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ACCORDING TO what we hear from the White House and from the television 
networks, the issues at stake in the Ukraine War are simple. They concern the evil of 
Vladimir Putin, who woke up one morning and chose, whether out of sadism or in-
sanity, to wreak unspeakable violence on his neighbors. Putin’s actions are described 
as an “unprovoked invasion” of a noble democracy by a corrupt autocracy. How we 
ought to respond is assumed to be a no-brainer. The United States has pledged vast 
quantities of its deadliest weaponry, along with aid that is likely to run into the hun-
dreds of billions of dollars, and has brought large parts of the world economy—par-
ticularly in Europe—to a standstill.

Now, whenever people in power tell you something is a no-brainer, there’s a good 
chance that it’s a brainer. And the Ukraine War is more complicated than we’ve been 
led to assume.
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There are reasons why the U.S. might 
want to project power into the Black Sea 
region. But we must not ignore that the 
politics of the region are extraordinarily 
complex, that the Ukraine conflict is full 
of paradoxes and optical illusions, and 
that the theater we are entering has been, 
over the past 150 years, the single most 
violent corner of the planet. And unless 
we learn to respect the complexity of the 
situation, we risk turning it into some-
thing more dangerous, both for Europe-
ans and for ourselves. 

HISTORIC ROOTS OF THE 
CONFLICT

Putin invaded Ukraine after the U.S. 
rejected his demand for a guarantee that 
Ukraine not join NATO. We don’t have 
to excuse Putin, but we should note that, 
until quite recently, having Ukraine in 
NATO was a prospect that struck even 
many American foreign policy think-
ers as a bad idea. These included George 
Kennan, who was one of the architects of 
the NATO alliance when the Cold War 
began in the late 1940s. Kennan was still 
alert and active, at about 90 years of age, 
when NATO won the Cold War at the 
turn of the 1990s. And in 1997, during 
the Clinton administration, he warned 
that American plans to push NATO bor-
ders “smack up to those of Russia” was 
the “greatest mistake of the entire post–
Cold War era.”

John Mearsheimer, a professor at 
the University of Chicago, is a forceful 
representative of Kennan’s viewpoint. 
Mearsheimer is skeptical of “idealist” 

crusades, like the one in Iraq that 
George W. Bush drew the country into 
in 2003. He thinks President Bush dra-
matically overestimated the degree to 
which the U.S. could spread its values 
and its institutions. In light of present 
events, he especially faults Bush’s push 
to bring the former Soviet Republics 
of Georgia and Ukraine into NATO in 
2008.

A lot of Americans in government at 
the time felt the same. One was William 
Burns, then President Bush’s ambassa-
dor in Moscow, now President Biden’s 
Director of Central Intelligence. In a 
memo to Secretary of State Condoleezza 
Rice, Burns wrote the following: 

Ukrainian entry into NATO is the 
brightest of all red lines for the 
Russian elite (not just Putin). In 
more than two-and-a-half years 
of conversations with key Russian 
players, from knuckle-draggers in 
the dark recesses of the Kremlin 
to Putin’s sharpest liberal critics, I 
have yet to find anyone who views 
Ukraine in NATO as anything 
other than a direct challenge to 
Russian interests. [It would be 
seen] as throwing down the stra-
tegic gauntlet. Today’s Russia will 
respond. Russian-Ukrainian rela-
tions will go into a deep freeze. . . . 
It will create fertile soil for Russian 
meddling in Crimea and eastern 
Ukraine.

In thinking about why this would be 
the “brightest of all red lines,” consider 
why it was that the Ukraine problem 
didn’t get resolved at the end of the Cold 
War.

Russia is a vast country—the largest 
in the world. It’s not so much a country 
as an empire. Even today it has dozens 
of ethnic republics in it. Maybe you’ve 
heard of Chechnya or Tatarstan. But 
have you heard of Tuva? Or Mari-El? 
Or the Republic of Sakha? Sakha is four 
times the size of Texas, but it disappears 
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inside of Russia. Back in the day, of 
course, this vast Russian empire was 
part of another empire, famously 
referred to by Ronald Reagan as the 
Evil Empire—that is, the Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics. There were 
15 Soviet Republics, including Russia, 
Ukraine, the Baltic states, Armenia, 
and Turkestan. And that bigger empire 
was part of an even bigger empire, 
which included the Eastern Euro-
pean “captive nations” of Poland and 
Hungary.

When Communism collapsed in the 
early 1990s, all these countries found 
their way to independence, most of 
them peacefully, some of them bloodily. 
But Ukraine, while nominally indepen-
dent, remained bound to Russia in a 
number of informal ways—sometimes 
willingly, sometimes reluctantly. Rus-
sia kept its Black Sea fleet in Crimea, 
unmolested by Ukraine. Ukraine got 
cheap gas and desperately needed 
financial assistance. 

Why wasn’t Ukraine able to make 
a clean break? Not because it forgot to. 
Not for lack of can-do spirit. It was just 
a really hard problem. With the pos-
sible exception of Latvia, Ukraine was 
the most Russian of the non-Russian 
Soviet Republics. Russian has for a long 
time been the language of its big cit-
ies, of its high culture, and of certain 
important regions.

If you had to give a one-word answer 
to what this Ukraine War is about, you 
would probably say Crimea. Crimea is 
a peninsula jutting out into the middle 
of the Black Sea. It’s where the great 
powers of Europe fought the bloodi-
est war of the century between Napo-
leon and World War I. It is a defensive 
superweapon. The country that con-
trols it dominates the Black Sea and can 
project its military force into Europe, 
the Middle East, and even the steppes 
of Eurasia. And since the 1700s, that 

country has been Rus-
sia. Crimea has been 
the home of Russia’s 
warm water fleet for 
250 years. It is the key 
to Russia’s southern 
defenses.

Crimea found itself 
within the borders of 
Ukraine because in 
1954, the year after 
Stalin died, his suc-
cessor Nikita Khrush-
chev signed it over to 
Ukraine. Historians 
now hotly debate why 

he did that. But while Crimea was 
administratively Ukrainian, it was cul-
turally Russian. It showed on several 
occasions that it was as eager to break 
with Ukrainian rule as Ukraine was to 
break with Russian rule. In a referen-
dum in January 1991, 93 percent of the 
citizens of Crimea voted for autonomy 
from Ukraine. In 1994, 83 percent 
voted for the establishment of a dual 
Crimean/Russian citizenship. We’ll 
leave aside the referendum held after 
the Russians arrived in 2014, which 
resulted in a similar percentage but 
remains controversial.

ENTER THE UNITED STATES
With the end of Communism, 

Ukraine was beset by two big problems. 
First, it was corrupt. It was run by post-
Communist oligarchs in a way that 
very much resembled Russia. In many 

THERE ARE REASONS WHY THE U.S. MIGHT WANT 
TO PROJECT POWER INTO THE BLACK SEA REGION. 
BUT WE MUST NOT IGNORE THAT THE POLITICS OF 
THE REGION ARE EXTRAORDINARILY COMPLEX, THAT 
THE UKRAINE CONFLICT IS FULL OF PARADOXES 
AND OPTICAL ILLUSIONS, AND THAT THE THEATER 
WE ARE ENTERING HAS BEEN, OVER THE PAST 150 
YEARS, THE SINGLE MOST VIOLENT CORNER OF THE 
PLANET. AND UNLESS WE LEARN TO RESPECT THE 
COMPLEXITY OF THE SITUATION, WE RISK TURNING 
IT INTO SOMETHING MORE DANGEROUS, BOTH FOR 
EUROPEANS AND FOR OURSELVES.



4

HILLSDALE COLLEGE: PURSUING TRUTH • DEFENDING LIBERTY SINCE 1844

ways Ukraine was worse off. In Russia, 
Putin—whatever else you may think of 
him—was at least able to rebuff those 
oligarchs who sought direct political 
control. 

The second problem for Ukraine 
was that it was divided between a gen-
erally Russophile east and a generally 
Russophobe west. It was so divided, in 
fact, that Samuel Huntington devoted 
a long section in his book The Clash of 
Civilizations to the border between the 
two sections. But Huntington did not 
think that the line dividing them was 
civilizational. He wrote: 

If civilization is what counts . . . 
the likelihood of violence between 
Ukrainians and Russians should 
be low. They are two Slavic, pri-
marily Orthodox peoples who 
have had close relationships with 
each other for centuries.

The U.S. didn’t see things that way. 
It backed the Russophobe western 
Ukrainian side against 
the Russophile eastern 
Ukrainian side. This 
orientation took hold in 
the Bush administra-
tion, during the democ-
racy promotion blitz 
that accompanied the 
Iraq War. And in 2004, 
the U.S. intervened 
in a crooked election, 
helping to sponsor and 
coordinate the so-called 
Orange Revolution. But 
the pivotal moment—the moment when 
the region began to tip into violence—
came in early 2014 under more dubious 
circumstances.

The previous year, Ukrainian dip-
lomats had negotiated a free trade deal 
with the European Union that would 
have cut out Russia. Russia then out-
bid the EU with its own deal—which 
included $15 billion in incentives for 
Ukraine and continued naval basing 

rights for Russia—and Ukrainian 
President Viktor Yanukovich signed 
it. U.S.-backed protests broke out in 
Kiev’s main square, the Maidan, and 
in cities across the country. Accord-
ing to a speech made at the time by a 
State Department official, the U.S. had 
by that time spent $5 billion to influ-
ence Ukraine’s politics. And, consid-
ering that Ukraine then had a lower 
per capita income than Cuba, Jamaica, 
or Namibia, $5 billion could buy a lot 
of influence. An armory was raided, 
shootings near the Maidan left dozens 
of protesters dead, Yanukovich fled 
the country, and the U.S. played the 
central role in setting up a successor 
government. 

That the U.S. would meddle with 
Russia’s vital interests this way created 
problems almost immediately. Like 
every Ukrainian government since the 
end of the Cold War, Yanukovich’s gov-
ernment was corrupt. Unlike many of 
them, it was legitimately elected, and 
the U.S. helped to overthrow it.

That was the point when Russia 
invaded Crimea. “Took over” might 
be a better description, because there 
was no loss of life due to the military 
operation. You can call this a brutal 
and unprovoked invasion or a reac-
tion to American crowding. We can-
not read Putin’s mind. But it would not 
be evidence of insincerity or insan-
ity if Putin considered the Ukrainian 
coup—or uprising—a threat. That 

THE DANGER TO RUSSIA IN 2014 WAS NOT JUST THE 
LOSS OF RUSSIA’S LARGEST NAVAL BASE. IT WAS 
THAT THAT NAVAL BASE WOULD BE ACQUIRED BY THE 
WORLD’S MOST SOPHISTICATED MILITARY POWER—A 
POWER THAT HAD SHOWN ITSELF TO BE RUSSIA’S 
ENEMY AND THAT WOULD NOW SIT, WITH ALL ITS 
WEAPONRY, AT RUSSIA’S GATEWAY TO THE WORLD. 
WHEN RUSSIANS DESCRIBE UKRAINIAN MEMBERSHIP 
IN NATO AS A MORTAL THREAT TO THEIR COUNTRY’S 
SURVIVAL, THEY ARE BEING SINCERE.
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is what any military historian of the 
region would have said. 

At the turn of the twentieth century, 
the strategist H.J. Mackinder called the 
expanse north of the Black Sea the “Geo-
graphical Pivot of History.” Zbigniew 
Brzezinski, who served as Secretary of 
State in the Carter administration, used 
the same “pivot” metaphor to describe 
Ukraine in his post–Cold War book The 
Grand Chessboard. “Without Ukraine,” 
Brzezinski wrote, “Russia ceases to be a 
Eurasian empire.” 

The danger to Russia in 2014 was 
not just the loss of Russia’s largest naval 
base. It was that that naval base would 
be acquired by the world’s most sophis-
ticated military power—a power that 
had shown itself to be Russia’s enemy 
and that would now sit, with all its 
weaponry, at Russia’s gateway to the 
world. When Russians describe Ukrai-
nian membership in NATO as a mortal 
threat to their country’s survival, they 
are being sincere.

American and European lead-
ers, although they deplored the Rus-
sian occupation of Crimea, seemed to 
understand that a Russia-controlled 

Crimea created a more stable equilib-
rium—and was more to the natives’ 
liking—than a Ukraine-controlled 
Crimea. President Obama mostly 
let sleeping dogs lie. So did Presi-
dent Trump. But they also made 
large transfers of advanced weaponry 
and military know-how to Ukraine. 
As a result, over time, a failed state 
defended by a ramshackle collec-
tion of oligarch-sponsored militias 
turned into the third-largest army 
in Europe—right behind Turkey and 
Russia—with a quarter million men 
under arms. 

Then, on November 10 last year, 
Secretary of State Antony Blinken 
signed a “strategic partnership” with 
Ukraine. It not only committed the 
U.S. to Ukraine’s full integration into 
NATO but also stressed Ukraine’s 
claim to Crimea. This was hubris. Now 
the Black Sea region’s problems, in all 
their complexity, risk being thrown 
into our lap.

OUR PROBLEMS IN UKRAINE
When Russia invaded, the U.S. 

stood by its potential future ally, but 
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without much sense of proportion and 
seemingly without much attention to 
the stakes. Let us conclude by discuss-
ing the complex military, economic, 
and political problems we face in deal-
ing with the Ukraine War.

MILITARY PROBLEMS
I’m not competent to predict who 

is going to win this war. But given that 
Russia is much more powerful than 
Ukraine—both economically and 
militarily—the need for U.S. assis-
tance will be immense and indefinite, 
no matter the war’s outcome. Keeping 
Ukraine in this war has already come 
at a high cost in weapons for the U.S. 
and a high cost in lives for Ukraine. 

The U.S. is not just support-
ing Ukraine. It is fighting a war in 
Ukraine’s name. From early in the war, 
we have provided targeting informa-
tion for drone strikes on Russian gen-
erals and missile attacks on Russian 
ships. Since this summer, the U.S. has 
been providing Ukraine with M142 
HIMARS computer-targeted rocket 
artillery systems. Ukrainians may still 
be doing most of the dying, but the U.S. 
is responsible for most of the damage 
wrought on Russia’s troops.

This is a war with no natural stop-
ping point. One can easily imagine 
scenarios in which winning might be 
more costly than losing. Should the 
U.S. pursue the war to ultimate vic-
tory, taking Crimea and admitting an 
ambivalent Ukraine into NATO, it will 
require a Korea-level military buildup 
to hold the ground taken. It will also 
change the West. The U.S.—for the 
first time—will have expanded NATO 
by conquest, occupying territories 
(Crimea and parts of eastern Ukraine) 
that don’t want it there.

ECONOMIC PROBLEMS
American policymakers have 

launched an unprecedented type of 
economic warfare against Russia. 
They expect it to be just as effective 

as battlefield warfare, but to generate 
none of the hard feelings. At American 
urging, Russia has been cut off from 
the private-but-universal Brussels-
based SWIFT system, which is used 
for international financial transfers. 
And the U.S. has frozen the hard cur-
rency reserves of the Russian central 
bank—roughly $284 billion.

Long-term, these actions carry 
risks for the U.S. Our economic 
power—particularly the dollar’s status 
as a reserve currency, which permits 
us to sustain deficits that would bank-
rupt others—depends on our carrying 
out our fiduciary responsibilities to 
international institutions, remember-
ing that the money we are managing 
is not ours. If you are a banker who 
pockets his depositors’ money, those 
depositors will look for another bank. 
The danger to the United States is that 
not only Russia, but also China and 
India, will set up alternative systems 
through which to move their money.

POLITICAL PROBLEMS
Finally, we should have learned 

from the latter stages of George W. 
Bush’s administration that it is hard 
to build a forceful foreign policy on 
top of a wobbly domestic mandate. 
This is especially true of the Biden 
administration, which seems unable to 
distinguish between domestic policy 
and foreign policy. At the one-month 
mark after the Russian invasion, for 
instance, the White House sent a mes-
sage in which President Biden pro-
claimed his commitment to those 
affected by the Russian invasion—
“especially vulnerable populations 
such as women, children, lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, and intersex 
(LGBTQI+) persons, and persons with 
disabilities.” 

President Biden seems to view 
Russia’s conflict with Ukraine as 
one of autocracy versus democ-
racy—the same framework he used to 
describe “MAGA Republicans” in his 
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militaristically choreographed Philadel-
phia speech in early September. 

We should not overestimate how 
much Americans know or care about 
Russia and Ukraine. In August, the Pew 
Center published a study listing the top 
15 issues motivating voters in the 2022 
elections. Here are those issues in order: 
the economy, guns, crime, health care, 
voting rules, education, the Supreme 
Court, abortion, energy policy, immi-
gration, foreign policy, big government, 
climate change, race and ethnicity, 
and the coronavirus. Ukraine doesn’t 
appear on the list, and generic foreign 
policy didn’t make the 
top ten. That doesn’t look 
like a level of voter buy-
in sufficient for running 
such big economic and 
military risks. 

A dispassionate and 
honest discussion of 
Vladimir Putin’s conduct 
through the years would 
find much to criticize. 
Unfortunately, Putin’s 
name has been dragged 
into American politics 
primarily for the purpose of discredit-
ing the presidency of Donald Trump. 
And the main thing Americans were 
told about Putin—that he and Trump 
colluded to steal the 2016 U.S. election—
turned out to have no basis in fact. Since 
then, Congress has become as much an 
investigative body as a legislative cham-
ber. Should Republicans end up with a 
majority in one or both houses of Con-
gress next January, it would not be sur-
prising if they investigated the allegation 
that President Biden’s family enriched 
itself by trading on his name with cor-
rupt foreign elites—most prominently 
those in Ukraine. 

The largest problem America faces is 
distrust, both at home and abroad. Thus 
far the war’s most important world-
historical surprise has been the failure of 
the U.S. to rally a critical mass of what 
it used to call “the world community” 

to punish Russia’s contestation of the 
American-led world order. In the past 
few decades the U.S. has developed a 
method of intervention against those it 
considers ideological adversaries. The 
U.S. first expresses moral misgivings 
about a country and then tries to rally 
other countries to pressure it economi-
cally and to isolate it until it relents. This 
time, India and China did not join us 
in isolating Russia. It seems they fear 
that this same machinery can easily be 
cranked up against them if they’re not 
careful. And in fact it is being cranked 
up against China.

Another factor is surely that, after the 
Iraq War, other countries have less trust 
in the judgment of the U.S. as to which 
territories are likely to be suitable candi-
dates for “spreading democracy.” 

Finally, the big transformation that 
has been predicted for a generation 
now—that power would shift from 
the U.S. and Europe to Asia and other 
places—is now measurably underway. 
In the 1990s, between the Gulf War and 
the Iraq War, the U.S. and its Western 
European allies controlled 70 percent of 
world GDP; that number is now 43 per-
cent. The West still does relatively well, 
but not so well that it can count on the 
rest of the world to rally behind it auto-
matically. Whether in victory or defeat, 
Americans may be about to discover 
that you cannot run a twentieth cen-
tury foreign policy with a twenty-first 
century society. 

A DISPASSIONATE AND HONEST DISCUSSION OF 
VLADIMIR PUTIN’S CONDUCT THROUGH THE YEARS 
WOULD FIND MUCH TO CRITICIZE. UNFORTUNATELY, 
PUTIN’S NAME HAS BEEN DRAGGED INTO AMERICAN 
POLITICS PRIMARILY FOR THE PURPOSE OF 
DISCREDITING THE PRESIDENCY OF DONALD TRUMP. 
AND THE MAIN THING AMERICANS WERE TOLD ABOUT 
PUTIN—THAT HE AND TRUMP COLLUDED TO STEAL THE 
2016 U.S. ELECTION—TURNED OUT TO HAVE NO BASIS 
IN FACT.


