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According to 
t he  p reva i l -
ing wisdom in 
the West, the 
Ukraine crisis 
can be blamed 
almost entirely 
on Russian ag-
gression. Rus-
sian President 
Vladimir Putin, 
the argument 
goes, annexed 
Crimea out of 
a long-standing 

desire to resuscitate the Soviet empire, 
and he may eventually go after the rest 
of Ukraine, as well as other countries in 
eastern Europe. In this view, the ouster of 
Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych in 
February 2014 merely provided a pretext 
for Putin’s decision to order Russian forc-
es to seize part of Ukraine. 

But this account is wrong: the Unit-
ed States and its European allies share 
most of the responsibility for the crisis. 
The taproot of the trouble is NATO en-
largement, the central element of a larg-
er strategy to move Ukraine out of Rus-
sia’s orbit and integrate it into the West. At 
the same time, the EU’s expansion east-
ward and the West’s backing of the pro-
democracy movement in Ukraine – be-
ginning with the Orange Revolution in 
2004 – were critical elements, too. Since 
the mid-1990s, Russian leaders have ada-
mantly opposed NATO enlargement and 
in recent years, they have made it clear 

that they would not stand by while their 
strategically important neighbor turned 
into a Western bastion. For Putin, the ille-
gal overthrow of Ukraine’s democratically 
elected and pro-Russian president – which 
he rightly labeled a “coup” – was the final 
straw. He responded by taking Crimea, a 
pen-insula he feared would host a NATO 
naval base, and working to destabilize 
Ukraine until it abandoned its efforts to 
join the West. 
Putin’s pushback should have come as 
no surprise. After all, the West had been 
moving into Russia’s backyard and threat-
ening its core strategic interests, a point 
Putin made emphatically and repeated-
ly. Elites in the United States and Europe 
have been blindsided by events only be-
cause they subscribe to a flawed view of 
international politics. They tend to believe 
that the logic of realism holds little rele-
vance in the twenty-first century and that 
Europe can be kept whole and free on the 
basis of such liberal principles as the rule 
of law, economic interdependence, and 
democracy. 

But this grand scheme went awry in 
Ukraine. The crisis there shows that real-
politik remains relevant – and states that 
ignore it do so at their own peril. US and 
European leaders blundered in attempting 

to turn Ukraine into a Western stronghold 
on Russia’s border. Now that the conse-
quences have been laid bare, it would be 
an even greater mistake to continue this 
misbegotten policy. 

The Western affront 
As the Cold War came to a close, Soviet 
leaders preferred that US forces remain in 
Europe and NATO stay intact, an arrange-
ment they thought would keep a reuni-
fied Germany pacified. But they and their 
Russian successors did not want NATO to 
grow any larger and assumed that Western 
diplomats understood their concerns. The 
Clinton administration evidently thought 
otherwise, and in the mid-1990s, it began 
pushing for NATO to expand. 

The first round of enlargement took 
place in 1999 and brought in the Czech 
Republic, Hungary, and Poland. The sec-
ond occurred in 2004; it included Bulgar-
ia, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, 
Slovakia, and Slovenia. Moscow com-
plained bitterly from the start. During NA-
TO’s 1995 bombing campaign against the 
Bosnian Serbs, for example, Russian Pres-
ident Boris Yeltsin said, “This is the first 
sign of what could happen when NATO 

Why the Ukraine crisis is the West’s fault 
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“Victoria Nuland, the US assistant secretary of state for Euro-
pean and Eurasian affairs, estimated in December 2013 that the 
United States had invested more than $ 5 billion since 1991 to 
help Ukraine achieve ‘the future it deserves’. As part of that ef-
fort, the US government has bankrolled the National Endow-
ment for Democracy. The nonprofit foundation has funded more 
than 60 projects aimed at promoting civil society in Ukraine, 
and the NED’s president, Carl Gershman, has called that coun-
try ‘the biggest prize’. After Yanukovych won Ukraine’s presi-
dential election in February 2010, the NED decided he was un-
dermining its goals, and so it stepped up its efforts to support 
the opposition and strengthen the country’s democratic institu-
tions. When Russian leaders look at Western social engineering 
in Ukraine, they worry that their country might be next.” And 
such fears are hardly groundless. 

John J. Mearsheimer 
(picture ma)

* John J. Mearsheimer is a professor of Political 
Science at the University of Chicago and author 
of the book “The Tragedy of Great Power Poli-
tics”.

“The new government in 
Kiev was pro-Western and 
anti-Russian to the core, and 
it contained four high-rank-
ing members who could le-
gitimately be labeled neofas-
cists.”
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comes right up to the Russian Federation’s 
borders. . . . The flame of war could burst 
out across the whole of Europe.” But the 
Russians were too weak at the time to de- 
rail NATO’s eastward movement – which, 
at any rate, did not look so threatening, 
since none of the new members shared a 
border with Russia, save for the tiny Bal-
tic countries. 

Then NATO began looking further east. 
At its April 2008 summit in Bucharest, the 
alliance considered admitting Georgia and 
Ukraine. The George W. Bush administra-
tion supported doing so, but France and 
Germany opposed the move for fear that 
it would unduly antagonize Russia. In the 
end, NATO’s members reached a compro-
mise: the alliance did not begin the formal 
process leading to membership, but it is-
sued a statement endorsing the aspirations 
of Georgia and Ukraine and boldly declar-
ing, “These countries will become mem-
bers of NATO.” 

Moscow, however, did not see the out-
come as much of a compromise. Alexan-
der Grushko, then Russia’s deputy foreign 
minister, said, “Georgia’s and Ukraine’s 
membership in the alliance is a huge stra-
tegic mistake which would have most se-
rious consequences for pan-European se-
curity.” Putin maintained that admitting 
those two countries to NATO would repre-
sent a “direct threat” to Russia. One Rus-
sian newspaper reported that Putin, while 
speaking with Bush, “very transparently 
hinted that if Ukraine was accepted into 
NATO, it would cease to exist.” 

Russia’s invasion of Georgia in August 
2008 should have dispelled any remain-
ing doubts about Putin’s determination to 
prevent Georgia and Ukraine from join-
ing NATO. Georgian President Mikheil 
Saakashvili, who was deeply committed 
to bringing his country into NATO, had 
decided in the summer of 2008 to rein-
corporate two separatist regions, Abkha-
zia and South Ossetia. But Putin sought 
to keep Georgia weak and divided – and 
out of NATO. After fighting broke out be-
tween the Georgian government and South 
Ossetian separatists, Russian forces took 
control of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. 
Moscow had made its point. Yet despite 
this clear warning, NATO never publicly 
abandoned its goal of bringing Georgia 
and Ukraine into the alliance. And NATO 
expansion continued marching forward, 
with Albania and Croatia becoming mem-
bers in 2009. 

The EU, too, has been marching east-
ward. In May 2008, it unveiled its Eastern 
Partnership initiative, a program to foster 
prosperity in such countries as Ukraine 
and integrate them into the EU economy. 
Not surprisingly, Russian leaders view the 

plan as hostile to their country’s interests. 
This past February, before Yanukovych 
was forced from office, Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergey Lavrov accused the EU 
of trying to create a “sphere of influence” 
in eastern Europe. In the eyes of Russian 
leaders, EU expansion is a stalking horse 
for NATO expansion. 

The West’s final tool for peeling Kiev 
away from Moscow has been its efforts 
to spread Western values and promote de-
mocracy in Ukraine and other post-Sovi-
et states, a plan that often entails funding 
pro-Western individuals and organiza-
tions. Victoria Nuland, the US assistant 
secretary of state for European and Eur-
asian affairs, estimated in December 
2013 that the United States had invested 
more than $ 5 billion since 1991 to help 
Ukraine achieve “the future it deserves.” 
As part of that effort, the US government 
has bankrolled the National Endowment 
for Democracy. The nonprofit foundation 
has funded more than 60 projects aimed 
at promoting civil society in Ukraine, 
and the NED’s president, Carl Gersh-
man, has called that country “the biggest 
prize.” After Yanukovych won Ukraine’s 
presidential election in February 2010, 
the NED decided he was undermining its 
goals, and so it stepped up its efforts to 
support the opposition and strengthen the 
country’s democratic institutions. 

When Russian leaders look at Western 
social engineering in Ukraine, they worry 

that their country might be next. And such 
fears are hardly groundless. In September 
2013, Gershman wrote in “The Washing-
ton Post”, “Ukraine’s choice to join Eu-
rope will accelerate the demise of the ide-
ology of Russian imperialism that Putin 
represents.” He added: “Russians, too, 
face a choice, and Putin may find him-
self on the losing end not just in the near 
abroad but within Russia itself.” 

Creating a crisis 
The West’s triple package of policies – 
NATO enlargement, EU expansion, and 
democracy promotion – added fuel to a 
fire waiting to ignite. The spark came in 
November 2013, when Yanukovych reject-
ed a major economic deal he had been ne-
gotiating with the EU and decided to ac-
cept a $ 15 billion Russian counteroffer 
instead. That decision gave rise to antig-
overnment demonstrations that escalated 
over the following three months and that 
by mid-February had led to the deaths of 
some one hundred protesters. Western 
emissaries hurriedly flew to Kiev to re-
solve the crisis. On 21 February the gov-
ernment and the opposition struck a deal 
that allowed Yanukovych to stay in power 
until new elections were held. But it im-
mediately fell apart, and Yanukovych fled 
to Russia the next day. The new govern-
ment in Kiev was pro-Western and anti-

”Why the Ukraine crisis …” 
continued from page 1

War is against human life

In his speech at the NATO summit in 
Wales the Swiss President and Chair-
man of the OSCE, Didier Burkhalter,  
emphasized four important points for 
the settlement of the crisis in Ukraine:
– Efforts to achieve a cease-fire and be-

ginning of the political process,
– expansion of the monitoring mission 

adapted to the needs,
– support for reconciliation, recon-

struction and reform,
– a debate on the restoration of Euro-

pean security as a joint project.
After weeks of media propaganda on 
the causes and actors of the Ukraine 
conflict, Switzerland’s commitment 
within the framework of the OSCE and 
its sticking to the neutrality principle 
gives hope to the people in all parts of 
the world. “War is always a defeat of 
humanity,” Pope John Paul II said in a 
speech nearly 10 years ago. The endeav-
or must always be directed at prevent-
ing war and – where it has already been 
started – at finishing it immediately.

Since Friday evening the guns in 
Ukraine have been silent, and the peo-
ple on both sides sigh with relief and 

are grateful for every minute in which 
they do not have to risk life and limb, in 
which there is no killing, in which they 
are not loosing a relative, a daughter, a 
son or another one they love.

 And in Ukraine today? Millions of 
people live in fear and are exposed to 
the greatest threats. Various sources are 
already talking of 17,000 dead Ukrain-
ian soldiers. Young men and women 
who had their lives ahead of them and 
are now being sacrificed for power in-
terests. On the side of the Ukrainian re-
sistance there will also be thousands. 
All this would not have been neces-
sary. But what does this mean for the 
affected people, who have the right to a 
dignified life, as guaranteed by the UN 
Charter?

The UN, the OSCE, international hu-
manitarian law, it is all there to solve all 
conflicts peacefully. Then there is the 
most important premise: Man is a ration-
al being and can solve all problems of life 
by way of dialogue. War is always against 
human life.

Thomas Kaiser

continued on page 3
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Russian to the core, and it contained four 
high-ranking members who could legiti-
mately be labeled neofascists. 

Although the full extent of US involve-
ment has not yet come to light, it is clear 
that Washington backed the coup. Nuland 
and Republican Senator John McCain 
participated in antigovernment demon-
strations, and Geoffrey Pyatt, the US am-
bassador to Ukraine, proclaimed after Ya-
nukovych’s toppling that it was “a day for 
the history books.” As a leaked telephone 
recording revealed, Nuland had advocat-
ed regime change and wanted the Ukrain-
ian politician Arseniy Yatsenyuk to become 
prime minister in the new government, 
which he did. No wonder Russians of all 
persuasions think the West played a role in 
Yanukovych’s ouster. 

For Putin, the time to act against 
Ukraine and the West had arrived. Shortly 
after 22 February he ordered Russian forc-
es to take Crimea from Ukraine, and soon 
after that, he incorporated it into Russia. 
The task proved relatively easy, thanks to 
the thousands of Russian troops already 
stationed at a naval base in the Crimean 
port of Sevastopol. Crimea also made for 
an easy target since ethnic Russians com-
pose roughly 60 percent of its population. 
Most of them wanted out of Ukraine. 

Next, Putin put massive pressure on the 
new government in Kiev to discourage it 
from siding with the West against Mos-
cow, making it clear that he would wreck 
Ukraine as a functioning state before 
he would allow it to become a Western 
stronghold on Russia’s doorstep. Toward 
that end, he has provided advisers, arms, 
and diplomatic support to the Russian sep-
aratists in eastern Ukraine, who are push-
ing the country toward civil war. He has 
massed a large army on the Ukrainian bor-
der, threatening to invade if the govern-
ment cracks down on the rebels. And he 
has sharply raised the price of the natural 
gas Russia sells to Ukraine and demand-
ed payment for past exports. Putin is play-
ing hardball. 

The diagnosis 
Putin’s actions should be easy to com-
prehend. A huge expanse of flat land 
that Napoleonic France, imperial Ger-
many, and Nazi Germany all crossed to 
strike at Russia itself, Ukraine serves as 
a buffer state of enormous strategic im-
portance to Russia. No Russian leader 
would tolerate a military alliance that 
was Moscow’s mortal enemy until re-
cently moving into Ukraine. Nor would 
any Russian leader stand idly by while 
the West helped install a government 
there that was determined to integrate 
Ukraine into the West. 

Washington may not like Moscow’s po-
sition, but it should understand the logic 
behind it. This is Geopolitics 101: great 
powers are always sensitive to potential 
threats near their home territory. After all, 
the United States does not tolerate distant 
great powers deploying military forces an-
ywhere in the Western Hemisphere, much 
less on its borders. Imagine the outrage in 
Washington if China built an impressive 
military alliance and tried to include Can-
ada and Mexico in it. Logic aside, Russian 
leaders have told their Western counter-
parts on many occasions that they con-
sider NATO expansion into Georgia and 
Ukraine unacceptable, along with any ef-
fort to turn those countries against Russia 
– a message that the 2008 Russian-Geor-
gian war also made crystal clear. 

Officials from the United States and 
its European allies contend that they tried 
hard to assuage Russian fears and that 
Moscow should understand that NATO 
has no designs on Russia. In addition to 
continually denying that its expansion was 
aimed at containing Russia, the alliance 
has never permanently deployed military 
forces in its new member states. In 2002, 
it even created a body called the NATO-
Russia Council in an effort to foster co-
operation. To further mollify Russia, the 
United States announced in 2009 that it 
would deploy its new missile defense sys-
tem on warships in European waters, at 
least initially, rather than on Czech or Pol-
ish territory. But none of these measures 
worked; the Russians remained steadfastly 
opposed to NATO enlargement, especial-
ly into Georgia and Ukraine. And it is the 
Russians, not the West, who ultimately get 
to decide what counts as a threat to them.

To understand why the West, especially 
the United States, failed to understand that 
its Ukraine policy was laying the ground-
work for a major clash with Russia, one 
must go back to the mid-1990s, when the 
Clinton administration began advocating 
NATO expansion. Pundits advanced a va-
riety of arguments for and against enlarge-
ment, but there was no consensus on what 
to do. Most eastern European émigrés in 
the United States and their relatives, for 
example, strongly supported expansion, 
because they wanted NATO to protect 
such countries as Hungary and Poland. 
A few realists also favored the policy be-
cause they thought Russia still needed to 
be contained. 

But most realists opposed expansion, 
in the belief that a declining great power 
with an aging population and a one-di-
mensional economy did not in fact need 
to be contained. And they feared that en-
largement would only give Moscow an in-
centive to cause trouble in eastern Europe. 
The US diplomat George Kennan articu-
lated this perspective in a 1998 interview, 
shortly after the US Senate approved the 
first round of NATO expansion. “I think 
the Russians will gradually react quite ad-
versely and it will affect their policies,” he 
said. “I think it is a tragic mistake. There 
was no reason for this whatsoever. No one 
was threatening anyone else.” 

Most liberals, on the other hand, fa-
vored enlargement, including many key 
members of the Clinton administration. 
They believed that the end of the Cold 
War had fundamentally transformed in-
ternational politics and that a new, postna-
tional order had replaced the realist logic 
that used to govern Europe. The United 
States was not only the “indispensable na-
tion,” as Secretary of State Madeleine Al-
bright put it; it was also a benign hegemon 
and thus unlikely to be viewed as a threat 
in Moscow. The aim, in essence, was to 
make the entire continent look like west-
ern Europe. 

And so the United States and its allies 
sought to promote democracy in the coun-
tries of eastern Europe, increase economic 
interdependence among them, and embed 
them in international institutions. Having 
won the debate in the United States, lib-
erals had little difficulty convincing their 
European allies to support NATO en-
largement. After all, given the EU’s past 
achievements, Europeans were even more 
wedded than Americans to the idea that 
geopolitics no longer mattered and that an 
all-inclusive liberal order could maintain 
peace in Europe. 

So thoroughly did liberals come to 
dominate the discourse about Europe-
an security during the first decade of this 
century that even as the alliance adopted 
an open-door policy of growth, NATO ex-
pansion faced little realist opposition. The 
liberal worldview is now accepted dogma 
among US officials. In March, for exam-
ple, President Barack Obama delivered a 
speech about Ukraine in which he talked 
repeatedly about “the ideals” that moti-

”Why the Ukraine crisis …” 
continued from page 2

continued on page 4

“The task proved relatively easy, thanks to the thousands of 
Russian troops already stationed at a naval base in the Crimean 
port of Sevastopol. Crimea also made for an easy target since 
ethnic Russians compose roughly 60 percent of its population. 
Most of them wanted out of Ukraine.” 
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vate Western policy and how those ideals 
“have often been threatened by an older, 
more traditional view of power.” Secre-
tary of State John Kerry’s response to the 
Crimea crisis reflected this same perspec-
tive: “You just don’t in the twenty-first 
century behave in nineteenth-century fash-
ion by invading another country on com-
pletely trumped-up pretext.” 

In essence, the two sides have been op-
erating with different playbooks: Putin 
and his compatriots have been thinking 
and acting according to realist dictates, 
whereas their Western counterparts have 
been adhering to liberal ideas about in-
ternational politics. The result is that the 
United States and its allies unknowingly 
provoked a major crisis over Ukraine. 

Blame game 
In that same 1998 interview, Kennan pre-
dicted that NATO expansion would pro-
voke a crisis, after which the proponents 
of expansion would “say that we always 
told you that is how the Russians are.” 
As if on cue, most Western officials have 
portrayed Putin as the real culprit in the 
Ukraine predicament. In March, accord-
ing to “The New York Times”, German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel implied that 
Putin was irrational, telling Obama that 
he was “in another world.” Although Putin 
no doubt has autocratic tendencies, no evi-
dence supports the charge that he is men-
tally unbalanced. On the contrary: he is a 
first-class strategist who should be feared 
and respected by anyone challenging him 
on foreign policy. 

Other analysts allege, more plausibly, 
that Putin regrets the demise of the Sovi-
et Union and is determined to reverse it 
by expanding Russia’s borders. According 
to this interpretation, Putin, having taken 
Crimea, is now testing the waters to see if 
the time is right to conquer Ukraine, or at 
least its eastern part, and he will eventual-
ly behave aggressively toward other coun-
tries in Russia’s neighborhood. For some 
in this camp, Putin represents a modern-
day Adolf Hitler, and striking any kind of 
deal with him would repeat the mistake of 
Munich. Thus, NATO must admit Geor-
gia and Ukraine to contain Russia before 
it dominates its neighbors and threatens 
western Europe. 

This argument falls apart on close in-
spection. If Putin were committed to cre-
ating a greater Russia, signs of his inten-
tions would almost certainly have arisen 
before 22 February. But there is virtual-
ly no evidence that he was bent on taking 
Crimea, much less any other territory in 
Ukraine, before that date. Even Western 
leaders who supported NATO expansion 
were not doing so out of a fear that Rus-

sia was about to use military force. Putin’s 
actions in Crimea took them by complete 
surprise and appear to have been a spon-
taneous reaction to Yanukovych’s ouster. 
Right afterward, even Putin said he op-
posed Crimean secession, before quickly 
changing his mind. 

Besides, even if it wanted to, Russia 
lacks the capability to easily conquer and 
annex eastern Ukraine, much less the en-
tire country. Roughly 15 million people – 
one-third of Ukraine’s population – live be-
tween the Dnieper River, which bisects the 
country, and the Russian border. An over-
whelming majority of those people want to 
remain part of Ukraine and would surely 
resist a Russian occupation. Furthermore, 
Russia’s mediocre army, which shows 
few signs of turing into a modern “Wehr-
macht”, would have little chance of pacify-
ing all of Ukraine. Moscow is also poorly 
positioned to pay for a costly occupation; 
its weak economy would suffer even more 
in the face of the resulting sanctions. But 
even if Russia did boast a powerful mil-
itary machine and an impressive econo-
my, it would still probably prove unable 
to successfully occupy Ukraine. One need 
only consider the Soviet and US experi-
ences in Afghanistan, the US experiences 
in Vietnam and Iraq, and the Russian ex-
perience in Chechnya to be reminded that 
military occupations usually end badly. 
Putin surely understands that trying to 
subdue Ukraine would be like swallowing 
a porcupine. His response to events there 
has been defensive, not offensive. 

A way out 
Given that most Western leaders contin-
ue to deny that Putin’s behavior might be 
motivated by legitimate security concerns, 
it is unsurprising that they have tried to 
modify it by doubling down on their ex-
isting policies and have punished Rus-
sia to deter further aggression. Although 
Kerry has maintained that “all options are 
on the table,” neither the United States nor 
its NATO allies are prepared to use force 
to defend Ukraine. The West is relying 
instead on economic sanctions to coerce 
Russia into ending its support for the in-
surrection in eastern Ukraine. In July, the 
United States and the EU put in place their 
third round of limited sanctions, targeting 
mainly high-level individuals closely tied 
to the Russian government and some high-
profile banks, energy companies, and de-
fense firms. They also threatened to un-

leash another, tougher round of sanctions, 
aimed at whole sectors of the Russian 
economy. 

Such measures will have little effect. 
Harsh sanctions are likely off the table an-
yway; western European countries, espe-
cially Germany, have resisted imposing 
them for fear that Russia might retaliate 
and cause serious economic damage with-
in the EU. But even if the United States 
could convince its allies to enact tough 
measures, Putin would probably not alter 
his decision-making. History shows that 
countries will absorb enormous amounts 
of punishment in order to protect their 
core strategic interests. There is no reason 
to think Russia represents an exception to 
this rule. 

Western leaders have also clung to the 
provocative policies that precipitated the 
crisis in the first place. In April, US Vice 
President Joseph Biden met with Ukrain-
ian legislators and told them, “This is a 
second opportunity to make good on the 
original promise made by the Orange Rev-
olution.” John Brennan, the director of the 
CIA, did not help things when, that same 
month, he visited Kiev on a trip the White 
House said was aimed at improving secu-
rity cooperation with the Ukrainian gov-
ernment. 

The EU, meanwhile, has continued to 
push its Eastern Partnership. In March, 
José Manuel Barroso, president of the 
European Commission, summarized EU 
thinking on Ukraine, saying, “We have a 
debt, a duty of solidarity with that country, 
and we will work to have them as close 
as possible to us.” And sure enough, on 
27 June, the EU and Ukraine signed the 
economic agreement that Yanukovych 
had fatefully rejected seven months ear-
lier. Also in June, at a meeting of NATO 
members’ foreign ministers, it was agreed 
that the alliance would remain open to 
new members, although the foreign min-
isters refrained from mentioning Ukraine 
by name. “No third country has a veto 
over NATO enlargement,” announced 
Anders Fogh Rasmussen, NATO’s secre-
tary-general. The foreign ministers also 
agreed to support various measures to im-
prove Ukraine’s military capabilities in 
such areas as command and control, lo-
gistics, and cyberdefense. Russian leaders 
have naturally recoiled at these actions; 

”Why the Ukraine crisis …” 
continued from page 3 “Putin’s actions should be easy to comprehend. A huge ex-

panse of flat land that Napoleonic France, imperial Germa-
ny, and Nazi Germany all crossed to strike at Russia itself, 
Ukraine serves as a buffer state of enormous strategic impor-
tance to Russia.”

continued on page 5
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the West’s response to the crisis will only 
make a bad situation worse. 

There is a solution to the crisis in 
Ukraine, however – although it would re-
quire the West to think about the country 
in a fundamentally new way. The United 
States and its allies should abandon their 
plan to westernize Ukraine and instead 
aim to make it a neutral buffer between 
NATO and Russia, akin to Austria’s posi-
tion during the Cold War. Western leaders 
should acknowledge that Ukraine matters 
so much to Putin that they cannot support 
an anti-Russian regime there. This would 
not mean that a future Ukrainian govern-
ment would have to be pro-Russian or an-
ti-NATO. On the contrary, the goal should 
be a sovereign Ukraine that falls in neither 
the Russian nor the Western camp.

To achieve this end, the United States 
and its allies should publicly rule out NA-
TO’s expansion into both Georgia and 
Ukraine. The West should also help fash-
ion an economic rescue plan for Ukraine 
funded jointly by the EU, the Internation-
al Monetary Fund, Russia, and the Unit-
ed States – a proposal that Moscow should 
welcome, given its interest in having a 
prosperous and stable Ukraine on its west-
ern flank. And the West should considera-
bly limit its social-engineering efforts in-
side Ukraine. It is time to put an end to 
Western support for another Orange Rev-
olution. Nevertheless, US and European 
leaders should encourage Ukraine to re-
spect minority rights, especially the lan-
guage rights of its Russian speakers.

Some may argue that changing policy 
toward Ukraine at this late date would se-
riously damage US credibility around the 

world. There would undoubtedly be certain 
costs, but the costs of continuing a misguid-
ed strategy would be much greater. Further-
more, other countries are likely to respect a 
state that learns from its mistakes and ulti-
mately devises a policy that deals effective-
ly with the problem at hand. That option is 
clearly open to the United States. One also 
hears the claim that Ukraine has the right to 
determine whom it wants to ally with and 
the Russians have no right to prevent Kiev 
from joining the West. This is a dangerous 
way for Ukraine to think about its foreign 
policy choices. The sad truth is that might 
often makes right when great-power politics 
are at play. Abstract rights such as self-de-
termination are largely meaningless when 
powerful states get into brawls with weaker 
states. Did Cuba have the right to form a mil-
itary alliance with the Soviet Union during 
the Cold War? The United States certainly 
did not think so, and the Russians think the 
same way about Ukraine joining the West. It 
is in Ukraine’s interest to understand these 
facts of life and tread carefully when dealing 
with its more powerful neighbor. 

Even if one rejects this analysis, how-
ever, and believes that Ukraine has the 
right to petition to join the EU and NATO, 
the fact remains that the United States 
and its European allies have the right to 
reject these requests. There is no reason 
that the West has to accommodate Ukraine 
if it is bent on pursuing a wrong-headed 
foreign policy, especially if its defense is 
not a vital interest for them. Indulging the 
dreams of some Ukrainians is not worth 
the animosity and strife it will cause, es-
pecially for the Ukrainian people. 

Of course, some analysts might con-
cede that NATO handled relations with 
Ukraine poorly and yet still maintain that 
Russia constitutes an enemy that will 

only grow more formidable over time – 
and that the West therefore has no choice 
but to continue its present policy. But 
this viewpoint is badly mistaken. Russia 
is a declining power, and it will only get 
weaker with time. Even if Russia were 
a rising power, moreover, it would still 
make no sense to incorporate Ukraine 
into NATO. The reason is simple: the 
United States and its European allies do 
not consider Ukraine to be a core stra-
tegic interest, as their unwillingness to 
use military force to come to its aid has 
proved. It would therefore be the height 
of folly to create a new NATO member 
that the other members have no intention 
of defending. NATO has expanded in the 
past because liberals assumed the alli-
ance would never have to honor its new 
security guarantees, but Russia’s recent 
power play shows that granting Ukraine 
NATO membership could put Russia and 
the West on a collision course. 

Sticking with the current policy would 
also complicate Western relations with 
Moscow on other issues. The United States 
needs Russia’s assistance to withdraw US 
equipment from Afghanistan through Rus-
sian territory, reach a nuclear agreement 
with Iran, and stabilize the situation in 
Syria. In fact, Moscow has helped Wash-
ington on all three of these issues in the 
past; in the summer of 2013, it was Putin 
who pulled Obama’s chestnuts out of the 
fire by forging the deal un- der which Syria 
agreed to relinquish its chemical weapons, 
thereby avoiding the US military strike that 
Obama had threatened. The United States 
will also someday need Russia’s help con-
taining a rising China. Current US policy, 
however, is only driving Moscow and Bei-
jing closer together. 

The United States and its European al-
lies now face a choice on Ukraine. They 
can continue their current policy, which 
will exacerbate hostilities with Russia and 
devastate Ukraine in the process – a sce-
nario in which everyone would come out 
a loser. Or they can switch gears and work 
to create a prosperous but neutral Ukraine, 
one that does not threaten Russia and al-
lows the West to repair its relations with 
Moscow. With that approach, all sides 
would win.  •

©2014 Council on Foreign Relations, publisher of 
Foreign Affairs September/October 204.

“The United States and its European allies now face a choice 
on Ukraine. They can continue their current policy, which will 
exacerbate hostilities with Russia and devastate Ukraine in 
the process – a scenario in which everyone would come out a 
loser. Or they can switch gears and work to create a prosperous 
but neutral Ukraine, one that does not threaten Russia and al-
lows the West to repair its relations with Moscow. With that ap-
proach, all sides would win.”

”Why the Ukraine crisis …” 
continued from page 4
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Conversation between US Assistant Secretary of State  
and the Ambassador of the USA to Ukraine 

cc. Between 22 and 25 January 2014 a 
phone call between Victoria Nuland, 
US Assistant Secretary of State and 
Geoffrey R. Pyatt, US Ambassador to 
Ukraine was intercepted. 

Victoria Nuland is a neo-conserv-
ative diplomat, wife of the historian 
Robert Kagan. She was the main for-
eign policy advisor to Vice President 
Dick Cheney, before she was appoint-
ed Ambassador to NATO by George 
W. Bush. Hillary Clinton appointed 
her spokesperson in the Secretary of 
State and John Kerry made her his as-
sistant for Europe and Eurasia. 

In the conversation with the US 
Ambassador in Kiev she gives instruc-
tions on how to react to President Ya-
nukovych’s proposal to let the oppo-
sition form a government. According 
to her, one had to place Arseniy Yat-
senyuk, to keep Vitali Klitschko out 
and to sidestep the Nazi leader Oleh 
Tiahnybok, because he was getting 
awkward. 

In the conversation Jeffrey Felt-
man, former US diplomat and now 
Deputy Secretary-General of the 
United Nations is also mentioned, as 
well as the Dutchman Robert Serry, 
former head of NATO “operations”. 
Today, both have the task of enforc-
ing the US position in the UN. 

* * *

Victoria Nuland: What do you think?
Geoffrey R. Pyatt: I think we are 

in play. The Klitchko piece is obvi-
ously the most complicated elec-
tron here, especially the announce-
ment of him as Deputy Prime 
Minister. You have seen my notes 
on trouble in the marriage right 
now, so we are trying to get a read 
really fast where he is on the staff. 
But I think your argument to him 
which you’ll need to make, I think 
that’s the next phone call that you 
want to set up is exactly the one 
you made to Yats [Yatsenyuk’s nick-
name]. I’m glad you put him on the 
spot. […] He fits in this scenario. 
And I am very glad he said what he 
said.

Victoria Nuland: Good. I don’t 
think Klitsch [Klitschko’s nickname] 
should be in the government. I don’t 
think it’s necessary, I don’t think it’s 
a good idea.

Geoffrey R. Pyatt: Yeah, I mean, I 
guess […] In terms of him not going 
into the government […] I’d just 
let him stay out and do his political 
homework. I’m just thinking, in terms 
of sort of the process moving ahead, 
we want to keep the moderate demo-
crats together. The problem is gonna 
be with Tiahnybok and his guys. And, 
you know, I am sure that is part of 
what Yanukovych is calculating on all 
this.

Victoria Nuland: I think Yats is 
the guy. He has economic experi-
ence and governing experience. He 
is the guy. You know, what he needs 
is Klitsch and Tiahnybok on the out-
side. He needs to be talking to them 
four times a week. You know, I just 
think if Klitchko gets in, he’s going 
to be at that level working for Yatse-
nuk, it’s just not gonna work …

Geoffrey R. Pyatt: Yeah, yeah, I 
think that’s right. Ok, good. Would 
you like us to set up a call with him as 
the next step?

Victoria Nuland: My understand-
ing from that call that you tell me 
was that the big three were going 
into their own meeting and that Yats 
was gonna offer in this context, you 
know, a “three plus one” conversa-
tion or a “three plus two” conversa-
tion with you. Is that not how you un-
derstood it?

Geoffrey R. Pyatt: No. I think that 
was what he proposed but I think that 
knowing the dynamic that’s been with 
them where Klitchko has been the 
top dog, he’ll show up for whatever 
meetings they’ve got and he’s prob-
ably talking to his guys at this point. 
So, I think you reaching out directly to 
him, helps with the personality man-
agement among the three. And it also 
gives you a chance to move fast on all 
this stuff and put us behind it, before 
they all sit down and he explains why 
he doesn’t like it.

Victoria Nuland: Ok. Good. I am 
happy. Why don’t you reach out to 
him and see if he wants to talk be-
fore or after.

Geoffrey R. Pyatt: Ok, I will do it. 
Thanks.

Victoria Nuland: I can’t remember 
if I told you this or if I only told Wash-
ington this: when I talked to Jeff Felt-
man this morning he had a new name 
for the UN guy – Robert Serry. I wrote 
you about it this morning.

Geoffrey R. Pyatt: Yeah, I saw that.
Victoria Nuland: Ok. He’s gotten 

now both Serry and Ban ki-Moon to 
agree that Serry will come on Mon-
day or Tuesday. That would be great 
I think to help glue this thing and to 
have the UN help glue it and, if you 
like, fuck the EU.

Geoffrey R. Pyatt: No, exactly. 
And I think we’ve got to do some-
thing to make it stick together be-
cause you can be pretty sure that if 
it does start to gain altitude that the 
Russians will be working behind the 
scenes to try to torpedo it. And again 
the fact that this is out there right 
now, I am still trying to figure out in 
my mind why Yanukovych […] that. 
In the meantime there is a Party of 
Regions faction meeting going on 
right now and I am sure there is a 
lively argument going on in that 
group at this point. But anyway, we 
could land jelly side up on this one 
if we move fast. So let me work on 
Klitschko and if you can just keep 
[…] I think we just want to try to get 
somebody with an international per-
sonality to come out here and help 
to midwife this thing. The other issue 
is some kind of outreach to Yanuk-
ovych but we probably regroup on 
that tomorrow as we see how things 
start to fall into place.

Victoria Nuland: So on that piece, 
Jeff, when I wrote the note Sullivan’s 
[Jacob Sullivan, who was advisor of 
Joe Biden, is one of the negotiators 
of the US Council of National Secu-
rity] come back to me V.F.R., saying 
you need Biden and I said probably 
tomorrow for an atta boy and to get 
the details to stick. So, Biden’s willing.

Geoffrey R. Pyatt: Ok. Great, 
thanks.

Source:   
Oriental Review/Voltaire Network 

from 8 February 2014

http://www.voltairenet.org/arti-
cle182064.html 
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On September 3rd, the Russian President 
Vladimir Putin proposed an immediate 
plan which contained proposals to end the 
warlike conflict in Ukraine (see box). The 
Russian President presented this plan one 
day ahead of the NATO summit in Wales, 
but the reaction of the NATO politicians 
and Western media were between igno-
rance and rejection. The NATO had not 
met in Wales to look for peace in Ukraine 
and conciliation with Russia. Instead, res-
olutions were passed which follow the 
new “enemy stereotype Russia” and are 
connected with an arms buildup.

One day after the Russian President has 
presented his plan, also US President Ba-
rack Obama and the British Prime Min-
ister David Cameron, in a joint article 
for the British “Times”, adhered to their 
current tone against Russia. Again they 
charged the Russian government with 
“having violated the rules with its illegal 
annexion of the Crimean peninsula and 
the deployment of troops to Ukrainian ter-
ritory” and “undermining the foundation 
of a sovereign state”.

With these wordings alone the two pol-
iticians have insinuated unproven claims 
presenting them as alleged facts: neither is 
there a uniform and internationally accept-
ed legal assessment regarding the referen-
dum and the accession of the Crimea to 
the Russian Federation nor is it correct that 
the Russian government has sent troops to 
Ukrainian territory. Ukraine’s sovereignty 
has been undermined for years, by interfer-
ence of various governments and their sat-
ellite organizations with the country’s inte-
rior affairs. Part of these interferences is the 
Association Agreement with the EU and the 
efforts to tie the country closer to NATO.

The article by the US President and 
the British Prime Minister is just one ex-
ample for how controversial assessments 
and insinuations are presented as facts and 
how specific wordings are used for ma-
nipulation. It is the obvious goal to pre-
sent one’s own position as the “good side” 
and the other’s as the “bad one”. If West-
ern leading media which at all are striv-
ing for objectivity and information of the 
public they would certainly not participate 
in this, but rather try to hear both sides in 
such a controversial situation, abstaining 
from bias and avoiding to add fuel to the 
fire. Internationally relevant journals like 
the US American Foreign Affairs moving 
in this direction (cf. the article by John J. 
Mearsheimer on p. 1) are a silver lining 
on the horizon.

Much more could be said in this direc-
tion. But most important is the conclusion: 
This way the conflict will not be solved. 

On the contrary, this is how it will be es-
calated and the price that all will have to 
pay will be very high. When will the in-
sight set in that playing for “victory” in 
this conflict is only a dead end, trying to 
inflict a defeat on the other side but refus-
ing to enter in a dialog on an equal foot-
ing?

In 1969, the renowned Swiss histori-
an Jean Rodolphe von Salis has compiled 
an extensive report, which he comple-
mented in 1971, for the research institute 
of the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Auswär-
tige Politik (German Society for Foreign 
Policy) in Bonn. It is entitled “Cold War 
and Policy of Détente between West and 
East” and can be read in the essay collec-
tion “History and politics. Reflections on 
History and Politics. Contributions to con-
temporary history” on pages 257 to 370. 
The volume of 120 pages indicates how 
meticulously the Swiss historian has dealt 
with this question of contemporary histo-
ry which was highly topical at the time.

We do not have the space here to sum-
marize this highly differentiated anal-
ysis appropriately – it needs to be stud-
ied comprehensively. But the summary of 
the analysis shall be cited here, because it 
has not lost its topicality: “It is remarka-
ble that our Earth is called a ‘planet’, and 
politics ‘planetary’. Our poets’ and writ-
ers’ sensibility in their works (even though 
politicians hardly listen to them) has made 
our contemporaries aware of this incredi-
ble community of fate of the inhabitants 
of the Earth; it is symptomatic that a great 

playwright of our time [Friedrich Dürren-
matt] entitled his drama which confronts 
the pressed, bitter and torn existence of the 
inhabitants of Earth with cosmic events, 
‘Portrait of a Planet’. Beyond all that sep-
arates, beyond hate and misery, the real 
solidarity of current and future inhabit-
ants of our planet has become inevitable. 
The hour of historical truth demands that 
political matters of the peoples, states and 
continents are seen and considered on the 
planetary scale and that the responsible 
persons draw the right conclusions from 
this undeniable insight.”

In his analysis, von Salis cites amaz-
ing statements of politicians and military 
personalities from West and East who 
bear witness of an intense struggle re-
garding the question how the Cold War, 
fatal even then, could be overcome. The 
first step always was the attempt to seri-
ously consider and to take into account 
the view and the arguments of the other 
parties in the conflict. One example of 
many: “We have to understand how deep 
and sincere Russian fears are regarding 
the security of their country against a for-
eign invasion. In a true European unity, 
Russia needs to have its role … It would 
mean to act inconsiderately and repre-
hensibly if we tried to solve the problem 
of European Unity […] by violence. We 
need to avoid violence by all means. The 
only unity that can result from violence 
is the unity of ash and dead …” This is 

Ukraine

Is there a way out of escalation?
by Karl Müller

The ‘Putin Plan’  
for settling the conflict in Ukraine

3 September 2014

Vladimir Putin outlined the plan while 
speaking with journalists at the end of 
his working visit to Mongolia.

In order to stop the bloodshed and sta-
bilise the situation in southeast Ukraine, 
I believe that the parties to the conflict 
should immediately agree on and coor-
dinate the following steps:
1. End active offensive operations by 

armed forces, armed units and mi-
litia groups in southeast Ukraine in 
the Donetsk and Lugansk areas.

2. Withdraw Ukrainian armed forces 
units to a distance that would make 
it impossible to fire on populated 
areas using artillery and all types of 
multiple launch rocket systems.

3. Allow for full and objective interna-
tional monitoring of compliance with 
the ceasefire and monitoring of the 

situation in the safe zone created by 
the ceasefire.

4. Exclude all use of military aircraft 
against civilians and populated areas 
in the conflict zone. 

5. Organise the exchange of individuals 
detained by force on an ‘all for all’ 
basis without any preconditions.

6. Open humanitarian corridors for ref-
ugees and for delivering humanitar-
ian cargoes to towns and populated 
areas in Donbass – Donetsk and Lu-
gansk regions. 

7. Make it possible for repair brigades 
to come to damaged settlements in 
the Donbass region in order to repair 
and rebuild social facilities and life-
supporting infrastructure and help 
the region to prepare for the winter.

Source: http://eng.kremlin.ru/tras-
cripts/22899 

continued on page 8
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what the former British Prime and War 
Minister Winston Churchill said as early 
as 1956 when he was awarded the Char-
lemagne Prize.

Today as well, nearly 60 years later, 
the large majority of people, also in the 
Western states, know that the allegation 
that Russian policy is a threat for other 
European states is not true and that West-
ern politics in the last 20 years has been 
characterized by arrogance and strive for 
global hegemony. A large majority is also 
aware of the fact that a further escalation 
of the conflict with Russia can be very 
costly for all states involved, particularly 
the Europeans. And they know that there 
is no realistic alternative to a negotiated 
solution and an understanding between the 
parties involved.

It is not clear how the current politics of 
the USA, NATO and the EU can comply 
with their citizens’ wishes. The logic of 
these politics can only be requested, since 
we as citizen do not possess the exclusive 
knowledge of our governments: Are the 
US, NATO and the EU intending to defeat 
Russia in a war? Do they intend to corner 
Russia, to put it under such pressure that 
the results are rash actions or riots in Rus-
sia? Is the European Continent to be di-
vided again? Are the bonds of other Euro-
pean states to Russia be cut so that these 

states are bound closer to the US and thus 
the US are able to win back, as the mili-
tary hegemon of the West, their lost glob-
al hegemony …

Whatever may drive our European poli-
ticians to join this wrong path – as citizens 
we should not simply accept it. Especially 
not, because this path is fatal and there are 

other paths available. These may be paths 
which move along other dimensions than 
victory or defeat, power or impotence, we 
or the others. Negotiated solutions – and 
mankind can not do without this kind of 
solutions today – require equality and a 
real dialog. This is an alternative to the 
spiral of escalation. •

”Is there a way out of …” 
continued from page 7 Ceasefire

km. On 5 September, representatives 
of the Ukrainian government signed a 
ceasefire contract for those areas of the 
Ukrainian country, which had decided 
in a referendum in May to become inde-
pendent. Months of partly very severe 
and murderous military conflicts within 
these areas had preceded this ceasefire. 
This had led to extremely severe dam-
ages, tens of thousands of injured peo-
ple and as many deaths – also among 
the civilian population. 

It should be noted that the cease-
fire only became a possibility after the 
Ukrainian Government as well as NATO 
were unable to enforce a victory. As 
early as 1 September, German news 
magazine Spiegel Online ran the follow-
ing headline: „Analysis of the military 
situation: NATO sees Ukraine already as 
the loser of this conflict“.

Nevertheless, any person capa-
ble of at least some degree of reason 
and compassion, hopes of course that 

this conflict will not claim any more 
victims or cause further destruction. 
Until today, in the madness of it all, 
tens of thousands of lives have been 
lost.

Fittingly, albeit sadly, the much-
vaunted “Peace of Westphalia” in 1648 
comes to mind. That particular peace 
agreement only became possible after 
neither of the warring parties could 
hope to gain a victory. Overall, nega-
tions and preparations dragged on 
for more than 11 years. Whenever one 
of the warring parties felt it had the 
chance to win, negotiations dried up. 
This continued until finally all parties 
were so exhausted that the end of the 
war became compelling.

Hopefully, we have advanced from 
those times. Hopefully, there is still a 
sense of conscience among responsible 
politicians and military as well as the 
knowledge that the ongoing killings 
constitute a crime against humanity.

German exports to Russia 20 percent less
German exports to Russia will fall by 20 
percent or 8 billion euro this year. So the 
credit insurer Euler Hermes assumes. For 
some companies the situation, so Ralf 
Meurer, the CEO of Euler Hermes AG, 
could escalate dramatically. “There are 
German companies that will not stand a 
default by Russian buyers for long,” he 
said to the International Club of Frank-

furt Economic Journalists. In particu-
lar, some facility building engineers had 
been very focused on the Russian mar-
ket. “Here bankruptcies are not excluded  
due to the failure of Russian customers,” 
he added. “We talk with many custom-
ers weekly and discuss the risk situation.” 
Mainly affected are facility building com-
panies, car manufacturers and producers 

of food products. The mechanical engi-
neering sales with Russia  fell  by 20, for 
car manufacturers by 25 and sales of the 
food industry by more than 30 percent in 
the first half year.  •

Source: Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 29.8.2014
(Translation Current Concerns)

According to the opinion of Christophe 
de Margerie,  the Director General  of the 
French energy company Total, sanctions 
against Russia are  an erroneous way. “We 
mustn’t allow anybody to convince us that 
Russia is our enemy,” the chief executive 
officer (CEO) said in an interview for the 
“Süddeutsche Zeitung” on Thursday.

“Our energy supply depends in many 
ways on this neighbor. If the Americans 
want to inflame the conflict further on due 
to historical causes and domestic political 
motives – then that is  their decision. But 
we Europeans have to manage  this crisis 
differently, without deviding  everything  
everything in black and white.” He did 

not think that Russia’s President Vladimir 
Putin is planning  the occupation of the 
Ukraine, de Margerie said.  •
Source: Ria Novosti from 4.9.2014

(Translation Current Concerns)

Total Director General de Margerie: Russia-sanctions are a mistake 
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Asia is on the rise. This is shown not 
only by the ”Shanghai Declaration” of 
the CICA, the “Conference on Interac-
tion and Confidence Building Measures 
in Asia”, are eloquent testimony (cf. Cur-
rent Concerns no. 14/15 of 9 July). Rela-
tions between the countries of Asia are 
also intensifying on the bilateral level – 
without including the West. Among oth-
ers, Urs Schoettli reported in the “Neue 
Zürcher Zeitung” of 7 July about the 
caesura, which was made by the recent 
power change in Delhi with Narendra 
Modi: In modernizing the country, the 
newly elected Indian Prime Minister ex-
plicitly backs on Asian models and val-
ues and intensifies the relations not only 
with China but also with the East Asian 
tigers and especially with Singapore and 
Japan. The fact that they progess with 
“fresh pragmatics” only confirms the as-
sessments of Kishore Mahbubani, who 
emphacizes exactly these pragmatics as 
one of the recipes for success of Asians – 
and the West is recommended to imitate 
them. This would lead to a move away 
from ideologically narrowed views and 
hostilities, because the pragmatists are 
negotiating with states that formerly did 
not count among their friends – but it is 
the only way to achieve more peace on 
the planet. 

If India relates more closely to Japan and 
China, they will have to overcome some 
historical legacy: India, which is attrib-
uted the role of a possible mediator be-
tween Asia and the West by Kishore Mah-
bubani, but also by Zbigniew Brzezinski, 
has had a dubious reputation among its 

Asian neighbors as a British-dominated 
country for a long time. Pankaj Mishra, 
himself an Indian, in his award-win-
ning book “From the Ruins of Empire. 
The revolt against the West and the re-
making of Asia” provides insight into the 
changing relations of the countries men-
tioned in the first third of the 20th centu-
ry and makes clear that the phase of the 
200-year dominance of the West, which 
Kishore Mahbubani called a “historical 
aberration”, does now not only come to 
the end, but has been met with resistance 
already a hundred years ago by a net-
work of Asian intellectuals who joined 
in one thing: the resistance against the 
humiliations suffered by the racist arro-
gance of Europeans and Americans. In 
the example of Indian Nobel laureate for 
literature Rabindranath Tagore’s work, it 
becomes ovious that even their obedient 
Asian followers, particularly Japan that 
behaved increasingly imperialist, were 
judged critically. 

India – a “lost land”? At least, many of 
the Chinese neighbors thought so at the 
turn of the 19th to the 20th century. Had not 
the British Indian traders seconded in the 
opium trade? Had not Indian soldiers been 
used in the Boxer Rebellion of the Euro-
peans against the Chinese? And had not 
Indian policemen held Chinese in check 
in contract ports on behalf of the coloni-
al masters? How, if not as an act of self-
subjugation and self-renunciation should 
China understand this behavior? Unlike 
China, India seemed to have lost the bond 
to its cultural heritage. There were enough 
examples, so for example the family of 

the later Nobel Prize for Literature lau-
reate Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941). 
Since the 17th century, his family had been 
connected with the East India Company, 
the corporation, which had more troops 
under arms than the British mother coun-
try, which ran private prisons in India and 
acted as an independent colonial power. 
His grandfather was the richest Indian 
businessman, who had been welcomed by 
the Queen on his visits to London. Tagore 
was born in 1861, four years after the Indi-
an uprising and after universities in West-
ern style had been founded. So he came 
into contact with Western ideas, but at the 
same time with social reform tendencies 
of, for example, Ram Mohun Roy (1774–
1833), the “father of modern India”. He 
never took sharp anti-Western views. He 
also had differences with Gandhi, whose 
anti-colonial statements sounded partly 
xenophobic to him.

Criticism of  
the Europeanization of India

Unlike the “Young Bengals”, who like the 
Ottoman Tanzimat or the Japanese Meiji re-
formers wanted to entirely align themselves 
with the West, Tagore was one of the sharp-
est critics of India’s Europeanization. In the 
Indian philosopher and politician Aurobindo 

“The West is carnivorous and cannibalistic […],  
it feeds on the resources of other peoples  
and tries to swallow their whole future”

The Indian Nobel Prize Laureate for Literature, Rabindranath Tagore,  
and his tireless commitment to peaceful coexistence – a role model for today

by Thomas Schaffner

“Great civilizations have flourished in the past in the East as well 
as the West because they produced food for the spirit of man for all 
time. … These great civilizations were at last run to death by men 
of the type of our precocious schoolboys of modern times, smart and 
superficially critical, worshippers of self, shrewd bargainers in the 
market of profit and power, efficient in their handling of the ephem-
eral, who … eventually, driven by suicidal forces of passion, set 
their neighbours’ houses on fire and were themselves enveloped by 
flames.” 

Rabindranath Tagore, quoted in Mishra, pp. 241

continued on page 10

ISBN: 978-1250037718
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Ghose (1872–1950) he found a like-minded 
person. Ghose, who had grown up in a Ben-
gali, Britain-friendly family, felt the Ben-
galis as “drunk with the wine of European 
civilization” (quoted in Mishra, p. 221) and 
India in danger of losing its soul to Europe-
an materialism. Or in the words of Swami 
Vivekananda (1863–1902), the earliest spir-
itual leader of India: “For this civilization 
[meaning the European] the sword was the 
means [for the attainment of given ends], 
heroism the aid, and enjoyment of life in this 
world and the next the only end.” (quoted in 
Mishra, p. 222) From his numerous trips to 
Europe and in the USA Vivekananda took 
the knowledge home that the Westerners as 
well had a kind of caste system in which the 
rich and powerful controlled everything. 

Aurobindo Ghose accused the Brit-
ish, to proceed along the motto “might 
is right” and so to subjugate not only the 
Irish. He grew more militant and thought 
peace in Asia would only be won “by the 
Asiatic sword”. (quoted in Mishra, p. 224)

Tagore celebrates Japanese  
victory at Tshushima in 1905

In 1881, Rabindranath Tagore for his part 
dissociated himself from his grandfather, 
who was a central figure in the opium trade. 
From 1891 to 1901 he lived in the villages 
of Bengal. This led him to the conviction 
that the self-renewal of India had to emanate 
from the villages. Against the background of 
his conservative-aristocratic origin and his 
Western-style education, the appreciation 
of the simple life in the countryside was the 
basis for his establishment of an experimen-
tal school in rural south-west Bengal, which 
developed into an international university. 
The analysis of the West was as sharp as a 
knife: “Scientific rather than human … over-
running the whole world, like some prolific 
weed … It is carnivorous and cannibalistic 
in its tendencies, it feeds upon the resourc-

es of other peoples and tries to swallow their 
whole future … It is powerful because it con-
centrates all its forces upon one purpose, like 
a millionaire acquiring money at the cost of 
his soul.” (quoted in Mishra, pp. 224)

In 1905, Tagore wrote two songs that later 
became the national anthem of Bangladesh 
and India. On the occasion of the Japanese 
victory at Tshushima in 1905, Tagore organ-
ized a victory parade in his school. In 1902 
he formulated: “The harder turns our conflict 
with the foreigner, the greater grows our ea-
gerness to understand and attain ourselves. 
We can see that this is not only our case 
alone. The conflict with Europe is waking up 
all civilized Asia. Asia today is set to realiz-
ing herself consciously, and thence with vig-
our. She has understood, know thyself – that 
is the road to freedom. In imitating others is 
destruction.” (quoted in Mishra, p. 224) 

For an Asian cosmopolitanism and …
Tagore rejected the militant Indian national-
ism with bombings and terrorist attacks, and 
in 1917 he criticized the concept of national-
ism worldwide. The idea of the nation would 
become a “machinery of commerce”, people 
were pressed in “neatly compressed bales”, 
a “cult of selfishness” developed, which de-
stroyed the livelihoods of the human race as 
a whole. His ideal was an Asian cosmopoli-
tanism: “India has never had a real sense of 
nationalism … It is my conviction that my 
countrymen will truly gain their India by 
fighting against the education which teach-
es that a country is greater than the ideals of 
humanity.” (quoted in Mishra, p.  226) 

Certainly, from a Swiss perspective 
it must be noted here with J.R. von Salis, 
that the concept of nationalism, especial-
ly in 1917, was different from the federal-
ist state, organized from bottom to top in a 
nation determined by the will of the people 
like Switzerland, where the sovereignty of 
the people is guaranteed by means of direct 
democracy: “The state of Switzerland is – 
do we have to say it again and again? – a 
political creation. The patriotism of its citi-

zens is a basically cooperative, democratic, 
federalist form of expression of nationhood, 
so that nationhood, if one applies the word 
to our country, is completely different from 
that in other European countries.” (Von 
Salis, p. 111). In this respect, Tagore can-
not be instrumentalized as an advocate of 
large centralized structures such as the EU, 
which wants to dissolve the nation states, 
which in turn are mostly big structures gov-
erned by central governments, which have 
realized the people’s sovereignty only par-
tially by representative and not or only rudi-
mentarily by direct democracies.

… against the cult of selfishness
But if – as critics say – in 2014 states were 
to be submitted to corporations, as will be 
done by the planned Trans-Atlantic Free 
Trade Agreement TTIP (Trans Atlantic 
Trade and Investment Partnership), or if 
Zbigniew Brzezinski demands of Europe 
to abandon the concept of the welfare state 
and puts the case for the view of man as the 
‘homo economicus’ – and claims that EU’s 
and NATO’s expansion to the East are es-
sential to the hegemon USA, then Tagore’s 
criticism seems quite understandable. It 
would, however, rather apply to the supra-
national EU as “Fortress Europe”. A cen-
tralized large structure which hermetically 
seals off the southern border and, without 
consulting the people, decides on a policy 
of sanctions against the Russian neighbors 
– does such an egocentric EU not also rep-
resent the narrow-minded attitude – to use 
Tagore’s words again – that “a country is 
greater than the ideals of humanity”? But 
again: How different is Switzerland as a 
nation determined by the will of its people, 
with many naturalized citizens from other 
countries and a foreign population bigger 
than in almost any other European nation-
state, open-minded, with a diversity of lan-
guages and hosting headquarters of major 
international organizations? In this respect 
the views of Tagore and the Swiss model 
do not contradict each other, even if they 
are difficult to compare. But it is certain-
ly not allowed to instrumentalize his view, 
not only in favor of a large EU, but also in 
favor of a world structure such as the ovo 
ordo seclorum, the new world order of one 
world, advocated by George W. Bush in 
1991 – meaning the dominance of finan-
cial, economic, military and media “elites”. 

Gandhi: Do not establish an  
“English rule without the Englishman”
His longtime friend Moandas Gandhi ar-
gued similarly as Tagore. Nationalists 
would only replace one deluded ruler by an-
other, i.e. establish an “English rule without 
the Englishman” in India (quoted in Mishra, 
p. 226), he wrote in 1909 addressing there-
with the Hindu nationalists, who based their 

continued on page 11
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J. R. von Salis: The national character of 
Switzerland – a counterpoint to the nationalism 
of other countries

“The Federal State Switzerland – must it really be repeated ever 
and again? – is a political creation. The patriotism of its citizens 
is an essential cooperative, democratic, federalist expression of its 
national character so that this term ‘national’ provided that one 
uses this word referring to our country, has a completely different 
meaning than in any other European country.”

J.R. von Salis: Schwierige Schweiz, Zurich 1968, p. 111

(Translation Current Concerns)
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“So much for national self-determination.  
I think it’s really shameless!”

Indignation in Asia at the Paris Peace Treaties of 1919

ts. The First World War ends with the 
Paris Peace Conference. In addition to 
the representatives of the European pow-
ers and of the United States it was also at-
tended by ambassadors from those coun-
tries that had supported their European 
masters as colonies or as colonized peo-
ples with hundreds of thousands of sol-
diers and workers; not least in the hope 
that after the war the European coloni-
alists would show their appreciation and 
release their colonial peoples, this way 
thanking them for their support. From 
China, India, Vietnam, Egypt, Iran, etc. 
they came to Paris, but their hopes were 
more than disappointed. For China an in-
tellectual took part who has already been 
portrayed (cf. Current Concerns No 10 of 
17 May): Liang Qichao was his name; his 
aim: China, as a sovereign nation-state 
and as equal among equals, should be able 
to occupy a place in the new world order 
– the “unequal treaties” and all other gag-
ging were to be cancelled. After all, the 
US President had supported the right of 
nations to self-determination! One put 
great hope in the United States, having 

emerged from the war as the strongest fi-
nancial power in the world. By Wilson’s 
14-Point Plan nation-state-minded forces 
in Egypt, Ottoman Turkey, India and else-
where were encouraged to challenge the 
European colonial powers, since this 14-
Point Plan not only provided free trade but 
also government by the people, freedom 
of the seas, containment of armament, 
rights for the small nations and an alliance 
of nations to guarantee peace. 

In 1919, the Asian countries  
set on US President Wilson, …

In particular India, which in the First 
World War had mobilized – believe it or 
not – one million people as soldiers and 
workers for the British, now hoped for re-
lease from the yoke of colonialism. Thus, 
the Indian Nobel Prize Winner for Liter-
ature in 1913, Rabindranath Tagore, in 
the beginning of 1919 wrote to his fellow 
writer, world citizen and opponent of war 
of the first hour, Romain Rolland: “There 
is hardly a corner in the vast continent of 
Asia where men have come to feel any 
real love for Europe.” (quoted in Mishra, 

p. 192) And in China a book with speech-
es by US President Wilson was a bestsell-
er. A lot was expected, especially from 
the United States, and all the greater was 
the disappointment that the United States, 
France and Great Britain negotiated all 
important decisions among themselves. 
China was excluded from the table of the 
great powers and put on the same level as 
Thailand and Greece. Many Asian repre-
sentatives, however, were not even heard 
at the Conference, so those of Iran, Syria 
and Armenia. Ho Chi Minh, at that time a 
penniless laborer in Paris, was expressed 
his disgust for the French, who had re-
cruited 100,000 Vietnamese for their war, 
as mere cannon fodder. However, he ex-
pected a lot from Wilson; quite different 
from Lenin, who already in 1916 had con-
sidered imperialism as the highest stage 
of capitalism, and in doing so had mer-
cilessly settled accounts with the Unit-
ed States. After the October Revolution, 
Lenin and his comrades called on the peo-
ples of Asia, to shake off the yoke of the 

continued on page 12

ideas on those of Bankim Chandra Chatter-
jee (1838–1894) and later took over elements 
of the fascist parties of Germany and Italy. 

Gandhi knew what he was talking about, 
since as a young man he had also been try-
ing to be more English than the English. 
The London-trained lawyer changed only 
by virtue of a series of racist humiliations 
he had suffered especially in South Africa. 
Gandhi saw imperialism, similar to Lenin 
and Rosa Luxembourg, in a context of cap-
italism, but he went further and submitted 
modern civilization to a general criticism: 
It was fixated on economic growth and uti-
lized violence to obtain political sovereign-
ty, lacking a broader understanding of social 
harmony and spiritual freedom. The Indus-
trial Revolution had declared wealth a main 
objective, had destroyed religion and eth-
ics and had submitted the people to the rule 
of machines. Spiritual strength and moral 
self-knowledge were the foundations of true 
civilization. People should sympathize with 
their political opponents, because they too 
were victims, victims of violence and greed, 
ancient forces. Satyagraha, literally grasp-
ing the truth, hence the idea of non-violent 
enforcement of the things that are known 
to be true, was true for everyone, and be-
fore a country could renew itself, the people 
had to renew themselves. A concept that the 

German classical authors, ostracized by the 
neo-Marxist 68 students, would have equal-
ly represented – the beautiful soul, purified 
of passions, as a basis for a better world. 
And not class struggle and revolution from 
which then the “new man” would emerge – 
indeed still an unparalleled carnage in histo-
ry, performed fanatically and ideologically. 

In 1930 Tagore is received  
by US President Hoover

Tagore, who was in contact with Gandhi 
until his death in 1941, was awarded the 
1913 Nobel Prize in Literature. All over 
the world, he spoke in crowded halls, and 
in 1930 he was even received by US Presi-
dent Hoover. All this, even though he spoke 
openly about the West being a destructive 
force, based on the cult of power and money, 
and that it would get out of control without 
the spiritual Eastern wisdom. He compared 
Western civilization to a machine: “The sole 
fulfillment of a machine is in achievement 
of result, which in its pursuit of success de-
spises moral compunctions as foolishly out 
of place.” (quoted in Mishra, p. 231) 

Japan’s burgeoning nationalism, cou-
pled with a militarized imperialism, made 
Tagore worry a lot: he considered Japan 
only a copy of the West and he put it in 
a lecture in Beijing as follows: “Physi-
cal power is not the strongest in the end 
… You are the most long lived race, be-
cause you have had centuries of wisdom 

nourished by your faith in goodness, not in 
mere strength.” (quoted in Mishra, p. 236)

Criticized by CPCh,  
later rehabilitated as anti-imperialist

Tagore’s orientation towards Confu-
cius and Buddhism caused an ensuing 
sharp campaign by the young Commu-
nist Party of China. He was called a slave, 
who wanted to “Indianise” the Chinese 
youth; they, however, did not want a phi-
losophy, but materialism, and they had al-
ready enough Confuciuses and Menciuses. 
Leaflets against him were distributed on 
his events, only personal protection saved 
him from violent attacks. He was griev-
ously wronged. So the Chinese writer Lu 
Xun conceded (1881–1936) a year later, 
that Tagore was an anti-imperialist. And 
effective: In 1930, at a reception in New 
York Tagore said in the presence of Pres-
ident Roosevelt, the present era belonged 
to the West, and the world had to be grate-
ful to the West for the sciences. But: “you 
have exploited those who are helpless and 
humiliated those who are unfortunate with 
this gift.” (quoted in Mishra, p. 241)

Tagore warns of  
“callow schoolboys of the East”

As mentioned above Tagore realized very 
late that Japan, his great hope, whose mil-

”‘The West is carnivorous …’” 
continued from page 10

continued on page 12
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imperialist “robbers and oppressors”. The 
anti-imperialist orientation of the USSR 
found approval in Korea, Persia, India, 
Egypt and China. The Communist Inter-
national (Komintern) assisted in the foun-
dations of local communist parties in the 
Asian countries. 

… although Wilson campaigned for 
the predominance of the “white race” 

For the time being, however, Wilson was 
more popular among the Asian elites 
than Lenin. Also, because the news agen-
cies, particularly Reuters, al-Afghani’s old 
enemy, were in western hands and portrayed 
the Bolsheviks as a dangerous disease.

 The subjugation of Haiti and Nicara-
gua as military protectorates of the United 
States was hardly known in Asia, nor did 
the exclusion of “Asians Americans” in 
the United States make hardly any waves 
in Asia. Wilson had the reputation of being 
anti-imperialist, although his “differentia-
tions” listed below were not acceptable for 
colonized peoples. Mishra writes: Wilson 
“regarded European imperialism as a mat-
ter of physical occupation of far-off lands 
and spheres of influence, and deplored 

it as such. Proposing the Open Door, he 
did not see that free trade, the third of his 
Fourteen Points, could be seen as equal-
ly oppressive by economically disadvan-
taged peoples.” (quoted in Mishra, p. 197) 

What was not or hardly noticed in Asia: 
Wilson thought in terms quite similar to 
Kipling with his “burden-of-white-man” 
rhetoric. As a Southerner, the US Pres-
ident not only made “jokes” about the 
“darkies”, but he also considered, that one 
had to bring law and order to “less civ-
ilized peoples” like the Philippines and 
Puerto Ricans, because “after all they are 
children and we are men”. In 1917, he had 
stressed that the United States had to stay 
out of the war so that “the white race re-
mains strong against the yellow one – for 
example, the Japanese”. What’s more, the 
intact USA can ensure that “the white civ-
ilization and its predominance on the plan-
et” will persist.

Mao about Wilson:  
an “ant on a hot frying pan”

 Wilson’s idea of the nations’  self-deter-
mination referred to Europe, Poland, Ro-
mania, Czechs and Serbs, and not to the 
claim that the British and French give up 
their colonial possessions. Mishra’s conclu-
sion: “Wilson had his chance when in the 

spring of 1917 he first heard of the secret 
treaties that outlined how Britain, France, 
Japan and Italy would share whole em-
pires among themselves after the war. He 
could have made American intervention in 
the war contingent upon the Allied pow-
ers cancelling their squalid arrangements. 
Instead, he pretended that the treaties did 
not exist, and even tried to prevent news of 
them being published in the United States 
after the Bolsheviks exposed them to the 
world.” (quoted in Mishra, p. 198) When 
in Paris, Wilson had to give his consent 
that on the initiative of the victorious pow-
ers in Europe Germany was to be exclud-
ed from the League of Nations, in the far 
Hunan the then 25-year-old Mao Zedong 
wholeheartedly felt sorry for the US Pres-
ident comparing him with an “ant on a hot 
frying pan.” And he commented the fact 
that India and Korea were not listened to, 
by saying: “So much for national self-de-
termination. I think it’s really shameless!” 
(quoted in Mishra, p. 199)

Ho Chi Minh: 
“It was patriotism which had  

prompted me to believe in Lenin” 
The year 1919 was a turning point – less 
for the Western powers, although in the 

It takes a genuine  
confession to impartiality …

“A clear, preferably objective working 
out of facts based on sources and al-
ready existing documentations is the 
skeleton of any historiography. Neither 
the historian nor the reader should 
read their own prejudices in the his-
torical facts. Certainly it takes an enor-
mous effort and a genuine confession 
to impartiality to change long accus-
tomed views on the basis of a deeper 
investigation of the facts.”

J.R. von Salis, Weltgeschichte der neu-
esten Zeit. Volume II, Zurich 1995, p. 1

(Translation Current Concerns)

”’So much for national …‘” 
continued from page 11

itancy he had long underestimated, had 
been “infected by the virus of European 
imperialism” (quoted in Mishra, p. 239) 
Shortly before his death, Tagore expressed 
deep pessimism: “We are a band of hap-
less people, where would we look up to? 
The days of staring at Japan are over.” 
(quoted in Mishra, p. 240) He said so in 
1938, after Japan had occupied Manchuria 
in 1931 and attacked the Chinese heart-
land in 1937. And in one of his last es-
says he warned strongly against the cal-
lous “schoolboys of the East”: 

“The carefully nurtured yet noxious 
plant of national egoism is shedding its 

seeds all over the world, making our cal-
low schoolboys of the East rejoicey, be-
cause the harvest produced by these seeds 
– the harvest of antipathy with its endless 
cycle of self-renewal – bears a western 
name of high-sounding distinction. Great 
civilizations have flourished in the past in 
the East as well as the West because they 
produced food for the spirit of man for all 
time. … These great civilizations were at 
last run to death by men of the type of our 
precocious schoolboys of modern times, 
smart and superficially critical, worship-
pers of self, shrewd bargainers in the mar-
ket of profit and power, efficient in their 
handling of the ephemeral, who … even-
tually driven by suicidal forces of passion, 
set their neighbours’ houses on fire and 
were themselves enveloped by flames.” 
(quoted in Mishra, pp. 240)

UN Charter as the basis for peace –  
despite systemic contradictions

Tagore fortunately did not have to expe-
rience what he had predicted here, for he 
died in 1941. What greed was able to in-
flict on both sides could be seen in the 
war raging worldwide from 1941 and 
its end with the launching of the atomic 
bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The 
spiritual food for humanity demanded by 
Tagore then arose from the UN Charter, 
the basis for a more peaceful world order, 
highly acclaimed by Kishore Mahbubani 

– be it ever so flawed with the “systemic 
contradiction between the sovereignty of 
states and the self-determination of peo-
ples” (Professor Dr Köchler on the occa-
sion of a lecture in Switzerland in spring 
2014). A contradiction which can be both 
abused to interest-led military campaigns 
as well as to peaceful resolution of con-
flicts, if you let the local people only do 
as they like, i.e. let them determine them-
selves how they want to organize their 
lives together – even if this does not al-
ways correspond entirely to Western 
ideas. This is one of the implicit quin-
tessence of Pankaj Mishra’s book, which 
in terms of international understanding 
more than justifies the awarding of the 
Leipzig Book Prize.  • 
Literature: 

Pankaj Mishra. From the Ruins of Empire. The re-
volt against the West and the remaking of Asia. 
Penguin Books 2013. ISBN 978-0-2419-5466-9. 
Kishore Mahbubani: Die Rückkehr Asiens – das 
Ende der westlichen Dominanz. Berlin 2008. 
ISBN 978-354907351-3. Esp. chapter 3: “Warum 
Asien jetzt aufsteigt”, pp. 62–13.
Zbigniew Brzezinski. The Grand Chessboard. 
American primacy and its geostrategic impera-
tives. 1998, ISBN 978-0465027262
J.R. von Salis: “Grundsätzliches zur 
kulturellen Lage der Schweiz. Vortrag an der 
Delegiertenversammlung des Schweizerischen 
Lehrervereins am 25. September 1955 in Luzern. 
Schriften des S.L.V.” No. 30, Zurich 1955. In: 
J.R. von Salis: Schwierige Schweiz. Zurich 1968. 
p. 107–122.
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The detailed report by Thomas Schaffner 
about Al Afghani respectively about the 
book by Pankaj Mishra is really very in-
teresting. He shows, among other things, 
how difficult it is to get a clear picture 
about historical personalities and their 
work on closer inspection. And how dif-
ficult it was (and is) for politically active 
people to act “right” in the complex con-
texts of each historical present. Or in other 
words: How careful we must be if we want 
to form a judgment about the work of his-
torical figures. This doesn’t mean to imply 
that it is not possible to form a judgment. 
But you just have to look very closely and 
carefully and try to understand individual 
mindsets, motives and actions always re-

lated to the respective complex environ-
ment. 

In addition, he also demonstrates by an 
apparently small example how for many 
decades and centuries in the Islamic world 
the confrontation with European colonial-
ism in thought and action has proceeded 
and so he makes the current events a lit-
tle more understandable. We know far too 
little about these processes and would be 
well advised to continue our studies thor-
oughly before we divide the players of the 
world into good and evil ones. Thank you 
very much.

Dr Christian Fischer, Cologne
(Translation Current Concerns)

You just have to look very closely …
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longer term they had to take notice of a 
shift of the center towards Washington 
and the rising of a revanchist seed for the 
“humiliation of Versailles” in Germany – 
but indeed they stayed in the saddle and 
in power with their colonies and protec-
torates. In Asia, by contrast, mass par-
ties began to form, which wanted to stand 
up to the racism which was officially de-
clared by the West: in Indonesia, in India, 
there especially after the massacre in Am-
ritsar on 13 April 1919, where British sol-
diers massacred 400 defenseless people. 
And Ho Chi Minh became a Communist 
in 1921: “It was patriotism, not Commu-
nism, which had prompted me to believe 
in Lenin” (quoted in Mishra, p. 202), he 
wrote later.

The British Lloyd George’s dictum that 
the Turks were “a human cancer, a creep-
ing agony in the flesh of the lands which 
they misgoverned, rotting every fibre of 
life” (quoted in Mishra, p. 203) is admit-
tedly ranked in the tradition of a coun-
try which had been the first to build con-
centration camps, in South Africa during 
the Boer war against the – nota bene also 
white – Boers, but did not exactly give 
hope to the colonized peoples.

Ataturk’s victory as synonymous  
with Japan’s victory in Tshushima

When the British and French occupied 
Istanbul in 1920, after they had adju-
dicated Western Anatolia to Greece, 
the shock was deep among the Mus-
lims of the world. And the stronger was 
the sigh of relief, when Mustafa Kemal, 
later known as Ataturk, expelled all for-
eign troops from Turkish soil – the fate 
of the Greek civilian population of Asia 
Minor is a different issue. Ataturk was 
called “Sword of Islam” for his actions in 
India – his victory was similarly epoch-
al for the East as the Japanese victory at 
Tshushima. Wilson’s right to self-deter-
mination, you had to fight for it militari-
ly: this was the doctrine in Asia. 
In China, Ataturk’s victory was met 
with the strongest echo. For there they 
had been duped twice: Unlike Indians, 
Turks, Egyptians and Koreans, the Chi-
nese had been adequately represented at 
the Paris Peace Conference, China had 
provided hundreds of thousands of work-
ers for the Allies, had even entered into 
war on their side, however: in order not to 
reset Japan any longer, and as France and 
Great Britain held on to their possessions, 
China came away empty-handed and did 
not even get back Shangdong. Shangdong, 
Confucius’ prestigious birthplace and the 

cradle of Chinese civilization! Japan re-
mained occupiers. Even in the United 
States, parliamentarians were furious at 
this betrayal, which would “dishonor and 
degrade any people”, as Senator William 
Borah said. (quoted in Mishra, p. 205)

“Might is right” – how much longer? 
The Chinese Liang Qichao declared that 
the statement “might is right” still ap-
plied; buzzwords such as justice and hu-
manity were nothing but smoke and mir-
rors, and China could only count on itself. 
These are insights that are shared by 
Kishore Mahbubani, when he reproach-
es the West of its policy of double stand-
ards lasting up to the present day. Insights 
which a Westerner should not forget when 
dealing with Asian countries, but also 
with his own history.  •

”’So much for national …‘” 
continued from page 12
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“Uniting the Asian people against Europe – a legitimate means of self-defense”
ts. “Our country, too, suffers from this 
disgrace [the exploitation by the Euro-
peans, ts]. The Turks are Asians like us 
… And so, they’ve come to us and com-
municated their friendship.” (quoted in 
Mishra, p. 128) With these sentences a 
Japanese newspaper welcomed an Em-
bassy from the Ottoman Empire, who 
visited Japan in 1889 by sea in the early 
period of Pan-Asianism. The guests from 
the Sublime Porte aimed at studying the 
Japanese model in order to be better 
prepared against the European powers.

Also for the young Turks, who later 
built a nation state on the ruins of the 
Ottoman Empire, Japan was an inspir-
ing role model, especially after the fleet 
agreement with the United Kingdom 
in 1902 and the victory in Tshuhsima in 
1905 against Russia. They deliberately 
overlooked the violence, militarism, and 
racism, in which the land of the rising 
sun was not lagging behind the Western 
powers, already at that time, and all the 
more later on.

Japan’s recipe for success:  
Not to hand over public finances

But, what was the success of Japan? In 
the Meiji-Restoration, parts of Japanese 
elites had recognized that their weak-
ness was caused primarily by the scien-
tific and technological backwardness. 
That’s why they sent students and ex-
perienced envoy abroad, brought ex-
perts into Japan and got down to the 
construction of a modern nation state. 
In 1889, a constitution in western-style 
was passed, even though the emperor 
still had a divine position.

Japan’s advantages when compared 
to countries failing in their moderniza-
tion, such as the Ottoman Empire, China 
and Egypt: Japan’s population was ho-
mogeneous, the old elites hardly op-
posed and were part of the innovations, 
and: they kept control over the financial 
system, unlike Egypt. With a lot of dip-
lomatic skill, they managed to repeal the 
unequal treaties! So, in 1894 the British 
renounced their extraterritorial rights. 
The modernization started to become 
questionable when in that same year 
1894 Japan attacked China and inflicted 
a crushing defeat in order to dominate 
Korea. But Japan justified that by stating 
that it showed that “civilization is not a 
monopoly of the white man”. (quoted in 
Mishra, p. 133) Other voices cheered that 
“the real birthday of New Japan began 
with the conquest of China”. (quoted in 
Mishra, p. 133)

Whites saw the Japanese  
“close to monkeys”…

And a voice that shows why despite all 
negative aspects the rise of Japan in 
Asia received a huge echo: formerly the 
whites had seen the Japanese “close to 
monkeys” (quoted in Mishra, p. 133), as 
written by the Japanese journalist Toku-

tomi Soho: “We are no longer ashamed 
to stand before the world as Japanese. 
… Before we did not know ourselves, 
and the world did not know us. But 
now that we have tested our strength, 
we know ourselves and we are known 
by the world. Moreover, we know that 
we are known by the world”. (quoted in 
Mishra, p.133). 

The same Soho, which so far had 
been a defender of individual rights and 
freedom, campaigned well for a Japa-
nese imperialism, to “break the world-
wide monopoly and destroy the special 
rights of the white races”. (quoted in 
Mishra, p. 134)

Transnational network  
of Asian intellectuals  

against Western imperialism

Japan became the Mecca of the fight-
ers for independence throughout 
Asia, especially after the repeated-
ly mentioned epochal Japanese victo-
ry against Russia in Tshushima in 1905. 
But besides Tokyo, Asian intellectuals 
gathered in Chicago, Berlin, Johannes-
burg and Yokohoma. Many traveled 
also to vocational trainings to West-
ern countries, so Gandhi to London, Lu 
Xun to Japan and Sun Yat-Sen to Hono-
lulu. Thus a transnational network de-
veloped, which had also an effect in 
the home countries of the Asian ex-
iles. The Pan-Asian, Pan-Islamist and 
Pan-Arabists aimed at uniting against 
the Western imperialist powers. Such 
as the widely travelled Muslim intel-
lectual Abdurreshid Ibrahim, admirer 
of al-Afghani, born in Russia, in vari-
ous Japanese magazines in 1909. It was 
the disunity of the Asian peoples “that 
enabled Western powers to invade the 
East. Without being aware of this de-
fect, and putting an end to internal op-
position, Asian peoples will have no fu-
ture.” (quoted in Mishra, p. 168) And 
Ibrahim went on, “bringing about the 
union of Asian countries to stand up to 
Europe is our legitimate means of self-
defense”. (quoted in Mishra, pp. 169)

Russian Muslim sees Japan as Savior

Ibrahim, the widely-travelled Pan-Asian 
Muslim exile-Russian, then founded the 
journal Islamic Fraternity in Tokyo, – 
along with Egyptian and Indian exiles, 
which had to flee the British from their 
occupied countries – an association of 
victims of imperialism, which is unusual 
for a western observer; probably this is 
because we still doubt – and as Kishore 
Mahbubani suspects this to be the atti-
tude of us Westerners – whether Asians 
are actually able to think or even take 
action. “Can Asians think?”, this is the 
provocatively revealing and also ac-
cusatory title of Mahbubani’s book, a 
century after the events described by 
Mishra!

And even more in contradiction to 
all our Western historical schemes is the 
following episode of world history: In 
1909 our Russian Muslim Ibrahim travels 
to Istanbul, supported by the Japanese 
secret society Black Dragon, to inform 
from there the Muslims in China and 
in the British and Dutch colonies that a 
savior is ready for them: Japan!

First World War: the front lines 
looked very different in the hearts of 
Asians.

And you will be reading the follow-
ing sentence of Mishra’s three or four 
times until you get the cross-references 
correctly sorted: “During the first world 
war he [Ibrahim] raised an ‘Asian batal-
lion’ of Russian prisoners of war in Ger-
many, which fought against the British 
in Mesopotamia.” Of course the Muslim 
Russians didn’t fight for Germany, but 
for the liberation of Asia and the Mus-
lims – and the United Kingdom forced 
itself on them as an enemy! In our west-
ern view it was the large centralized na-
tion-states that were fighting each-oth-
er in the first World War, “Germans” 
against “British”; but from the per-
spective of Asian peoples, the situation 
looked quite different: countless peo-
ple were forced to fight under the flag 
of their oppressors – but in their hearts 
the front lines looked quite different …

“10,000 ‘Annamese’ are worth  
less than a French dog?”

As another example of how strong-
ly many Asians put their entire hopes 
on Japan as a Savior, Mishra mentions 
the Vietnamese Phan Boi Chau (1867–
1940). His text “History of the loss of Vi-
etnam” was reprinted in Liang Qichao’s 
magazine in Japan and as a book 
later reached the most remote villag-
es of Vietnam and became the Bible 
of Ho Chi Minh and the anti-colonial-
ists in Viet Nam. Already earlier Phan 
Boi Chau had written in a mixture of 
shame, bewilderment and anger about 
the attack of the French in his home-
land: “Since France gained their pro-
tectorate they have taken over every-
thing, even the power of life or death. 
The life of 10,000 ‘Annamese’ is worth 
less than one French dog; the prestige 
of 100 mandarins is less than that of 
one French female. How is it that those 
blue-eyed, yellow-bearded people, 
who are not our fathers or elder broth-
ers, can squat on our heads, defecate 
on us?” (quoted in Mishra, p. 169) Un-
fortunately the Vietnamese had to en-
dure further wars in the second half of 
the 20th century – with the well-known 
complications, such as for example the 
tons of toxin agent orange spread on 
them. Is to be hoped that in the mus-
cle game between the United States 
and China in the far East Vietnam will 
not again become the plaything in the 
great game of Zbigniew Brzezinski …
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Frédéric Wal-
thard has passed 
away on 25 Au-
gust 2014 after a 
short illness at the 
age of 94. Thus, 
our country loses 
a political voice 
which until re-
cently did not fall 
silent and contin-
ually commented 
on the day’s cur-
rent events and 

put them in a context with a barbed pen. 
He was a personality of impressive stature 
and has made an unprecedented commit-
ment to the economy and politics of Swit-
zerland throughout his long life.

Frédéric Walthard was born on 13 March 
1921 in Faido, Ticino. His father had 
worked as an engineer in the Balkans and 
in Turkey since 1911. So Frédéric spent his 
youth and school years in Sofia, Bulgaria, 
where he graduated from high school in 
1939. Studies in Sofia and Bern, as well as 
the recruit school and the active service in 
Switzerland followed. From 1944 to 1971 
Walthard worked as a diplomat and law-
yer, last as Secretary General of the Fed-
eral Department of Economic Affairs, 
under the chairmanship of the Federal 
Councillor Hans Schaffner. His diplomat-
ic career took him to the focal points of 
international politics, hence to New York, 
Washington, Paris, Brussels and Geneva. 

In this context, Geneva is particular-
ly worth highlighting since Walthard par-
ticipated actively in establishing the Eu-
ropean Free Trade Association (EFTA) 

as the Deputy delegation Chief as from 
1960. With the EFTA he supported an al-
ternative to the uprising European Union 
(EU), which the “admirer of Sovereignty” 
Walthard loathed as a supranational en-
tity. Walthard has repeatedly stressed the 
importance of the independence and sov-
ereignty of equal states as guaranteed by 
the EFTA until today. In one of his last ar-
ticles, Walthard focused on the develop-
ments of the EU. Just an EU that increas-
ingly mutates to a political power colossus 
correspondingly with little sense for a sen-
sible diplomacy and on a rapid course to-
ward confrontations (see Russia).

After his diplomatic career from 
1971 to 1988 Walthard became head of 
the Swiss Trade Fair in Basel (MUBA). 
There, he worked extensively as a real pi-
oneer. So he opened the fair for foreign 
trade products and exhibitors (among 
others for the Eastern bloc countries and 
China). Such constructive contacts were a 
soothing counterpoint in the climate of the 
Cold War. In the years 2005 to 2007, Wal-
thard presented a three-volume autobiog-
raphy worth reading, which traces his ca-
reer comprehensively and in detail.1

Since his retirement in 1988, he has de-
voted himself on the one hand to his artis-
tic work, in particular to painting, which al-
lowed him to rest and relax. On the other 
hand, he fell back again upon his diplo-
matic and political experience and almost 
continuously published articles on current 
domestic and international issues. This 
commitment was immense, and it served 
primarily – as Walthard himself put it – 
“promoting the independent Swiss democ-
racy against the rising anti-democratic su-
pranational power bloc of the European 

Union”.2 Almost tirelessly Walthard ob-
served the political daily news and cam-
paigned with his articles for a Switzerland 
which should adhere to its federalist and di-
rect democratic foundation and strengthen 
it. Reading through the articles of his last 
years, it is amazing how clearly he antici-
pated many developments. Thus he spoke 
of a threatening “cold integration into the 
EU”3 some years ago. This process is be-
coming more and more a reality and coun-
termeasures are an urgent necessity today. 

With the help of his daughter Catherine 
he enlarged his own web site during the last 
months. The web page is called “The Voice 
of the Citoyen” and now includes Wal-
thard’s legacy: A true wealth of thoughts, 
which clearly opposes the “political cor-
rectness” of our days and is so beneficial 
and enlightening. In the sense of a lasting 
heritage his daughter will now be complet-
ing Frédéric Walthard’s website.

With his incredible creativity, always 
supported by his wife Simone, and his po-
litical ethics Frédéric Walthard is and re-
mains a role model for coming generations. 
It is now up to us to carry on his legacy and 
to give a response to his voice, the “Voice 
of the Citoyen”.  •

1 Cf. Walthard, Frédéric: Erinnerungen 1921–
1944, Band 1 – Balkanschweizer im Sturm von 
Krieg, Terror und Faschismus; Ders.: Erin-
nerungen 1944–1971, Band 2 – Unterwegs für 
die Schweiz; Ders.: Erinnerungen 1971–1988, 
Band 3 – Messe Basel. Öffnung für Europa und 
die Welt (all three volumes published by Zeit-
Fragen)

2 Walthard, Frédéric: cover, Erinnerungen 1944–
1971, Band 2 – Unterwegs für die Schweiz.

3 see for example Walthard, Frédéric, in: Zeit-Fra-
gen No.14 of 8 May 2000, page 1
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The first shadows of war
My student days were entirely overshad-
owed by the Second World War. The move 
to Berne had worked, and I had started 
very well with my legal studies at the uni-
versity. As early as the end of June, my par-
ents and I had travelled by car through a 
still quite peaceful Yugoslavia and a po-
litically less pleasant Italy to Switzerland, 
mainly because my father urgently wanted 
to show me the National Exhibition in Zu-
rich. A good way, he said, to familiarize 
myself with Switzerland and Swissness. I 
am still dreaming today of the high level 
route with its thousands of municipal flags. 

At the time of the Zurich “Landi”, the 
National Exhibition, Swiss patriotism was 
at a climax that had not been reached for a 
long time before and has never been reached 
again, since. I must say that patriotism 
means to me what once a respected member 
of the French Academy called it, “patriot-
ism, love of my native country.” This is not 
to be confused with nationalism, which is 
based on the hatred of other countries. 

Surely Hitler’s successful march to-
wards the conquest of Europe had contrib-
uted to the re-awakening of patriotic feel-
ings in Switzerland. The majority of the 
people were alarmed and outraged by the 
military annexations of the Nazis which 
followed each other stroke upon stroke: 
the Rhineland in 1936, Austria in 1938, 
1938–39 first the Sudetenland and then the 
whole of Czechoslovakia, and finally there 
was the threat on Poland with the invasion 
on 1 September 1939. Even those who, 
on the basis of their real understanding 
of democracy and the respect for dissent-
ers which is typical for this way of think-
ing, had allowed a free hand to the Nazis 
and their Swiss offshoot, the “Frontists” 
– think notably of Pilet-Golaz, the Swiss 
Foreign Minister at the time, – were all at 
once alarmed, or rather they had woken up 
facing the efficient Third Reich machinery 
of war and occupation. The “Landi” in Zu-
rich became the symbol of the Swiss peo-
ple’s wish to defend themselves and their 
independence. Many a historian nowadays 
may write about all this whatever he wants, 
but as an 18 year-old youngster, this patri-
otic enthusiasm the majority of the Swiss 
had developed really got at me, and carried 
me off. 

A historic day 
When the United Federal Assembly ap-
pointed Colonel Corps Commander 

Henri Guisan General of the Swiss Army 
and endowed him with all the associated 
and very extensive powers on 30 August 
1939, we all suddenly became aware that 
the situation had become really serious 
with respect to the Second World War 
and that the closing of the ranks that was 
so perceptible at the “Landi” would now 
have to pass its first acid test. And when 
on 2 September 1939, 430,000 men and 
women and 200,000 head of emergency 
service personnel were called up to re-
port for duty by the first General Mobi-
lisation and when all those who were not 
or no longer conscriptable, namely girls 
and women, were asked to volunteer for 
duty, nothing could hold my father back 
any longer. He reported for service im-
mediately as a lieutenant of the field ar-
tillery, as he had done in the First World 
War. First, the Cantonal Military Admin-
istration in Berne wanted to have nothing 
to do with this. Pointing to his age, he 
was then 52 years old, my father insisted 
that he wanted to do the General’s bid-
ding like anyone else. Once having per-
ceived his experience from the railways, 
the military administration was glad to 
be able to make use of him in organising 
and monitoring individual shipments of 
ammunition supplies as they were taken 
from the local depots in the caves on 
Lake Thun near Interlaken and sent on 
to their various destinations. 

My efforts of also speedily report-
ing for duty were initially unsuccessful. 
However, I was summoned on 22 January 
1940 to take part in the examination for 
recruitment, and when I had passed this, 
I was assigned to join the Light Motor-
ized troops as a gunner. Admittedly, I was 
not able to join military training school 
at once but only in the time from 14 July 
to 8 November 1941. My brothers Heinz 
and Erich had already been drafted at the 
beginning: Heinz into the infantry battal-
ion no 37 and Erich to the air force troops 
in Payerne. My brother Hermann, my fa-
ther’s eldest son and deputy in the com-
pany in Sofia, who had been staying in 
Switzerland at the outbreak of war, was 
exempted from military service after a rel-
atively short time, i.e. about 30 – 40 days. 
The reason for this was simple: As my fa-
ther was bound and determined to do his 
duty for his country, the authorities con-
cluded of their own accord that under 
these circumstances my brother was to be 
exempted. 

Agricultural service  
instead of military training 

It probably happens very rarely that any-
body is as ashamed of himself as I was 
during the first months of the war. There 
were enough trained soldiers, and I just 
had to wait until a military training 
school would have room for me. Out of 
sheer embarrassment, I then very quick-
ly reported for agricultural service in 
the spring of 1940 and I ended up on the 
very large farm of Hans Bracher near 
Burgdorf. He had more than 55 bovines, 
a large number of pigs and only a small 
number of staff. 

Bracher was a cavalry colonel and the 
officer responsible for the provision and 
readiness for action of the horses then kept 
by each cavalryman at home. He owned a 
number of horses himself, had two sons in 
the cavalry, and an old servant of his was 
the first servant in military service. What 
remained was only one other servant, a 
student of the School of Agricultural, For-
est and Food Sciences in Zollikofen and 
my humble self, as well as his two daugh-
ters-in-law, one daughter and his wife. As 
Bracher worked for the army every after-
noon and then until midnight, he was able 
to help only in the mornings. But he woke 
us all each morning at four o’clock to 
mow and gather in two cartloads of grass 
for the cows, which were kept in the stable 
back then. It is amazing how much work 
the women were able to do in those days, 
when mowing or raking up the wet grass 
to lift it up over their heads in a great big 
heavy bale and so to load it onto the wag-
gon. I felt embarrassed by my poor little 
bales, my slovenly cut “Grasmädli” (hay-
stacks) and by my over-cautiousness when 
whetting the “Sägesse” (the scythe), but 
those things were as sharp as a razor. We 
used to return to the farmhouse at seven 
clock, dead tired but with the two wagon 
loads, each load drawn by two hors-
es, which were naturally led by the two 
daughters-in-law. Then finally we got a 
hearty “Z’morge” (breakfast), “Rösti” 
with bacon, coffee with milk, and bread. 
But after twenty minutes, the word was, 
“Chop-chop, back to work!” •
Source: Frédéric Walthard,  
Erinnerungen 1921–1944, Volume 1, pp 187,  
ISBN 978-3-909234-02-4.
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 Part II: Studies and Military Service 1939–1943 

Chapter 1: A difficult transition 
1. The election of General Henri Guisan 


