reason why new migrant workers keep coming 
to Russia, in addition to the lack of job oppor-
tunities at home, is due to the lack of complete 
information about the situation in Russia. 

In the following section, we would like to 
present diferent migratory trajectories of Kyr-
gyz migrants with Russian passports and how 
they search for alternative destinations. 

Kyrgyz Migrants with Russian 
Passports Seek Alternative 
Destinations 
For expatriates from Kyrgyzstan, ownership 
of a Russian passport was once something of a 
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golden ticket. Russian citizenship conferred all 
kinds of privileges, from easier access to the la- i
bor market to the prospect of a pension far more r
generous than that ofered by the Kyrgyz state. i

The invasion of Ukraine has upset all those 
certainties. Unwilling to get involved in a war t
they do not see as their own,28 many of these 
male Kyrgyz migrants have spent the past 18 f
months exploring alternative places to live. 
However, these young men are fathers of two 
or three children, even though fathers with 
four or fve children will not be taken into the 
army, 

The US has become  

an imaginative  

move for Kyrgyz  

migrants.  

PHOTO: AKSANA  

ISMAILBEKOVA 

D uring a recent visit to New York, the 
authors of this article29 encountered 

three Kyrgyz men with Russian citizenship in 
the south Brooklyn neighborhood of Brighton 
Beach, a well-established community for arriv-
als from former Soviet republics. They all cited 
the risk of being pressganged into the Russian 
army as a motivation for making the move. 
There are also many people in Central Asia for 
whom this is an imaginative move – from Russia 
to the US. Now the US can be imagined as a des-
tination more easily than in the past, therefore 
more and more people are taking the risks.30 

Along with many likeminded peers, this 
group relied on social media tools – namely a 
Telegram channel called AKSHga Jol, which is 
Kyrgyz for “the road to the USA” – for guidance. 
This resource ofered such information as how 

to make it to the US–Mexico border and what to 
say to US border guards. 

One of the horrifc experiences that three 
Kyrgyz told us: 

There were several other Kyrgyz with 
us whom we met in Mexico City. We 
decided to buy meat at the market when 
suddenly we saw Mexican cartels who 
wanted to take one young Kyrgyz, a 
19-year-old guy, from the group. We all 
went to the zoo and waited for hours for 
the Mexican cartels to disappear. We 
heard horror stories about Mexican car-
tels targeting especially young people 
and selling them for organs. 

A Russian passport still had its uses here – some 
nformants got a Russian passport just for that 
eason, in order to go to the US. Mexico has 
mplemented a streamlined visa application 

process for Russian nationals, making traveling 
here relatively easy. 

Once at the US border, this group applied 
or asylum appointments, citing their stated 

opposition to the Russian government and their 
unwillingness to serve in the army as grounds to 
be provided a haven. 

Upon entering US territory, they are sent to 
detention centers, undergo medical examina-
tions (including tuberculosis screening), and re-
ceive a Departure Number (I-94). Additionally, 
asylum seekers require a US guarantor (poru-
chitel) in order to cross the US border and apply 
for asylum in diferent states based on their 
guarantor’s location. The US court’s decision 
process can take several years. 

What sets their journey apart is that they did 
not rely on middlemen to organize the whole 
trip from Russia to the US, though such pos-
sibilities exist and can cost up to 20,000 USD; 
they depended solely on the information they 
found through the Telegram channel. Yet the 
migrants do need a US guarantor (poruchitel) 
who serve as “intermediaries” and who can 
act as guardians for the new arrivals. A guard-
ian can be any person with legal status in the 
US (US citizens, permanent residents, asylum 
seekers in the US). 
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Akyl, a 35-year-old originally from Issyk-Kul, 
is now residing in Türkiye. He explained that 
his prior military experience made the risk of a 
call-up from the Russian armed forces particu-
larly acute. When the Russian government an-
nounced in September 21, 2022, that it was em-
barking on a mass mobilization campaign, Akyl 
along with a friend quickly packed their bags. 
Many had the same idea. The line of cars at the 
border with Kazakhstan snaked for kilometers. 
Some even apparently traded in their vehicles 
for bicycles in a bid to ease the crossing. 

After a hard journey, Akyl and his friend 
reached Kyrgyzstan, but fnding few prospects 
for employment, they decided to hit the road 
once more, for Türkiye. Akyl speaks the lan-
guage, which gave him more options. He said 
that his original plan was eventually to return to 
Russia, where his wife and two children still re-
side, once the mobilization period passed. This 
plan was thwarted, however, once he openly 
expressed his opposition to Russia’s war only 
to his relatives or those who are in Kyrgyzstan. 
Akyl’s wife is employed by a Turkish company 
in Russia and earns a good salary, so she is stay-
ing put. Türkiye may be a safe haven for Akyl, 
but it is uncertain when he will be able to live 
together with his family again. Akyl expresses 
opposition to the war privately; otherwise he 
would put his family in Russia in danger. He is 
aware that as soon as he goes to Russia he will 
be asked to join the army. 

T hose who return to Kyrgyzstan and stay 
there describe it as a challenging choice. 

Starting a business or fnding a job can be dif-
cult because repatriates are commonly per-
ceived as a threat by the competitive business 
sector. 

One informant, Muradil, said that while 
migrant communities tend to assist one anoth-
er in fnding work and with other essentials 
when living in Russia, there is less solidarity 
in Kyrgyzstan itself. Even getting a job as a taxi 
driver is hard, he said. Muradil said some friends 
of his managed to set up a business in Bishkek’s 
sprawling Dordoi bazaar with money they had 
squirreled away previously. Other friends are en-
gaged in car trading business and those who are 

skilled in building are working in construction. 
In my recent conversation with my informant 

in Moscow, Marat says that every day many 
young migrants aged 18–20 are coming from his 
own district, southern Kyrgyzstan. 

Conclusion 
The main argument of this article is that Kyrgyz 
migrants are diversifying their mobility trajecto-
ries extending beyond Russia and Central Asia. 
This is done by strategically using their diferent 
identifcations, fnancial resources, and skills; 
1) by deploying “Russian citizenship” some 
try to go to the US, 2) others use their Turkish 
language skills to fnd jobs in Türkiye; 3) others 
again go back home and try to integrate into 
the local economy. It is crucial to consider the 
varied sentiments among migrants, individual 
situations, and their capacities to see, imagine, 
and work towards alternatives. The accessibil-
ity of alternative information for Central Asian 
migrants is facilitated by the fow of information 
from Central Asia and the widespread use of 
open social networks in the region. 

Some prefer to remain in their current loca-
tions and observe how situations unfold. On 
the other hand, there are those who choose to 
return to Kyrgyzstan permanently, often due 
to recent job losses and the difculty in quickly 
securing employment in Russia. Through our 
conversations with migrants in Russia, it be-
comes evident that those who have returned to 
Kyrgyzstan are entrepreneurial, actively seeking 
alternative solutions to fll economic voids. ● 
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Kyrgyzstan 
and stay there 
describe it as 
a challenging 
choice. 
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After years of debate and even citizens’ 
signature collections for the removal of the 
monument, there were no developments in 
this regard, mainly due to the 1994 agreement 
between Latvia and Russia on the preservation 
and maintenance of memorials and burial sites. 
This quickly changed in after the full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine, and following the adoption 
of the law in July 2022, the Victory Monument 
was demolished in August of the same year. The 
events surrounding the removal of the mon-
ument created the most signifcant backlash 
from the Russian community since the full-
scale war in Ukraine. 

The political discussion about disman-
tling the monument already started in April, 
anticipating the Victory Day celebration next 
month. The monument was fenced of to deter 
any gathering and the parliament adopted a law 
that prohibited specifc public events on May 9, 
instead declaring it as the Day of Commemora-
tion of victims who died in Ukraine. Despite the 
decision, thousands went to lay fowers near the 
monument, which were then again removed by 
the municipal police, resulting in anger, protest, 
and more fowers. After a video went viral of 
municipal workers dumping fowers in gar-
bage with a tractor, people continued to gather 
the next day, including protestors exhibiting 
pro-Russian symbols such as “Z” painted on 
cars, Russia’s fag and George ribbons. Some 
of the more aggressive and violent protestors 
were detained by the police. The events were 
perceived as a major provocation by the Latvian 
majority, which resulted in the resignation of 
Interior Minister Marija Golubeva. She was 
criticized for failing to ban the gathering and 
laying fowers on May 9, to which Golubeva 
had responded by diferentiating between the 
right of peaceful gathering to commemorate the 
victims and aggressive manifestations in sup-
port of military aggression.22 This distinction 
appeared not to hold in the era after Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine, and the events of May 9–10, 
2022, served as a catalyst for the removal of the 
monument later that year. 

The protests after May 2022, however, 
subsided. Few people gathered on the day of 
the monument’s removal, despite messages 

circulating on social media that tried to rally 
protestors.23 The only commemoration were 
meetings and candles placed in military grave-
yards across Latvia, and there were almost no 
people near the former location of the Victory 
Monument, except the lines of police cars. A 
major shift had occurred in the duration of one 
year, leaving behind years and years of political 
and scholarly discussion about the role of the 
Victory Monument in the public conscious-
ness of Latvian and Russophone communities. 
It would be too quick to expect the physical 
absence of the memory site to symbolize the 
absence of diverging narratives, perceptions, 
and identifcations within Latvian society. 
Indeed, the emotional dimension of the Victory 
Day celebrations has shifted to social media, 
expressing sentiments of sadness, trauma and 
martyrdom within the Russophone community 
– with identifcations that did not belong to the 
dominant memory practices of the state and, as 
such, have rarely been debated openly.24 

Few people 
gathered on 

the day of the 
monument’s 

removal, 
despite 

messages 
circulating 

on social 
media that 

tried to rally 
protestors. 

T he demolition of the Victory Monument 
was not a controversial issue for the 

Latvian-language public sphere – there were 
very few dissenting voices about whether it 
should be removed once the possibility was 
raised in 2022. It has been a diferent situation 
concerning other monuments that have been 
deemed to be symbols of glorifying the totali-
tarian regime. This has included monuments to 
cultural fgures and writers of Latvian origin, 
who were active members of the Communist 
party during the Soviet occupation. After the 
Riga City Council decision in March 2023, me-
morial sculptures of physicist Mstislav Keldysh 
and poet Alexander Pushkin were removed 
from their locations in Riga. The reasons for the 
removal of Keldysh’s monument was his role in 
“manufacturing the Soviet military complex”, 
whereas for Pushkin it was the lack of connec-
tion with Latvia – in the words of one Council 
member: “These monuments would have not 
been here if Latvia had not been occupied by 
the Soviet Union”.25 Pushkin’s monument was 
funded by the Russian Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs and supported by the then Riga Mayor Nils 
Ušakovs, but not recognized by the national 
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heritage institutions. The Council also support-
ed the dismantling of monuments of Latvian 
writers Andrejs Upītis and Anna Sakse due 
to their highly visible collaboration with the 
Soviet regime. The representative of the Center 
of Public Memory, which devised and submit-
ted the list of undesirable monuments, justifed 
the removal of the monuments as the way a 
democratic society can express its condemna-
tion of the totalitarian regime.26 The removal of 
the monuments did not have uniform support 
in the Riga Council and the disagreement went 
beyond the language division. The decision 
was critiqued by heritage experts and cultural 
fgures as an attempt to erase history, based 
only on emotions. Gļebs Panteļejevs, sculptor 
and professor in the Art Academy of Latvia, 
described the Council’s decision as “cultural 
self-castration”.27 Other counter-arguments 
appealed to the artistic value of the monuments 
as well as to the cultural contributions by the 
writers in question. 

The debate about the monuments has been 
an illustration of the difculties of erasing 
every trace of the Soviet occupation in Latvia. 
As formulated by researcher Mārtiņš Kaprāns, 
these attempts of internal lustration are con-
fronted with legacy of fgures such as poets 
Imants Ziedonis and Ojārs Vācietis, as well 
as other artists and cultural fgures who were 
articulating Latvian national identity during the 
Soviet time, while being members of the party.28 

In addition to people, there are also buildings 
and other public spaces that were built dur-
ing the Soviet period and housed institutions 
integral to its functions such as the Academy of 
Sciences, Riga Congress Centre and the former 
KGB headquarters (so called “Corner House”). 
The assessment and future of these buildings 
have not always been clear. “Corner House” 
has housed a very well-received and popular 
KGB museum since 2014 that is now facing 
closure due to lack of funding. The Congress 
Centre, the former center of the meetings of the 
communist party, meanwhile, is set to become 
the new building of the Riga Philharmonic. 
The Latvian architect team responsible for the 
project has emphasized the value in the trans-
formation of the building, making parallels with 

the buildings from Nazi Germany in Berlin that 
have now become artistic and music venues.29 

Meanwhile, the Academy of Sciences has been 
housed in the same building since 1946, after it 
was nationalized by the re-independent Latvia 
in 1991, symbolizing yet another form of histor-
ical continuity. 

Politics of the Past
 in the Shadow of War 
In a short span of time many important changes 
concerning language and memory politics have 
occurred in Latvia, refecting the sense of a fun-
damental blow to national and regional security. 
The transition to state education in the Latvian 
language only has been relatively uncontrover-
sial, especially in the context of the past protest 
movements against the reform. Despite the still 
prevalent negative perceptions of the educa-
tion reform, there has not been a signifcant 
pushback from the Russophone community. 
This trend can be situated within the earlier 
research, which fnds that Russophone commu-
nity is not uniform in its attitudes, but largely 
feels attachment to Latvia and Europe instead 
of Russia, values professional and other op-
portunities available to them through Latvian 
language, but emphasizes the importance of 
maintaining their own linguistic and cultural 
identity.30 To date, evidence shows that the ma-
jority of Russian speakers in Latvia do not want 
self-marginalization or a kin-state relationship 
with Russia, and, while there has been support 
for social integration, the tools and rhetoric of 
the Latvian side have often been perceived as 
too nationalizing and restrictive. 

T he question of how to achieve successful in-
tegration in Latvia has been difcult, trying 

to fnd the balance between political principles 
of liberalism, normative ideas of multicultural-
ism and the particular historical, sociological and 
cultural circumstances of the Latvian situation. 
While addressing its full complex dimensions 
is beyond the scope of this report, the recent 
developments described here highlight a certain 
problem that concerns the politics of past. The 
perception, formulated by political representa-
tives, in particular from nationalist circles, that 

183 U
K

R
R

O
U

K
A

Z
B

G
R

 
TU

R
P

O
L

H
U

N
B

IH
 

SW
E

M
D

A
D

EU
B

LR
 

SV
K

LVA
FIN

A
ZE 

R
U

S
K

G
Z

CZE
A

R
M

 

https://identity.30
https://venues.29
https://party.28
https://self-castration�.27
https://regime.26


 

 

 

   
 

 
 

  

   
 

 

   
 

 
 

   
 

 
 

   

 
 

 

   
 

 

   

   
 

 
 

   
 

 

   
 

   
 

 

A
R

M
CZ

E
K

G
Z

R
U

S 
A

ZE
FI

N
LV

A
SV

K
 

B
LR

D
EU

M
D

A
SW

E 
B

IH
H

U
N

P
O

L
TU

R
 

B
G

R
K

A
Z

R
O

U
U

K
R 184 

the justifcation of a concrete decision is the 
erasure of the time of the Soviet occupation, is 
important to consider here. After the start of the 
full-scale war in Ukraine, the diference between 
public manifestations of the Soviet regime and 
the “Russian world” as promoted by the contem-
porary Russian state propaganda appears to have 
shrunk in Latvian discourses. The problem is 
that, beyond the military occupation, aggression, 
and repressions of the Soviet regime, rightfully 
constituting the emotional link between many 
people in Latvia with Ukraine, the Soviet period 
is a part of people’s personal histories, political 
histories in the time of democratic transition, 
and of national heritage, such as in cultural refer-
ences to movies, literature, theatre plays, and so 
much more. It is difcult to live as if “it had never 
happened”. Furthermore, the most signifcant 
and implicit consequence of this logic is the in-
visibility of the large Russophone community in 
Latvia – another result of the Soviet occupation. 
The debates about monuments demonstrate that 
it has been difcult to fnd language, arguments, 
and ideas to talk about how contemporary 
Latvian society deals with its Soviet history 
– beyond the condemnation of military aggres-
sion and repression. While the current war in 
Ukraine and Russia as the aggressor has once 
again restated the importance of this historical 
experience for Latvian society, it also has further 
removed the debate about the Soviet period as an 
intrinsic background of personal and profession-
al biographies of Latvians of all ethnicities. Even 
if the generational change seemingly moves this 
issue further away, the relationship with the past 
and conceptualization of that relationship proves 
to be highly relevant in how political decisions 
are made and justifed today. It is one of the most 
important factors to consider when appealing to 
ideals of democracy – an appeal that so far has 
been integral to the self-understanding of the 
Latvian political and public sphere. ● 

Lelde Luika, Postdoctoral Researcher at the 

Centre for Baltic and East European Studies 

(CBEES), Södertörn University. 

References 
1 Ammon Cheskin, “Identity and Integration of Russian 

Speakers in the Baltic States: A Framework for Analysis,” 
Ethnopolitics 14, no. 1 (January 2015): 72–93, https://doi. 
org/10.1080/17449057.2014.933051; Rasma Karklins, 
“Integration in Latvia: A Success Story?,” Journal of 
Baltic Studies 52, no. 3 (July 3, 2021): 455–70. Available at: 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01629778.2021.1944238. 

2 For a history of Latvia’s post-Soviet education system, 
see Iveta Silova’s “Latvia: Education and Post-Socialist 
Transformations.” Education in the European Union: 
Post-2003 Member States 26 (2015): 133. 

3 Vita Anstrate and Anete Bērtule, “Saeimā sper pirmo 
soli uz mācībām latviešu valodā [Saeima takes the frst 
step towards Latvian-language education],” Latvijas 
Sabiedriskie Mediji (Public Broadcasting of Latvia), 
August 2, 2018. Available at: https://www.lsm.lv/raksts/ 
zinas/latvija/saeima-sper-pirmo-soli-uz-macibam-
latviesu-valoda.a267131/ 

4 Sintija Ambote, “Krievu skolu aizstāvju protesta gājiens 
pulcējis 2500 dalībnieku [Russian school protest march 
attracts 2500 participants],” Latvijas Sabiedriskie 
Mediji (Public Broadcasting of Latvia), September 15, 
2018. Available at: https://www.lsm.lv/raksts/zinas/ 
latvija/krievu-skolu-aizstavju-protesta-gajiens-
pulcejis-2500-dalibnieku.a292491/ 

5 Aiga Nulle, “Pāreja uz mācībām tikai latviešu valodā 
– šķels vai saliedēs sabiedrību? [Transition to Latvian-
only education – will it divide or unite society?],” 
Latvijas Vēstnesis [The ofcial publication of the 
Latvian government], June 9, 2023. Available at: 
https://lvportals.lv/skaidrojumi/354571-pareja-uz-
macibam-tikai-latviesu-valoda-skels-vai-saliedes-
sabiedribu-2023. 

6 Mārtiņš Kaprāns and Inta Mieriņa, “Minority 
Reconsidered: Towards a Typology of Latvia’s 
Russophone Identity,” Europe-Asia Studies 71, no. 1 
(January 2, 2019): 24–47, https://doi.org/10.1080/09668 
136.2018.1556250. 

7 Iveta Silova, “Latvia: Education and Post-Socialist 
Transformations.” 

8 Lilija Alijeva, “Left Behind? A Critical Study of the 
Russian-Speaking Minority Rights to Citizenship and 
Language in the Post-Soviet Baltic States. Lessons from 
Nationalising Language Policies,” International Journal 
on Minority and Group Rights 24, no. 4 (2017): 484–536. 

9 Aija Priedīte, “Surveying Language Attitudes 
and Practices in Latvia,” Journal of Multilingual 
and Multicultural Development 26, no. 5 
(September 15, 2005): 409–24, https://doi. 
org/10.1080/01434630508668413. 

10 Baltic Times, “ECHR Finds No Violation of Human 
Rights in Latvia’s Gradual Transition to State Language 
Education,” November 16, 2023. Available at: https:// 
www.baltictimes.com/echr_fnds_no_violation_of_ 
human_rights_in_latvia_s_gradual_transition_to_state_ 
language_education/. 

11 Latvian Public Broadcasting, “Latvia’s Future Security 
Concept Foresees No Public Media in Russian,” 
Latvian Public Broadcasting, September 26, 2023. 
Available at: https://eng.lsm.lv/article/features/media-
literacy/26.09.2023-latvias-future-security-concept-
foresees-no-public-media-in-russian.a525331/. 

https://eng.lsm.lv/article/features/media
www.baltictimes.com/echr_finds_no_violation_of
https://doi
https://doi.org/10.1080/09668
https://lvportals.lv/skaidrojumi/354571-pareja-uz
https://www.lsm.lv/raksts/zinas
https://www.lsm.lv/raksts
https://doi.org/10.1080/01629778.2021.1944238
https://doi


   
 

 
 

 
 

   

 

   
 
 

 

   
 

 

   

   

   
 

 
 

   
 

 
 

 
 

   
 

   
 
 

 
 

   
 

 

   
 
 

 
 

   
 

 
 

   
 

 
 

 

   
 

 
 

 
 

   
  

   
 
 

   
 

   
 

 
 

 

12 Baiba Kļava, “Pētnieki un uzraugs: Sasteigtā krievu 
valodas pazušana no sabiedriskajiem medijiem 
kaitēs valsts drošībai (precizēts) [Researchers and 
watchdog: the hasty disappearance of Russian from 
public media will harm national security (updated)],” 
Latvijas Sabiedriskie Mediji (Public Broadcasting of 
Latvia), October 26, 2023. Available at: https://www. 
lsm.lv/raksts/zinas/latvija/26.10.2023-petnieki-
un-uzraugs-sasteigta-krievu-valodas-pazusana-no-
sabiedriskajiem-medijiem-kaites-valsts-drosibai-
precizets.a529266/. 

13 Baiba Kļava, “Pētnieki un uzraugs: Sasteigtā krievu 
valodas pazušana no sabiedriskajiem medijiem kaitēs 
valsts drošībai (precizēts) 

14 LETA, “Kultūras ministre: bez Latvijas kultūras 
mūsu nacionālā identitāte nevar izdzīvot [Minister of 
Culture: without Latvian culture our national identity 
cannot survive],” Jauns.lv, October 15, 2023. Available 
at: https://jauns.lv/raksts/zinas/580033-kulturas-
ministre-bez-latvijas-kulturas-musu-nacionala-
identitate-nevar-izdzivot. 

15 LETA, “Kultūras ministre redz lomu sabiedriskajam 
medijam krievu valodā [Minister of Culture sees a 
role for Russian-language public service media],” 
LA.LV, September 25, 2023. Available at: https://www. 
la.lv/kulturas-ministre-redz-lomu-sabiedriskajam-
medijam-krievu-valoda. 

16 Baiba Kļava, “Pētnieki un uzraugs: Sasteigtā krievu 
valodas pazušana no sabiedriskajiem medijiem kaitēs 
valsts drošībai (precizēts) 

17 Baiba Kļava, “Pētnieki un uzraugs: Sasteigtā krievu 
valodas pazušana no sabiedriskajiem medijiem kaitēs 
valsts drošībai (precizēts) 

18 Gaļina Solodovņikova, “Leļļu Teātrī No Rudens Vairs 
Nebūs Izrāžu Krievu Valodā [Puppet Theatre Will No 
Longer Perform in Russian from Autumn],” Latvijas 
Sabiedriskie Mediji (Public Broadcasting of Latvia), 
February 4, 2023. Available at: https://www.lsm.lv/ 
raksts/kultura/kulturtelpa/02.04.2023-lellu-teatri-no-
rudens-vairs-nebus-izrazu-krievu-valoda.a503290/. 

19 Dace Kaukule and Zane Brikmane, “Pekausis 
pārceļas uz noliktavu. Kā krievu valodas un kultūras 
ierobežošana Latvijā ietekmēs patēriņu? [Cheburashka 
moves to a warehouse. How will restricting Russian 
language and culture in Latvia afect consumption?],” 
Latvijas Sabiedriskie Mediji (Public Broadcasting of 
Latvia), April 28, 2023. Available at: https://www.lsm. 
lv/raksts/kultura/kulturtelpa/28.04.2023-pekausis-
parcelas-uz-noliktavu-ka-krievu-valodas-un-kulturas-
ierobezosana-latvija-ietekmes-paterinu.a506790/. 

20 Dace Kaukule and Zane Brikmane, “Pekausis 
pārceļas uz noliktavu. Kā krievu valodas un kultūras 
ierobežošana Latvijā ietekmēs patēriņu? 

21 Olga Procevska, Vita Zelče, and Klinta Ločmele, 
“Celebrations, Commemorative Dates and Related 
Rituals: Soviet Experience, Its Transformation and 
Contemporary Victory Day Celebrations in Russia and 
Latvia,” SSRN Scholarly Paper (Rochester, NY, April 8, 
2011), https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1806000. 

22 The Baltic Times, “Laying Flowers on March 16 and 
May 9 Is Acceptable but Political Manifestations 
Extolling Military Aggression Must Not Be Permitted 
– Minister,” March 10, 2022. Available at: https://www. 
baltictimes.com/laying_fowers_on_march_16_and_ 

may_9_is_acceptable_but_political_manifestations_ 
extolling_military_aggression_must_not_be_ 
permitted_-_minister/. 

23 “Uzvaras parka pieminekļa demontāža: nogāztas visas 
trīs padomju karavīru statujas [Dismantling of the 
Victory Park monument: all three statues of Soviet 
soldiers have been taken down],” Latvijas Sabiedriskie 
Mediji (Public Broadcasting of Latvia), August 23, 2022. 
Available at: https://www.lsm.lv/raksts/zinas/latvija/ 
uzvaras-parka-pieminekla-demontaza-nogaztas-visas-
tris-padomju-karaviru-statujas.a470557/. 

24 Deniss Hanovs, “Concrete Dust Versus Angel’s 
Wings? Sacralization of the ‘Victory Monument’ 
and Postcolonial Memory Politics in Latvia,” 
Occasional Papers on Religion in Eastern Europe 43, 
no. 9 (September 1, 2022). Available at: https://doi. 
org/10.55221/2693-2148.2470. 

25 Zanda Balode-Ozola, “Rīgas Pieminekļu padome 
nolemj pārvietot pieminekli Andrejam Upītim un Annai 
Saksei [Riga Monuments Council decides to move the 
monument to Andrejs Upītis and Anna Sakse],” Latvijas 
Sabiedriskie Mediji (Public Broadcasting of Latvia), 
March 3, 2023. Available at: https://www.lsm.lv/raksts/ 
zinas/latvija/rigas-piemineklu-padome-nolemj-
parvietot-pieminekli-andrejam-upitim-un-annai-
saksei.a499201/. 

26 Zane Brikmane and Dace Kaukule, “‘Nepareizo’ 
pieminekļu aizvākšana Rīgā – ‘kulturāla kastrācija’ 
vai atbrīvošanās no pagātnes rēgiem? [Removing the 
‘wrong’ monuments in Riga – ‘cultural castration’ 
or liberation from the ghosts of the past?],” Latvijas 
Sabiedriskie Mediji (Public Broadcasting of Latvia), 
March 13, 2023. Available at: https://www.lsm.lv/ 
raksts/kultura/kulturtelpa/13.03.2023-nepareizo-
piemineklu-aizvaksana-riga-kulturala-kastracija-vai-
atbrivosanas-no-pagatnes-regiem.a500547/. 

27 Zane Brikmane and Dace Kaukule, “‘Nepareizo’ 
pieminekļu aizvākšana Rīgā – ‘kulturāla kastrācija’ vai 
atbrīvošanās no pagātnes rēgiem?’’ 

28 Zane Brikmane and Dace Kaukule, “2023. gada izvēle 
– pārtapt vai nošķūrēt,” Latvijas Sabiedriskie Mediji 
(Public Broadcasting of Latvia), December 29, 2023. 
Available at: https://www.lsm.lv/raksts/kultura/ 
kulturtelpa/29.12.2023-kultursoks-2023-gada-izvele-
partapt-vai-noskuret.a537149/. 

29 Zane Brikmane and Dace Kaukule, “2023. gada izvēle – 
pārtapt vai nošķūrēt.” 

30 Brigita Zepa, “Integration Policy in Latvia: 
Theory and Practice.,” n.d.; Ammon Cheskin, 
Russian Speakers in Post-Soviet Latvia: Discursive 
Identity Strategies (Edinburgh: University Press, 
2016). Available at: https://till.biblextern.sh.se/ 
login?url=http://www.cambridge.org/core/product/ 
identifer/9780748697441/type/BOOK; Kaprāns and 
Mieriņa, “Minority Reconsidered.” 

185 U
K

R
R

O
U

K
A

Z
B

G
R

 
TU

R
P

O
L

H
U

N
B

IH
 

SW
E

M
D

A
D

EU
B

LR
 

SV
K

LVA
FIN

A
ZE 

R
U

S
K

G
Z

CZE
A

R
M

 

https://login?url=http://www.cambridge.org/core/product
https://till.biblextern.sh.se
https://www.lsm.lv/raksts/kultura
https://www.lsm.lv
https://www.lsm.lv/raksts
https://doi
https://www.lsm.lv/raksts/zinas/latvija
https://baltictimes.com/laying_flowers_on_march_16_and
https://www
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1806000
https://www.lsm
https://www.lsm.lv
https://www
https://jauns.lv/raksts/zinas/580033-kulturas
https://Jauns.lv
https://www


  

 

  
  

  

  

 

 

Moldova 

A
R

M
A

ZE
CZ

E
K

G
Z

R
U

S 
FI

N
LV

A
SV

K
 

B
LR

D
EU

M
D

A
SW

E 
B

IH
H

U
N

P
O

L
TU

R
 

B
G

R
K

A
Z

R
O

U
U

K
R 186 

A Society Under Pressure: 

Internal 
Vulnerabilities 
and Multiple 
External Risks 
by Inna Șupac 

he Russian full-scale aggression against 
Ukraine has severely afected the Republic 
of Moldova. The consequences of this war 
have infuenced the country both eco-
nomically and socially, the situation being 

exacerbated by the energy crisis and infation, 
which in August 2022 reached the highest val-
ues in the region. Energy prices have doubled 
and food prices have increased by over 30%. 
Accelerating infation signifcantly undermined 
the purchasing power of the population and 
reduced household fnal consumption. This 
has led to a signifcant increase in poverty rates, 
with 31% of the Moldovan population now 
living below the poverty line compared to 25% 
before the war.1 There are extremely large 
diferences in poverty rates between rural and 
urban areas: 40.1% and 17.1%, respectively.2 

The increase in energy prices has put con-
siderable pressure on the national budget. To 
mitigate the efect of these increases, the gov-
ernment ofered direct bill compensation for 
household energy consumption. Almost 30% of 
the compensations for the cold season 2022– 
2023 were covered by the state budget, while 
development partners’ contributions reached 

70%. Among the most important donors to the 
“Help at the Meter” program were the Euro-
pean Commission – 75 m euros, Germany – 40 
m euros, World Bank Multi-Donor Trust Fund 
(US Government and Norwegian Government 
contribution) – 40.4 m euros. 75% of all house-
holds in Moldova benefted from compensation 
for their invoices. 

In the last fve years, the share of expenses 
fnanced from external sources has increased 
from about 5% in 2018 to 20% in 2022. In 
2023, external grants constituted 10.4% of 
state budget revenues. In 2024, they will have 
a weight almost three times lower, of 3.6% of 
revenues. This is one of the consequences of 
Moldova’s transition from a group of low-in-
come countries to that of middle-income coun-
tries, which implies a decrease in the volume 
of grants and the attraction of more external 
credits in the country. 

Overall, the state budget for 2024 is an 
austerity budget, with a defcit above the 

admissible norm and with very modest poten-
tial for ensuring sustainable development in the 
Republic of Moldova. In practical terms, this 



 
 

 

 

  
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

means less spending on health, education, so-
cial protection, and infrastructure for citizens. 
To maintain social resilience, the state needs 
to continue to invest in human capital and 
implement social protection programs, while 
improving their targeting towards the most 
vulnerable. 

Solidarity protest 

on the 1 year anniver-

sary of the Russian 

invasion in Ukraine. 

The protest had begun 

at the Russian em-

bassy in Chișinău, and 

then marched to the 

Parliament building. 

PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS 

Demographic Issues, 
Migration, Refugees 
Demographic problems and migration are 
Moldova’s biggest economic and social chal-
lenges. Over the last two years, Moldova faced 
record decreases in population, with a 2.35% 
decrease in 2021 and a 2.4% decrease in 2022.3 

The decrease in population is driven by a lot 
of complex factors but the largest drivers are a 
negative natural increase of the population and 
people leaving the country for economic oppor-
tunity abroad. Fewer people are born while life 
expectancy in the last 15 years has increased by 
about fve years. Population aging and declining 
replacement rates will have negative implica-
tions for two dimensions: labor availability and 
the sustainability of the pension fund. 

According to the Moldovan labor market 

forecast,4 in the medium term, the demand for 
labor will grow faster than the supply, exacer-
bating labor shortages. By 2026 the demand for 
labor will exceed one million people, so the gap 
between labor demand and supply will reach 
18–25%. The workforce defcit could also be 
aggravated by the expected end of the war in 
Ukraine since post-war reconstruction of the 
infrastructure will increase the demand for 
labor in the region, which will afect the rate 
of work emigration from Moldova to Ukraine. 
When domestic labor force reserves are ex-
hausted, the employment of foreign workers 
may be analyzed as a possible solution to the 
defcit problem, particularly in terms of policies 
aimed at culturally and socially integrating the 
population arriving from abroad. The Moldovan 
government moved in this direction in January 
2024 by expanding to 47 the list of countries 
whose citizens can work in Moldova for up to 
90 days without a work permit. 

Demographic 
problems and 
migration are 
Moldova’s big-
gest economic 
and social 
challenges. 

Since February 2022, Moldova has welcomed 
the highest rate of Ukrainian refugees per 
capita. Refugees enjoy assistance and social 
services from the state, as well as international 
and non-governmental organizations, but their 
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employment rate remains low. In February 
2024 only 1,3145 of the approximately 65,000 
Ukrainian citizens staying in the Republic of 
Moldova for more than 90 days6 were ofcially 
employed. A set of factors prevents the employ-
ment of Ukrainian citizens in the Republic of 
Moldova, such as salary levels in Moldova, 
insufciency of childcare facilities, and  lack of 
language skills. Thus, the economic inclusion of 
refugees from Ukraine remains weak, and the 
increased level of poverty in Moldova contrib-
utes to an increased risk of tensions between 
refugees and host communities. 

New Geopolitical Realities 
The courage and resistance of the Ukrainian 
people to Russian aggression accelerated the 
process of integration into the EU of both 
Ukraine and Moldova. President Maia Sandu 
outlined her vision for the Republic of Moldova 
as a member of the EU by 2030. Moldova has 
moved swiftly from applying to join the EU on 
March 3, 2022, to the decision of the Europe-
an Council to open accession negotiations on 
December 14, 2023. The EU also intensifed its 
cooperation with Moldova through launching 
its Partnership Mission under the Common 
Security and Defence Policy in the country in 
2023. Its main mission is to contribute to the 
strengthening of Moldova’s crisis manage-
ment structures and to enhance its resilience 
to hybrid threats, including cybersecurity, and 
countering foreign interference and manipula-
tion of information. 

In 2022, 
the defense 
budget was 

slightly more 
than 0.3% of 

GDP, in 2023 
the figure was 
approximately 

0.5–0.6% 
of GDP. 

Holding the summit of the European Politi-
cal Community in Moldova in June 2023, 

the establishment and coordination of the Sup-
port Platform for Moldova by Romania, France 
and Germany, as well as the intensifcation of 
bilateral political and sectoral dialogue with the 
institutions of the EU, USA, NATO, and G7, have 
strengthened the external image of the coun-
try. At the beginning of 2024, Moldova signed 
a defense deal with France to boost military 
cooperation. France is increasingly interested 
in making Moldova more of a priority for the 
West; Moldova was specifcally mentioned 
in the deliverables following an internation-

al summit initiated by Emmanuel Macron in 
February 2024.7 

The new National Security Strategy, which 
was adopted by parliament on 15 December 
2023,8 states for the frst time since the Republic 
of Moldova gained independence that the Rus-
sian Federation represents the most dangerous 
threat to the country’s security. An important 
consequence of the war is the freezing of the 
status of negotiations in the 5+2 format regard-
ing the settlement of the Transnistrian confict, 
where Russia and Ukraine were mediators. 
Russia’s war against Ukraine also made Mol-
dova vulnerable in terms of its energy security, 
since until 2022 it was completely dependent 
on Russian energy resources. Since December 
2022, the right bank of the Dniester has already 
used gas exclusively from European suppliers, 
while natural gas from Gazprom is used only 
by the Transnistrian region. In this context, 
Ukraine’s upcoming decision regarding the fate 
of the transit of Russian gas through its terri-
tory and of its contract with Gazprom, which 
expires in December 2024, will be crucial for 
future scenarios for the possible reintegration 
of Moldova. 

Security Thinking 
In 2024, a budget of 15.6% more than in 2023 
and four times higher than in 2013 is planned 
for the defense sector. It is one of the three 
areas where allocations in 2024 will increase. 
In 2022, the defense budget was slightly more 
than 0.3% of GDP, in 2023 the fgure was ap-
proximately 0.5–0.6% of GDP.9 This trend gives 
space to public discussions about the relevance 
of increasing the allocation of resources for the 
modernization of the Moldovan army and the 
country’s defense potential while simultane-
ously reducing costs for human capital in condi-
tions of the impoverishment of the population.  
Supporters of Moldovan militarization are 
convinced of the need for careful preparation 
for a possible Russian attack, while support-
ers of the welfare state insist that it is poverty 
that gives rise to corruption and voter bribery, 
through which Russia can infuence the results 
of elections and gain control over government 
without weapons. 
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The status of neutrality is enshrined in the 
Constitution of the Republic of Moldova. But in 
the new National Security Strategy, there is not 
a single mention of it. The previous National 
Security Strategy of 201110 stated that “the 
cooperation of the Republic of Moldova with 
NATO fts into the framework of the Euro-At-
lantic Partnership Council and the Partnership 
for Peace, without violating or going beyond the 
framework of the constitutional provision on 
the status of permanent neutrality of our coun-
try”. That is, the authors of the new Strategy in 
2023 deliberately excluded Moldovan neutrali-
ty from the text. 

The term “neutrality” appears only in the 
paragraph of the new National Security Strat-
egy about how countries neighboring Russia 
with a long tradition of neutrality are now 
showing a tendency to abandon this status and 
join NATO. At the same time, Moldovan author-
ities did not consider it necessary to indicate 
that these decisions were made primarily based 
on broad support from its own citizens. Thus, 
after the start of Russian full-scale aggression 
against Ukraine, the idea of joining NATO was 
supported by 78% of Finnish citizens and 64% 
of Swedish citizens, while in the Republic of 
Moldova only up to 30% of citizens are ready to 
support the accession of the country to NATO.11 

At the same time, 55% of citizens recognize that 
they are not ready to fght with gun in hand in 
defense of Moldova in case of a defensive war 
against a Russian invasion,12 and 54% of citizens 
consider that “Moldova is a neutral country and 
this will protect it from war”.13 

Military training at the 

military training base 

of the National Army 

of Moldova, October 

24, 2023. 

PHOTO: THE MINISTRY 

OF DEFENSE OF MOLDOVA 

Public perceptions point to the need for 
broad internal debate regarding what 

Moldova’s neutrality means in the current 
geopolitical realities and whether there is 
any possibility of achieving its international 
recognition, since the current self-declared 
neutrality is weak, especially given the presence 
of Russian troops in the Transnistrian region. 
At the same time, taking public attitudes into 
consideration, the EU could consider extending 
its security commitments to Moldova as a sepa-
rate security player from NATO. The EU could 
publicly emphasize that the status of neutrality 

is compatible with its membership, citing the 
examples of Austria, Ireland, Finland, Sweden, 
Cyprus and Malta, which joined the EU as neu-
tral or non-aligned states. The EU could follow 
the example of NATO14 and the US15 by ofcially 
declaring respect for Moldova’s constitution-
al neutrality, thereby undermining Russia’s 
narrative about the correlation between EU and 
NATO membership. 

Democratic Values 
President Maia Sandu and the current govern-
ment have publicly declared their commitment 
to strengthening good governance and advanc-
ing the reform process. This follows a long 
period of efective state capture, with oligarchic 
interests exerting illegal control over the Mol-
dovan justice system, the General Prosecutor’s 
ofce, the National Anticorruption Centre, the 
Central Electoral Commission, the Information 
and Security Service, the National Bank, etc. 
According to the EU Commission Report,16 in 
2022–2023 the government worked actively on 
the EU reform agenda and ensured a good level 
of coordination and policy planning. In 2023 
Moldova improved its performance in the inter-
national press freedom rating17 and corruption 
perceptions index.18 

Starting with the energy crisis in October 
2021 until the end of 2023, Moldova has been 
governed under a state of emergency, with the 
war in Ukraine used as a political justifcation to 
continue it for two years. The Commission for 
Extraordinary Situations has adopted several 
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doubtful decisions. For example, it suspended 
the broadcasting licenses of 12 TV channels and 
canceled the registration of all the candidates of 
a political party two days before the local elec-
tions. While recognizing the need to take im-
mediate measures to ensure the informational 
security of the country, Moldovan civil society 
organizations have expressed concern19 regard-
ing the inability of the authorities to explain the 
motivation behind the decision to suspend the 
broadcasting licenses, which raises suspicions 
that the restrictive measures went against the 
diversity of political views expressed as well 
as against freedom of expression. According to 
the OSCE’s Ofce for Democratic Institutions 
and Human Rights20, the suspension of these 
media outlets was a disproportionate restric-
tion of freedom of expression. It also concluded 
that the de-registration of all candidates of the 
Chance Party on the eve of the local elections 
through an executive decision of the Commis-
sion for Exceptional Situations lacked efective 
legal remedy. 

The Extraordinary Sit-

uations Commission 

on September 4, 2023 

approved a series of 

amendments regard-

ing the granting of 

temporary protection 

to displaced persons 

from Ukraine, for the 

period of the state of 

emergency. 

PHOTO: GOVERNMENT 

OF MOLDOVA 

T he above-mentioned decisions were made 
as a result of a request from the Security 

and Intelligence Service (SIS) in the absence 
of clear arguments to justify the restrictive 
measures. SIS has also published its assessment 
of Russia’s infuence on the electoral processes 
in Moldova for 2024–202521. According to this 
document, one of Russia’s main operational 
goals is to discredit the referendum on EU inte-
gration initiated by President Sandu. For part of 

Moldovan society, this formula gives rise to fears 
that any criticism of the referendum will be 
perceived by state institutions as a commitment 
to Russian infuence. After all, there may be rea-
sonable arguments to criticize the initiative to 
hold a referendum on EU accession on the same 
day as the presidential elections, since it comes 
from Maia Sandu as a future candidate in the 
elections and this gives her an advantage over 
other candidates in a situation when the subject 
of European integration is one of strategic 
public interest for Moldova, which should not 
be “adopted” for electoral purposes by a certain 
political force.22 Overall, the strategy of present-
ing any critics of the government as the “ffth 
column of Russia” does not look convincing to 
a signifcant part of the population and could 
undermine democratic values in Moldova. 

Social Cohesion 
Moldova’s internal vulnerabilities, together 
with multiple risks, overlapping with the war in 
Ukraine, the refugee crisis, economic recession 
and high infation, are generating unprecedent-
ed pressure on society, local communities and 
institutions, which may pave the way for a com-
plete change of the political landscape, under-
mining the continuity of Moldova’s European 
integration process. Due to the resistance of the 
Ukrainian people, it will not be Russian tanks 
that will prevent the EU accession of Moldova, 
but rather a lack of support from the population 
which fuctuates around 50%.23 So the path to 
the EU could change as a result of democratic 
elections for the next parliament in 2025. 

The lack of social cohesion and lack of 
national consensus regarding the accession 
of Moldova to the EU are the main country’s 
security risks. The monopolization of the EU 
integration idea by one political party and 
the labeling of the critical part of society as 
pro-Russian elements discredits EU principles 
and values. An inclusive dialogue with diferent 
parts of Moldovan society, including from the 
Gagauzian autonomous territorial unit and the 
Transnistrian region, is necessary to make the 
process of European integration of the Republic 
of Moldova irreversible. 

An optimistic scenario is the regaining of per-
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Military aid

Polish government of the time was known for 
its ultimately pro-American policies.23 

In particular, Poland has taken on the role of 
Ukraine’s hinterland in both the military and ci-
vilian sense.24 The country’s defense industry has 
been involved in repairing various types of weap-
ons damaged on the front in Ukraine25 as well as 
those that were to be sent to Ukraine but were 
in an unsatisfactory condition. Poland has also 
become a major logistical hub for Western arms 
supplies, making its territory and transport infra-
structure available for this purpose.26 Immediate-
ly after the start of the large-scale ofensive, the 
Polish government liberalized entry procedures 
for war refugees and soon after granted them free 
access to the health system, education and social 
programs. The cumulative number of refugees in 
the period from February 24 to May 15, 2024, was 
over 3.46 million infows and over 1.39 million 
outfows.27 As of May 15, the number of Ukrainian 
citizens who have received the Polish registra-
tion number PESEL, which gives them access to 
public services, reached 1.1 million.28 

                 
 

 

 

 

 Figure 2: Government Support to Ukraine: Military Aid, € billion 

Commitments Jan. 24, 2022 to Jan. 15, 2024. Data on 31 donor countries; scroll to see more countries 

Military aid 

United States 
Germany 
United Kingdom 
Denmark 
Netherlands 
Norway 
Poland 
Canada 
Sweden 
Finland 

4.4 

3.8 

3.0 

2.1 

2.0 

1.6 

42.2 

17.7 

9.1 

8.4 

0.0 10.0 20.0 30.0 40.0 

Billion Euros 

Source: Trebesch et al. (2023) “The Ukraine Support Tracker” Kiel WP 

 

 

  Figure 3: Government Support to Ukraine: 
Committed vs. Delivered weapons, € billion, as of July 1, 2022 

Source: Trebesch et al. (2023) “The Ukraine Support Tracker” Kiel WP 

T he massive infux of Ukrainian refugees 
prompted a spontaneous response from 

Polish society, which volunteered in various 
ways and on a massive scale. In February 2022, 
94% of Poles were of the opinion that Poland 
should shelter Ukrainian war refugees.29 In April 
2022, 63% of households declared voluntary and 
unpaid support for the refugees.30 Military assis-
tance also remained popular in Polish society. In 
September 2023, 74% of Poles said they were in 

favor of continued political and military support 
for Ukraine.31 In addition, Polish society is very 
supportive of relatively high military spending. 
In November 2023 – shortly after the parliamen-
tary elections – 76.2% of society wished a new 
government to continue militarization eforts.32 

Public support in all the above-mentioned areas 
remains essential, as it enables the government to 
fulfl its agenda and legitimizes its policies. While 
it can be expected that military spending will be 
broadly supported by Polish society – if the coun-
try continues to develop economically – further 
support for war-torn Ukraine may be somewhat 
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limited, as Polish-Ukrainian relations have once 
again entered a turbulent phase against the back-
drop of the Polish farmers’ protest.33 

Conclusions 
Russia’s large-scale attack on Ukraine has 
consolidated a number of policies that Poland 
had pursued since the annexation of Crimea, 
and even intensifed some processes. The latter 
are related both to decisions taken by the Polish 
government at the national level and to structural 
changes that have strongly infuenced Poland. 
As a result, Poland’s geopolitical importance has 
increased, and the state has smoothly adapted 
to its new role in the regional security architec-
ture. Since the beginning of the full-scale war in 
Ukraine, Poland has pursued a clear policy based 
on the following approaches: It supports Ukraine 
almost unconditionally on the basis of bilater-
al contributions as well as advocating further 
international assistance to the war-torn country; 
it invests heavily in its armed forces; and it calls 
for further militarization of NATO allies as well 
as further NATO military deployments in the 
region in order to efectively deter Russia. These 
assumptions are undisputed and will remain 
at the core of the Polish political agenda. They 
all stem partly, but not solely, from geopolitical 
logic, as Russia poses a threat to Poland and its 
allies’ security. Therefore, the policy of support-
ing Ukraine is clearly connected with Poland’s 
geopolitical objectives. As a result, Poland has 
provided Ukraine with a large number of difer-
ent types of weapons and ammunition. In the 
course of NATO’s adaptation policy, Poland has 
proved to be a fulcrum for the Alliance’s eastern 
fank and a geopolitical hinterland for Ukraine in 
both the military and civilian sense. The country 
hosts a large number of international troops and 
is the site of NATO’s maneuvers and logistical 
operations in the region. It has provided shel-
ter for Ukrainian refugees, remains a hub for 
Western military supplies to Ukraine and a repair 
station for its weapons. Notably, these policies 
are strongly supported by Polish society.● 

Dr. Jakub Bornio is an Assistant Professor at the 

University of Wrocław and a Senior Analyst for the 

Institute of Central Europe in Lublin, Poland. 
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Challenges in 
the Ukrainian-
Romanian Relations 
and Romania’s Future 
Geostrategic Position 

n February 21, 2022, Russia rec-
ognized the independence of the 
so-called Donetsk People’s Republic1 

and the so-called Luhansk People’s 
Republic,2 following a meeting of Rus-

sia’s Security Council, and only two days later 
attacked Ukraine. Donetsk and Luhansk are not 
the only republics in the region that have been 
granted recognition by Russia, with Abkhazia3 

and South Ossetia4 being recognized by Russia 
in 2008. Throughout the escalation in Georgia 
the power of economic sanctions5 imposed by 
European and US leaders proved limited in 
deterring Russia. Indeed, the application of 
economic sanctions is not unique to these mo-
ments of escalation in Ukraine and Georgia. In 
Moldova, throughout the negotiations in Trans-
nistria sanctions against de-facto state leaders 
have been applied by the EU and the US.6 The 
war in Ukraine is only one facet of the wider 
rift between Western countries and Russia. 
Similarly, to the 2014 crisis brought about by 
the annexation of Crimea, when the response 
of the EU7 and the US8 was to resort to interna-

by Ana Maria Albulescu 

tional sanctions, the continued war in Ukraine 
poses questions about the security, economic 
and social consequences that Western countries 
are now faced with. Romania, which shares the 
longest border with Ukraine, has been faced 
with important challenges since the Russian in-
vasion, having had to respond to the humanitar-
ian fallout of the crisis as well as the subsequent 
socio-economic consequences of the confict. 
This report will analyze the way in which the 
authorities in Bucharest have reacted to the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine as part of the wider 
Western response to the confict. Almost two 
years after the invasion, the present report also 
seeks to show the main consequences of the war 
for Romanian-Ukrainian relations as well as for 
Romania’s future geostrategic position within 
NATO and the EU. This report argues that the 
delayed reactions of the Romanian government 
to the war on its border afects the geostrategic 
position of Romania within NATO and the Eu-
ropean Union as well as leading to challenges in 
terms of Romanian-Ukrainian relations, already 
fraught by historical diferences. 
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State of the Region Report 2024 CBEES 

A World Order 
in Transformation? 

Russia’s full-scale invasion and war of aggression against 
Ukraine has, in addition to all the destruction, grief and 

terror for the people concerned, unravelled the profound insta-
bility in what has conventionally been understood as the world 
order. The war has made security a major concern throughout 
the region and has increased or reinforced tensions between 
some countries. This report presents these challenges, both in 
the form of thematic pieces and specifc country reports. 

The annual publication CBEES State of the Region report 
focuses on Central and Eastern Europe, the former Soviet 
Union, the Balkans, and the Baltic Sea region, where we fnd the 
countries that are closest to the war. This year, we have engaged 
over 40 scholars to analyze how the countries in this region 
have been afected by the war to form a tentative understanding 
of its unfolding consequences for the region. Understandably, 
these consequences tie into historical and contemporary condi-
tions that also existed prior to the war. 

This year’s report aims to present a contemporary overview 
of the diversity of challenges the countries are facing and the 
implications for the region. 

The report is the fourth in a series of annual reports from 
CBEES (Centre for Baltic and East European Studies), 

reporting and refecting on the social and political develop-
ments in the Baltic Sea Region and Central and Eastern Europe, 
each year from a new and topical perspective. The overall pur-
pose with this initiative is to ofer a publication that will be of 
great interest to fellow researchers, policy makers, stakehold-
ers, and the general public. 
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