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A Model for Connectivity
Hungary’s Strong Bond with

the Turkic World

Baldazs Orban

or more than one thousand
Fyears, Hungary has existed
in the heart of Europe,
drawing from our rich history
and unique geographic location.
Sovereignty has emerged as a cor-
nerstone of our national strategy,
influenced by our past and our ge-
ography. While we align ourselves
with the West, we also cherish our
Eastern heritage. Taking a prag-
matic approach, we strive to build
meaningful connections and en-
gage with the non-Western world.
Balancing our Western ties with
our Eastern roots, Hungary seeks
to foster productive relationships
and promote connectivity across
diverse global landscapes.

In the early 1990s, Central
Europe experienced significant
regime changes as countries liber-
ated themselves from four decades

of communist rule and reclaimed
their independence. However,
in Hungary and other Central
European states, the political elite
failed to fully leverage this new-
found sovereignty. While the aspi-
ration to reintegrate Hungary into
the Western cultural, economic,
and political sphere was well-
founded—as our country had a
century-long history of belonging
to the West—the emphasis on this
objective led to a neglect of our re-
lationships with the non-Western
world. This oversight occurred
despite clear and indisputable
indications that the non-Western
world was quickly catching up
with the West.

Subsequent governments, driven
by political loyalty to the West, over-
looked the vast potential Hungary
possessed in terms of economic

Baldzs Orbdn is Political Director of the Prime Minister of Hungary, a member of
the Hungarian Parliament, Chairman of the Board at Mathias Corvinus Collegium,
and Chairman of the Advisory Board of the Ludovika University of Public Service.

The views expressed herein are his own.

and cultural relations with the
non-Western world—particularly
through pragmatic diplomacy.
However, a significant shift oc-
curred after the

developed extensive cooperation in
higher education and the defense
industry. Additionally, the Turkic
states—particularly Tiirkiye and

Azerbaijan—have

landslide  victory

played a crucial

in 2010, when Hungary will  remain  role in ensuring
the Viktor Orban  committed to its bal- Hungary’s energy

government took
charge and de-
cided to change
course. Since then,

anced multi-vectoral for-
eign policy. In the age of

risks, we have to diversi-

security. What
truly sets apart our
collaboration with
the Turkic coun-

connectivity  has f)’; and both the OTS and  tries is the cultural
become the central  ifs member states provide  affinity and the

guiding principle great opportunities for mutual sentiment

of our foreign
policy and our

cooperation.

that accompanies
it. This is evident

foreign economic

policy, emphasizing the importance
of forging meaningful connections,
diversifying trade, forging value
chains, establishing diplomatic
relations with multiple regions, all
the while also preserving our na-
tional sovereignty in the process.

ur collaboration with the

Turkic world is a clear
demonstration of our ability to
implement our strategy. A decade
ago, Hungary initiated our Eastern
Opening Policy, which has become
a key component of our connec-
tivity strategy, with a special focus
on Turkic countries. Over the past
ten years, we have witnessed tan-
gible outcomes: the trade volume
between Hungary and the Turkic
states has doubled, and we have

from  Hungary’s
unique status as the only Western
country with observer status in
the Organization of Turkic States
(OTS).

We find ourselves in a challenging
period marked by major geopo-
litical and geo-economic transfor-
mations due to ongoing conflicts.
There is a growing probability of
a multipolar world emerging, di-
vided into blocs similar to the sit-
uation that characterized the Cold
War era. Nevertheless, we firmly
believe that despite all these chal-
lenges, our common perspective
on sovereignty and global connec-
tivity will not only help us navigate
these challenges but also deepen
the bond between Hungary and the
Turkic states in the future.



The Hungarian Connection

Our rich Eastern, and partic-
ularly Turkic, heritage has
not only captivated the scientific
community but also influenced
our political landscape. Exploring
and understanding our Turkic cul-
tural roots served as a significant
reference point for shaping our
self-image and identity, especially
during the prolonged periods of
Habsburgand Soviet rule, which in-
tentionally distorted our Hungarian
identity. As disillusionment grew
among Hungarians during the
transition to liberal democracy, our
Turkic heritage provided a source
of inspiration and momentum,
prompting political communities
to actively engage with it.

Little known to the outside world,
there is a serious debate raging in
Hungary about the origins of our
nation. Two prominent schools
of thought have emerged. One
asserts that Hungarians belong to
the  Finno-Ugric

more connected to the Turkicpeople
culturally and even linguistically,
having migrated from the Central
Asian steppes to the Carpathian
Basin during the Migration Period.
Although Hungarian historians
fiercely debate our origins, one un-
deniable fact remains: Hungarian
tribes have had extensive interac-
tions with Turkic tribes and nations
for the past two millennia, leading
to significant cultural and historical
connections with the Turkic world.

he rise of the Turkic school
gained momentum in the
1910s, presenting an alternative to
Habsburg rule by emphasizing the
non-Western aspect of Hungarian
identity. The establishment of the
Hungarian Asiatic Society in 1910
aimed to deepen understanding
of Asian nations and leverage this
knowledge to advance Hungarian
foreign policy and the nation’s eco-
nomic interests. Renowned figures
of the time, including geographer
Jend Cholnoky, explorer Armin
Vambéry, and fu-

grouping of na-

ture prime minis-

tions, sharing deep ~ Balancing our Western  ters Pal Teleki and
connections with  ties with our Fastern  Mihdly  Karolyi,

Finns, Estonians,
and small Uralic
communities
in present-day

roots, Hungary seeks to
foster  productive rela-
tionships and promote

were members
of the Society.
Teleki, a promi-
nent geographer,

Russia; the other connectivity across di-  authored the inau-
emphasizes  that  verse global landscapes. gural article of the

the Hungarians are

Society’s journal,

Turkic-oriented

Turdn, pro-

claiming, “To the A decade ago, Hungary  scholarly group of

East, Hungarians!”  j;itiated
The Society orga-
nized and funded
numerous expedi-

Opening Policy, which
has become a key compo-

our Eastern  Hungarian history,

shedding light on
the origins of the
Hungarian nation.

tions to the Caspian /€711 of our connectivity  In the 2010s, the
Sea, the Aral Lake, Sstrategy, with a special field of archaeo-

and the Caucasus focus on Turkic countries.  genetics further

Mountains, amas-

reinforced  these

sing valuable eth-

nographic materials and firsthand
knowledge from these regions.
The Society also tried to increase
Hungarian exports to the Ottoman
Empire and invited students to
Hungary from the whole Turkic
world.

During the 1930s and 1940s,
as well as under communist rule,
political discourse in Hungary was
constrained by ideology. It was only
with the regime change in the late
1980s that this discourse began to
regain its vitality. Following our re-
emergence as a free nation in 1989,
interest in the Turkic connection
resurfaced. Ethnographers—who
had played a significant role in
opposition movements during
the 1980s—were among the
first to explore this connection.
Subsequently, historians embarked
on archeological and ethnograph-
ical expeditions to the southern
slopes of the Ural Mountains in
Kazakhstan. Their research yielded
substantial evidence supporting the

findings, revealing
that Turkic people have a more sig-
nificant presence in the Hungarian
nation’s cultural and tribal mix than
previously understood.

History Meets the Present

Together with our ongoing
struggle for self-definition

and a growing awareness of our
historical ties to the Turkic nations,
Hungary’s foreign policy interests
have also been directed towards
fostering connections with Tiirkiye,
Azerbaijan, and Central Asia.
However, after the collapse of the
Soviet Union and the subsequent
economic and social challenges
faced by both Hungary and the
Turkic states, resources were lim-
ited, impeding meaningful engage-
ment at that time. As we gradually
recovered and regained stability,
our focus shifted towards exploring
and strengthening our connections
and relationships to their fullest po-
tential. We aimed to broaden our



horizons and embraced the oppor-
tunities for collaboration and coop-
eration from Tashkent to Tokyo.

Hungary has successfully in-
tegrated into the Western world,
becoming a member of NATO in
1999 and the EU in 2004. Our close
partnerships with Western coun-
tries have attracted significant for-
eign direct investment and fostered
robust foreign trade. However, the
2008 economic crisis reminded us
of the importance of not relying
solely on one source. In 2010, as the
newly-elected Hungarian govern-
ment sought solutions to address
the economic challenges inherited
from the previous administration’s
mismanagement, we recognized
the need to expand our trade and
investment horizons beyond those
offered by our fellow EU member
states. Diversifying our portfolio
became a priority in our pursuit of
economic stability and growth.

ollowing the economic crisis,

Hungary swiftly formulated
its new foreign policy priorities. In
2013, the Eastern Opening Policy
was introduced, signaling a re-
newed focus on our Eastern part-
ners, spanning from Azerbaijan to
China and Japan. Some have crit-
icized this policy, suggesting that
Hungary aims to distance itself
from the West and its progressive
values. However, our approach was

10

driven by pragmatism. With 80
percent of our trade and foreign di-
rect investment stemming from the
West, the vulnerabilities exposed by
the 2008 crisis necessitated diversi-
fication as a matter of urgency and
comprehensiveness. The financial
crisis highlighted Hungary’s im-
balanced international economic
dependencies, leaving the country
susceptible to shocks. To enhance
resilience, managing these inter-
dependencies became crucial, en-
suring that the benefits outweighed
the drawbacks. Hungary’s Eastern
Opening Policy has emerged as a
key component in this process of
dependency management.

Furthermore, it has become
evident that the global economic
center of gravity is shifting towards
the East, with Central and Eastern
Asia expected to experience greater
growth than the Western world
in the coming years. Hungary
recognizes the significance of par-
ticipating in these processes to
accelerate its own economic de-
velopment. In the aftermath of the
2008 crisis, Hungary took measures
to diversify its economy and re-
duce reliance on a few key trading
partners. The country has actively
sought foreign investment, particu-
larly from Asian countries, and has
prioritized strengthening economic
ties with countries located in that
part of the world.

In addition to deepening eco-
nomic connections with China,
Hungary has placed importance
on fostering relationships with
the Turkic states. Recognizing the
shared cultural and historical her-
itage between Hungary and those
nations, the government has fo-
cused on enhancing economic and
diplomatic cooperation. Alongside
economic diversification, Hungary
has also aimed to strengthen its
cultural and political ties with other
parts of Asia. This includes pro-
moting Hungarian culture and lan-
guage in the region and establishing
partnerships with Asian universi-
ties and research institutions.

y pursuing these strategies,

Hungary seeks to position
itself as a pivotal hub for trade, in-
vestment, and innovation between
Asia and Europe. The country ac-
knowledges the need to effectively
manage interdependencies and di-
versify its economy for enhanced
resilience against crises. Through
active engagement with the dy-
namic Asian economies, Hungary
aims to secure long-term economic
growth and prosperity.

Hungary was not the only EU
member state to recognize the im-
portance of strengthening ties with
Asian countries. All EU member
states were actively seeking to en-
hance their relations with Asian
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countries, with varying degrees of
success. For example, China has
become Germany’s largest trading
partner. However, what distin-
guished Hungary was its specific
focus on the Turkic countries. While
Tiirkiye, Azerbaijan, and Central
Asia were not at the forefront of at-
tention for the main Western coun-
tries in the early 2010s, Hungary’s
historical and cultural connections
to those nations, along with the
knowledge it had acquired over
the past decades, led it to recognize
the potential benefits and compet-
itive advantages of engaging with
the Turkic states. Hungary saw the
opportunity to tap into niche areas
where it could leverage its strengths
and establish fruitful partnerships.

Rediscovery

In the meantime, the Turkic
states got back on their feet
again, and in doing so began to or-
ganize themselves institutionally:
the Cooperation Council of Turkic
Speaking States (as the Turkic
Council was formally called) was
established in 2009 through the
Nakhchivan Agreement. The name
changed to the Organization of
Turkic States (OTS) in 2021 during
the Istanbul Summit. As Turkic co-
operation began to take on a more
concrete shape, it became logical
for the Hungarian government to



look more closely at this nascent
organization, and to take the neces-
sary measures to build bridges with
it. This eventually led to Hungary’s
inclusion in the Turkic Council in
2018 as an observer, a status we
have retained ever since.

Lot of ink and bytes have been
spilled to characterize the OTS as
an attempt to reshape world order,
promote minilateralism, project
Ankara’s more active foreign policy
deeper past its eastern frontier, or
to make use of cross-civilizational
cleavages in the Huntingtonian
manner to carve up Central Asia
into different spheres of influence.
However, the geopolitical dimen-
sion is not the main driving force of
Hungary’s involvement in the OTS.

he first reason we are en-

gaging with the OTS is
rooted in our history, culture, and
strategic thinking. As noted above,
Hungarians are defining ourselves
through the virtues of patrio-
tism, and our Turkic heritage is
an integral part of that endeavor.
Regardless of whether we are pro-
Western or not, every Hungarian
knows that our Easternness is a
significant part of our national
character and national inheritance,
and therefore is one of the corner-
stones of Hungarian national iden-
tity. This makes Hungary a bridge
between East and West: the Turkic
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world, from where we come, and
the West, to which we belong. Our
journey has been long, tiresome,
and sometimes bloody, but Turkic
persistence and the will to fight
have kept us going even during the
hard times.

Second, the Hungarian strategy
of engaging with the OTS is based
on the idea of connectivity. The
concept of connectivity originates
in the field of research on complex
networks, and from there it has
transitioned into the realm of polit-
ical and public policy research. In
terms of international relations, the
best way to manage complex inter-
dependencies is by using a connec-
tivity-based strategy that involves
building as many and as deep rela-
tionships as possible with different
parts of the world. Increasing the
number of connections not only
enhances the significance of a state
in international relations but also
provides a driving force for the
economy and increases a country’s
resilience and crisis resistance.

Beyond these general benefits,
certain features of Hungary are par-
ticularly suitable for exploiting the
opportunities inherent in connec-
tivity. On the one hand, the country
is located along civilizational fault
lines, having good connections
with actors from both the Western
and non-Western worlds, which

makes it easy to play a mediating or
pivoting role. On the other hand,
numerous east-west trade routes
pass through Hungary, making it
possible for the country to become
one of the regional distribution
hubs for this trade. Hungary takes
inspiration from those scholars that
have identified earlier Azerbaijani
efforts to position itself as a “key-
stone state” in its part of the world,
and Budapest might consider one
day to become such a country
later on in the Central and Eastern
European region.

e believe in ever closer ties

with all countries around
the world, not only in business and
politics, but also in culture, edu-
cation, research, and people-to-
people contacts. Whoever is willing
to engage in cooperation based on
mutual respect and mutual inter-
ests is Hungary’s natural partner,
and we have found excellent and
reliable partners in

on Russia after it attacked Ukraine
in February 2022; but Hungary’s
interest is not based on selfishness
and greed. Not only did we start
to invest in this relationship before
it became trendy to do so, but we
offered to serve the interest of the
OTS as a whole by providing direct
access to the European Union, and
we also volunteered to establish and
sponsor the first OTS Permanent
Representation in the EU, which
is currently headquartered in
Budapest and hosts diplomats from
all the OTS Member States.

Apart from economic coop-
eration, trade, and investment,
which has doubled in the last de-
cade, the cultural dimension of
our engagement with the OTS is
equally important. Hungarians
cherish their Turkic origins, and
scientific and educational coop-
eration has been booming in the
past few years. Hungary is offering

hundreds of fully

the OTS member

funded Stipendium

states. With o Whoever is willing to pyq garicum

twist of irony and erngage in

cooperation  scholarships  for

history, other based on mutual respect university stu-
European  coun- ;7 mutual interests is  dents from Turkic

tries have also now
recognized  this,
after the northern
overland route to excellent

China was blocked  partners in
member states.

by the decision to

Hungarys natural part-
net, and we have found

states to pursue
full degree studies
at Hungarian uni-

and reliable  versities.  Efforts

the OTS are also being
made to increase
the number of

impose sanctions



Hungarian students studying in
the OTS region. Special research
centers in the field of agriculture
are being established with OTS
member states, and further projects
are being discussed to solve the
pressing problems of drought, de-
sertification, and sustainable crop
production in the Central Asian
countries. We believe that, at the
end of the day, these small differ-
ences do count and can really make
a difference.

Looking Ahead

I Iungary will remain com-
mitted to its balanced

multi-vectoral foreign policy. In the
age of risks, we have to diversify, and
both the OTS and its member states
provide great opportunities for co-
operation. Our participation in the
OTS enables us to strengthen our
national identity, enhances scien-
tific and cultural cooperation with
the Turkic States, and helps us to
rediscover our roots. Our observer
status in the OTS enables Hungary
to act as a bridge between the OTS
and the EU, thereby directly con-
tributing to connectivity between
Central Asia, the South Caucasus,
Tiirkiye, and Europe.

Hungary’s participation in the
OTS also facilitates the strength-
ening  of  inter-civilizational

14

awareness and the expansion
of related cultural and scientific
cooperation; ensures our coun-
try’s role as a bridge between the
Turkic world and the EU through
the implementation of Hungary’s
connectivity strategy; helps to ex-
ecute our Eastern Opening Policy;
contributes to the strengthening of
the Hungarian economy; and in-
creases Hungary’s overall room for
maneuver. Importantly, all of this is
in line with the OTS’s Turkic World
Vision 2040 initiative. In this con-
text, it is of particular importance
that the benefits for Hungary in
being a part of the OTS are com-
plementary to, and reinforce, our
bilateral relations with each of its
member states.

Both academic scholarship
and policy discourse con-
cerning the Turkic world in gen-
eral and the OTS in particular is
primarily focused on two main as-
pects: the geopolitical one, which
highlights the growing influence
of Tiirkiye and other Turkic coun-
tries, and the economic one, which
explores the benefits of coopera-
tion among its members. Although
Hungary both acknowledges and
embraces the significance of these
two aspects, a crucial third one
also holds particular importance
for us: the role of the OTS in fos-
tering connections, bridging gaps,
and enhancing mobility.

The OTS serves as a vital civiliza-
tional and diplomatic bridge, con-
necting the Turkic civilization with
other important civilizations, such
as the Western, Chinese, Indian,
and Russian civilizations. Taken as a
whole, the Turkic civilization gener-
ally conducts itself in a cooperative
manner towards other civilizational
centers and states, contributing to
global balance and stability—not to
mention the further enhancement of
understanding and mutual respect
between Islam and Christianity.

This civilizational perspective
complements and advances ex-
isting approaches that were pre-
viously dominated by economic,
national, class, racial, and colonial
perspectives. Scholars like Niall
Ferguson and Amitav Acharya have
made significant contributions to
this multidisciplinary field of study;,
particularly in deepening our un-
derstanding of the dynamics of our
emerging multiciv-

he Hungarian strategy re-

garding the OTS rests on
two key principles: endorsing
the organization’s role as a bridge
within the international system
and promoting the partnership
between the OTS and the EU. Our
objective is to enhance and rein-
force global and bilateral connec-
tivity. To achieve these strategic
goals, practical measures must
be taken, such as actively partici-
pating in OTS initiatives and fos-
tering economic, cultural, scien-
tific, and interpersonal relations
with all its member states and
partners.

Thisalsorequires for ustore-em-
phasize the role of geography,
which means taking seriously the
fact that both its importance and
impact continues to shape the
economic fortunes of any country.
In this regard, as noted above, the
Hungarian strategy is clearly fo-

cused on connec-

ilizational and mul-
tipolar world order.

The Hungarian strategy

tivity: trading and
working together

By embracing this regarding the OTS rests  with all countries,
broader perspec- on two key principles: en-  who are willing
tive, we stand to dorsing the organization’s ~ to accept us and

gain valuable in-
sights into the com-
plexities of global

role as a bridge within
the international system

trade with us on
equitable  terms.
But the foundation

affairs and the role @71 promoting the part- ofrade is logistics

of civilizations in nership between the OTS  and
and the EU.

shaping  interna-

infrastruc-
ture, and the war
in Ukraine once

tional relations.



again highlights the fragility of
global transport and value chains,
which has in turn hindered trade
and investment between Europe
and the world’s up-and-coming
economic center, Asia.

In this regard, all the OTS
member states are playing crucial
roles. With the northern overland
route between China and Europe
all but officially closed for reasons
discussed above, trade and goods
will have to find a new way across
the Eurasian landmass. Even a
cursory look at the map tells us
that the Turkic states are all lined
up along the new (or, rather, the
very old) Silk Road (I assume this
is one reason this journal’s subtitle
contains the phrase “Silk Road
region”). Utilizing
this  opportunity

he Middle Corridor, which

is gaining importance on
a daily basis, will offer a new op-
portunity for the entire European
continent. But years of mistrust
and unfounded criticism that dif-
ferent leaders from the EU and its
member states have been voicing
against some of the most successful
South Caucasus and Central Asian
states are obviously not helpful —
particularly since it is manifestly in
the interest of the European Union
to build new connections with
those countries—and with the “Silk
Road region” as a whole.

Hungary’s special position, the
network we have built, and the
excellent cooperation we have with
both the OTS and its member states
can help the EU
to overcome these

might also propel
Hungary to a po-
sition it envisages
for itself in the
future: to serve

on, all of Europe.
But to unlock this
potential, we need

Our strategic cooperation
with Tiirkiye, Azerbaijan,
Kazakhstan,
bekistan will enable us to
as a logistics and  play a leading role in the
trade hub  for ye-establishment of the
Central, and later g,/ Road, to the benefit
of all the countries along
the way.

issues. The Middle
Corridor will be
crucial for the
future  economic
development  of
Europe, and we are
willing and able to
contribute to the
development of this
project. Different
Hungarian  com-

and Uz-

partners, and the
OTS member states are already
valuable and reliable ones in what
could turn out to be a generational
undertaking.
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panies are looking
at how we can better connect the
South Caucasus and Central Asia to
the EU via air routes, and Hungary
is a vocal proponent of fully

unlocking the po-
tential of overland
road and rail con-

strategic coopera-
tion with Tirkiye,
Azerbaijan, Kazakh-
stan, and Uzbe-

We will remain the West-
ernmost Eastern nation
nections, too. Our iy, the future as well, and
our fellow Turkic nations
will be able to count on

our support. sity  scholarships

member  states.
We do not only
talk about connec-
tivity: we put our
money where our
mouth is. From
providing univer-

kistan will enable
us to play a leading role in the
re-establishment of the Silk Road,
to the benefit of all the countries
along the way.

But at the end of the day, our
commitment to fair international
cooperation, non-interference into
the domestic affairs of UN member
states, our genuine belief in con-
nectivity, as well as our respectful
attitude towards our partners will
allow us to further enhance our
relationship with the OTS and its

to founding state-
of-the-art research centers, from
engaging the OTS member states
at the highest political levels to
down-to-earth people to people
contacts, Hungary is ready and
willing to further contribute to the
development of the OTS, which
we consider to be one of the most
promising international organiza-
tions of our time. We will remain
the Westernmost Eastern nation in
the future as well, and our fellow
Turkic nations will be able to
count on our support. sp
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On Some Conceptual
Advantages of the Term

‘Silk Road Region’

Heralding Geopolitical and
Geo-Economic Emancipation

Damjan Krnjevi¢ Miskovic¢

ne part of the internal
deliberations involving
the re-launch of Baku

Dialogues that took place in the
second and third quarters of 2020
focused on the journal’s subtitle;
another revolved around the lan-
guage of our Editorial Statement,
which we published in the Fall
2020 edition that ended the publi-
cation’s hiatus. What substantively
held together these two threads
was the question of what to call
the part of the world in which
Azerbaijan is located.

Since Baku Dialogues was not
at any point envisioned to be an
academic journal, we chose to

emphasize this fact by employing
the term ‘policy perspectives’ in the
subtitle. And we chose the term ‘Silk
Road region’ to cover as broadly
and non-preconceptionally as pos-
sible the geographic space that we
expected the essays we would fea-
ture in our pages to perlustrate.

The Silk Road Region
Defined

A s we put it in our Editorial
tatement, the ‘Silk Road
region’ comprises that part of the

world that looks west past Anatolia
to the warm seas beyond; north

Damjan Krnjevié Miskovi¢, a former senior Serbian and UN official, is Professor of
Practice at ADA University; Director for Policy Research, Analysis, and Publications
at its Institute for Development and Diplomacy; and Co-Editor of Baku Dialogues.
The views expressed in this essay are his own.
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the other side of
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Steppe; east to the comprises that part of cades later, with

peaks of the Altai  the world that looks west  the United States

and the arid sands
of the Taklamakan;
and south towards

the Hindu Kush the Caspian

past Anatolia to the warm
seas beyond; north across

adopting the Silk
Road Strategy
Act in 1999 (a

towards bit more on this

and the Indus the Great Steppe; east  below). Then,
valley; and then fo the peaks of the Altai in 2011, David
looping around  gnd the arid sands of the Petraeus con-

down to the Persian
Gulf and back up
across the Fertile

Taklamakan; and south
towards the Hindu Kush

ceived, and Hillary
Clinton fleetingly
championed, a

Crescent and on- ond the Indus valley; and  New  silk Road
ward to the Black thenlooping arounddown  Strategy, — whose

Sea littoral.

As far as we were
aware, neither the
term nor its defini-

to the Persian Gulf and  primary purpose

back up across the Fertile

Crescent and onward to
the Black Sea littoral.

was to integrate
Afghanistan  into
a wider regional
framework  with

tion has been used
in quite the same way by other pub-
lications, scholars, or practitioners.

That being said, the term ‘Silk
Road’isnot new. In both its singular
and plural forms, it is a German-
language neologism whose au-
thor is commonly misidentified
as Ferdinand von Richthofen.
Although he did use it as early as
1877, a recent article by Matthias
Mertens traces its first usage back
to 1838 (by Carl Ritter). But it was
only in the 1930s that the term
gained popularity, thanks largely
to the writings of Sven Hedin. The
term began to be widely used on
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U.S. tutelage (the
“idea was to build infrastructure
through Afghanistan, which in
turn would strengthen the Afghan
economy and foster transcon-
tinental shared security, in the
words of one of the Strategy’s
authors, Leif Rosenberger). Peter
Frankopan, in his 2017 magiste-
rial work The Silk Roads: A New
History of the World, defined the
scope of the region that is the
subject of his book as “the halfway
point between east and west,
running broadly from the eastern
shores of the Mediterranean and
the Black Sea to the Himalayas.”
And so on.



Be that as it may, our choice of
term and corresponding defi-
nition reflected, as we putit, a triple
intention. “First, to cover broadly
topics of geopolitical relevance to
the overlapping set of regions to
which Azerbaijan and its neighbors
belong.” This sentence was followed
by the purposefully ambiguous
geographical definition reproduced
above. Our second intention, as
indicated in the Baku Dialogues
Editorial Statement, was to “focus
on contemporary cross-cutting
issues that impact on the interna-
tional position of what we view as
one of the few keystone regions of
global affairs, ranging from energy
politics and infrastructure security
to economic development and cul-
tural heritage.” And our third and
final reason for choosing the sub-
title that we did was to indicate our
“deep-seated conviction that the
comprehensive rejuvenation of a
vast region that stood for centuries
at the fulcrum of trade, innovation,
and refinement requires both a
healthy respect of frontiers as sov-
ereign markers of territorial integ-
rity and a farsighted predisposition
to ensure the region can continue to
grow as a strategic center of attrac-
tion for capital, goods, talent, and
technologies.”

The foregoing was sublimated
in what we called the “editorial
premise of Baku Dialogues,” namely
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that “the Silk Road region is and
will remain an important seam of
international relations, continuing
to serve as (i) a significant political
and economic crossroads between
various geographies; (ii) an im-
portant intercessor between major
powers; and (iii) an unavoidable
gateway between different blocks
of states, regional associations, and
civilizational groupings.”

Subsequent events, near and
far, as well as their multiplying
geopolitical and geo-economic
consequences, have strengthened
my conviction that our choice was
both correct and prudent: no other
term is at once more holistic and
less riddled with semantic baggage.
It is not perfect, of course, but then
few monikers truly are. (We have
actively encouraged our authors
to use the term ‘Silk Road region’
in the essays that appear in Baku
Dialogues or other publications
under the auspices of the Institute
for Development and Diplomacy.)

Alternative Monikers

Consider the main alterna-
tive terms to ‘Silk Road re-
gion’ now in circulation: ‘Greater
Central Asia, ‘Inner Asia, ‘Middle
Asia; ‘Caspian Basin, ‘Caspian
Sea Region, ‘South Caucasus
and Central Asia; and, of course,

‘Central’ or ‘Core Eurasia® (or,
simply, ‘Eurasia’).

Some of the foregoing terms iden-
tify one prominent physical marker
(e.g., the Caucasus mountains, the
Caspian Sea) as a focal point; these
choices consciously limit their geo-
graphical scope and, in turn, their
geopolitical and geo-economic
reach. Others are constraining in
similar ways; for instance, ‘Greater
Central Asia, which Starr indicates
is a “convenient way of denoting
the larger cultural zone of which
the five former Soviet republics—
Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic,
Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and
Turkmenistan—are a part, along
with Afghanistan.”

The term ‘South Caucasus and
Central Asia’ has the advantage of
technical accuracy but contains two
main disadvantages. First, the use
of the conjunction “and” implies a
joining that is somehow synthetic,
implying some sort of artifice (one
part is in ‘Asia’ while the other is
presumably not, otherwise it would
be called “West Asia’). Second, the
subtext of the term is that it’s the
best available, polite euphemism
for something like ‘newly-indepen-
dent non-European former Soviet
republics’

The implications of this last in-
troduce a discussion of the most
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commonly used term, ‘Eurasia’
(and its cognate qualifiers), which
happens to be the most problem-
atic of all.

Aj far as I can tell, the first
cholar to use of the term
‘Eurasia’ was an Austrian geologist,
Eduard Suess, who did so in 1885.
Then, about 20 years later, Halford
Mackinder for the first time used
the term ‘Eurasia’ in a geopolit-
ical context. He famously referred
to ‘Eurasia’ as the world’s “heart-
land”—the globe’s “pivot area.” This
introduced the idea into Western
discourse that ‘Eurasia’ is the world’s
ultimate geopolitical playground—
the key to the acquisition and main-
tenance of global power. Some 20
years later, Mackinder expanded
his original thesis into a book and
sublimated his teaching into a sort
of combination of warning and pre-

scription. This is what he wrote:
Who rules East Europe
commands the Heartland:

Who rules the Heartland
commands the World-Island:

Who rules the World-Island
commands the World.

The foregoing is a very short
account of the Western origin of
the term ‘Eurasia’; but there is
also a Russia connotation: it was
used commonly in the 1920s and
1930s in émigrés circles in Paris
and elsewhere. Here the writings



of Prince Nikolai Trubetzkoy are a
good reference point. He defined
‘Eurasia’ as a “self-contained geo-
graphical [and] economic whole,
distinguishable from both Europe
and Asia proper;” adding that it
is the “natural environment itself
that teaches the peoples of Eurasia
[today] to recognize the need to
[...] create their own national cul-
tures while working co-operatively
with one another” Another Russian
reference point is Petr Savitskii.
Consciously echoing Mackinder,
he wrote that “whoever dominates
the [Eurasian] steppes will easily
become the political unifier of all
Eurasia.”

But the conceptual roots of the
term ‘Furasia, in the Russian
context, ultimately go back to
the famous debate between the
Slavophiles and Westernizers in
czarist times, as can be found in the
works of Pyotr Chaadayev, various
writings by Dostoyevsky, and those
of Mackinder’s Russian contem-
porary, Vladimir Lamansky. The
latter did not use the term ‘Eurasia,
but he did write of the concept
of a “Middle World” located on
the “Asian-European continent”
This “Middle World” was its own
“special type” with its own “spe-
cial character,” which is “not real
Europe, not real Asia” Lamansky
elaborated on this last point thusly:
“Entering the limits of this Middle
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World from Asia, we must say that
here Asia ends, but Europe does not
begin yet; in the same way, entering
it from Europe, we have the right
to say: Europe ends here and Asia
does not begin yet.”

At bottom, Lamansky’s was a
geostrategic concept, concerning
the spread of Russia’s smart power
and influence on the world stage. It
also had cultural and civilizational
connotations, and contained in
some cases quite a bit more than
a whift of colonial haughtiness.
Thus, for Lamansky, the goal was
to bring ‘Eurasia’ into Russia’s ex-
panding orbit, by “quite sharply”
distinguishing the countries of the
‘Middle World® “from their own
Europe and from their own Asia,”
since Europe, the Middle World,
and Asia had their own, “exclu-
sively peculiar, geographical, eth-
nological, and historico-cultural
features” The Russian Eurasianists
mentioned above drew heavily on
the ideas that informed Lamansky’s
writings, as cited in this and the
previous paragraph.

Both the Western and Russian
conceptions of ‘Eurasia’ were
laid dormant during the Cold War,
only to be revived—with modifi-
cations—after the breakup of the
Soviet Union. In Russia, it was
updated and expanded by various
shapers of Russian policymaking

and public opinion, ranging
from Dmitri Trenin and Sergey
Karaganov to Aleksandr Dugin,
Alexander Panarin, and Alexander
Prokhanov. In the West, a new
version of the idea of ‘Eurasia’ was
promoted by people like Zbigniew
Brzezinski.

I will skip over the Russian angle
and focus on what follows on the
argument made by the former
U.S. National Security Adviser. At
the height of his own intellectual
authority and in

corresponds to what Brzezinski
termed the “Eurasian Balkans”
or, less polemically, “Eurasia’s
vast middle space” The sentence
Brzezinski uses is this: “stretching
between the western and eastern
extremities [of Eurasia] is a sparsely
populated and currently politically
fluid and organizationally frag-
mented vast middle space.”

In that context, Brzezinski fa-
mously advocated for “benign
American hegemony” in the “vast

middle space”

the midst of the
“unipolar mo-
ment,” Brzezinski
came up with a
famous definition
of ‘Furasia, which
he argued extended
from “Lisbon to
Vladivostok” in a
1997 booktitled The
Grand Chessboard:

The term ‘Eurasia’ and the
concepts that lie behind it
are inescapably and, in my
view, irredeemably riddled
with orientalist and imperi-
alistic (or hegemonic) con-  pnot to conclude
troversy—whether Russian
or Western in origin.

of the “Eurasian
Balkans”—with
the United States
playing the role of
“Eurasia’s arbiter”

It would be hard

from the above ref-
erences, including
his choice of the

American Primacy

and Its Geostrategic Imperatives.
(This definition of ‘Eurasia—from
“Lisbon to Vladivostok™—corre-
sponds, more or less, to the pres-
ent-day OSCE space, minus North
America. It also just about matches
the boundaries of the superstate
Eurasia as depicted in George
Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four.)

The narrower, everyday con-
temporary definition of ‘Eurasia’
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‘chessboard’” meta-
phor, that Brzezinski thought that
‘Eurasia’ was, is, and will continue
to be an object (a “chessboard”),
with the countries belonging to the
region itself understood as pieces
to be moved around (i.e., manipu-
lated) by those with actual agency.

he critical point is that the
term ‘Eurasia’ and the con-
cepts that lie behind it are inescap-
ably and, in my view, irredeemably



riddled with orientalist and im-
perialistic (or hegemonic) contro-
versy—whether Russian or Western
in origin.

To my knowledge, the most suc-
cinctly persuasive articulation of
the foregoing assessment is made
by Starr, in the context of advo-

cating for his own preferred term:

it does not define the region
in terms of any external
power or national ideology.
Instead, it focuses discussion
where it should be focused:
namely on the character of the
region itself; on its distinctive
geographical, cultural, and
economic features; and on
the question of whether those
features may be the keys to its
future.

Starr’s argument is even more
persuasive in making the case for
the term ‘Silk Road region, since, as
noted above, it has none of the dis-
advantages of the geographically con-
stricted term ‘Greater Central Asia.

t should be noted, in this con-

text, that the closest approxi-
mation to the definition adopted
by Baku Dialogues—the one I re-
produced at the beginning of this
essay—was produced by the Central
Eurasian Studies Society and pub-
lished in the Spring 2009 edition of
its Central Eurasian Studies Review:
“We define the Central Eurasian
region broadly to include Turkic,
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Mongolian, Iranian, Caucasian,
Tibetan and other peoples.
Geographically, Central Eurasia ex-
tends from the Black Sea region, the
Crimea, and the Caucasus in the
west, through the Middle Volga re-
gion, Central Asia and Afghanistan,
and on to Siberia, Mongolia, and
Tibet in the east”

In the conception outlined in
the Editorial Statement of Baku
Dialogues, the core of the ‘Silk Road
region, in terms of the political
map, comprises eight UN member
states: Armenia, Azerbaijan,
Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, ~Turkmenistan, and
Uzbekistan. Some, like Starr, add
Afghanistan to the latter category;
others, like the authors of the 1999
U.S. Silk Road Strategy Act, do not
(for them, ‘Silk Road’ was simply a
preferred term to describe what at
the time were called the eight “new-
ly-independent states”). But none
of the alternative terms to ‘Silk Road
region’ give (sufficient) credence to
the fact that there are various other
countries that are bound, in whole
or in part, to this region. Those ties
are genuine, which is why in some
real sense, these too belong to the
Silk Road region; but they certainly
don’t belong in the same way as do
its core states.

Accordingly, we can think of
the Silk Road region as a single

geopolitical theater with multiple
stages, the exits from which are
very purposefully not defined
with precision. We

But its importance is also much
more than that, and this is largely
due to the myriad and multiplying

geopolitical  and

could say, finally,
that only the term
launched by Baku

Editorial Statement
has the advantage

The global importance
of the Silk Road region is
Dialogues in its  greater today than it has
been in centuries.

geo-economic con-
sequences of three
main events that
have taken place in
the past three years
in that part of the

of being imbued

with a Pascalian esprit de finesse, in
contradistinction to what he called
an esprit de géometrie.

Increasingly Important
Geopolitical Theater

Having been properly dis-
cursively equipped, we can
now turn to more directly sub-
stantive matters. As a whole, the
Silk Road region is becoming an
increasingly important geopo-
litical theater. In fact, I contend
that its global importance today
is greater than it has been in cen-
turies. It may even be enough
simply to point to one obvious
piece of evidence that speaks to its
singular and growing importance:
no other part of the world is has
more nuclear-armed states on its
geographic frontiers than the Silk
Road region (i.e., China, India,
Pakistan, Russia).
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world: the U.S.-led
withdrawal from Afghanistan, the
Azerbaijani victory in the Second
Karabakh War, and the escalation
of the conflict over Ukraine due to
the launch of the Kremlin’s “special
military operation” and the subse-
quent choice by the West and a few
of its allies to impose an increas-
ingly punitive sanctions and export
restrictions regime against Russia
in response.

pace does not permit me to

enter into a detailed explana-
tion of how the consequences of
these three events have precipitated
a great revival of the importance of
the Silk Road region. Suffice it to
say that, in my view, the cumulative
effect of the foregoing can be sum-
marized thusly: regionally-driven
economic connectivity is on the way
in; outside power agenda-setting
is on the way out; and although
some outsiders are seeing their rel-
ative power decline while others are
seeing an increase, in the aggregate,
the power of outsiders is likely to



be reduced overall

five  easternmost

over the course of 1he Silk Road region  states that com-

the next decade or stands a chance of no
so. longer remaining merely
an object of major power
competition; it is, rather,
on the cusp of becoming
gion is in the midst @ distinct, autonomous,
and emancipated subject
of international order.

All told, the bal-
ance of power in
the Silk Road re-

of a transformative
shift. It is a balance

prise the core of
the Silk Road re-
gion: the ongoing
text-based pro-
cess of economic
connectivity and
regionalization,
which began in
November 2017 in
Samarkand and re-

of power that fa-
vors home-grown
integration—with both its main
architects and core participants be-
longing to the region itself.

This, in turn, suggests that the
Silk Road region stands a chance of
no longer remaining merely an ob-
ject of major power competition—a
geography to be won and lost by
others; it is, rather, on the cusp of
becoming a distinct, autonomous,
and emancipated subject of inter-
national order. This can become
clearer through an examination
of some of the Silk Road region’s
emerging set of initiatives and pro-
to-institutions that, taken together,
may herald the onset of a stable
and lasting order in that part of the
world.

Although it is beyond the scope
of this essay to do so at length,
what can be noted is perhaps the
most important one, which at the
moment is limited in scope to the
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sulted in the adop-
tion of a formal document of
institutionalized cooperation,
titled Treaty on Friendship, Good
Neighborliness, and Cooperation
for the Development of Central
Asia in the Twenty-First Century
during a summit in Cholpon-Ata,
Kyrgyzstan, in July 2022.

Indeed, the strategic logic in-
forming the admittedly embryonic
plans now being laid call to mind
older arrangements in other ge-
ographies: ASEAN, the Nordic
Council, the Gulf Cooperation
Council, and the original European
Economic Community.

I believe that, in the time ahead,
one can expect Azerbaijan to ac-
knowledge in one way or another
the relevance of the strategic logic
informing both the spirit and text of
that Treaty for the furtherance of its
national interests. A first step in this
regard may involve the inception

of a trilateral meeting format be-
tween the leaders of Azerbaijan,
Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan.

he salience of such an antici-

pated development is directly
related to my next point, namely
that it is precisely these three coun-
tries which are the

respective interests is predicated
on the abandonment of a zero-sum
or hegemonic or imperial posture
towards the region itself as well as
towards each other in the context
of their activities therein. This is
all the more fascinating given that
many of those same major powers

are rejecting or

‘middle powers’ or

abandoning any-

‘keystone states’ of 1VO7€ of the Silk Road thing resembling

the Silk Road re- regions

leading  states
gion. I predict that  are major global pow-

their shared power ers; rather,

and influence will
greatly increase as
the regions multi-

each ‘middle powers’ or
‘keystone states.

the pursuit of a
system of world
order predicated
on the adoption
of a contemporary
variant of classical

they are

faceted connectivity
infrastructure increases in both scale
and scope and, in turn, becomes
indispensable to the fulfillment of
the strategic ambitions of the major
powers that surround it on all sides
(one need only to look at a map: if
the northern east-west connectivity
route via Russia and the southern
one via Iran are both impeded if
not blocked by Western sanctions
that will almost certainly remain in
place for the foreseeable future, then
the only game in town, so to speak,
remains the middle corridor that tra-
verses the Silk Road region).

In fact, the uniqueness of the Silk
Road region geopolitical theater is
such that each of the major powers
are in the process of recognizing
that the maximalization of their
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balance of power
principles: in the unique geopo-
litical theater that is the Silk Road
region, they will precisely do that.

Il this is predicated on the
cceptance of the possibility
of the autonomous geopolitical and
geo-economic development of the
states that geographically belong
to the core of the Silk Road region
itself This conforms to the overar-
ching reality of strategic heteroge-
neity that is emerging in this part
of the world today—a whole that I
predict will be far greater than the
present sum of the Silk Road re-
gion’s nascent set of initiatives and
institutions.

This reality is characterized by
the fact that none of the Silk Road



region’s leading states are major
global powers; rather, as noted
above, they are all ‘middle powers’
or ‘keystone states.

Middle Powers, Keystone
States

he concept of ‘middle powers’

was first introduced by the
Piedmont-born thinker Giovanni
Botero in 1589. In a book titled The
Reason of State, he defined ‘middle
powers’ as states that have “suffi-
cient force and authority to stand
on [their] own without the need
of help from others” In Botero’s
telling, leaders of middle powers
tend to be acutely aware of the
dexterity required to maintain se-
curity and project influence in a
prudential manner beyond their
immediate borders; and, because of
that, middle powers are apt to have
facility in promoting trade and con-
nectivity with their neighbors and
their neighbors’ neighbors.

Unquestionably, Azerbaijan,
Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan are
such middle powers or keystone
states—a term first put forward by
Nikolas Gvosdev of the U.S. Naval
War College in a 2015 article for
the journal Horizons and subse-
quently developed in the pages of
Baku Dialogues and elsewhere by
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him and others, writing together or
separately.

Keystone states are understood
to be trusted interlocutors, reli-
able intermediaries, and critical
mediators that can act as buffers
between major power centers.
This integrative power is supple-
mented by the fact that an effec-
tive keystone state can serve as a
pressure-release valve in a system
of world order, particularly as the
transition to conditions of non-po-
larity continues, by acting as a
buffer and reducing the potential
for conflict between major power
centers. (Non-polarity, as Gvosdev
has noted, is an active approach in
which constant engagement with
all the major stakeholders is a sine
qua non. The concept of non-po-
larity is thus predicated on the as-
sumption that no major power can
establish and guarantee absolute
security or impose a uniform set
of preferences; and that no current
or aspirant keystone state should
choose to align itself exclusively
with one major power—to do
so, he has pointed out, increases
rather than reduces insecurity, by
incentivizing one or more of the
major powers to take action detri-
mental to a keystone state’s ability
to pursue its national interests
along the lines outlined above.)

Silk Road Values

hus, one characteristic of

the Silk Road region is that
it is anchored by three keystone
states (Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan,
and Uzbekistan) that are com-
mitted to building a region with
more partners and fewer ene-
mies. None by itself is dominant,
but together they provide equi-
librium whilst setting the tone,
pace, and scope of the overall
cooperation agenda. Outside ac-
tors exert some influence, but
developments in the Silk Road
region are unlikely to keep being
decisively driven, much less de-
termined, by the oftentimes
clashing agendas, preferences,
objectives, and priorities of the
major external powers.

A second characteristic of the Silk
Road region is that these keystone
states embrace elements of both
strategic autonomy and strategic
restraint—one of the scholarly
terms for this is “soft-balancing.”

It is perhaps the third charac-
teristic of the Silk Road region
that is most noteworthy, an ex-
amination of which begins by
acknowledging the salience of
a twenty-first century version
of what in the 1990s was called
“Asian values.”
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This earlier concept was de-
veloped in practice by statesmen
like Lee Kuan Yew and Mahathir
Mohamad and propounded in
documents like the Bangkok
Declaration of the Regional
Meeting for Asia for the World
Conference on Human Rights in
1993. Its intellectual origins arose
at least in part in thinking through
the strategic implications of Samuel
Huntingtons “clash of civiliza-
tions” thesis, itself a response to
the worldview contained in Francis
Fukuyama’s “end of history” hy-
pothesis. In contrast, my instigation
of the term ‘Silk Road values’ is
a by-product of my deliberations
about the ongoing cumulation of
the geopolitical and geo-economic
consequences of three main events
that have taken place in the past
three years in that part of the world,
as noted above.

So far, the term ‘Silk Road values’
has not been utilized explicitly
by any Silk Road region decision-
maker. Regardless, I believe that
the implicitly shared values of the
leaders of the core Silk Road region
states have made a significant yet
unacknowledged contribution to
the ongoing revival of the impor-
tance of the Silk Road region.

Although the provision of a full
typology of these values is beyond
the scope of this essay, it seems



important to identify five inter-
related traits that can help illustrate
the merits of the concept.

One, Silk Road values are more
compatible with the strict obser-
vance of universally recognized
international law (including the
purposes and principles of the UN
Charter) than with conducting
affairs of state in accordance with
what is effectually a situational
ethics paradigm that its proponents
call a “rules-based liberal interna-
tional order” This critical distinc-
tion can perhaps be best illustrated
by reference to policies that reject
the claim that equivocation re-
garding (much less support for)
any secessionist entity can be pro-
claimed by any power as somehow
being sui generis, since this inevi-
tably leads to the establishment of a
dangerous precedent that weakens
respect for the territorial integrity
of all UN member states.

Two, Silk Road values are broadly
suspicious of outsiders placing soft
law-driven limitations on national
sovereignty. One example is the
narrowing of the scope of the prin-
ciple of non-intervention in the in-
ternal affairs of UN member states.
Another is the expanded concep-
tion of individual liberty that prior-
itizes the political dimension of the
doctrine of human rights. A third
example of soft-law limitations on
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national sovereignty is any doctrine
that considers it to be legitimate to
penalize a state for not enforcing
economic sanctions unilaterally
adopted by a second state (or group
of countries) against a third—i.e.,
sanctions that have not been ratified
by the UN Security Council under
Chapter VII of the UN Charter

Trait number three: Silk Road
values prioritize allegiance to a
strong state with an economically
interventionist government. The
logic here is that—at least in the
Silk Road region—a weak state
could more easily result in a failing
(or even failed) state. And a weak
state can also more easily allow
foreign capital to leverage national
economic decisionmaking, which
necessarily limits the scope of
governmental power. This also ex-
plains the increasing emphasis on
meritocratic governance as opposed
to the mainstream contemporary
understanding in the West of what
constitutes a ‘liberal democracy’

Trait number four: Silk Road
values generally downplay ethnic
and even civil nationalism in favor
of what Anatol Lieven calls “state
nationalism”—that is, fidelity to the
state as embodied by loyalty to its
leadership.

And trait number five: Silk Road
values do not entail the sublimation

of distinct state identities in the
name of formally institutionalizing
cooperation. This particularly ap-
plies to its political dimension.

Of, By, and For

ronically, Brzezinski can be un-

derstood to be the step-grand-
father of the idea that that the core
of the Silk Road region could be-
come an “assertive single entity”
in “axial Eurasia” This is ironic
because he explicitly opposed it on
U.S. strategic grounds: in the event
the Silk Road region would come
together, “America’s primacy in
Eurasia shrinks dramatically;” as he
putitin 1997.

But the truth is that the contem-
porary followers of Brzezinski and
likeminded strategists—Western or
non-Western—who still subscribe
to some version of his argument
with respect to the Silk Road region
stand on the wrong side of history.
To their credit, decisionmakers in
Ankara, Beijing, Brussels, Moscow,
Washington, and other major
power capitals with interests in the

Silk Road region, have all effectu-
ally ceased to harbor aspirations of
domination, primacy, hegemony,
sphere of interest, or whatever
other term may be employed to
paint over what amount to imperial
ambition.

I already made the foregoing
point earlier in this essay, but it
bears repeating now because, if,
in fact, the states that make up the
core of the Silk Road region are able
to institutionalize their coopera-
tion in the time ahead; and if this
institutionalization is anchored by
its three keystone states; then this
opens the door to the Silk Road re-
gion becoming an “assertive single
entity” capable of repelling any
attempt at decisive interference by
major powers.

A synoptic formulation of my argu-
ment is that construction is already
underway on a genuinely stable
and lasting regional order whose
as yet not fully articulated goal is
to advance, first and foremost, the
interests and values of the Silk Road
region, by the Silk Road region, and
for the Silk Road region. sp
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Turkiye, Russia, and their
Rules-Based Competition

Daria Isachenko

t its summit in Madrid
in June 2022, NATO ad-
opted a new Strategic

Concept, identifying Russia as
“the greatest and most immediate
threat to the security of the Allies
and to peace and stability in the
Euro-Atlantic area.” All NATO
member states agreed to this, in-
cluding Tiirkiye. Yet Ankara is
still keen to maintain dialogue
with Moscow, while at the same
time continuing to obstruct
NATOQ’s northern expansion—de-
spite the West’s need to demon-
strate a consolidated front against
Russia. This has earned Tiirkiye’s
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
the title of “double agent” or even
“Trojan horse” in the Western
media. Even before the outbreak
of Russia’s war in Ukraine on 24
February 2022, Erdogan’s close
relationship with his Russian
counterpart Vladimir Putin were
a source of irritation for the West.
The most notable result of their

friendship is Erdogan’s purchase
of Russias S-400 anti-aircraft
missile system in 2017, which
raised doubts in the West about
Ankara’s loyalty to NATO and led
to Tirkiye’s exclusion from the
co-production of F-35 fighter jets
with Ankara’s Western allies.

Neither the Kremlin nor the
Western capitals concealed their
respective (and opposed) prefer-
ences for the presidential candi-
dates in Tirkiye’s elections in May
2023. Erdogan is a foreign leader
whom Putin praises most. Working
with Erdogan, as Putin once men-
tioned during a Valdai Discussion
Club meeting in October 2020, is
“not only pleasant but also safe.”
During the inauguration of the
Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant,
built by Rosatom, on 27 April
2023, Putin highlighted the per-
sonal engagement of Erdogan
that made the realization of this
“flagship project” between Russia

Daria Isachenko is an Associate at the Centre for Applied Turkey Studies (CATS) of
the German Institute for International and Security Affairs (SWP), Berlin. The views

expressed herein are her own.

and Tirkiye pos-

force shot down

sible. Putin’s ap-  The Russia-Tiirkiye part- a Russian fighter
preciation of the nership is based on spe- jet. The fighter

Turkish president
is not limited
to words, as the
Erdogan govern-

cific rules that guide An-
kara and Moscow in their
dealings with each other

jet crisis of 2015
also shows that
the anti-Wester-
nism of Tirkiye’s

ment expects the that go beyond their lead-  and Russia’s lead-

postponement
of gas payments

ership diplomacy.

ership is not the
bond that holds

to Gazprom—

amounting to $20 billion—to
2024 and a 25 percent discount on
the gas price.

The West’s hope, on the other
hand, was that with opposition can-
didate Kemal Kilicdaroglu coming
to power in Ankara, the era of per-
sonal chemistry between Erdogan
and Putin would come to its end
and that Tirkiye would revert to
being a disciplined NATO member
state, as it was during the Cold War
and its immediate aftermath. After
all, the widespread perception of
Russian-Turkish relations is that
this partnership is underpinned by
the personal relations between their
respective presidents as well as their
anti-Westernism.

But this assumption was and
remains misleading. Not
least because it does not explain
why the leadership diplomacy be-
tween Putin and Erdogan did not
help to defuse the crisis in Syria
in 2015, when the Turkish air
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this  relationship
together. Both countries’ relations
with the West were already in tat-
ters at the outbreak of the Syrian
crisis in 2015. Russia’s relations
had been fraught since 2014 be-
cause of the Crimean annexation
and Tirkiye’s had worsened as
a result both of its policy in the
Middle East and domestic devel-
opments in Ankara. The alien-
ation of the two countries from
the West did not, however, auto-
matically lead to the closeness in
Russian-Turkish relations that we
can observe today.

As convenient as it may be in
some circles to view Ankara-
Moscow relations in terms of
personal chemistry, the fighter
jet crisis of 2015 and the subse-
quent normalization between
Russia and Tiirkiye illustrate that
this partnership is based on spe-
cific rules that guide Ankara and
Moscow in their dealings with
each other that go beyond their
leadership diplomacy.



Futile Search for a Default
Mode

ne of the peculiarities of

Russia-Tiirkiye relations is
that this partnership is still very
much haunted by the historical
legacy. This is especially true of how
the relationship is viewed from the
outside. A basic assumption is that
historical adversaries—particularly
these two historical adversaries—
cannot be friends; at best, their ties
can be considered as one befitting
“frenemies.”

Thus, for many analysts of Russia-
Tiirkiye relations, the long history
of wars between the Ottoman and
Russian empires, coupled with
the Cold War rivalry between
the Soviet Union and the West,
make the current

et, periods of cooperation

between Russia and Tiirkiye
are not few to be considered an ex-
ception. Noteworthy is the fact that
after the collapse of the Ottoman
and Russian empires, the two did
not fight a war with each other. On
the contrary, the period of 1920s
under Atatiirk and Lenin has en-
tered Tiirkiye’s historiography as the
manifestation of a “sincere friend-
ship” between the two young states.
The establishment of diplomatic
relations between Soviet Russia
and the government of the Grand
National Assembly of Tiirkiye dates
back to June 1920. Soviet Russia
was the first country to recognize
the Grand National Assembly of
Turkey, “at a time,” as Atatiirk said,
“no one else had done” In their
Friendship and Fraternity Treaty
of March 1921, also known as the
Treaty of Moscow,

cooperation  be-
tween Moscow
and Ankara seem

paradoxical and,
by implication,
unsustainable in
the long term. In

Nowadays, both Russia
and Tiirkiye
surprising and Montreux Convention as
a crucial instrument that
keeps Western actors at
bay in the Black Sea.

Soviet Russia
and the Grand
National Assembly
of Tiirkiye affirmed
their “solidarity in
the struggle against
Imperialism”

while laying the

see the

this view, it is the

conflictual interaction between
Russia and Tiirkiye that guides
the understanding, where conflict
is assumed to be the norm, while
cooperation must necessarily be
the exception.
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basis for the fu-
ture boundaries of Tiirkiye’s east
and of the South Caucasus repub-
lics, completed by the Treaty of
Kars in October 1921. The Soviet
Union’s support for Atatiirk would
prove crucial in the Turkish War

of Independence (1919-1923).
Moscow supplied ammunition and
put up enough gold reserves to
cover Ankara’s budget for an entire
year. In addition, the Soviet Union
helped in the industrialization of
Kemalist Tiirkiye, drawing up a de-
velopment plan and constructing
textile factories in Tiirkiye.

The Soviet-Turkish friendship
of the 1920s was based on the
premise that the age-old rivalry
was entirely the result of the im-
perial ambitions of

Truman in 1945, the Montreux
Convention meant that “a small
state [i.e., Tiirkiye] supported by
Great Britain held a great state
[i.e., the USSR] by the throat and
gave it no outlet.”

Stalin’s revisionist demands to-
wards Ankara in 1945 concerning
Tiirkiye’s territorial integrity and
its control of Straits eventually led
Ankara to seek support from the
West, culminating in Tirkiye’s
NATO membership in 1952.

Nowadays,  both

the Russian tsars

and the Ottoman During the Cold War,
the Soviet-Tiirkiye bilat-
eral relationship coexist-
ed with Tiirkiyes NATO

membership.

sultans. Yet the
issue of the Straits
remained the main
bone of contention
in Soviet-Turkish

Russia and Tiirkiye
see the Montreux
Convention as a
crucial instrument
that keeps Western
actors at bay in the
Black Sea. Russia’s

relations. During

the negotiations on the Treaty
of Lausanne in 1923, Moscow’s
proposals on the demilitarization
of the Straits were actually more
favorable to Ankara than those of
the Turkish delegation.

However, Tirkiye’s successful
revision of the Straits regime in
Montreux in 1936, when Ankara
secured its sovereignty over the
Bosporus, the Sea of Marmara,
and the Dardanelles, left the
Soviet  leadership  unhappy.
As Stalin is reported to have
lamented to U.S. President Harry
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envy of Tiirkiye’s
control of access to and from the
Black Sea is limited to naming pref-
erences, as the Turkish Straits are
still often referred to as the Black
Sea Straits in the Russian expert
community.

espite of the Turkish govern-

ment’s strategic decision to
side with the West during the Cold
War, Soviet-Turkish relations were
not completely broken off In 1953,
Tiirkiye was the only country from
the non-Soviet bloc to send an offi-
cial representative to Stalin’s funeral
and the Soviet Union supported



Tirkiye into the 1970s by building
factories: a steel works, an alu-
minium factory, an oil refinery, and
sO on.

Nearly forgotten is the fact that
Russian-Turkish energy relations
also have their roots in the Cold
War era. In 1984, Tiirkiye and
the Soviet Union signed their
first agreement on gas imports to
Tiirkiye, for which Ankara paid in
agricultural goods and a range of
services, mainly in the construc-
tion industry.

brief review of Russia-

Tiirkiye ties suggests that it
is a dynamic relationship without
a fixed default mode. During the
Cold War, the Soviet-Tiirkiye bi-
lateral relationship coexisted with
Tiirkiye’s NATO membership. In
the post-Cold War period, their ties
have expanded to include not only
tourism and trade, but also exten-
sive energy relations and coopera-
tion in the domain of nuclear en-
ergy. However, it is above all their
joint regional conflict manage-
ment in the Middle East, the South
Caucasus, and the Black Sea theater
that deserves particular attention.
Especially the crisis over Syria in
2015 provides insights into how
Russia and Tiirkiye have learned to
manage their relations in a mutu-

ally beneficial way.
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Trust vs. Predictability

or many observers of Russia-

Tirkiye relations, one of the
partnership’s key puzzles is that,
despite the lack of trust, the two
sides still cooperate. But this is
only puzzling if we assume that
trust is necessary for cooperation.
The Ankara-Moscow relationship
shows that this does not have to
be the case. Instead, this partner-
ship has evolved based on mutual
familiarity: each actor has become
predictable to the other. As Putin
elaborated during the annual news
conference on 17 December 2020,
despite

different, occasionally opposing

views on certain matters,

[Erdogan] keeps his word like a

real man. He does not wag his

tail. If he thinks something is

good for his country, he goes for

it. This is about predictability. It

is important to know whom you

are dealing with. This lesson

may have been learned in 2015

in the context of the Syria civil

war, when Erdogan was not

that predictable to his Russian

counterpart.

On 24 November 2015 in the
Turkish-Syrian  border  region,
the Turkish air force shot down
a Russian fighter jet which had
violated Turkish airspace for 17
seconds. Two Russian pilots were
killed in the incident and the sub-
sequent evacuation operation.

Russia responded

with  economic For many observers of
sanctions on the  Ryssia-Tiirkiye relations,
one of the partnership’s
key puzzles is that, de-
spite the lack of trust, the
two sides still cooperate.
zens, and a ban But this is only puzzling
if we assume that trust is
necessary for cooperation.  the

import of certain
Turkish products,
the suspension of
visa exemption
for Turkish citi-

on  Russia-based
tour operators to
organize  charter

[were] sensitive
to Tirkiye,” even
though they did
“not fit into the
context of interna-
tional law” Second,
the Russian side
was not aware
of Tirkiye’s im-
portant ties with
Turkomans

holiday  packages

to Tiirkiye. These hit the Turkish
economy hard. Furthermore, as
Putin announced that Tiirkiye was
“not going to get away with tomato
bans,” in February 2016, a repre-
sentative office for Kurds from Syria
was opened in Moscow.

From the Kremlins point of
view, it was Tirkiye’s failed crisis
management and lack of communi-
cation that led to Russia’s severe re-
sponse to the shooting down of the
fighter jet. During his annual news
conference on 17 December 2015,
Putin mentioned several issues that
pointed to mismatched expecta-
tions. First, an important reason for
Moscow’s reaction was Erdogan’s
decision to turn to NATO rather
than directly to Putin “to straighten
things out” after the incident.
This was unexpected for Putin,
especially given that Moscow had
allegedly been willing to cooperate
with Ankara on “the issues that
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in Syria. As Putin
acknowledged,
“I  knew that Turkmen—our
Turkmen—Ilived in Turkmenistan,
and so I was confused [...]. Nobody
told us about them.”

The Russian-Turkish partnership
was tested again in late February
2020 during a military escalation
in Syrias Idlib province. As a result
of Russian-backed air strikes, at
least thirty-four Turkish soldiers
were killed. This time, unlike in
2015, Erdogan predictably went to
Moscow on 5 March 2020 to reach
a ceasefire deal with Putin.

Problem-Solving
Partnership

arious media outlets and ob-
Vservers of Russian-Turkish
relations based in the West and
in the two countries themselves
focused on the symbolic aspects



of the meeting

between Putin [ is in the context of 2020
Syria that Ankara and

5 March  2020.  Aoscow have learned to
help each other solve their
problems in not only a
mutually-acceptable but
also in a mutually-bene-  that is a crucial

and Erdogan on

Seemingly in line
with the expec-
tation of a con-
flictual  relation
as a default mode

influenced by the ficial way, exporting their
historical legacy,  roblem-solving  scheme
to other conflict areas
while expanding bilateral .

cooperation.

Turkish and
Russian  analysts
alike did not fail
to notice the décor

But the March
agreement
demonstrated
that it is not any
one crisis per se,
but the particular
manner in which
a crisis is managed

element in under-
standing the dy-
namics of Russian-
Turkish relations.
Putin noted
at the press con-

in the rooms of
the Kremlin, such as the statue of
Catherine the Great under whose
rule Russia annexed Crimea from
the Ottoman Empire in 1783 and
defeated this state in two wars,
as well as a sculpture of Russian
soldiers who successfully fought
against the Ottomans in Bulgaria
in 1878.

It was indeed surprising to many
that Putin and Erdogan agreed
to a ceasefire in Syria’s Idlib in
March 2020. After all, as is often
noted in analyses of contempo-
rary Russian-Turkish relations,
Ankara and Moscow do not see
eye to eye on any of the conflicts
in their neighborhood and are
said to be on opposing sides not
only in the Middle East but also in
the South Caucasus, not to men-
tion in the war in Ukraine.
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ference following
the meeting, “at crucial moments,
thanks to the high level of our bilat-
eral relations, we have so far always
managed to find common ground
in disputed issues and to come up
with acceptable solutions.”

Between the fighter jet crisis of
2015 and the Idlib escalation of
2020, we can indeed observe a re-
ciprocal effect between the bilateral
relationship and not only the ability
but also the willingness from both
sides to address regional challenges.
Instead of being an endurance test
for the Russian-Turkish partner-
ship, the Syrian conflict has become
the glue that holds it together. It is
in the context of Syria that Ankara
and Moscow have learned to help
each other solve their problems in
not only a mutually-acceptable but
also in a mutually-beneficial way,

exporting their problem-solving
scheme to other conflict areas while
expanding bilateral cooperation.

Ricognizing the necessity to

ooperate has been key to
Russia and Tiirkiye building their
close partnership. This is partic-
ularly important from a Turkish
perspective. Tirkiye’s economic
dependence on Russia is often cited
as a vital factor for Ankara to main-
tain its relationship with Moscow.
This line of reasoning can be found
in Tiirkiye’s positioning in the con-
flict over Ukraine and its refusal
to both fully and formally join the
West-led sanctions and export re-
strictions regime against Russia.
It was also the lesson that Ankara
learned after the fighter jet crisis in
2015—namely, that severing ties
with Moscow comes at too high
an economic cost. Thus, although
opposition parties in Tirkiye crit-
icize their country’s economic de-
pendence on Russia, they too see
a functioning relationship with
Moscow as important. After all, it is
“not by choice, but out of necessity,”
as a prominent opposition figure in
Tiirkiye once put it in an informal
conversion.

It was indeed the Turkish side that
took the initiative to normalize rela-
tions with Russia in June 2016. This
turnaround was due in part to the
situation in Syria; Tiirkiye wanted
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to crack down not only on the IS,
but also on the YPG/PYD, which
Tirkiye regards as affiliated with
the Workers’ Party of Kurdistan
(PKK). The economic situation was
also an important deciding factor.
The Russian sanctions mainly af-
fected tourism, the construction in-
dustry, and the retail sector. As later
disclosed by the then advisor of the
Turkish president, Ibrahim Kalin,
the reconciliation that Erdogan had
been seeking with Putin since April
2016 was led by Turkish entrepre-
neur Cavit Caglar, the then chief of
Turkish General Staff Hulusi Akar,
and Nursultan Nazarbayev, the
then president of Kazakhstan.

Another factor that helped forge
an agreement between Putin and
Erdogan was undoubtedly Putin’s
support of Erdogan after the at-
tempted coup in Tiirkiye on 15 July
2016—especially compared with
the tepid responses of Ankara’s
Western partners. Erdogan’s first
foreign trip after the coup attempt
was to Russia. After a meeting
with Putin in Saint Petersburg on
9 August 2016, relations between
Tirkiye and Russia began to de-
velop exponentially, both bilaterally
and in Syria.

Partnership with Ankara allowed
Russia, for example, to implement
the TurkStream gas pipeline—a
replacement for Gazprom’s South



Stream project, which had been
cancelled in part due to tensions
with the EU following the annex-
ation of Crimea in 2014. The re-
sumption of dialogue with Russia
in turn enabled Tiirkiye to launch
fresh military operations in Syria.
With Russia’s help, Tiirkiye was
able to counter the project of ex-
panded Kurdish-led autonomy in
Syria, which had become Ankara’s
main security concern. But Russia
also took advantage of the revived
partnership, working with Tirkiye
in 2016 to establish the Astana pro-
cess for Syria, which only gained le-
gitimacy because of Tiirkiye’s ties to
Syrian opposition forces. Military-
technical cooperation was also to be
expanded - with the aim, as Putin
put it at the meeting of the 23rd
World Energy Congress in Istanbul
on 10 October 2016, of “continuing
this interaction and filling it with
serious projects of mutual interest”
In November 2016 there were first
media reports that Ankara was
interested in buying the Russian
missile defense system S-400, with
the purchase deal worth $2.5 billion
finally unveiled in December 2017.

ike in Syria, Moscow and

Ankara were also on opposite
sides of the conflict over Karabakh
that culminated in the Second
Karabakh War in autumn 2020,
although not in the zero-sum way
in which some analysts reported
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at the time. Yes, Tirkiye’s support
for Azerbaijan was virtually un-
conditional; Russias support for
Armenia was more nuanced (a re-
flection of Russia’s complex rela-
tions with Azerbaijan)—although
allies through the Collective
Security ~ Treaty  Organization
(CSTO), Moscow stayed out of the
hostilities because, as Putin repeat-
edly stressed, the Second Karabakh
War was not fought on the territory
of Armenia. Of course, the subop-
timal state of Russian relations with
the Armenian government under
Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan,
who came to power in 2018 as a re-
sult of protests, also played a role in
Moscow’s restraint. From Russia’s
perspective, this “regime change”
was the result of a “color revolution”
aimed at undermining Russia’s in-
fluence in that country.

The outcome of the Second
Karabakh War brought benefits
to Moscow and Ankara alike. By
consenting to share its sphere of
influence with Tiirkiye, Russia was
able to station its troops (in the
form of “peacekeepers”) in a part of
Karabakh for the first time. At the
start of the war, the statement of 30
September 2020 by Tiirkiye’s then
foreign minister Mevlut Cavusoglu
that Baku can count on Ankara’s
full support “on the field and at
the negotiating table” indicates
that Tirkiye was also seeking a

political role in settling the conflict.
Indeed, the Turkish side also made
proposals to Moscow to replicate
the partnership scheme the two
had achieved in Syria. Ankara’s
aim of transferring Astana-like ar-
rangement to the South Caucasus
was not achieved. Nevertheless,
Ankara reaped the benefits of the
war’s outcome, including the com-
mitment by Yerevan to establish
what both Ankara and Baku now
call the “Zangezur Corridor™—a
land connection between Tiirkiye
and Azerbaijan via the latter’s ex-
clave of Nakhchivan traversing a
sliver of Armenian territory. Once
operational, this route will provide
Tiirkiye with direct access to the
Silk Road region without having to
traverse either Georgia or Iran, as is
presently the case.

he war in Ukraine is another

example of Russian-Turkish
cooperation in conflict manage-
ment. The relocation of the Russian
and Ukrainian negotiating delega-
tions from Belarus to Tiirkiye in
March 2022 could be seen as a con-
cession by Putin to Erdogan to raise
Tirkiye’s international profile, not to
mention Ankara’s diplomatic clout.

Maintaining  dialogue  with
Moscow was also necessary for
Tiirkiye to play a leading role in the
Black Sea Grain Initiative, starting
in July 2022. Despite complaints
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from Moscow that Russia’s part of
the deal is not being implemented,
it has agreed to extend the initia-
tive several times, presumably in
the expectation of a quid pro quo
from Ankara. This mainly con-
cerns the economic sphere, such
as finding ways to heighten parallel
trade possibilities and for Ankara’s
position on secondary sanctions to
demonstrate a reasonable amount

of flexibility.

Manageable Interference

nder Putin and Erdogan,

Russian-Turkish  relations
are no longer merely about “tourists
and tomatoes.” In addition to mil-
itary procurement and heightened
energy ties, including in the nuclear
sphere, they are underpinned by a
complex set of conflict management
arrangement in the neighborhoods
they share. Ankara-Moscow rela-
tions are also not confined to tele-
phone calls and meetings between
the two leaders. In Syria, Russia
and Tiirkiye carry out joint mili-
tary patrols. In Azerbaijan, the two
have established a joint center for
monitoring the Moscow-brokered
ceasefire that ended the Second
Karabakh War.

The Turkish side tends to ex-
plain its partnership with Russia
not in terms of cooperation but in



geopolitical terms: Ankara’s narra-
tive emphasizes the importance of
containing Russia in the Middle
East, the South Caucasus, and the
Black Sea. Ankara furthermore
stresses that its vital contribution
in this regard is not recognized, let
alone appreciated, by its allies in
NATO (much less by the European
Union). For Russia, too, Tirkiye is
first and foremost a NATO member
state. Tiirkiye’s balancing acts with
an overall Western orientation, of
which Putin was reminded during
the fighter jet crisis in 2015, have
been an integral part of Tirkiye’s
policy towards Russia as well as of
its entire foreign policy.

y is it, then, that Russia
appears to be exercising
strategic patience with Tirkiye’s
growing presence in what Moscow
sees as its zone of privileged inter-
ests? The short answer is that, in
the Kremlin’s view, Tiirkiye, unlike
other NATO member states, does
not seek to interfere beyond its
sphere of influence, which means
that Tirkiye’s policies in Russia’s
immediate neighborhood do not
adversely affect Russias own se-
curity. This makes Tiirkiye, in
the Kremlin’s view, an acceptable
actor with which Russia is willing
to share its neighborhood. We can
call this Russian interpretation of
Tiirkiye’s posture “manageable
interference.”
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Such conduct was not always the
case, however. Russian-Turkish
relations were severely strained
in the mid-1990s by separatist
movements and mutual accusa-
tions of aiding and abetting these
movements. The Russian side was
outraged when Tiirkiye supported
secessionist forces in Chechnya,
mainly with weapons and soldiers.
Tiirkiye, meanwhile, was afraid
that Russia would play the “Kurdish
card” against Ankara. When, for
example, Moscow was preparing
to host the International Congress
of Kurdish Organizations in 1996,
Abdullah Ocalan, the leader of the
PKK, which Tiirkiye designates a
terrorist organization, spoke clearly
of his hopes of Russian backing:
“Just as Russia aided the creation
of the Turkish state, let it now give
the same support to the creation
of an independent Kurdish state.”
Eventually, Russia and Tiirkiye
agreed to treat Chechnya and the
Kurdish question as each other’s
home affairs. As the then Russian
ambassador in Ankara, Albert
Chernyshev, put it: “Russia and
Tiirkiye are in the same boat. If the
boat sinks, we both sink. It is nec-
essary that we find the means for
both of us to stay on the surface”
The means that Russia and Tiirkiye
found to reconcile their differences,
aided in part by a 1997 agreement
on the prospect to develop a natural
gas pipeline they called Blue Stream.

Aleready in the 1990s, sev-
ral rules began to govern
Russia-Tiirkiye relations, many of
which bear a striking similarity to
those that characterize the present
bilateral partnership. First, it is a
dynamic relationship influenced
by current security priorities rather
than shaped by the default mode of
their conflictual historical legacy.
Second, this relationship is based
on properly understanding each
other’s interests, which makes the
other side predictable. Third, an
important feature that goes beyond
understanding, but also involves
addressing each other’s interests,
is the future prospect of mutual-
ly-beneficial cooperation. This last
is a good example of what Robert
Axelrod referred to in his 1984
book The Evolution of Cooperation
as “the shadow of the future,” which
allows for a collaboration for which
trust is not a necessary require-
ment. More important are the re-
peated interactions and the mu-
tual rewards hoped for from future
cooperation.

The Russia-Tiirkiye relation-
ship is often dismissed as purely
transactional, but in fact it is pre-
cisely this transactional aspect
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that must be taken seriously: the
transactional dynamics of the
partnership—defined here as an
interest-based negotiation process
aimed at mutually-acceptable (at a
minimum) and mutually-beneficial
problem-solving—allow  Russia
and Tirkiye not only to upgrade
their bilateral relations, but to enter
into regional conflict management
that is unparalleled in the history
of the countries’ relationship. The
more interdependent the relation-
ship becomes, the more costly its
break-up will be. In other words,
if the balance is upset in one of
these areas, it may well spill over
into others. Finally, all three rules
outlined above work only if Russia
and Tiirkiye do not seek to interfere
beyond the sphere that touches
upon their own respective security
interests.

It would be difficult indeed to
make a persuasive case that it is
in the interest of any other geopo-
litically-relevant actor to conduct
itself in a manner that would cause
a rupture of the rules-based compe-
tition that provides what has now
become a solid framework for the
perpetuation of the Russian-Turkish
relationship. o
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The GCC and Geopolitics

Navigating Challenges and
Maximizing Influence

Urs Unkauf

he Gulf region is one of
the most important geo-
strategic regions in the

world. It comprises the Persian Gulf
countries, including Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the United
Arab Emirates, and Oman. The re-
gion is of great importance to the
global economy, being home to one
of the largest oil and gas reserves in
the world. The Gulf region is also
an important hub for international
trade and shipping. The Persian
Gulf is one of the busiest shipping
lanes in the world, connecting
the region with Europe, Asia, and
Africa (it is also adjacent to the Silk
Road region). The ports of the Gulf
region are important trans-ship-
ment points for trade in oil, gas,
and other commodities. In terms
of security, the countries of the re-
gion are important stakeholders
for Western, especially U.S. defense

policies, and take a key role in the
fight against terrorism and nuclear
proliferation.

Due to the foregoing, the states
of the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC), which was founded in May
1981, are playing an increasing
role as actors in regional and in-
ternational politics. Recognizing
their vulnerability as hydrocar-
bon-dependent economies, the
GCC countries have undertaken
substantial efforts to diversify their
revenue streams. They have shifted
their focus towards sectors such
as tourism, finance, technology,
renewable energy, and manufac-
turing. Initiatives like Saudi Arabia’s
Vision 2030, UAE’s National
Innovation Strategy, and Qatar’s
National Vision 2030 have set am-
bitious goals to reduce reliance on
oil and gas, foster innovation, and

Urs Unkauf is Managing Director of the Federal Association for Economic
Development and Foreign Trade (BWA) and led the association’s business delegation
at the 3" Qatar Economic Forum. The views expressed in this essay are his own.

attract foreign investments. These
strategies have not only led to the
establishment of new industries but
also facilitated job opportunities for
the younger generation.

he GCC countries have in-

vested heavily in infrastruc-
ture projects to support economic
growth and improve living stan-
dards. From iconic skyscrapers to
modern transportation systems,
these states have left an indelible
mark on their urban landscapes.
The construction of the Qatar World
Cup stadiums, the
expansion of the

particular, has taken bold strides
in this area, with initiatives like
Dubai’s Blockchain Strategy and
the establishment of AI research
centers. These advancements not
only enhance efficiency in sectors
such as healthcare and education
but also position the GCC coun-
tries as global leaders in technolog-
ical innovation.

Numerous world-class confer-
ence formats now line up in
the diaries of high-ranking delega-
tions from politics and business all
over the world—be
it Saudi Arabia’s

Dubai Expo 2020
site, and the high-
speed rail network
in Saudi Arabia are

The geostrategic impor-
tance of the Gulf region
will continue to grow, as

Future Investment
Initiative, the up-
coming  COP28
Summit in Dubai,

notable examples the demand f07’ energy  or  the Qatar
of their ambitious and raw wmaterials in-  Economic Forum

infrastructure en-
deavors. Such in-

creases worldwide.

(QEF). The latter

vestments not only

boost the tourism sector but also
enhance connectivity within and
outside the region, fostering trade
and economic cooperation.

Embracing the digital age, the
GCC countries have also priori-
tized technological advancements
as catalysts for development. Smart
cities, artificial intelligence, block-
chain technology, and 5G networks
have become integral to their in-
novation agendas. The UAE, in
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is particularly in-
teresting in sev-
eral respects because—in the wake
of the selective perception of the
emirate during the World Cup—
several processes, tendencies, and
trends can be observed from which
geopolitical course settings can be
derived. I led an international busi-
ness delegation to this conference
and, alongside the QEF, conducted
numerous background discussions
with leading Qatari institutions on
economic and geopolitical develop-
ments in the region.



Geostrategic Importance

The geostrategic importance of
the Gulf region will continue to
grow, as the demand for energy and
raw materials increases worldwide.
The Gulf states will continue to play
an important role in international
trade and shipping. Udo Steinbach,
who served from 1976 until 2007
as Director of the German Orient
Institute, made the following sum-
mary observation in his 2021 book
titled Tradition and Renewal in the
Struggle for the Future: The Middle
East Since 1906: “The fact that even
small states like Qatar and the United
Arab Emirates are empowered by
their oil and gas billions to project
political and mili-

region. Qatar also maintains close
relations with other Western coun-
tries like the UK, Germany, and
France in various spheres and began
to intensify its public diplomacy
approaches several years ago—not
only in view of the FIFA 2022 World
Cup, but with the serious aim to es-
tablish itself beyond the aspirations
of merely a regional power.

Because of its relations with var-
ious groups and countries in the
region, Qatar is also of geopolitical
interest to other countries, including
Iran and Tirkiye. Iran and Qatar
have close trade relations and share
the largest gas field in the world.
Tiirkiye has close political relations

with Qatar and has

tary power beyond
their borders makes
the overall situation
even more com-
plex” Indeed, Qatar
is the world’s largest

The geopolitical inter-
ests of foreign powers
in relation to Qatar are

manifold.

established a no-
table military base
in the country. It
is therefore worth
taking a closer look
what is currently

exporter of lique-

fied natural gas (LNG) and has one
of the highest per capita incomes in
the world. It is also a major financial
and commercial center and hosts
the headquarters of the influential
Al Jazeera news channel.

The geopolitical interests of for-
eign powers in relation to Qatar are
manifold. The U.S. has a major mili-
tary base in Qatar and considers the
country an important partner in the
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happening in the
GCC region through the example
of the Qatari perspective with ref-
erence to the QEF as a leading busi-
ness and political conference in the
region and also worldwide.

he fact that the main per-
ception of the region has
long been focused on the pro-
nounced rivalry between Riyadh
and Tehran speaks to the impor-
tance of taking a closer look at

recent developments in these re-
lations, which will be done below.
Currently, the UAE is perceived as
Qatar’s main rival in the struggle
for intra-regional influence. It is
significant that numerous min-
isters from neighboring Saudi
Arabia attended QEF and were
prominently placed only two years
after the resolution of the Qatar
blockade, while Abu Dhabi was
largely absent. Instead, guests in-
cluded the presidents of Rwanda,
Ghana, and Paraguay, as well as
the prime ministers of Bangladesh,
Georgia, and Hungary.

Hosted in Doha from 23 to 25
May 2023, QEF was organized by
Bloomberg in cooperation with
Qatar. This was interpreted as
constituting a clear signal from
the American side—something
like: ‘we are establishing one of
the leading dialogue formats for
decisionmakers in this part of
the world. Michael Bloomberg
himself, in the presence of Emir
Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani, un-
derlined the importance of QEF in
finding solutions to the challenges
facing the global economy and the
current period of “extraordinary
change,” as he put it.

Although China and India were
not represented at senior govern-
mental levels, numerous partici-
pants from Asia, especially from

53

the private sector, were among the
approximately 1,000 foreign guests
from, according to the organizers,
around 100 countries. The con-
tent of the event, entitled “A New
Global Growth Story,” was wide-
ranging and covered international
and security policy as well as
numerous sectoral and industry
topics, such as investment oppor-
tunities, energy, finance, digitali-
zation, construction, tourism and
hospitality, sports, food industry,
and agriculture. The forum fea-
tured CEOs from major inter-
national companies, including
Boeing CEO David Calhoun, as
well as IMF Managing Director
Kristalina Georgieva and former
U.S. Treasury Secretary Stephen
Mnuchin. Other prominent key-
note speakers included economist
Nouriel Roubini, David Petraeus,
and CEO of TikTok Xu Ziqiu.

In recent years, Qatar has suc-
cessfully established a country
branding that is internationally
known through sports and eco-
nomic diplomacy as well as a broad
portfolio of strategic foreign invest-
ments. Although the emirate is geo-
graphically located in the center of
the world, its awareness was previ-
ously largely unmanageable.

These developments are cur-
rently driven by a growing ri-
valry with the UAE, which, with



Dubai as a lifestyle
metropolis  and
thanks to favorable
tax conditions, is
also experiencing
a boom that goes
beyond the dimen-

exporter.  Saudi
Arabia is pursuing
its ambitious

The Gulf states are aware
that they are no longer
objects of foreign powers
or mere projection Sur-
faces of higher-level con-
sion of fossil fuel flicts, but proactive actors
with their own agenda

setting. ways particularly

of economies and
shaping the pros-
pects of a post-oil
and gas era.

The intercon-
nections between
politics and the
economy are al-

close in the Gulf

Vision 2030 and is

subjecting its heretofore structur-
ally closed society to a profound
and rapid transformation.

The Gulf states are aware that
they are no longer objects of foreign
powers or mere projection surfaces of
higher-level conflicts, but proactive
actors with their own agenda setting.
This varies in terms of national pref-
erences, but there is a common sense
of regional interests that they strive
to assert in international politics.

A. nother driver of growing

ambition is the escalating
rivalry between the U.S. and
China—not just in terms of geo-
politics but also in the context of
climate change conditions and the
establishment of global governance
structures such as ESG legislation.
The strategic priorities, therefore,
common to all countries in the re-
gion, include building long-term
capacity-building  partnerships
for the structural diversification
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region, due in part
to the political systems (including
the particularities of formal dy-
nastic rule). By hosting annual
high-level formats such as QEF
and the Doha Forum, which this
year will take place in the fourth
quarter of 2023, Qatar is pursuing
a goal of positioning itself as a dip-
lomatic mediator on a supra-re-
gional scale. This is driven by the
idea of cultivating multi-sectoral
ties and thereby increasing its own
political relevance.

Ithough the conflict over

Ukraine played a role in
terms of its geopolitical impact, it
was not the defining theme of QEF.
Rather, new cooperation formats
and interest-driven alliances were
discussed under the label “South-
South relations.” This term cannot
hide the fact that Western state
actors—with the exception of the
United States—have not managed
to play a significant role in this part
of the world for quite some time.

Qatar and the other Gulf states
use their geostrategic position to
form and expand multiple alli-
ances. The GCC countries face
significant challenges arising from
regional conflicts, including the
ongoing conflicts in fragile neigh-
boring states like Yemen, Syria,
and Iraq. These conflicts pose
security threats, disrupt regional
stability, and have the potential to
spill over into neighboring coun-
tries. Hence, the political leader-
ship of countries like Qatar must
navigate the complexities of these
conflicts, address security chal-
lenges, and work towards regional
cooperation to mitigate the risks
they pose.

hina’s influence in the re-

gion, on the other hand, is
stabilizing as a mediating power
factor, which resulted inter alia
in the March 2023 breakthrough
to resume Saudi-Iranian relations
that had been on hold since the
early 2000s. It has often been for-
gotten that Beijing’s footprint in
the region dates back to the mid-
1970s, although a coherent strategy
regarding the People’s Republic’s
interests in the region initially had
to give way to other priorities.

Asaresult of the economic boom
begun thanks to Deng Xiaoping’s
reforms in the late 1970s, China
became a net importer of crude
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oil, which has since become one
of the dominant factors in its
Middle East policy. From then on,
the question of regional stability
in the Gulf (and elsewhere) began
to gain in importance, ultimately
becoming integral to China’s se-
curity interests.

Currently, China obtains more
than 50 percent of its crude oil
needs from the GCC countries;
moreover, these countries are
located along an indispens-
able transport corridor in the
China-led Beltand Road Initiative.
Saudi Foreign Minister Prince
Faisal bin Farhan Al Saud just
recently officially visited Teheran
and had meetings with Iranian
President Ebrahim Raisi and
his Iranian counterpart Hossein
Amir-Abdollahian. In a com-
ment published on 6 June 2023
in Arab News, one of the leading
English-language newspapers
in Saudi Arabia, Henry Huyiao
Wang, Founder and President of
the think tank Center for China
and Globalization (CCG) noted
the following: “Many regional
countries have been actively di-
versifying their foreign relations,
seeking to improve ties with dif-
ferent regional and global powers.
This strategic approach aims to
break dependencies on specific
global powers and enhance au-
tonomy in decisionmaking.”



The rapprochement of the two
regional powers (Iran and Saudi
Arabia) has the potential to set the
balance of power in the region—
which is marked by numerous
conflicts—on a new footing in
the medium term. The traditional
mediating role of the U.S. in the
Middle East and the Gulf region is
being challenged by China’s suc-
cessful moves.

The GCC countries have also
shown interest in participating in
China’s Belt and Road Initiative.
Projects such as the construction
of the Dugm Port in Oman and
the expansion of the Jebel Ali Port
in the UAE demonstrate China’s
growing influence in regional in-
frastructure development. It can
therefore be assumed that the
GCC region will continue to gain
importance in the struggle of the
two leading world powers for in-
fluence and regional hegemony in
the coming years.

Multivectoralism

Properly understood, QEF
made it clear that Qatar’s am-
bitions to take its proper place
in world politics are to be taken
seriously. Doha’s available capital
and the country’s strategic stakes
in international companies, cou-
pled with the country’s cultural
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diplomacy and its soft power, are
to be understood as essential fac-
tors in this strategy.

The GCC states, above all Qatar,
see themselves as a link between
Europe, Africa, and Asia. This
results in a geostrategic prioriti-
zation of multivector constella-
tions and a focus on maintaining
a balance of power between
Washington and Beijing—both
regionally and globally. The Gulf
region is therefore expected to
continue playing an important
role in contemporary geopolitics,
as it remains an important source
of energy and a major hub for in-
ternational trade.

Qatar’s geopolitical significance
lies in its proactive and indepen-
dent foreign policy, regional en-
gagements, economic influence,
soft power initiatives, and defense
cooperation. Despite its small
size, Qatar has skillfully navigated
the complexities of regional dy-
namics and global geopolitics,
establishing itself as a significant
player with a voice that resonates
far beyond its borders. As Qatar
continues to leverage its strengths,
build strategic alliances, and con-
tribute to regional stability, it will
play an increasingly important
role in shaping the evolving dy-
namics of the Middle East and the
wider international community.

The foreign
interests in
the GCC region
are  multifaceted,
encompassing en-
ergy security, geo-
political influence,
economic part-

cooperation, coun-
terterrorism ef-
forts, and maritime
security. These in-

economic action

It is essential for all the  can  no longer
major powers and all oth-
er serious actors to un-
derstand the perspectives
of the countries in the
Gulf region as they them-
nerships, security selves understand them,
and to provide appropri-
ate offers for cooperation
on this basis.

afford to neglect
the Gulf region.
In addition to
building regional
competence and
networks with de-
cisionmakers, it is
essential for such
outsiders (as well
as all other serious
actors in interna-

terests shape the

interactions between foreign actors
and the countries of the region, in-
fluencing regional dynamics, eco-
nomic development, security coop-
eration, and potential risks.

Understanding and managing
these interests is essential for the
GCC states to ensure their sov-
ereignty, stability, and long-term
development while balancing
external engagement with their
respective national objectives
and national interests. Any major
power pursuing a comprehensive
approach to geostrategic and

tional politics) to
understand the perspectives of
the countries in the region as they
themselves understand them, and
to provide appropriate offers for
cooperation on this basis.

The time in which the Gulf
states could be understood as
mere object of great power rivalry
has passed; like other places (in-
cluding the Silk Road region),
the Gulf region is on the cusp of
becoming a fully-fledged subject
of an emerging international
order still in the midst of being
established. sp
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Awakening Peripheries in
the Great Power Clash Zone

Can Eastern Europe, the South
Caucasus, and Central Asia

Come Together?

Jakub Korejba

his essay explores the
consequences of the fact
that states of Eastern

Europe, the South Caucasus, and
Central Asia face a structural
problem of the same nature: they
are all located at the periphery of
the main centers of global devel-
opment and, for a major part of
their contemporary history, were
subject to external structural forces
that perceived them as objects of
great power rivalry (the “Eurasian
Rimland,” as Halford Mackinder
put it) and not as subjects of
international politics.

These countries are or at least
should perceive themselves as a
bridge between the East, West,

North, and South due to their
location between the “Eurasian
Heartland” (also Mackinder) and
the coastal “Sea Powers” (Nicholas
Spykman). Unfortunately, this also
puts them exactly in the “clash
zone” of virtually every potential
conflict between maritime and con-
tinental powers. This specific posi-
tion has historically determined
conditions for their development
(or the lack thereof), and for a long
time made the development of di-
rect horizontal ties between them
impossible.

For most of their history, the
political, economic, and cultural
ties that they could have potentially
maintained with each other were

Jakub Korejba is a Polish researcher and journalist who formerly lectured in history
and political science at Moscow State Institute of International Relations (MGIMO).
The views expressed in this essay are his own.

either non-existent or vertical,
effectuated through the respective
geopolitical center that dominated
them. Although now formally in-
dependent for more than 30 years,
this still remains the case—as most
of the countries located in those
three areas finds themselves not
strong enough to challenge the old,
new, or potential

to fulfill their obligations towards
their own populations, there is no
other choice than to make a try to
extend their respective autono-
mous decisionmaking parameters.
But due to the significant dispro-
portion of potential between each
one of them and their respective
potential hegemon, this can hardly

be realized individ-

hegemon inter-

ually. The only pos-

ested in keeping The ultimate goal of all  sible way for the
countries is  Eurasian periphery

them in a subor-  “Rimland”
dinated condition.
From the point of
view of Moscow,
Beijing, Brussels,

(or should be) to emanci-
Pate themselves from the . |
influence of great powers

to contest its actual
status—to  break
heretofore
structural logic and

or Washington, it @nd to channel regional  durably change its
makes little sense structural forces to ad- — own position in the

to let Warsaw, ygsce their own interests.  System—is to  es-

Baku, or Astana

tablish mutual ties

elaborate the sort

of horizontal ties with each other
(or others in their respective neigh-
borhoods) that could potentially
make each of them more (much
less fully) resistant to the pressure
of great powers still intent on in-
strumentalizing as a playground for
their ongoing power struggle.

he wultimate goal of all

“Rimland” countries is (or
should be) to emancipate them-
selves from the influence of great
powers and to channel regional
structural forces to advance their
own interests. If the states located
in the aforementioned areas are
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that would change
the geopolitical nature of the ex-
ternally-shaped periphery into a
self-determined center. This, if
made real, would potentially create
a synergy effect, which would, in
turn, oblige bigger players to nego-
tiate (as opposed to simply demand
and enforce) the conditions of their
presence in those regions.

The geopolitical emancipation
of Eastern Europe, the South
Caucasus, and Central Asia from
the influence of global forces would
introduce a new quality of relations
not only between those regions, but,
due to their geographic location on



the edge of two (or more) mac-
roregions, would also influence
relations between great powers
forced to take into consideration
regional and inter-regional factors.
This would correspond to the logic
of multipolarity and ultimately lead
to the onset of what about a decade
ago the likes of Charles Kupchan
described as “no one’s world” and
Ian Bremmer and Nouriel Roubini
described as a “G-Zero world.” But
there is hardly a chance that the
global guardians, who perceive the
countries of Eastern Europe, the
South Caucasus, and Central Asia
in a very traditional way (i.e., as
geopolitical objects) would agree
that negotiating with each of the
states in question is easier and more
efficient than doing it the old-fash-
ioned way by reaching an overall
deal with the other members of the
concert of powers.

The question is whether this pat-
tern of great power behavior can be
broken.

l I the still-present, over-

whelming disproportion of
potential as well as the resistance of
great powers to the emancipation of
the countries located on the edge of
several spheres of influence leaves
them no choice other than to adopt
a transitional strategy that consists
in institutionally joining existing
or planned supra-regional projects
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designed and led by one or more of
the great powers (e.g., EU, NATO,
EAEU, CSTO, SCO, BRI).

The one that is optimal (that is
to say, the one in which the profit
and loss ratio is the best) for that
specific country with its geograph-
ical position and internal structure
could be said to be, for example,
the EU and NATO for Poland, the
EAEU for Kazakhstan, and BRI for
Azerbaijan. But the ultimate goal
for all of them is not to dissolve
their newly established (or reestab-
lished) sovereignty inside supra-
national structures led by others,
but the opposite—namely, to use
those structures to strengthen their
respective sovereignty and establish
(or enlarge) their decisionmaking
autonomy, both geographically and
functionally.

And here we come to the core
dilemma that defines the stance of
countries from the Silk Road region
(and beyond): how to integrate
themselves into the global economy
on the best possible terms without
losing their political autonomy and
maximally widening their sovereign
decisionmaking margin. In another
words, how to negotiate the best
possible conditions for their par-
ticipation in global economic and
security systems.

Poland’s Posture

Ithough Poland may seem

to be a distant place from
Azerbaijan or Kazakhstan, the
basic strategic calculation behind
Warsaw’s foreign policy posture is
based on premises very similar to
those present in the capitals of the
countries that make up the core Silk
Road region. The paramount stra-
tegic objective is conditioned by the
historical experience of the loss of
sovereignty and a strong conviction
that doing what is necessary to pre-
vent its repetition is an imperative.

Poland’s location in a transitional
region in which the interests of
great powers collide has made that
country—more than once—an ob-
ject of geopolitical horse-trading
that completely disregarded local
national interests

towards supranational structures
often seen as a figleaf designed to el-
egantly mask the dictate of stronger
partners. And this makes the un-
derlying Polish stance towards the
international system similar to the
one represented by the core states
of the Silk Road region: all of them
try to fix their place in the system
in a way to durably move from the
category of objects of international
politics to one of subjects. All major
decisions, be they military or eco-
nomic, are made with regard to this
crucial criterion; all major systemic
shifts are also rated according to it.

g s a consequence, the coun-
tries located in the “Eurasian

Rimland” are natural allies in a
struggle to limit the margin of the
expansionist activity of great powers
(potential dominators) and to du-
rably transform the international
system into a mul-

and often overtly
violated its sover-

Although  Poland may
eignty. More than S¢em to be a distant place

tipolar one. This is
the primary reason
(i.e., not emotional

once, this resulted fT’OWZ Azerbaijan or Ka- sentiment) that
in the complete zakhstan, the basic stra-  Poland is mas-
disappearance  of  to0ic calculation behind  sively supportive of

Poland from the
political map. This
experience implies
an overall distrust

Warsaw’s foreign policy
posture is based on prem-
ises very similar to those

Ukraine, critical of
Belarus (although
only up to the
point where Polish

towards the games present in the Capimls Of criticism could

and machinations  the countries that make up — not
of great powers as  the core Silk Road region.

well as skepticism

potentially
harm its indepen-
dent  statehood),




supportive of Azerbaijan (perceived
as a driver of multipolarity, the
bottom-up force), and critical of
Armenia (seen as a Moscow’s proxy
and an executor of the top-down
trends).

The same logic applies to the
Polish position towards the EU, the
United States, and China with their
existing or potential influence in
all parts of the “clash zone” From
Warsaw’s  rational perspective,
being pro-American is a product
of an assessment that Washington
can make the best play to ensure
that the “Eurasian Rimland”—his-
torically dominated by Russia in a
virtually absolute way—becomes
geopolitically more plural by at-
tracting an alternative force. Poland
sees the United States as crucial
in preventing the restoration of a
geopolitical monopoly that was the
reality for that part of the world
for the past two centuries—unco-
incidentally, its initial appearance
corresponds to the period in which
both Poland and Tiirkiye lost their
regional power status together with
the ability to balance the expanding
continental power from the north-
west and southwest, respectively.

n today’s reality, the rise of
American and Chinese influ-
ence is seen as a function of Russian
weakness and thus perceived as a
guarantee to enlarge the space for
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regional and local junior-partners
to conduct their own affairs in ac-
cordance with an understanding of
their own national interests. Having
to deal with two distant powers is
perceived as less risky (by far) than
being left in an eye-to-eye stance
with a directly expansionist force.
From the Polish perspective, when-
ever Washington or Beijing grows
more powerful anywhere in the
“Rimland” at Moscow’s expense,
this is seen as progressive in relation
to Poland’s previous position as a
part of the Russian sphere of influ-
ence, when Warsaw’s foreign policy
was subordinated to Moscow’s stra-
tegic aims. The problem—increas-
ingly discussed in Warsaw but still
unsolved—is how Poland can bal-
ance the respective influence of the
great powers in a situation in which
an evidently approaching clash
between China and the U.S. is the
emerging reality.

For now, neither Eastern Europe
nor the South Caucasus are direct
objects of Sino-American rivalry,
but as tensions in other parts of
the world increase, it is quite likely
that the countries in the aforemen-
tioned regions may easily come to
be perceived by both antagonists
in a way doubly harmful for those
who actually live there: both as a
battleground for conflict and as a
currency (an object) of something
that in the future may amount to

an understanding on respective
spheres of influence.

What makes the situation even
more risky, from the Polish point
of view, is the fact that both the
U.S. and China will, in the time
ahead, act in accordance with
“Kissingerian” triangular logic by
trying to convince Russia to join
them as an ally (or at least to secure
Moscow’s neutrality) in a forth-
coming global collision. Russia’s
alignment with either would cer-
tainly change the bilateral balance
of power and possibly determinate
the final result of the main global
struggle of the twenty-first century.
But any possible deal would require
rewarding Moscow and, obviously,
this would be made manifest in the
regions that Russia perceives as its
exclusive “zone of responsibility”
And the longer the conflict between
America and China stays unsolved,
the wider Russia’s decisionmaking
margin becomes: as tensions rise
between Beijing and Washington,
Moscow may demand more in
exchange for its friendship or
neutrality, furthering Polish fears
about a “new Yalta” arrangement
that would affect Russia’s direct
neighbors.

The greatest geopolitical fear ex-
isting in Warsaw applies not only
to Ukraine but to all former Soviet
republics. It consists of a suspicion
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that Washington (as well as Berlin
and Paris) does not perceive them
as durably independent and, in
turn, conditions its strategy to-
wards them in the context of its
own relations with Moscow—in
other words, that the American
(and the Western in general) stance
towards the “newly independent
states” still remains a function of
its relations with Russia. Thus, if
Moscow proposes a deal that is
truly attractive to Washington, the
fear is that the latter would quickly
drop its support for liberal interna-
tionalist principles and values for
the sake of advancing its Realpolitik
strategic interests, in the same way
that Churchill and Roosevelt did
when they needed Stalin to keep
fighting Hitler.

Geopolitical Aspect

his is but the latest manifes-

tation of the sempiternal fate
of small and mid-sized countries lo-
cated in the middle of a “clash zone”
where the interests of great powers
collide. But the foregoing should in
no way be understood as an argu-
ment for such countries to give up
their sovereignty and passively wait
for the result of the next round of the
Great Game that would, once again,
place those countries on the side of a
new geopolitical partition—one that
they never chose themselves.



In the context of what we can
call the “Eurasian puzzle,” the
only choice for such states—
driven by decisionmaking that
properly understands national
interest—is to join the game at
the right time and each to assign
to itself the right role so as to be
able to bargain for an optimal po-
sition in the new order that will
result from the actual struggle
(analogous to the way Italy did
during World War I and France
during World War II). And the
optimal strategy for each is to
find allies among countries with
a similar perception of the situ-
ation, which means, in practice,
those located in similar geopo-
litical conditions. And, again,
this points to the countries that
make up the core of the Silk Road
region (the term is certainly im-
perfect, but as it describes reality
in the making—there is no better
one).

In the twentieth century, when-
ever Poland was a sovereign
country and able to exercise its
foreign policy according to its
own sovereign priorities, it per-
ceived the subordinated nations
of the Russian Empire and the
Soviet Union as its potential al-
lies to contain the imperial threat
that was common for all of them.
For both objective and subjective
reasons, the response from those
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countries or nations was not al-
ways optimal (they either could
not or would not form any kind of
serious alliance with Poland), but
Warsaw never dropped the con-
ception of changing the Russian-
dominated geopolitically grey
East into a plethora of glowing
multicolored independent states.
And, after 1991, the dream came
true: the former Soviet republics
became independent states—and
with this, potential Polish allies.

Regretfully, for different rea-
sons, not all of them decided
to fill their formal independence
with real sovereign decision-
making—at least not at once and
not for good. The case of Armenia
is an obvious example, but there
are others. The influence of a
former metropolis is not some-
thing a “newly independent state”
may safely ignore, and this was
also true for Poland itself, whose
path to non-dependence from
“newly independent” Russia was
neither linear nor rapid. Hence
Poland’s main foreign policy cri-
teria towards those post-Soviet
states was and remains the degree
of independence that each is able
to manifest towards Russia—and
not, for instance, the degree to
which these countries embrace
Western-style visions of liberal
democracy, or the technicalities
of their electoral systems.

The Polish stance towards the
countries that make up the core
of the Silk Road region is deter-
mined, on the one hand, by a vi-
sion of all those states becoming
a durable element of a regional
political arrangement predicated
on some sort of institutional bond
(so as to avoid becoming “sea-
sonal states”), and, on the other,
by the fear that one day they may
lose their independence—either
by losing control over a part of
their territory (e.g., Georgia or
Ukraine) or effectually relin-
quishing their sovereignty (e.g.,
Belarus or Armenia). That is why
(and this is a distinct question
that could be explored in detail
in a separate essay), the case of
Azerbaijan re-

Socio-Economic Aspect

From Warsaw, as well as from
all the other post-commu-
nist capitals of Central and Eastern
Europe, the simple fact of the in-
dependent existence of the eight
countries that make up the core of
the Silk Road region is a value in it-
self But, in the long term, their sov-
ereignty may be guaranteed only by
the rising quality of their statehood
measured by economic and social
indicators. To put this simply: the
value of independence for ordinary
people (those who will defend their
country in case of a post-imperial
paroxysm) demands that everyday
life in post-imperial circumstances
needs to be better than it was

under the Russian-

gaining its sov-

dominated period

ereignty over lhe case of Azerbaijan  of socialism.
Karabakh forms a  regaining its sovereignty

crucially positive  oyer Karabakh forms a

crucially positive exam-

ple of how a “periphery

example of how a
“periphery state”
can strengthen its

Had the eco-
nomic, social, and
institutional reality
in Ukraine un-

position againstits ~ Siate  can strengthen its equivocally repre-
former metropolis  position against its for-  sented something
as well as enforce 01 metropolis as well as similartoEuropean

a  post-imperial
order and the ter-
ritorial status quo
without provoking

enforce a post-imperial standards (or was
order and the territorial
status quo without pro-

at least positively
contrasted  with
the Russian reality)

a large-scale war Voking a large-scale war  before 2014, then
and even without and even Withoutspoiling there would have

spoiling the bilat-  t/1¢ bilateral relationship. been little popular
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support for any




kind of successful separatism in
Crimea or Donbass. This lesson
from Ukraine (there are obviously
others) suggests that it is crucial
for the core states that make up the
Silk Road region to

his puts all of them into a
fragile situation that, in turn,
forces them to confront a cru-
cial dilemma, which can be put
in the form of a question: how to
assure  economic

avoid the adoption

of policies that How fo assure economic
could turn into a  growth without renounc-
ing political sovereignty?
How to integrate into ex-
isting formats of econom-
durable driver of ic cooperation in a way

source of discon-
tent for their own
citizens. And for
that, a strong and

economic growth
is needed. And,
due to the effects of
centuries of what
was effectually a

that strengthens indepen-  that

dence rather than blurs it

through membership in a
wider block?

growth  without
renouncing polit-
ical sovereignty? In
other words, how
to integrate into
existing  formats
of economic co-
operation in a way
strengthens
independence
rather than blurs
it through mem-
bership in a wider

colonial status that
resulted in a suboptimal level of
harnessing internal potential, may
realistically come only from an out-
side power.

In the case of Poland, that out-
side power has been the European
Union; in the case of the South
Caucasus, it seemed, at least
for some time, that it might be
Tiirkiye; and in case of Central
Asia, the most obvious outside
power is now China. The lack
of economic self-sufficiency (let
alone the lack of potential for
growth in size and intensity to
make up for lost time) forces all
those countries to seek a wider
economic framework.
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block (this time a
geo-economic rather than a geopo-
litical one, but this makes little dif-
ference in practice)?

Seemingly, the only way to make
global economic integration work
towards strengthening the indepen-
dent legal and institutional orders of
countries placed between the great
powers is for them to demonstrate
that their independence represents
a kind of a public good from the
point of view of the international
system as a whole.

This is obvious for the political
elites and populations of the inter-
ested countries, but it may seem
not evident for former, actual, and

would-be hegemons (or empires)
that tend to pursue, as a matter of
course, a policy of “geopolitical op-
timalization”—a policy that means,
in practice, that the fewer partners
they need to arrange this or that
project, the better. The unsurpassed
ideal is the American “unipolar era”
of the 1990s and 2000s in which the
world’s sole superpower truly did
not need to consult with any other
countrys; still, the relative simplicity
of the Cold War era’s bipolarity—
managing the world by reaching
out to a single other superpower—
is also a tempting one.

Needless to say, both models are
(or should be) unacceptable for the
countries located between the great
powers. That is why the task of the
Silk Road countries is to maximize
the pluralization of their own po-
litical and economic environment.
This, in turn, requires them to attract
as many partners as possible to take
part in economic projects realized
in the part of the world located be-
tween China, Russia, and the EU—
put in corporate terms, their task is
to make the shareholding structure
of the post-Soviet order pluralistic
enough to avoid a hostile takeover
by any of the major partners.

hus, from the point of view
of countries like Poland,
it is absolutely fundamental for
the Silk Road region’s economic
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development not to turn into
(or be perceived as) a “Chinese
project” that is seen by the U.S.
and the EU as being in opposi-
tion to their own interests. Seeing
the economic development of
the “Eurasian Rimland” as a ze-
ro-sum game will result in a lack
of economic development as such,
which is exactly what happened
in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. During the Cold War,
for example, both the U.S. and
the USSR preferred to leave those
places abandoned and underde-
veloped rather than to permit
any activity that would poten-
tially change the fragile balance
of power between them. The only
exception—Afghanistan—twice
demonstrated that any attempt at
socio-economic development im-
posed by outsiders and subordi-
nated to the logic of great power
competition (and with complete
disregard for the internal struc-
ture of the concerned society and
its national interests) results in a
world-class fiasco.

If what used to be known as the
‘Eurasian periphery’ (i.e., Eastern
Europe, the South Caucasus, and
Central Asia) wants to be both
politically independent and pros-
perous, it has to prove that its
own independence and prosperity
is an integral part of the global
agenda—a matter of universal



profit for all potentially interested
players. That is why it is crucial to
present (and sincerely think of)
the Silk Road region in a maxi-
mally broad way—even to push
the limits of how this (imperfect
term, as noted above) is defined
in the Editorial Statement of Baku
Dialogues: “that part of the world
that looks west past Anatolia to
the warm seas beyond; north
across the Caspian towards the
Great Steppe; east to the peaks of
the Altai and the arid sands of the
Taklamakan; and south towards
the Hindu Kush and the Indus
valley; and then looping around
down to the Persian Gulf and back
up across the Fertile Crescent and
onward to the Black Sea littoral.”
In other words, the Silk Road re-
gion does not just include parts
of Central, Eastern, and Southern
Europe, the South Caucasus, and
Central Asia, but also Tiirkiye,
Afghanistan, and parts of South
Asia and the Middle East, and
even parts of the Mediterranean
basin.

Only by turning what Zbigniew
Brzezinski liked to call the
“Eurasian Balkans” into a zone of
prosperity and cooperation will it
be possible to avoid the two his-
torically most common scenarios:
a chaotic “war of all against all” or
imperial partition.
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Strategic Aspect

But economic development
rarely happens without stra-
tegic stability. No rational market
player is ready to invest full-on into
a region full of existing and poten-
tial security threats and risks. This
implies the question about who
will guarantee security in a region
that was traditionally an arena for
all possible internal, local, regional,
and global conflicts.

Here, again, the logic of the coun-
tries of the region clashes with that
of the great powers: if the states
that make up the core of the Silk
Road region are unable to establish
security conditions for economic
development and, instead, need to
reach out to external forces in that
regard, then in what way is their in-
dependent existence a better option
than the imperial order that existed
beforehand?

Regional security issues in
this part of the world can be

understood on three basic levels:
internal, inter-state, and external.
Internal peace and social cohesion
are essential conditions for each
state to develop itself, but also
to take an active part in regional
and supra-regional projects. If a
country is plunged into internal
conflicts of an ethnic, national, or

economic nature, then it is unable
to become a reliable partner to
both its immediate neighbors and
global actors.

Afghanistan is the best example
of this type of internal disfunction,
which paralyses any opportunity
to take advantage

ue to the permanent geopo-

litical pressure exercised by
the great powers, all the countries
belonging to the Silk Road region
may either play a connecting role
(in case they are internally apt to
operate it) or will be forced to play
the role of a buffer (in case they are
unable to establish
internal order). In

of the country’s
potential.  Being
located in the exact
middle of ‘Furasia,
Afghanistan  dis-
poses of a poten-

operate all kinds
of infrastructure
and connectivity

It is not accurate to qual-
ify the 20-year American
presence in Kabul as stra-
tegic failure, for it delayed
tial to host and Afghanistans entry into
the Chinese orbit by sev-  the possible ex-

eral decades.

the latter case, their
unpredictable in-
ternal situation is
used by the Great
Game players to
create a barrier to

pansion of their
actual rival. This

projects. It could

become the world’s ultimate cross-
roads. But due to long-lasting and
never-ending internal disorder
(caused inter alia by external
factors, but every country in the
“clash zone” is permanently ex-
posed to such interference), it is
a country whose role is likely to
remain a buffer between great
power’s spheres of influence rather
than a link between them (and, in
parallel, adjacent regions).

The  Afghanistan  example
clearly demonstrates the dreadful
alternative to peace and devel-
opment that is valid for all the
countries located in the “Eurasian
Rimland”
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was true for Great
Britain versus Russian Empire in
the nineteenth century and it re-
mains true in the context of the
America-versus-China game of the
twenty-first century.

Had Afghanistan not been in-
vaded by the United States in
the first years of our century, the
country would have most probably
entered the Chinese orbit several
decades earlier. This would have
strengthened Chinas potential to
spread its influence westwards and
southwards all across the “Eurasian
Heartland” That is why, in my
opinion, from the point of view of
considerations having to do with
the strategic balance of power, it



is not accurate to qualify the 20-
year American presence in Kabul
as strategic failure. Certainly, the
Americans did not manage to turn
Afghanistan into an American ally,
but at the same time they prevented
the Chinese from doing the equiva-
lent. And, after their departure, the
country is in a condition that will
not let it become a viable partner for
any supra-national project for the
foreseeable perspective—whether
led by China or anyone else.

The Afghanistan lesson for all the
other Silk Road region countries is
that if a country goes through in-
ternal turbulence, it always—inten-
tionally or not—confronts external
powers with a temptation to use
the situation to its advantage (or, at
least, in the event that an advantage
is unrealizable, to the detriment of
its actual or potential rival). In a
geopolitically fragile region, the in-
ternal peace and stability of a state
is even more crucial for assessing
its chances to survive and develop
than elsewhere.

he second level of regional

security issues is the in-
ter-state one—that is, between
countries located in the geopo-
litically transitional Silk Road re-
gion itself When countries fight
with each other (e.g., Kyrgyzstan-
Uzbekistan, or Armenia-
Azerbaijan), this not only has a
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negative impact on bilateral rela-
tions but also paralyses (at least
partially) the realization of su-
pra-national projects. The transi-
tional nature of the region affects
all the states located in it, and the
tull realization of the region’s po-
tential may be acquired only by a
common and inclusive coopera-
tion effort. This means that if two
(or more) countries belonging to
the Silk Road region are in con-
flict with one another, the ambi-
tions of all the others are put on
hold (at least partially). The “one
for all, all for one” principle ap-
plies, and as long as frozen and
potential conflicts exist between
the countries of the Silk Road re-
gion, full strategic cooperation is
impossible—and, again, not only
between the two (or more) hostile
sides. The specter of conflict im-
pacts negatively upon the region
as a whole; it makes all the states
therein more fragile.

The most evident example of how
bilateral conflicts may delay eco-
nomic growth is certainly the case
of Armenia—i.e., its attempt to per-
petuate the occupation of around
20 percent of sovereign territory be-
longing to Azerbaijan. By refusing
to understand what it would take
to become a constructive element
of regional cooperation, Armenia
not only set in motion events that
prevented its own development for

three decades (not to mention, of
course, the loss of territory it had
illegally occupied).

The ongoing process of Armenia-
Azerbaijan normalization (in which
Russia is understood by the parties
to be the “mediator”—in contra-
distinction to the

and permanently fixed its borders
with all its neighbors, although (or,
possibly because) there was space
for potential territorial dispute
with literally each of them. The
post-Soviet territorial status quo
may sometimes seem strategically
suboptimal and historically unjust,

but the fact is that

EU’s role as “facil-

itator” and that of The ongoing process of
the United States  Armenia-Azerbaijan
normalization (in which
Russia is understood by
the parties to be the “me-
diator”) is, in my opin-
ion, ultimately a result of
Yerevan saw itself  Chinese pressure exercised

on Moscow.

as  “supporter”)
is, in my opinion,
ultimately a result
of Chinese pres-
sure exercised on
Moscow. As long as

as an element of a
wider coalition of

durable economic
development can
only be based on
the existing terri-
torial framework.
The case of all
disputed territories
in the post-Soviet
space—left  with
virtually no invest-
ment and suffering
depopulation—is a

revisionist forces, it

could continue to paralyze the de-
velopment of alternative (to Russia)
connectivity projects. But once the
balance of power between Moscow
and Beijing changed (in favor of the
latter), Armenia found itself over-
whelmed by the structural forces
that encourage the transitional po-
tential of the region to be realized.

In this context, the Polish ex-
ample clearly demonstrates the
positive alternative: the dynamic
economic growth of the country
in the last three decades is a direct
result of the fact that after regaining
its sovereignty, Poland immediately
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clear message that
in the strategic perspective, a “bad”
peace is always more profitable
than any “good” war.

ut security risks in the Silk

Road region may also come
from the outside—the third and
final level of regional security issues,
as noted above: any potential con-
flict, whether internal or bilateral,
risks being turned into an opportu-
nity for external actors to use their
destructive potential in the service
of their own interests. Contestation
of the territorial status quo in the
region was more than once an in-
strument of a great power’s playing



the game of shrinking a junior
partner’s decisionmaking maneu-
verability, diverting the latter’s re-
sources from developing horizontal
ties to fighting with each other, and
keeping the region inaccessible for
their geopolitical rivals.

Ensuring that the territorial is-
sues of countries like Azerbaijan,
Georgia, and Ukraine remained
unresolved was seen as the best
guarantee that those countries
could not join any serious interna-
tional projects that might enable
them to become autonomous parts
of global economic processes that
were not controlled by Moscow.
The same logic applies to the
United States, which intervened
in Iraq to prevent the country
from becoming a part of a poten-
tial Shia integration project that
would have involved Iran, Syria,
and Lebanon, and the current
attempts by France to encourage
Armenia to continue acting as a
brake to regional cooperation so
as to restrain the rise of Turkish
influence in the Silk Road region.
(Note that the above sentences ex-
plain motivation, not necessarily
describe success.) Here, again,
from the point of view of global
players, no development turns
out to be a better option than
non-controlled development, or
one controlled by an actor seen as
a global or regional rival.
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And here, again, the functional
linkage between economic devel-
opment and security reveals its
immanent nature: if China is to
push forward its Belt and Road
Initiative, then it has no choice
but to provide the core states of
the Silk Road region with se-
curity guarantees (or at least to
offer them) and to be ready to
actively engage its own resources
to enforce these in case a secu-
rity risk turns into a danger. For
many years, taking responsibility
for the security of other coun-
tries—and its corollary, the direct
projection of power—seemed to
be incompatible with the Chinese
development  project, which
constantly kept its isolationist
nature. But what we are appar-
ently seeing now, after Russia’s
diminishing capacity to guarantee
stability in Central Asia, is an
evident tendency of Chinese di-
plomacy (as it applies to Central
Asia, at least) to support its own
economic projects by offering
up its own security guarantees.
And this may be understood as a
major shift of Chinese perception
of its own presence in the region:
simple realism drives Beijing to
the constatation that there will be
no BRI without the formalization
of Chinese responsibilities for
ensuring peace and security in
Central Asia and, perhaps, points
further to the west.

he problem,

from the per-
spective of coun-
tries actually lying
in it, is that it his-
torically happened
to the “Eurasian
Rimland” that the
onset of a ‘hard’

was often seen
through a zero-sum
lens by other global

The awareness of existing
as well as potential risks,
together with historical
experience, should lead
all of the countries located
in the ‘clash zone” to
the constatation that the  from any wider
presence by one of  claboration of a common
the global powers  otrat00y is an optimal
response to the actual
situation.

what happened to
Ukraine and has
resulted not only
in the physical dev-
astation of parts
of the country but
also in its (indeter-
minate) exclusion

progress-driving
economic proj-
ects. And given
the disproportion
of forces between

protagonists, and
thus often provoked attempts to
destabilize the situation. In the case
discussed in the previous para-
graph, this would involve, say, the
Americans escalating the destruc-
tive potential up to the point where
Chinese projects would become
unfit for purpose. And here, again,
the only alternative to turning the
countries of the region into Great
Game instruments is to elaborate
peacekeeping mechanisms based
on multilateral arrangements be-
tween the Central Asian states
themselves—that is, not to depend
on one (or more) external power(s).

If China replaces Russia as
Central Asia’s security guarantor,
this will not pacify but rather acti-
vate countermeasures introduced
by Beijing’s global rival—with po-
tentially disastrous consequences
for the region itself. This is arguably
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the countries oc-
cupying the “Rimland” and the
great powers, this may poten-
tially happen to another of the
“Rimland” states.

Premises of a Common
Strategy

he awareness of existing as

well as potential risks, to-
gether with historical experience,
should lead all of the countries
located in the “clash zone” to the
constatation that the elaboration
of a common strategy is an optimal
response to the actual situation.
If those countries are not satisfied
with their position of being seen
as operating on the periphery of
existing geopolitical and geo-eco-
nomic realities (presumably, they
are not satisfied), then the best



option is to take

collective measures  Political, strategic, and
become the center economic subjectivity is a
mere expression of a men-
tally enrooted complex of
geopolitical provinciality
that results from a his-
torical experience of help-
lessness in confrontation
with overwhelming exter-
nal pressure.

of a new reality.
And this requires
the elaboration
of a new interna-
tional identity that
would be inclusive
of all the states
of the “Eurasian
Rimland”—per-
haps even pushing

the Central Asian
republics ought to
have no desire to
become passive el-
ements of a future
Chinese  sphere
of influence. This
double rejection of
subordinated status
opens the door to
the establishment
of a community of
interests that pre-

beyond the max-

imally broad interpretation of the
definition of the Silk Road region as
reproduced above.

The traditional conceptual divi-
sion of “Eurasia” championed by
the Great Game’s players—of which
the notions of ‘Eastern Europe,
the ‘South Caucasus, and ‘Central
Asia’ are the products—should be
replaced by a common perception
of all its constituent states that they
are, in fact, each integral parts of
a unique and autonomous area,
whose role in the international
system ought to be defined inde-
pendently of the power relations
between the great powers.

Poland’s development model as a
periphery of the West has already
reached its limits, and the same is
true for, say, Azerbaijan or Georgia
as somehow belonging to the
Russian “near abroad.” In parallel,
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destines the core
countries of the Silk Road region
to undertake a common effort of
emancipation. The basic condition
for this vision to come to fruition is
to avoid two major historical sce-
narios: domination by any single
external power or becoming a
conflict zone between two or more
great powers.

To avoid being dominated by
any single power, it will be
necessary to balance against it with
other actors, and this, in turn, will
require attracting their attention
and then assuring their presence.
It follows that the ongoing and
planned infrastructure ought to be
designed in a different way than it
had been previously, when the Silk
Road region’s economic function
was subordinated to the strategic
considerations of others: roads
and railways served great powers
to either exploit local resources or

approach rivals and make poten-
tial expeditions technically easier,
or both. Nowadays, it is important
to build roads, railways, pipelines,
and ports in a way that none of the
interested great powers consider
this development in terms of secu-
rity risks or as being incompatible
with their own national interests.

To avoid being turned into an
arena of great power clash requires
that no reason is produced by
those belonging to the region that
would serve as pretext for external
powers to intervene. That is one
reason why true inclusiveness is
required to make all the countries
of the “Rimland” see their interest
in terms of being part of a common
project, and to avoid turning one or
several of them into a “fifth colum-
nist” or an instrument of a hostile
external power. That is why it is so
crucial for, say, Azerbaijan not only
to ensure it signs a formal peace
treaty with Armenia but to actually
convince Yerevan to transform its
unconstructive stance towards its
immediate neighbors into one of
genuine and active cooperation.
The Turkish carrot here is likely to
be important, and Baku seems to be
very much aware of this.

But avoiding the two negative sce-
narios outlined above does not au-
tomatically mean that the Silk Road
region will transform itself into a
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flourishing panacea of connectivity.
Political, strategic, and economic
subjectivity is a mere expression
of a mentally enrooted complex of
geopolitical provinciality that re-
sults from a historical experience of
helplessness in confrontation with
overwhelming external pressure.

The project to emancipate the
Eurasian periphery—if it is to be
realized—will require a change of
the mental map; if it is to succeed
to motivate political elites and
populations in terms long enough
to be made real, it must become a
genuine expression of the true as-
pirations of its inhabitants. When
a project is realized apart from the
existing social and cultural trends,
it may very well end up like in Iran
in 1979 or Ukraine in 2014. The
political will of the governments to
form a new geopolitical reality must
be based in an overwhelmingly
popular conviction that its content
and aim reflect the way that people
of the “Eurasian Rimland” actually
want to live.

It is a vast understatement to say
that formulating—much less exe-
cuting—a single, unified vision of a
shared future is a complicated task
in a region where different identi-
ties competed and fought with each
other for ages.



The Role of Connectivity

The consciousness of a
common destiny is a product
of subjective human perception;
and this is, in turn, formed by a
number of cultural, psychological,
and confessional factors that vary
in every society according to its
own unique historical experience.
In the past, those factors not only
prevented peoples located in the
“Rimland” from seeing each other
as partners, they also disincentiv-
ized them to develop horizontal ties
of cooperation. If all the states con-
cerned are to change their periph-
eric status, then a single, shared
geopolitical and geo-economic
logic must come to characterize the
decisionmaking process of each.

Obviously, such a mental shift
does not occur in a moment: it is
a process that requires different
timing in each of those countries.
But having in mind the extreme het-
erogeneity of this to-be region (and
of the geopolitical unit to come),
the only way to create a common
consciousness is to concentrate on
connectivity.

If the rebellion of the peripheries
is to succeed, then it must serve the
real needs of the people who actu-
ally inhabit the region itself And
if the “Rimland” states are to act
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according to a common logic, then
they must grasp their common in-
terest, which is, in turn, impossible
without getting to truly know and
understand each other.

t took several centuries and

more than a few catastrophic
wars for Europe to come to a con-
clusion that, independently of
which country takes the most part
of the advantage coming from the
process of integration in the short
term, in the long term, it is the most
rational and successful choice for
all of them. Modern communica-
tions and transportation networks
may make this process faster for the
“Rimland” countries, but, never-
theless, a strategic plan is required
to make the foregoing workable.
The only way to acknowledge a
common geopolitical position for
people coming from different cul-
tures is to enable them to grasp
that, independently of all possible
differences, people from Warsaw,
Baku, Astana, and all other capitals
of the “Rimland” states perceive the
overall “Eurasian” structure in the
same way.

This task may be fulfilled only
by the rapid and intense develop-
ment of person-to-person contacts
between up-to-this-point rela-
tively isolated societies. This can
hardly be acquired by exclusive
recourse to traditional diplomatic

instruments; it
will also require
the development
of more land, air,
and maritime
communications,
the maximally
possible  simpli-
fication of visa
regimes, and the

contacts between
business, stu-
dents, academics,

The decline of Russia in
“‘Middle  Eurasia” does  going crisis on
not automatically mean
that it will be replaced by
Chinese influence; rather,
it opens space for region-
al states to emancipate
themselves and change the
intensification  of  yyerall role of the region—
to transform it from a pe-
riphery to a core.

The actual
timing of the on-

the Western flank
of the “Eurasian
Rimland” con-
stitutes a useful
opportunity to
acknowledge the
common fate of
the countries lo-
cated in a similar
position to that
of Ukraine, and

and tourists. This
will require the overcoming of
multi-century  geopolitical  in-
ertness and, at least at the first
stage, quite a bit of political vol-
untarism—sometimes even to the
detriment of immediate economic
gains.

Does this mean we should con-
clude that all of this amounts to a
“mission impossible” scenario?

Conclusion

Certainly, breaking the geo-
political curse that has en-

trenched the peripheric status of
the “Eurasian Rimland” for cen-
turies is not only an attractive vi-
sion; it could represent the best
way to overcome the effects of what
amounts to a state of “arrested
development.”
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to start elabo-
rating on ideas that would serve
as a conceptual basis for the new,
postwar architecture of, let’s call
it, “Middle Eurasia” If coun-
tries like Poland, Azerbaijan, or
Kazakhstan are to use the geo-
political shift underway globally
to ameliorate their position in
the new emerging international
order by changing their periph-
eric status, then they need to ac-
knowledge where they should be
heading and act proactively to get
there.

A window of geopolitical oppor-
tunity has opened up—and action
must be taken before the great
powers once again redraw the
map of Eurasia without asking the
interested people for their opinion
or input. As Milton Friedman fa-
mously said: “Only a crisis—ac-
tual or perceived—produces real



change. When that crisis occurs,
the actions that are taken depend
on the ideas thatare lying around.”

The war in Ukraine activated sev-
eral geopolitical shifts whose conse-
quences will remodel Eurasian ar-
chitecture far beyond Donbass and
Crimea. The visible end of Russian
domination over its “outer empire”
in the western part of Eurasia will
invariably have consequences for
its southern and eastern com-
ponents, as well. The deep and
seemingly durable isolation of the
Northern (that is to say, Russian)
Corridor that linked East Asia to

Europe is causing difficulties in
the short term, yet opens new per-
spectives in the longer term. In
between these two periods—that is,
all the time between the start of the
present crisis and the establishment
of a new order—is a window of
opportunity for all the “Rimland”
countries. The decline of Russia in
“Middle Eurasia” does not automat-
ically mean that it will be replaced
by Chinese influence; rather, it
opens space for regional states to
emancipate themselves and change
the overall role of the region—to
transform it from a periphery
to a core. o
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When the Economic Road Ends

I[s Another Great Depression

on the Horizon?

Tuomas Malinen

The crisis takes a much longer time coming than you think and
then it happens much faster than you would have thought.

e begin with a quint-
essential ~ American
expression: “uh oh’”

Those words very likely embody the
thoughts of the chief examiner of
the U.S.-based Silicon Valley Bank
(SVB) on 10 March 2023, the day
when that bank faced a cataclysmic
run on its deposits. In just two days,
SVB customers tried to pull an as-
tonishing 87% of deposits from the
bank. It is obvious that no bank can
survive such an onslaught. SVB was
destined to fail. And so, it did—on
that very day, in fact.

Jonathan Rose, a historian and
Senior Economist at the Federal

— Rudiger Dornbusch

Reserve Bank of Chicago, has pub-
lished an eye-opening inquiry into
the historical parallels of the runs
on Silicon Valley Bank, Silvergate,
Signature Bank, and First Republic
in a recent article in the academic
journal Economic Synopses. His
research paints a startling picture
on the scope of those runs, placing
them in the context of the history
of the largest depositor runs in the
U.S. banking system between 1934
and 2021.

Rose found that the most destruc-
tive bank runs in the period fol-
lowing the Great Depression of the
1930s and before 2022 have been

Tuomas Malinen is CEO and Chief Economist of GnS Economics, an independent
macroeconomic consultancy specialized in forecasting and analyzing the risks of the
world economy and financial markets. He is also an Associate Professor of Economics
at the University of Helsinki. The author wishes to thank Peter Nyberg and Mdté Siité
for their insightful comments and suggestions. The views expressed herein are his own.

the runs on Continental Illinois
and Trust (which commenced on
7 May 1984), Washington Mutual
(8 September 2008) and Wachovia
(15 September 2008). They saw a
deposit outflows of 30%, 10.1%,
and 4.4% of total deposits, re-
spectively. To note, the run on
Continental Illinois in 1984 was
already a largely electronic one due
to automated wire transfers, and
thus “lightning fast.”

The outflow from Silvergate was
52% (during Q4 2022); on SVB
it was 87% (10 March 2023 + ex-
pected during the next day); on
Signature it was 29% (10 March
2023 + expected next day); and on
First Republic it was 57% (approx.
between 10-24 March). These are
truly historical figures, matching
those seen during the Great
Depression.

Many authorities and analysts
are currently pondering what this
all means for banks, their deposits,
and countries
in general, and

world. I will conclude with a bit of
unsolicited advice on how a certain
category of countries, which in-
cludes Azerbaijan, can prepare and
even benefit from its effects.

Short History of Banking
Panics

he first recorded finan-

cial crises occurred in the
Roman Empire, which had a
highly sophisticated financial
system. Often crises were caused
by some changes in regulations
(or the ‘whims’ of emperors),
which in turn triggered a panic
among lenders and/or borrowers.
When the European banking
system started to develop in the
Middle Ages, banking crises,
naturally, re-emerged. The most
well-known from this period are
probably the failures of banks
owned by the Peruzzi and Bardi
families, in 1343 and 1346, re-
spectively. Their lending to
England’s  King
Edward III as

where we could This essay explains why he prepared for

be heading. In this
essay, I will explain
why  authorities
have caused the on-

authorities have caused
the on-going crisis of
bank runs, why is it like-

a conflict with
France that turned
into the Hundred
Years’ War, com-

going crisis, why is ly to get much worse, and  bined with po-
itlikely to get much  what this implies for the litical and eco-

worse, and what world

nomic upheavals
in Florence, led

this implies for the



to bank-crushing runs on those
institutions.

The 1800s can be considered
as the century of bank runs.
Yale University economist Gary
B. Gorton, one of the leading
scholars on financial crises,
calculates in his 2012 book
Misunderstanding Financial
Crises that the U.S. alone wit-
nessed eight national bank runs
during this period (in 1819, 1837,
1857, 1873, 1884, 1890, 1893 and
1896). Most of these coincide with
the U.S. economic event most ne-
glected by economic historians:
the Long Depression (1873-1896).
While researchers are still de-
bating which of these runs should
be considered as “national,” the
fact remains that the nineteenth
century produced a very high
number of bank runs in America,
not to mention elsewhere.

he largest banking crisis

was, as is well-known, the
Great Depression. Over 40% of
banks, some 9,800 in total, failed
in the United States during 1930-
1934. This crisis quickly esca-
lated into a global one, with, for
example, the Austrian banking
giant Credit-Anstalt failing in
May 1931 and the Germany-based
Danatbank failing in July 1931.
Germany actually experienced a
full-blown bank run during the
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summer of 1931. This was caused
by the remnants of hyperinfla-
tion, heavy war reparations (de-
manded especially by France,
as per the Treaty of Versailles),
and the failure of creditor coun-
tries to admit the dire straits of
the German economy. After the
Great Depression and World War
I, a long “quiet period” followed,
which was abruptly broken by fi-
nancial panics in the Nordic coun-
tries (most notably in Finland)
and in Japan in early 1990s.

The Great Financial Crisis (2007-
2012) was caused by a systematic
failure of hedging of U.S. mortgage
loans by the banking sector and by
the imbalances caused by the EU’s
common currency (the euro) to its
weaker members, namely Greece,
Portugal, and Spain. This needs to
be explained, briefly. The reason
why some economists fail to see the
2007-2009 and 2010-2012 crises as
two parts of a single whole is most
likely due to their lack of under-
standing of the nature of the crisis
in Europe. The EU’s “debt” crisis of
2010-2012 was a ‘brewing’ banking
crisis, which would have erupted
tull-on had Greece defaulted on its
debts (a very high share of which
was held by German and French
banks) and consequently aban-
doned the euro as its currency.
The EU “debt” crisis was put in
motion as a consequence of the

shock to the U.S. banking system
in 2007-2009, which turned the
flow of speculative capital out of
the periphery of the Eurozone. For
these reasons, I consider that the
Great Financial Crisis runs from
2007 till 2012.

What Are Banking Crises?

To put it in slightly simplified
terms, a banking crisis is an
overwhelming demand of holders of
bank debt to convert it into cash or
other liquid forms of assets in the ex-
cess of reserves of a bank.

A bank is an exceptional en-
tity in the sense that while, for
example, the output of a tractor
company is tractors, the output of
a bank is debt. This
makes the bank an

can be in the form of bonds, deriv-
atives, or inter-bank funding the
bank has obtained from inter-bank
markets. These are all liabilities to a
bank, over which the holders have
a claim.

Because the output of a bank are
debt contracts, their holders, i.e.,
customers can claim them, basi-
cally, overnight, that is, depositors
can withdraw their (demand) de-
posits almost instantly and holders
of bank bonds and stocks can sell
them, when the markets are open.
This means that, basically, the
whole “production” of a bank can
collapse in a very short period
of time through normal business
transactions, whose level just over-
whelms the resources (liquidity) of
a bank. Hence the name: bank run.
Basically, no other
form of company

anomaly’ in the A panking crisis is an

overwhelming  demand

of holders of bank debt

to convert it into cash  odel.

or other liquid forms of

assets in the excess of re- It was long
serves of a bank.

corporate  world.
It follows the same
accounting  prin-
ciples as any other
corporation, but its
output is a finan-
cial contract (i.e.,
debt). Commonly,

has such “ticking
time bomb” em-
bedded in the very
heart of its business

thought—and  is
even now consid-

this debt is given

out as an TOU, meaning that the
bank gives a promise that what-
ever sum you deposit there, you
get it back whenever you want. In
addition to deposits, this bank debt
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ered by most—that
it is the job of regulators to make sure
banks do not take excessive risks.
This time around, however, the rele-
vant authorities have done the exact
opposite. I will explain this next.



A Crisis Caused by
Authorities

he global regulatory arm

of commercial banks is the
Basel Committee on Banking
Supervision (BCBS), which oper-
ates under the Bank of International
Settlements (BIS). BIS is often
called the “central bank of central
banks,” as it provides guidance also
for central banks.

BIS was founded in 1930,
making it the oldest extant inter-
national financial institution. It
first acted as trustee and agent for
the international loans intended to
finalize the settlement of the repa-
rations stemming from World War
I, which explains its name. Then,
as now, BIS accepts deposits of a
portion of the foreign exchange re-
serves of central banks and invest
them prudently to yield a market
return. The BIS also provides a
forum for policy discussions and
international cooperation among
central banks. Therefore, the actual
contemporary role of the BIS in in-
ternational finance is quite hidden.
Some might even say ‘well hidden,
because we know very little about
what goes on in the BIS-led discus-
sions between central banks. The
work of the Basel Committee, on
the other hand, is rather public, or
at least is regularly reviewed.

88

he Basel Committee, origi-

nally called the Committee
on Banking Regulations and
Supervisory Practices, is an in-
ternational banking supervisory
board. It was established by the
central bank governors of the
Group of Ten countries at the end
of 1974 in the wake of serious dis-
turbances in international currency
and banking markets (notably, after
the failure of Bankhaus Herstatt
in West Germany, which led to a
counterparty failure in currency
markets). Its role at the beginning
was to enhance financial stability
and serve as a forum on banking
supervisory matters. Later, it de-
veloped into an authority that sets
regulatory guidelines for global
banking supervision.

In the wake of the Great Financial
Crisis, the Basel Committee re-
leased its third set of internationally
agreed set of measures (i.e., rules)
for banks called ‘Basel III. The
most ground-breaking, and also,
in this case, destructive concept
was the establishment of something
called the Liquidity Coverage Ratio
(LCR), which is calculated by di-
viding a bank’s High Quality Liquid
Assets (HQLA) with its total net
cash flows over a 30-day stress pe-
riod. This was meant to ensure that
banks hold sufficient liquid assets
to prevent central banks becoming
the lender of first resort, as stated at

the time by the Group of Central
Bank Governors and Heads of
Supervision (GHOS), an oversight
body of the Basel Committee on
Banking Supervision.

The HQLA were divided into
three categories: Level 1, Level 2A,
and Level 2B. Level 1 assets in-
cluded cash and coins, central bank
reserves, and marketable securities
representing claims on or guaran-
teed by sovereigns, central banks,
and certain recognized global
institutions like the International
Monetary Fund (IMF). A ‘haircut’
of the market value of 15% or more
is subjected to Level 2A and 2B
assets, in the LCR formula. After
haircuts (i.e., cuts in the value of an
asset in accounting), an upper limit
of 40% of the overall stock Level 2A
and 2B assets in the banks’ portfolio
was set. This effectively established
a very strong incentive for banks to
holds cash, central bank reserves,
and government bonds.

While the Federal Reserve
has yet to fully imple-
ment the Basel IIT LCR rules in the
United States, it gave pre-notifica-
tion of doing so in October 2013,
with a proposed transition period
running from January 2015 until
January 2017. While the LCR still
has not been fully implemented yet,
it is likely that proposed transition
period affected how banks handled
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their risk management. Moreover,
the Basel II framework (the fore-
runner to Basel III), which was
implemented in the U.S. in 2008,
placed different risk-weights to
bank capital with, for example, U.S.
Treasuries having the lowest risk-
weights. This essentially meant that
Treasuries were preferred, by the
authorities, as a source of bank cap-
ital, in addition to cash and central
bank reserves.

Thus, because cash and coins as
well as central bank reserves are a
relative short supply, the U.S. banks
began to acquire larger proportions
of sovereign bonds. This is what
SVB did, for example. That is, SVB
bought U.S. Treasuries to counter-
balance the risk caused by the major
inflow of deposits. Effectually, SVB
did what the authorities wanted,
and it was not alone.

Deposit Binge, Panic,
Rescue

he U.S. deposit base has

changed rather drastically
during the past three years. The
trend-like growth of commercial
banks’ demand deposits com-
menced around 2010. During the
next ten years, they grew from
around $450 billion to $1,500 bil-
lion. However, the COVID-19



lockdowns (curbing consumption),
the vast amount of stimulus checks
issued by the U.S. government, and
the massive monetary stimulus (ef-
fectively, a bailout of the financial
markets during the spring of 2020)
of the Federal Reserve rocked the
demand deposits in the U.S. com-
mercial banks to over $5,000 billion
in just two years.

These measures also ignited infla-
tion, which forced the Fed to start
its most aggressive hiking cycle
ever in April 2022. In just little over
a year, the Federal Funds Rate rose
from 0.08% to over 5%. Naturally,
the yields of US. Treasuries fol-
lowed, inversely. The 20-fold rise
in, for example, the yield of the
2-year Treasury note meant that
the value of the underlying bond
crashed. This in turn meant that
those banks that had accrued them
with near-zero rates (as encouraged
by the relevant banking authori-
ties), suffered heavy losses. These
were labelled as “unrealized losses,”
because banks obtain Treasuries
as a held-to-maturity asset, which
means that banks let them mature
after which the Treasury returns the
principal of the bond and pays the
interest. Thus, they are not “actual
losses” unless a bank is forced the
sell the Treasury before it matures.
Now, if a bank would face a deposit
flee burning through its cash and
easily liquified assets, it would be
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forced to sell the Treasuries with a
considerable loss. This is what hap-
pened, for instance, to SVB. It was
estimated that at the end of 2022,
U.S. banks (taken as a whole) were
sitting on nearly $2 trillion worth of
unrealized losses. The large amount
of unrealized losses was one reason
why the run on SVB has spread,
which forced U.S authorities to in-
tervene, strongly.

By 12 March 2023, U.S. authori-
ties had concluded that there was
a risk of a nationwide bank run.
To halt it, they devised a three-
step strategy. First, there was a
joint statement from the Treasury,
the Federal Deposit Insurance
Corporation (FDIC), and the Fed,
announcing that all depositor
funds (also uninsured deposits)
held in SVB and Signature Bank
were guaranteed. Secondly, the
Federal Reserve provided $300
billion worth of liquidity into the
system and announced that it will
make “additional funds” available
to all banks in what it called a Bank
Term Funding Program (BTFP).
Thirdly, in a highly exceptional
move, U.S. President Joe Biden ap-
peared on national television to as-
sure that deposits in all American
banks are safe.

Such a combination of rapid
actions is truly exceptional, and it
confirmed that the United States

was on the verge of a catastrophic
nationwide bank run.

True Problems Have Not
Yet Emerged

he exceptional moves by

the U.S. authorities quelled
the panic in the US., while the
“merger” (effectively a shotgun
wedding) of UBS and Credit Suisse
calmed things down in Europe. But
only in the short term. Already at
the end of April 2023, the crisis re-
emerged with the failure of another
U.S. regional lender, First Republic
Bank. Its unfortunate fate provides
important clues as to where the
crisis is heading.

First Republic Bank had a heavy
exposure to commercial real estate
in metropolitan areas, including
San Francisco, New York City,
Boston, and Los Angeles, from
which especially the first one was
experiencing a deep slump in com-
mercial real estate (it has continued
unabated into the summer months).
At the end of 2022, an astonishing
83% of First Republic Bank’s loan
book consisted of real estate loans.
Deposits accounted for 90% of the
bank’s liabilities, and it had $4,760
billion worth of unrealized losses,
which was some 27% of its total eq-
uity. In other words, First Republic
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Bank was not toppled by unrealized
losses, but by its loan book. Why,
one could ask, did First Republic
Bank simply not borrow the money
flowing out from the BTFP? Well,
because it could not. The reason
will become clear in the paragraphs
that follow.

A 2016 paper by Natacha Postel-
Vinay published in the Journal of
Economic History provides an im-
portant notion from one of the most
destructive bank runs during the
Great Depression, or ever, namely
the Chicago Panic of June 1932. Its
findings are directly relevant to the
present-day situation. Back then,
wire transfers had already become
commonplace, which means that
part of the runs of that era also oc-
curred electronically (i.e., rapidly).
In her paper, Postel-Vinay shows
that the size of the real estate loan
portfolio was a crucial factor in de-
termining the probability of a failure
of a bank during the Chicago Panic,
between 20-28 June 1932, because
commercial real estate, and espe-
cially mortgages, had (have) very
long contract maturities. Banks
simply could not liquidate these to
pay out heavy deposit outflows; as a
consequence, they failed.

Small regional banks in the
United States currently hold a vast
majority of real estate loans (the
figure is close to close to $2 trillion).



In regional banks these have grown
by 35% since the beginning of 2020,
and by whopping 147% since bot-
toming out during the last week
of 2011. Because real estate loans
cannot be liquidated, many of these
banks are likely to fail, if (or when)
runs in the U.S. banking system
commence. For example, First
Republic Bank was able to borrow
only around $13 billion from the
Fed’s BTFP scheme, because it did
not have any more assets to post as
eligible collateral.

The cascading effect of the above
is a decline in the ability of banks
to lend, as deposits make up a large
portion of liabilities of banks (es-
pecially regional banks). Thus, a
growing deposit base enables the
growing of the asset side of the
balance sheet, including loans, and
vice versa.

Credit Depression?

n the May 2023 issue of Deprcon

World Economic Outlook, a
monthly publication put out by my
firm, GnS Economics, we explored
the credit tightening currently on-
going in the U.S. We noted:

The outflow of deposits from

banks started at the beginning

of November [2022] (there

was a notable decline already

in October [2022]). At the

same time, inflows to money
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market funds (MMFs), also
accelerated. This is no surprise,
as MMFs currently carry a
much higher return (yield/
interest) than deposits. In
March [2023], the deposit-
outflow accelerated into a rout,
and currently [LE., IN MAY
2023] the outflow of deposits
is almost $1 trillion (year-over-
year), with the vast majority
(over $600 billion) exiting from
the 25 largest [U.S.] banks. It
should be noted that the U.S.
has never seen such an ‘deposit-
exodus’ since the records began
(in January 1974).

While banks can and will bal-
ance the outflow of deposits with
other means, like borrowing from
interbank markets, such measures
are only a temporary fix. This im-
plies that as long as deposits keep
flowing out of banks, their balance
sheet will shrink, which will, in
turn, constrain their lending. With
the current outflows, the U.S. is
surely already experiencing a credit
contraction. However, there’s more.
Again, from our May 2023 Deprcon
Outlook:

Demand for C&I [commercial
and industrial] loans is clearly
in a state of collapse, something
which previously has not been
seen outside a recession or
immediately after it (like in
late 1991). The decline started
during the last quarter [of
2022], with a drastic 21% drop
of loan demand by small firms.
Currently [i.e., May 2023] the
reported declines are over 50%

in loan demand from both
small and large firms. This
corresponds to the declines
seen in the first quarter of 2009,
that is, right after the deepest
phase of the Great Financial
Crisis.

This quite straightforwardly
implies that the United States is
already rather deep into a credit
contraction, which is also the
harbinger of recession. This is
because a credit contraction leads
to diminished economic activity
due to lower levels of investments
and consumption, which creates a
recession, which leads to a rapid
growth of loan delinquencies
and defaults. This

a nationwide rout. This would lead
to another and more severe wave of
bank runs, which would push the
U.S. into an outright credit depres-
sion, where the flow of credit would
seize altogether.

Scenarios, Implications

here are three basic sce-

narios for the ongoing
banking crisis, each with its own
outcome. These range from a
mild recession to a repetition of
the Great Depression. Crisis fore-
casting relies on both narratives
and models, and here I present just
the narratives (the

will lead to rap-
idly growing loan

Like it or not, both the
losses, causing United States and China
banks to tighten must accept

models, and the
methodology in-
forming them, are
the risks  proprietary).

lending even fur-  and vulnerabilities of re-
ther. This will hurt maining  connected  to I consider that

consumption and
investments, and

each other. Washington

obtaining the “best
case” scenario

the cycle repeats, and Beijing will compete (mild  recession)
which causes robustly within the sin- requires some
an actual credit gle system of which they  draconian actions
crunch. are both vital parts. And  from U.S. author-

the dynamics of compe- ities.  Essentially

This time
around, however,
loans losses are

tition within this system
are fundamentally differ-

for this scenario to
manifest itself, the
authorities would

likely to hasten the €71 from the competition — need to stop the
deposit  outflow between systems that ex-  bank runs in their

from banks, pos- jsted during the Cold War.  tracks as soon as

the recession (most

sibly turning into



likely) re-ignites them. It is very
likely that this would require the
(unprecedented) imposition of a
nationwide full-deposit coverage
and/or a mandatory set of deposit
withdrawal restrictions. Central
bank digital currencies can play a
role in this (more on this below).
In addition, the U.S. government
would need to issue a heavy fiscal
stimulus package in the range of
trillions of dollars and the Federal
Reserve would need to enact an-
other Quantitative Easing (QE)
program to support the financial
markets. If done right and quickly,
these measures should ensure that
the U.S. would experience only a
mild recession. However, the U.S.
banking system would eftectively
become nationalized in the pro-
cess, with likely serious long-term
consequences.

In the second scenario, the U.S.
would face a nationwide bank
run. Several hundreds of banks
would fail, but the authorities
would intervene in such a way as
to clear the banking sector with
takeovers, forced mergers, and
re-capitalization. ~The  Federal
Reserve would start to aggressively
cut interest rates, which would
help the economy. The Fed would
also restart QE and possibly create
new lending programs to help the
banks. These could possibly also
include a coordinated program
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with Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac
to securitize mortgage loans of
banks and to either sell them or
use them as collateral in the BTFP.
The U.S. would, most likely, expe-
rience a somewhat deep recession,
but avoid a depression. However,
unemployment would rise notably,
and the availability of credit would
become heavily restricted.

In the third scenario, the U.S.
authorities would be unsuccessful
in stemming the banking panic.
Loans losses, illiquidity, and
massive deposit outflows would
lead to a failure of thousands of
banks, which would cause a credit
depression. Mass bankruptcies,
skyrocketing unemployment,
and social unrest would follow.
The U.S. could even default on its
sovereign debt. Global financial
markets would crash, the flow
of global credit would cease, the
Eurozone would fracture, pushing
the world to a never-before-seen
currency crisis. Global freight
would grind to a halt, because
banks could not underwrite and
provide funding for freight agree-
ments. Governments would need
to step in, but many governments
would default to their high debt
loads. Global trade would collapse,
taking the world economy with it.
Another Great Depression (maybe
even the ‘Greatest Depression’)
would invariably emerge.

Currently, I consider the middle,
or second, scenario to be the most
likely one. This is because it would
follow the “bail-in” principle,
whereby banks will not be saved
in their totality, but just some part
of the depositors (the reasoning
here is political and has to do
with domestic U.S.

of reckoning, too. If this were to
come to pass, the European Union
would be faced with only two op-
tions concerning its common cur-
rency, the euro: either it fractures,
or the EU moves into full federal-
ization mode. The first one would
include several countries exiting

the common cur-

politics). For sim-

ilar reasons, the [havetobevery clearand
direct: if the euro breaks
up, it will represent the
biggest currency crisis the
world has ever seen. It
would also lead to a del-
bank runs may uge of sovereign defaults,
which would massively
worsen the banking crisis.

third scenario—i.e.,
another Great
Depression—is, in
my view, the sec-
ond-most  likely
scenario, because

easily escalate in
the current envi-
ronment. Thus, we

rency or its full
dismantling. The
second one im-
plies the imposed
establishment of
what would ef-
fectually be a
Eurozone Finance
Ministry and cor-
responding “fed-
eral” EU taxation
powers, including

may end up seeing

all three scenarios coming to pass.
This could mean, for instance, that
first there will be some bank fail-
ures, which U.S. officials will allow,
and then this would lead to na-
tionwide bank runs, which would
crush the economy, and eventually
lead to the imposition of some form
of financial lockdown, including
deposit withdrawal limits and ex-
tended bank holidays.

t should be noted that, if the
crisis in the U.S. follows one
of the two latter, more sinister
forms, then the European banking
sector would likely have its day
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a massive new
bond issuance (in the range of
2-4 trillion euros). Naturally, this
topic would require its own ar-
ticle, but below I open the issue
a bit more. At present, it is also
nearly impossible to assess which
of these is more likely occur, but
some informed forecasting sug-
gests that European leaders will at
least first push for full federaliza-
tion, because there is simply too
much political capital tied to the
perpetuation of the euro. It’s good
also to note that the Eurozone is
already in a technical recession, as
it has seen two consecutive nega-
tive GDP growth prints.



Crisis Mitigation Beyond
the West

have to be very clear and di-

rect: if the euro breaks up, it
will represent the biggest currency
crisis the world has ever seen. It
would also lead to a deluge of sov-
ereign defaults, which would mas-
sively worsen the banking crisis.
There would be a complete rede-
nomination of all existing financial
contracts—including debt, stocks,
and derivatives—in new/old na-
tional currencies, which could
take years. Even were the euro to
fracture partially, with some coun-
tries exiting the Eurozone whilst
others would opt to stay, it would
still send shockwaves across the
banking sector in the EU and thus
the world, as Europe is home to
the highest concentration of what
are called global systemically im-
portant banks (G-SIBs).

If the euro fractures, there would
also likely be a “mad scramble”
towards any major currencies
considered even remotely safe,
including the U.S. dollar (this may
occur regardless of whether there
is a serious banking crisis in the
U.S.) and the Chinese Renminbi
(notwithstanding that its very high
debt burden also makes it vulner-
able to any detrimental economic
shocks). It is also likely that the
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IMF would quickly set up a new
global currency consisting of basket
of currencies, plans for which have
already been drawn through, for in-
stance the authorization of Special
Drawing Rights (SDRs)—an in-
ternational asset whose value is
defined as a basket of currencies. If
the euro fractures and the U.S. faces
an existential banking crisis, the
newly formed BRICS currency may
also see increased demand. It is
also very likely that the deepening
banking crisis in the U.S. described
above would hasten the de-dollar-
ization trend, even though demand
for the U.S. dollar may even rise in
the immediate aftermath, due to its
safe haven stature.

owever, it should be remem-

bered that a deep banking
crisis, like in 2008, tends to go
hand-in-hand with a frantic run
away from all assets and currencies
considered even remotely risky. In
the worst-case scenario described
above (i.e., the onset of a second
Great Depression) all countries
that have seen speculative capital
inflows (to any industry) should be
prepared to rapidly close their cap-
ital account—i.e., to impose capital
controls and to peg their currencies
to either a basket of commodities or
to gold. Later they could consider
whether to peg their respective cur-
rencies in some of new currency
baskets, or let them simply float.

I am a big proponent of the latter,
because Finland, for example, has
seen its most prosperous years
when the country let the value of
its currency be determined by the
markets.

Countries concentrated in en-
ergy and mineral production, like
Azerbaijan, are more shielded than
others, but if such countries have
seen “hot money” inflows, they
need to be prepared for their sudden
reversal, i.e., a sudden stop. If this
commences, capital controls would
also need to be enacted quickly.

Meddlesome Central
Bankers

During the past four years,

authorities have shown a
deepening commitment to stop
each crisis through

markets, central banks’ QE pro-
grams, first launched by the Federal
Reserve to prop up financial
markets in 2008 and 2009, have
become pervasive. The European
Central Bank (ECB) launched its
first full QE program, called the
Asset Purchase Program (APP) in
March 2015 (the announcement
was made in October 2014). Before
that, the ECB had conducted some
large-scale buying experiments
that consisted in buying Eurozone
government bonds through the
Securities Markets Programme
(SMP). In it, the ECB bought sov-
ereign bonds of those members of
the Eurozone whose bond markets
had started to “malfunction.” In ac-
tuality, the ECB’s policy was an ef-
fort to stop the fragmentation of the
Eurozone’s sovereign debt markets,
which could have forced countries
to exit the euro. The program was
not enough to achieve the intended

result, and so in

a wide variety of

August 2012 the

means. This may During the past four years, ECB launched its

give us hints about ~ authorities have shown a

the path they will  deepening

Outright Monetary

commitment  Transactions pro-

choose to pursuein 1o stop each crisis through ~ gram (OMT). Its

the coming escala-
tion of the ongoing
banking crisis.

a wide variety of means. publication came
This may give us hints
about the path they will

after the ECB
president ~ Mario
Draghi promised

From all the C¢hoose to pursue in the publicly that the
means used to sus- coming escalation of the ECB would do

tain the economy
and financial

ongoing banking crisis.

“whatever it takes”
to sustain the euro.




His announcement effectively
ended the European “debt” crisis,
and thus the Great Financial Crisis.
Everything would have been fine
had the ECB restricted its meddling
to the bond markets in this context;
alas, it did not.

he ECB’s QE program pushed

the yields of Eurozone sover-
eign bonds unnaturally low which,
while sustaining the integrity of the
currency union, removed all fiscal
constraints from Eurozone govern-
ments. This naturally led peripheral
Eurozone governments to become
even more indebted. While the
ECB was fully engaged in saving the
Eurozone, the Federal Reserve be-
came a savior of financial markets.

In late 2018, led by the Fed, cen-
tral bankers made their first effort
to diminish the global central bank
balance sheet—that is, they enacted
the world’s first-ever quantitative
tightening program (QT). However,
almost immediately, in October
2018, asset markets started to drift
downwards, which accelerated into
a rout in December 2018. Thus, on
4 January 2019, due to the threat of
an outright collapse of U.S. credit
markets, Fed Chairman Jerome
Powell pivoted away from the pre-
vious commitment of the Federal
Open Market Committee (FOMC)
to several interest rate rises and au-
tomated balance sheet run-off. In a

98

series of speeches given by Fed of-
ficials between January and March
2019, the Federal Reserve made
a complete U-turn from its earlier
policy of several interest rate rises
in 2019 to possible cuts and ending
the balance sheet normalization
program prematurely. Yet, QT con-
tinued for a while longer.

On 17 September 2019, interest
rates spiked in the U.S. repurchase
(repo) markets, when major banks
suddenly refused to lend to coun-
terparties. Repo markets are a
crucial piece of America’s financial
plumbing, as they fulfill the daily
liquidity needs of vast number of
financial institutions. If they would
to “clog up,” the repercussions
would be felt immediately. To “un-
clog” the markets, the Fed started
its repo operations on the following
day (18 September 2019), and on
16 October 2019, it started to buy
U.S. Treasury bills at the rate of $60
billion per month to ease the strains
in the financial markets. The first
effort of global QT thus ended in a
near-catastrophe.

In March 2020, COVID-19
crashed the markets. On 16 March
2020, the volatility index of U.S.
stock markets reached 82.69 (the
highest on record), and the Dow
Jones Industrial Average plunged by
2,997 points, or 12.9%—the worst
one-day point drop on record. The

Fed responded with several support
programs. At the end of May 2020,
the Fed backstopped “repo” and
U.S. Treasury markets, intervened
in corporate commercial-paper and
municipal bond markets and short-
term money-markets, and bought
corporate bond ETFs, including
some speculative-grade (“junk”)
corporate debt. It also launched
a “Main Street Lending” pro-
gram that provided loans to mid-
dle-market businesses. Effectively,
come June 2020, the Fed had be-
come the financial market of the
United States, while it balance sheet
had ballooned from around $4.1
trillion to over $7 trillion in just
three months!

The second attempt to diminish
the global central bank balance
sheet commenced in April 2022,
which led to the near-collapse of
what are called liability-driven
investment funds (LDIs), closely
tied to  British

(BoE). This forced the BoE to step
back into the gilt markets. Since
October 2022, the global central
bank balance sheet has decreased
only marginally.

The question now becomes what
the central banks may be willing to
do when faced with a deep enough
banking crisis. The answer may lie
in so-called central bank digital
currencies (CBDCs).

CBDC Domination?

Central bank money is at the
core of modern financial
systems. It is comprised of phys-
ical cash in circulation and central
bank reserves—i.e., the deposits of
financial institutions in the central
bank. A CBDC would create an-
other layer of central bank money.
In its strictest form, a CBDC is a
digital payment instrument that is

denominated  in

pension funds, in

the national wunit

September  2022. The question now be-  of account, or cur-
LDIs, and thus comes what the central  rency, which is

British pension  hanks may be Willing also a direct lia-
funds, were at risk /1, 1o when faced with bility of the central

of a collapse be-
cause the prices of

a deep enough banking
gilts had crashed crisis. The answer may

bank. Essentially,
a CBDC can take
two forms. It can

due to the aggres- lie in so-called central  be a central bank

sive rate hikes and  bank digital currencies  issued digital
gilt sales by the (CBDC:s). currency  (retail
Bank of England CBDC) or a central



bank-backed digital currency now
called a ‘synthetic’ CBDC (sCBDC).

A CBDC is ‘synthetic’ when it is
backed by deposits (reserves) at
the central bank. Another name for
this is wholesale CBDC. The basic
mechanism of a sCBDC is when
private sector payment service pro-
viders issue liabilities matched by
funds (reserves) held at the central
bank. The private issuers of digital
currencies would act as intermedi-
aries between the central bank and
end users like consumers and firms.
Regardless of whether the liabili-
ties of the providers would be fully
matched by funds held at the cen-
tral bank, the end users would not
hold a claim on the central bank.

A CBDC is considered to be re-
tail, when it is a widely acceptable
digital form of fiat money that can
act as a legal tender, or not; it can
either be account- or token-based.
The former would be considered
intangible property and it would
involve the transfer of a claim be-
tween accounts and would resemble
a bank account transfer, with the
distinction that all accounts would
remain within the central bank. In
the latter there would be a transfer
of a token between wallets. Settling
transactions using a token-CBDC
(a tangible property) would require
external verification of the tokens,
which would imply that anonymity,
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like with transfers in cash, could
not be guaranteed. In each case,
the holder of a CBDC would have
a claim over the central bank.
Another way of putting this is that
we all could have an account at the
central bank.

he instauration of both sys-

tems—i.e., wholesale and
a retail CBDC—would alter the
banking system in a radical way.
First, fractional reserve banks,
where banks hold only fraction of
their liabilities and assets are cov-
ered by capital or CB reserves,
would come under pressure. Banks
would be likely to lose some cus-
tomers, pushing them to seek more
wholesale funding, such as funding
from commercial credit markets
like state and local municipalities
and brokered deposits. Banks could
be forced to raise interest rates on
deposits, which would reduce their
profits.

A retail CBDC would be very
detrimental for the banking system.
This is because it is the role of a
central bank to monitor and reg-
ulate banks and to act as a lender
of last resort in banking panics and
runs. With the issuance of a CBDC,
a central bank would become a
competitor of commercial banks. It
is hard not to avoid the conclusion
that this would corrupt the whole fi-
nancial system. Commercial banks

would be forced to compete with
the more secure CBDC with higher
interest rates, and even if the CBDC
would be non-interest bearing, it
would still offer safety (especially in
a zero or negative interest rate envi-
ronment). Banks would thus com-
pete against the CBDC by issuing
higher deposit rates, while they
would be at the mercy of central
bankers concerning regulation and
guidelines. Serious questions can
be raised whether central bankers
could act in an even-handed way in
this setup.

However, the biggest problems
would arise in a banking crisis.
Let’s assume that a country would
enact sSCBDCs as a countermea-
sure. Because their holders would
be fully covered by central bank
reserves (unlike fractional reserve
banks), the existence of sCBDCs
could easily worsen a potential run
on banks, thus making a banking
crisis worse. Essentially, there
would be only one way to fix this,
that is, to move to the retail CBDC.

If the central bank has the backing
of a fiscal authority, as generally
is the case, it can provide banking
services—deposits—backed by
the taxing power of a government.
In this situation, with the retail
CBDC, the central bank would
offer superior deposit safety in a
banking crisis. Thus, if consumers
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believed that a commercial bank
run is imminent, depositors would
inevitably move their deposits to
the safety of a central bank. While
the central bank would probably
lend them back to commercial
banks (because otherwise the whole
banking system would simply col-
lapse), it would effectively gain con-
trol over lending of the commercial
banks. In that case, commercial
banks would turn into mere retail
branches of the central bank.

A flight from commercial banks
to the safety of the CBDC could
also be countered only with strict
deposit limits to the central bank.
It is highly questionable whether
such limits could be maintained in
a banking crisis as that same crisis
would, almost certainly, foster po-
litical pressure to open the balance
sheet of the central bank with a
CBDC to all.

Alas, in the worst-case scenario
outlined above, the introduction
of CBDCs would lead to a situa-
tion in which the banking system
would effectually consist of just
one bank: the central bank. The
extremely serious implications
of such a system need not to be
emphasized further. Even in their
‘mildest’ form, the introduction of
CBDCs would pose an existential
threat to commercial banks and
thus on financial freedom.



Conclusions

udiger Dornbusch (1942-

002) was a renowned in-
ternational ~macroeconomist, a
demanding teacher at MIT, an in-
timidating public speaker (I hear),
and one of the world’s leading ex-
perts on crisis management. One
of his most famous quotes, in
addition to this essay’s epigraph,
considers the handling of the 1998
Brazilian economic crisis in Brazil:
“When they [the Brazilians] call
1-800-BAILOUT, just let it ring.
Say our operators are busy.”

Dornbusch was an unyielding
opponent of governments med-
dling with the economy, but he did
support the establishment of supra-
national entities to handle crises.
I have become rather skeptical
towards global governance orga-
nizations of late, and have recom-
mended that countries stay out of
IMF programs, and so on. However,
this would require

sufficient gold reserves in the cen-
tral bank, and prudent oversight of
the banking sector. Many countries
have not done this, which means
that they are likely to be forced to
ask for IMF support in the near
future.

he coming, or, more pre-

cisely, the ongoing crisis that
will most likely re-appear shortly in
a more destructive form is likely to
reshape the global economic struc-
tures in a dramatic way. The biggest
losers are likely to be some of the
world’s largest economies: the U.S.,
the EU, and possibly also China.
Their economic “engines” have
been pushed to their respective
limits, and some form of breaking
up is inevitable. However, what
they may lose will become available
for other countries to gain.

When a financial system crum-
bles, people and countries resort to
necessities. Survival, quite naturally,

becomes the main

that a country’s

issue. In such a

economy be made The coming, or, more  situation, resource

“crisis proof” be- precigely’
fore the crisis hits.
Essentially, this im-
plies low indebted-
ness of households,

crisis that will most like-
ly re-appear shortly in a
more destructive form is

the ongoing rich nations like

Azerbaijan  have
a natural upper
hand. Playing it
correctly requires

corporations, and likely to 7’65hape the glob- that such countries
the government, al economic structures in  take measures to

limited foreign fi-
nancial exposure,

a dramatic way.

prevent their econ-
omies from being

pulled under by those that are in
the process of failing. Thus, when
the crisis re-emerges, it will be im-
perative for such countries to cut
without hesitation the toxic aspects
of financial ties with the U.S., the
EU, and possibly even China.

This will require the formulation
of prudent national strategies to
manage, first, the possible outflow
of “hot money” (mostly through
capital controls), second, currency
and foreign exchange issues (espe-
cially if the EU is sucked into an
epic currency crisis), and third, the
country’s positioning in the context
of the re-forming of global eco-
nomic structures. Grouping with
like-minded countries would be
likely to establish important syner-
gies, particularly if the Western bloc
took what would likely represent a

Dystopian turn through the issu-
ance of CBDC:s.

Major crises have always rep-
resented opportunities for the
brave-hearted, the prudent, and the
prepared. If the ongoing banking
crisis takes the sort of sinister turn
outlined in this essay, then it will
come to be seen as biggest reshuf-
fling of the global economic and
political order since the ‘Great War’
and the 1930s. This would, in turn,
form the basis for the execution of a
truly strategic opportunity for those
states that provide global economic
necessities like energy, minerals,
and food to fill in the void, become
economic safe havens, and secure
sustainable prosperity for their
respective populations. The time
to start planning for such a contin-
gency is now. eo
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What Teaching Was
Thucydides Trying to Convey?

And Why It Remains So Important

for Us Today
David Polansky

s we approach the close
of the first quarter of the
wenty-first century, it

is striking how gloomy our world
must seem compared to how it
might have looked at its outset.
True, the immediate post-Cold War
period saw its share of civil wars
and ethnic violence, but heading
into a new century, at least in some
circles in the West and perhaps else-
where could still imagine that these
were merely the aftershocks of the
turbulent one still ending.

Today, however, with two decades
of costly occupations behind us, the
onset of the first major cross-border
land war in Europe since World War
II, and escalating geostrategic com-
petition with a still-rising China
in the Pacific, matters look quite a

bit different. It is only natural that
we might begin to cast about for
sources that could illuminate our
situation. And, perhaps ironically,
few books on war and politics shed
such light on present circumstances
as one of the earliest we still have:
Thucydides’ magisterial history of
the Peloponnesian War.

ver 2,500 years ago,

Thucydides prefaced his
great work with the hope that it
would become a “possession for all
time” (Thuc. 1.24.4)—a phrase that
has proven to be one of the more
prophetic introductory passages
of any work, ever. Two-and-a-half
millennia on, we are still reading
and discussing his account. This
is, of course, the case for the ar-
ticle you're reading right now, but

David Polansky is a Research Fellow at the Institute for Peace and Diplomacy
who holds a PhD in political science from the University of Toronto. The views
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it’s also routinely referenced in dis-
cussions of foreign policy, survey
courses on international relations,
the scholarly literature on causes of
war, the “Thucydides trap” hypoth-
esis, and so on.

And yet, the foregoing char-
acteristically terse comment by
Thucydides is perhaps the only
place where the man himself signals
his intentions to the reader. Unlike
other seminal writers in the history
of political thought and historiog-
raphy like Tacitus, Machiavelli, or
Nietzsche  (none

and mistranslated pull quotes (e.g.,
“the strong do what they will, and
the weak suffer what they must”),
not to say the many banal sayings
misattributed to him (e.g., “A nation
that makes a great distinction be-
tween its scholars and its warriors
will have its laws made by cowards
and its wars fought by fools.”).

But what is the work about? As
Thucydides tells us at the outset,
his text details the history of the
great war between the Athenians
and the Spartans, which we know as
the Peloponnesian
War, that lasted

of whom is by any
means straightfor-

right), we are given
precious little else
to go on as far as

Few books on war and
ward in his own olitics shed such light
on present circumstances
as one of the earliest we

from 431-404 BC.
Though this de-
scription requires
immediate qualifi-
cation: his history

what Thucydides still have: Thucydides’ (particularly in the
personally wishes magisterial history of the  opening sections,
to communicate to Peloponneszan War which SChOlarly

us across the centu-

convention refers

ries. And so, while

we continue to read and discuss
this “possession for all time,” we
necessarily find ourselves debating
the question: what was Thucydides
trying to tell us?

here is, of course, no simple
answer to this question, and
our understanding is probably com-
plicated by the way that Thucydides
has largely entered public con-
sciousness by way of oversimplified
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to as “the archae-
ology”) extends back well before
the start of the war to provide us
with a broader understanding of
the immediate political dynamics
leading up to the outbreak of war, as
well as the material and structural
elements of geopolitical conflict in
the deeper history of the Hellenic
world.

Meanwhile, at the other end of
things, his work (as with Homer’s



Iliad and the Trojan War) does
not cover the entirety of the war.
Thucydides” account ends midway
through 411, and the eighth and
final part of his work is generally
agreed to have been unfinished,
though scholarly disagreement re-
mains as to just how incomplete was
the version that has come down to
us. (For an account of the war’s final
years, one must consult Xenophon’s
Hellenika, which consciously picks
up the narrative where Thucydides
leaves off)

he war itself (as Thucydides

outlines) arose among the
primary victors of the Persian
Wars (449-449 BC), a series of in-
vasions of Greece by the Persian
Empire recounted by Thucydides’
predecessor, Herodotus. The indi-
vidual Greek city-states success-
fully banded together to repel the
invaders under the leadership of
its greatest maritime and greatest
military powers (respectively,
Athens and Sparta). In the after-
math of the Persians Wars, there
was some disagreement over
what to do with the alliance that
had been painstakingly built over
time. Most of the other Greek city-
states were happy to disband and
return to their condition of inde-
pendent self-rule. The Athenians,
however, under the leadership of
the brilliant Themistocles—who
had also led them to victory in
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the Persian Wars—argued for the
necessity of maintaining a mili-
tary alliance, first to retake fur-
ther Hellenic cities from Persian
control and second to defend in-
definitely against future imperial
incursions. To that end, they es-
tablished a confederacy, known as
the Delian League, which pooled
resources for the defense of the
Greek city-states under Athens’
leadership. Over the course of the
subsequent half-century, Athens’
relative power grew in proportion
to its allies” willingness to commit
money rather than ships toward
the common defense; thus, many
of those same allies transitioned
to become tributaries over time.

By 432 BC, the Spartans felt
compelled to break the existing
peace between the Greek city-states
and oppose the continued rise of
Athens, though they sought to find a
pretext for doing so. As Thucydides
famously remarks, “The real cause
[of the war] I consider to be the one
which was formally most kept out
of sight. The growth of the power
of Athens, and the fear which this
inspired in Sparta, made war inevi-
table” (Thuc. 1.23.4).

Yet the immediate catalyst for the
war was not in fact a direct quarrel
between Athens and Sparta, but a
tertiary conflict between the asso-
ciated city-states of Corinth and

Corcyra (not unlike the way that
the spark for World War I ignited in
Hapsburg-annexed Bosnia rather
than the Franco-German border).
The Corinthians appeal to Sparta
to marshal not just against their
immediate enemy, Corcyra, but
against its great ally, Athens; and,
after some debate, the Spartans
agree. This initiates the first pe-
riod of the war, sometimes called
the “Archidamian War” after the
reigning king of Sparta (who, iron-
ically enough, argued against the
Spartan declaration of war).

From there, the war waxes and
wanes for some years, with no clear
champion, reaching a negotiated
settlement in 421 BC, during what
is called by scholars the Peace of
Nicias. That peace is ultimately
broken when Athens, swayed by
the charismatic Alcibiades (who
appears in a number of Socratic
dialogues written by Plato and
Xenophon), decides to launch an
invasion of Sicily to conquer the
Greek city-states there (415-413
BC). That invasion proves to be a
cataclysmic disaster in its own right
and also brings the Spartans back
into the fray, along with shrewd
factions of the Persian Empire who
see an opportunity to weaken the
Hellenic world.

In spite of a good deal of internal
political turbulence, including a
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minor revolution, Athens mounts a
recovery, stabilizing its government
and effectively suppressing its re-
bellious allies and tributaries. At
the point of the Thucydidean nar-
rative’s untimely end in 411 BC, the
outcome of the war remains very
much uncertain. Ultimately, how-
ever, we know (and Thucydides
knew), that Athens would prove
unable to successfully manage its
domestic political strife, and even
its vaunted navy finally comes to
defeat at the Battle of Aegospotami,
leading it to finally surrender in 404
BC. This signals the permanent de-
cline of Athens—up to that point the
cultural and intellectual pinnacle of
Greece—and perhaps ultimately of
the Hellenic world itself

Thucydides’ Method

But to return to the question
of Thucydides’ own inten-
tion, we cannot think through the
meaning of Thucydides’ history
without saying something about his
method. The first words of the work
are “Thucydides, an Athenian,
wrote the history of the war” (Thuc.
I.1.1). Without belaboring it, he re-
minds us that this account is not an
Olympian one, but one authored
by a single man and a citizen of
one of the major combatant city-
states to boot. Thus, from the be-
ginning, we are given to know that



this is perhaps inevitably a partial
perspective on the war (once again,
there is very little that the post-
modernists have discovered that
was not already present in world
literature...).

Thucydides’ work is of course
a military history and is replete
with astonishing battle scenes, like
Matinaea, Delium, Amphipolis,
and Sphacteria. But it is also a po-
litical history, and as befits a cul-
ture for which rhetoric was the su-
preme political art, the battles are
(if anything) outdone by the great
rhetorical set pieces: the congress
of the Peloponnesian confederacy,
where the declaration of war is de-
bated; the Mytilenean Debate, in
which the fate of a city is decided;
and perhaps above all the Melian
Dialogue, in which justice and
power are framed in the starkest
of terms.

Indeed, it would not be incor-
rect to say that the speeches that
appear throughout are as much a
part of the action of the narrative
as the fighting itself And yet one of
the supreme oddities of the work
is Thucydides’ decision to “make
the speakers say what was in my
opinion demanded of them by the
various occasions, of course ad-
hering as closely as possible to the
general sense of what they really
said” (Thuc. 1.22.1).
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e can say, then, that

Thucydides is providing
us with amplified or sharpened
versions of a range of perspectives
without, however, articulating his
own perspective (at least directly).
Yet one of the most common mis-
readings of Thucydides—as with
superficial readings of Plato or
Shakespeare— is to attribute to him
a viewpoint that issues from the
mouth of one of the personages fea-
tured in his work.

About himself, he tells us rela-
tively little. We know he contracted
and survived the great plague
that befell Athens in 430 BC, and
which forms a crucial part of the
second part of the work. Most
importantly, we know he was a
general who fought unsuccessfully
against perhaps Sparta’s greatest
commander, Brasidas. And this
failure led to his exile at the hands
of punitive Athenians—which was
in turn perhaps the condition for
his being able to write the great
work of which this essay is the
subject in the manner in which he
did. Some scholars have perceived
elements of bitterness in his narra-
tive arising from this misfortune,
but I for one don’t see it. His sole
commentary on the matter is this:
“It was also my fate to be an exile
from my country for twenty years
after my command at Amphipolis”
(Thuc. V.26.1).

is method

may be
loosely
terized as “liter-
ary’—a somewhat
misleading  term
that will have to

The Thucydidean account

charac-  provides the alert reader

with an education in how

to think about the war in
a non-didactic way.

with some action
or development in
the war that com-
plicates our under-
standing of what
we have just read.
In such ways does

stand for now. Why

literary? First, despite his reputa-
tion as a cold-eyed realist, his nar-
rative runs dramatic circles around
the basic synopsis of the war pro-
vided above.

It is not simply that Thucydides
gives to Pericles such an extraor-
dinary panegyric to his city and
its democratic regime; it is that he
then immediately follows it with a
harrowing account of the plague
that befalls Athens, as though to
undercut all that came before.
Similarly, the infamous destruction
of Melos by Athens is immediately
succeeded by the first discussion
of the invasion of Sicily, which will
prove similarly ruinous to Athens
(the great classicist Thomas Arnold
has called the seventh part of the
work, which details this invasion
and its consequences, the greatest
prose narrative of the ancient
world).

Similarly, as Nietzsche noted in
various writings, his use of speeches
is heavily dialectical—whether
following a given speech with an
opposing speech, or following it
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the Thucydidean
account not merely provide us with
the facts and details of the war but
also provides the alert reader with
an education in how to think about
the war in a non-didactic way.

The Regime Question

he speeches naturally reveal

something characteristic
about the speaker and about a par-
ticular point of view. But they also
seem to reveal something charac-
teristic about the regime of which
the given speaker is a citizen (in the
original Greek, the word translated
as ‘regime’ is politeia, a term that
denotes the comprehensive set of
formal and informal political, so-
cial, and economic arrangements
that characterize a given city-state,
including but not limited to its
form of government). We rarely
forget the fact that this is a conflict
between democratic Athens and
oligarchic Sparta. But what does
that mean, exactly?

The point is not that a regime
necessarily produces a specific



policy or strategic vision. After all,
during the inaugural debate over
the war, we see Spartans arguing
both for and against going to war.
Or during the Mytilenean Debate,
we see Athenians arguing both
for and against the destruction of
Mytilene. But the regime does pro-
duce in its citizens a certain way of
arguing—a mode of considering
political alternatives.

The oligarchic Spartans are both
stolid and honor-loving. Thus, they
are only roused to war by the furious
Corinthians, and their prudent
king Archidamus very soberly cau-
tions against embarking on such a
dangerous and uncertain enterprise
as open warfare against Athens and
its growing empire. Yet the intem-
perate Sthenelaidas ultimately car-
ries the day during the debate over
going to war, having been pricked
by accusations of cowardice.

Meanwhile, the democratic
Athenians are peripatetic, im-
pulsive, and dynamic. In a clever
(literary!) move, the most compre-
hensive single description we have
of them is provided by the hostile
Corinthians:

The Athenians are addicted to
innovation, and their designs
are characterized by swiftness
alike in conception and
execution; you have a genius

for keeping what you have got,
accompanied by a total want of

invention, and when forced to
act you never go far enough.
Again, they are adventurous
beyond their power, and daring
beyond their judgment [...].
They are swift to follow up a
success, and slow to recoil from
a reverse. Their bodies they
spend ungrudgingly in their
country’s cause; their intellect
they jealously husband to be
employed in her service [...].
To describe their character in a
word, one might truly say that
they were born into the world
to take no rest themselves and
to give none to others. (Thuc.
1.70.2-3,5-6,9).

Against mainstream contem-
porary Western  associa-
tions of democracy with peace and
non-domination, Athenian de-
mocracy seems to go hand in hand
with empire—a point that the great
Athenian statesman Pericles unam-
biguously celebrates in his famous
Funeral Oration. And after Pericles’
death, he is succeeded by dema-
gogic figures like Cleon, whose in-
fluence on the people proves less
than salutary.

Yet it would be a mistake to as-
sume, as some scholars do, that
Thucydides’ account is necessarily
anti-democratic. For the same city
(i.e., Athens) is capable of magna-
nimity over wayward tributaries
(as they ultimately are after the
Mpytilenean revolt). And in the
wake of the disastrous Sicilian

Expedition, Athens manages to
stave off civil conflict at home and
marshal the resources to continue
prosecuting the war for almost an-
other decade. Meanwhile, it is an-
other democracy—Syracuse—that
hands Athens its most stunning
single defeat.

Finally, as Thucydides himself
carefully reminds us (and Pericles
bluntly reminds us), the relative
moderation of the Spartans in their
dealings with the other Greek city-
states is premised upon a shocking
and brutal form of control closer
to home, as their enslavement of
their sizable neighboring popula-
tion prevents them from spending
too much time abroad. Thus, the
question of regime type proves to
be of great significance when it
comes to the conduct of Hellenic
city-states during the war, but not
in any straightforward or program-
matic way.

Inside/Outside

Another recurring theme of
the Thucydidean work is
the inseparability of war and pol-
itics—the way that the political
dynamics within city-states su-
pervene on the warring between
them, and vice versa. We first see
this in Thucydides’” starkly mem-
orable description of the terrible

plague that strikes Athens in the
early years of the war. First, be-
cause the particular virulence
(and possibly the transmission
of the plague itself) was due to
the swelling population density
that resulted from peripheral es-
tate-holders fleeing to the safety
of the city as the Spartan invaders
attacked their lands. But second,
because of the way that the ego-
istic logic of the Athenian worl-
dview fares poorly under the ex-
treme pressures of random death
and social breakdown.

This is most explicitly the case
with Thucydides’ description of the
civil warfare that erupts in the city
of Corcyra and spreads throughout
the Hellenic world. As both Athens
and Sparta seek to gain leverage
over the city by propping up their
preferred democratic or oligarchic
faction, respectively, the stresses
begin to tear the city apart, and fac-
tional conflict gives way to general
violence.

And it is clear, meanwhile, that
Thucydides intends his depiction
of the revolution in Corcyra to
serve as a stand-in for what be-
came an increasingly general phe-
nomenon during the course of the

Peloponnesian War:
So bloody was the march
of the revolution, and the
impression which it made



was the greater as it was one
of the first to occur. Later
on, one may say, the whole
Hellenic world was convulsed;
struggles being every, where
made by the popular chiefs to
bring in the Athenians, and
by the oligarchs to introduce
the Lacedaemonians. In peace
there would have been neither
the pretext nor the wish to
make such an invitation; but in
war, with an alliance always at
the command of either faction
for the hurt of their adversaries
and their own corresponding
advantage, opportunities
for bringing in the foreigner
were never wanting to the
revolutionary parties. (Thuc.
111.82.1)

Civil war, then, is not some
sort of separate business
from inter-state or international
war; indeed, it is frequently both
the cause and the effect of such
wars. Napoleon’s invasion of Spain
gave us the Peninsular War, with
all that entailed. World War II saw
horrific bloodletting away from
the main battlefield theaters as ir-
regular combatants fought one an-
other for control across the Balkans
(Yugoslavia and Greece), in China,
and elsewhere. The Cold War pe-
riod saw much the same, as the
United States and the Soviets armed
their preferred proxies and set
them loose across the Middle East,
Southeast Asia, Central America,
and so on.
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Similarly, the so-called Sicilian
Expedition, in which the Athenians
mount a ruinous attack on the
distant city of Syracuse, has come
to serve as a kind of ur-example
of imperial overstretch, and is
frequently recalled in light of more
contemporary examples—such as
the United States in Vietnam, or the
Soviets in Afghanistan.

But here one must note
Thucydides’ own judgment, in his
obituary to Pericles, that the disaster
was due less to the nature of the op-
eration itself than to civil strife at
home overtaking the normal course
of political deliberation—what we
might call the introduction of logics
of foreign warfare into the city itself

[The Sicilian  Expedition]
failed not so much through a
miscalculation of the power of
those against whom it was sent,
as through a fault in the senders
in not taking the best measures
afterwards to assist those who
had gone out, but choosing
rather to occupy themselves
with private squabbles for the
leadership of The People, by
which they not only paralyzed
operations in the field, but also
first introduced civil discord at
home. (Thuc. I1.65.11)

Finally, it is not incidental that
such events as the destruction of
Melos and the catastrophic Sicilian
expedition, among others, occur
nearly two decades into the larger

war. There is a sense in which the
experience of the war hardens the
Athenians into the very thing that
they are accused of being at the
outset.

Thucydides the Realist?

hucydides is routinely re-

ferred to (and occasionally
derided) as a “realist” But what does
this mean? He certainly never re-
fers to himself this way (and, as the
above discussion of his style should
make clear, one can hardly imagine
him doing so). Indeed, such a term
is wildly anachronistic to his time
and place. What other writers who
refer to him thusly tend to have
in mind is typically the ethos ex-
pressed by key figures in the work—
for example, the

as found in his accounts of such
events as the plague in Athens or
the terrible civil war in Corcyra.
Once read, it is difficult to forget
judgments like: “In the confusion
into which life was now thrown in
the cities, human nature, always
rebelling against the law and now
its master, gladly showed itself
ungoverned in passion, above re-
spect for justice, and enemy of all
superiority” (II1.84.2). No less a
writer than Nietzsche praises this
quality in Thucydides in Twilight
of the Idols as “the last manifes-
tation of that strong, stern, hard
matter-of-factness instinctive to the
older Hellenes”

Yet it must be said that
Thucydides is not callous in his
depictions. Indeed, he is keenly

alive to the re-

nameless (and un-
official) Athenian
envoys to Sparta in
the period imme-
diately preceding
the onset of the war

Thucydides is routinely
referred to (and occasion- is an inevitable
ally derided) as a “realist.”
But what does this mean?

ality of human
suffering,  which

consequence of a
great and terrible
war. He accords

who defend their

empire with reference to what they
claim are the core motivations of
fear, honor, and interest.

And, perhaps more broadly,
such writers may be thinking of
Thucydides’ own dispassionate
portrayal of harsh truths about the
human condition and political life,
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surprising  space
to the plight of strategically insig-
nificant but heroic Plataea. And he
draws our attention to the awful
fate of the beaten Athenians in the
aftermath of their failed attack out-
side of Syracuse, just as he draws it
to the massacre of helpless school-
children at the hands of Thracian
mercenaries in the pay of Athens.



Such is the Homeric sweep of the
Thucydidean narrative: we have
the sense of a God’s-eye (or Zeus’
eye) view of the full panorama of
the war, with all the triumph and
suffering it entails.

Finally, Thucydides presents
in a non-didactic way an ex-
traordinarily compelling account
of the interplay between justice
and necessity, which has proven
to be a perennial theme in po-
litical life up to the present day
(just consider the arguments on
all sides for Russia’s ongoing inva-
sion of Ukraine).
From his dis-

So, too, the Athenians claim at the
outset of the war, the other Greek
city-states ought not condemn them
for seizing an empire when the op-
portunity afforded itself to them. In
a curious sense, we might even say
that it would be unjust to do so; that
justice, in other words, requires that
we not apply standards of justice too
stringently where the harsh neces-
sity is concerned.

All of this is to say that while
it is conventional to frame these
debates as “might versus right”
or “power versus justice,” these
are misleading
schema. For the

cussion of the
causes of the war,
through the many
Athenian defenses
of their empire,
to the remark-

Diodotus during
the  Mytilenean

It is one thing to posit
that ours is a universe in
which the strong imprint
their will upon the world
while justice is silent;
able speech of guite another to actually
live in that universe.

question of justice
runs like a skein
through nearly
every speech or
debate in the work.
If we understand
justice to mean
“what is fitting”
or “what is owed”

Debate, the reader

of the Thucydidean work is led to
complex practical considerations
of how we are to think about the
role of justice in political life.

Throughout the work, various
speakers appeal to the concept of ne-
cessity as something that absolves us
of moral censure for our actions. One
does not, after all, condemn the lion
for killing and eating a wildebeest.
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in our world, then
the different protagonists can be
seen advancing various accounts of
justice, albeit with varying degrees
of plausibility and coherence. One
of the reasons the Thucydidean
text remains compelling so many
centuries on is that we can observe
political actors grappling inten-
sively with the problem of justice
within the context of their imme-
diate practical concerns.

he trouble

for the
Athenians, mean-
while, is that it is
not such an easy
thing to apply this
mode of thinking
in any consis-

It is one thing, to claim
absolution for oneself;
another to see ones own
impulses toward freedom
or empire against a uni-
versal backdrop.

The  Athenians
ultimately heed his
counsel and rescind
their decision to de-
stroy the entire city
of Mytilene. But it
is a close-run thing,
and as their initial

tent way. After
the Mytileneans revolt against
Athens and are subsequently
brought to heel, the Athenians
vengefully decide to put them
all to death. But as pointed out
by Diodotus, who argues against
such a motion, it was a perfectly
natural thing for a subjugated city
to rebel. In language that recalls
that of the defense the Athenians
make on behalf of their empire,

he observes:

Hope leads men to venture,
and no one ever yet put
himself in peril without the
inward conviction that he
would succeed in his design.
Again, was there ever city
rebelling that did not believe
that it possessed either
in itself or in its alliances
resources adequate to the
enterprise? [...] [A]s long
as poverty gives men the
courage of necessity, or plenty
fills them with the ambition
which belongs to insolence
and pride, and the other
conditions of life remain each
under the thralldom of some
fatal and master passion, so
long will the impulse never
be wanting to drive men into
danger. (Thuc. I11.45.1-2,4)
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impulse toward de-
struction indicates, it is simply dif-
ficult to internalize the logic of em-
pire. It is one thing, in other words,
to claim absolution for oneself; it is
another thing to see one’s own im-
pulses toward freedom or empire
against a universal backdrop.

And this problem is manifested not
only in the Athenians’ management
of their empire, but in their pious ap-
prehension that they ultimately may
be subject to some higher law for their
transgression. How else to explain the
intention to execute the able com-
mander Alcibiades for the supposed
crime of disfiguring holy statues right
upon the eve of their invasion of
Sicily? Or their assigning command
of that same invasion to Nicias, a
man known not for his brilliance or
audacity but for his decency and up-
rightness? Or there is the remarkable
decision, which occurs too late to be
recounted by Thucydides but is reli-
ably recorded by Xenophon, to put
to death their naval commanders for
their failure to collect the bodies of
the dead following their great victory
at Arginusae.



It is one thing,
in other words, to
posit that ours is a
universe in which
the strong imprint
their will upon
the world while
justice is silent;
to say, as Pericles
does, that “we
have forced every
sea and land to be

One of the reasons the
Thucydidean  text re-
mains  compelling  so
many centuries on is that
we can observe political
actors grappling inten-
sively with the problem of
justice within the context
of their immediate practi-

supreme  condi-
tion under which
the highest-stakes
decisions must be
undertaken in the
absence of certain
knowledge.  And
even hindsight
does not fully re-
veal the correct
course of action.
We still debate the

the highway of our

cal concerns.

relative merits of

daring” for evil or
for good. It is quite another thing
to actually live in that universe.

Sempiternal Perplexity

n the end, key parts of this

work refuse to yield up
their mysteries in any definitive
way. How are we to understand
Thucydides’ claim that Spartan
fear of Athens’ aggrandizement
was the true cause of the war, or
his claim that of all men who died
in the course of the war, the hap-
less Nicias least deserved his fate?
Such passages veer close to what
the Greeks called aporia: an in-
soluble puzzle that induces per-
plexity in the reader or listener.

But is this so different from
the situation that political agents
face anyway—even and espe-
cially today? War is, after all, the

118

George McClellan’s
leadership of the Army of the
Potomac, of Neville Chamberlain’s
appeasement of Hitler, of Charles de
Gaulle’s withdrawal from Algeria,
of Cao Cao’s strategic errors at the
Battle of Red Cliffs, and so on.

So too with the events of the
Peloponnesian ~War.  Examples
abound: whether Pericles’ conser-
vative strategy was the correct one,
whether the Sicilian Expedition was
an error of planning or execution,
whether the twin destructions of
Plataea and Melos were acts of ne-
cessity or cruelty.

In these and many other epi-sodes,
Thucy dides guides us without
explicitly revealing his lessons. In
this way, he recreates the experience
of war in his monumental text. That
we return to it time and time again
to re-experience it is just one part of
the measure of his achievement. &p
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Profile in Leadership

The “Night of Sapper Blades”

My Diplomatic Beginnings and
Lessons from Strobe Talbott

Tedo Japaridze

any people of my generation who took up leading roles in the
Mvarious “newly independent states” (NIS) after the dissolution
of the Soviet Union—i.e., at the beginning of the (renewed)
independence and sovereignty period—have their own stories about how
seemingly accidental happenstance came to play a decisive role in a career
change that led to their rise to public prominence. I have chosen to share a
part of mine in part because it seems to relate more directly than most to the
views expressed over a series of conversations that took place in the span of
a decade or so between me and one of America’s at the time most influential
policymakers, Strobe Talbott, regarding the Silk Road region (as the editors
of Baku Dialogues aptly refer to our part of the world) during what came to
be known as the “unipolar era”

I present it to the reader as part of my continuing reflection on the advice
Zbigniew Brzezinski gave at his very first meeting with Georgia’s inaugural
foreign minister, Giorgi Khostaria, in 1991 in Washington, DC: try to think
contextually and reflect with sobriety and realism on the world around you,
so that you and your country may lock onto a destination with “firmness
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in the right” (quoting Lincoln’s Second Inaugural) whilst retaining the
flexibility to adapt your course to occurrences beyond your control.

Years later, on the day I presented my ambassadorial credentials, I also
met with Zbig, and reminded him of his earlier advice. In response, he
remarked that “Georgians should make Georgia not only a democratic
state but also a ‘grounded and capable’ one—he used, I distinctly recall, the
Russian term “samostoyatelnoye gosudarstvo,” to emphasize how Georgia
has to become a country not only able to make but also to defend its
sovereign choices. With his usual unrelenting clarity, he reminded me then
as well as on numerous later occasions that only Georgians will spill blood
for Georgia, always cautioning against the pursuit of what he called the
“politics of outside salvation.”

Moscow in 1989

am not one of those who now claims to have foreseen the truly mo-

mentous events that led to the fall of the Berlin Wall and the implo-
sion of the Soviet Union. In fact, the year 1989 began for me as usual, in a
very routine way, but with some personal glimmers of hope: I was taking
stock of my fifteenth anniversary at Moscow’s U.S. and Canada Studies
Institute (ISKAN)—one of the most prestigious and, I would say, elitist
think tanks within the system of the USSR’s Academy of Sciences founded
by Georgy Arbatov in 1967. I had joined the Institute in 1974 as a fresh-
oft-the-boat postgraduate student (the first Georgian ever employed by
ISKAN, as a matter of fact) and now had attained the academic rank of
“senior research fellow”—quite an achievement in those days, especially
for a Georgian and someone without a “fully adequate” academic back-
ground. I had finally made it into the senior ranks of that venerable in-
stitution, after having engaged in grindingly pedantic research regarding
the political, economic, ideological, and politico-military aspects of the
United States (and beyond), navigating at the same time more or less
safely through the steady torments, intrigues, and collusions character-
istic of Soviet (and non-Soviet, come to think of it) academic hierarchy—
or, better to say, academic bureaucratic hierarchy.

At the beginning of 1989, I had finally become, in the eyes of those
who made such judgments, a full-on amerikanist—a more or less capable
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student of the American political system, specifically of relations between
the White House and Congress. Clearly, I would never have reached those
academic heights had I not been guided, supported, and assisted by some,
indeed, brilliant mentors whose unequivocal supervision, tutoring, and
coaching enabled me to overcome properly some quite rigid sociopolitical
clichés and ideological misconceptions about the United States (these
individuals include legends like professors Vladimir Zolotukhin and Boris
Nikiforov, and good friends like Viktor Linnik, Vladimir Pechatnov, Sergei
Plekhanov, Andrei Kortunov, Nikolai Svanidze, Segei Chorbinski, Devis
Bratslavski, and Giorgi Mamedov). I also finally started traveling abroad
to conduct “field research,” including to America (a great perk for Soviet
scholars), since for a quite long time (as I learned later) I had been on the
KGB’s blacklist in this regard. I was considered, in the parlance of the day,
a nevyyezdnoy—someone not trusted by the authorities to travel abroad.

feel that I have to say a couple of words about ISKAN itself—a unique

academic institution that was in some ways nevertheless a typical Soviet
structure with all its “Soviet regalia and habits” but from the inside was a
vibrant, dynamic, and forward-engaged place generating (or trying to gen-
erate) objective, unbiased studies on the American processes and develop-
ments—the “main strategic enemy, as was said, of the USSR—and deliver
these effectually “anti-Soviet ideas” and proposals to the Soviet leadership.
This “anti-Sovietism” (of course I am overstressing here!) demanded quite
a shrewdness, skills and, I would add, utmost courage from Arbatov to per-
suade the mastodons from the Politburo at least to read our papers and
memos free of party clichés and slogans. How well he succeeded with this
endeavor I do not know, of course. But Arbatov did succeed in establishing
a genuinely unique Institute—a kind of an academic orangery in which he
gathered the best and brightest Soviet amerikanistika academics, and prac-
titioners, among them former diplomats and, as we say, “burnt individuals”
from the intelligence community (those belonging to this last category, by
the way, were very critical about different aspects of the Soviet system),
and among them, by all means, unforgettable for me was the legendary
General Mikhail Milstein, a former military intelligence officer and one of
the brightest intellectuals on arms control and disarmament.

Still, it was ultimately a Soviet institution. Within the ranks of ISKAN,

there were also active KGB officers, which was not uncommon in just
about every organization in the USSR. They were either covert, working
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in different kinds of “scientific” or analytical positions, or were embedded
throughout the administrative hierarchy ensure that the Institute hewed
closely to the Party line. Then there were relatives of senior members of the
nomenklatura. They would take care of their own by making the right phone
call to members of the Institute directorate. We “normal people” (without
any connections) used to call them pozvonochniki—a play on words that
incorporated the Russian words for making a phone call (pozvonit) and a
having a backbone (pozvonochnik).

Another example of how ISKAN was in many ways a typical Soviet
institution involves my struggle to travel abroad. I remember the time that
I finally received permission to travel to America for the first time—this felt
like winning the lottery--and how I still ended up not going. One of the
Deputy Directors called me into his office a few days before the scheduled
departure to inform me of this “unfortunate” turn of events. He said this last-
minute decision was due to the “risk of provocations.” As he put it, “it would
be your first visit to the United States, and it is a very difficult country, and
you have no experience dealing with such provocations. If this had been
your second trip, there would have been no problem.” I was shocked, but
managed to reply, “how can I travel to the U.S. for a ‘second time’ when you
do not allow me to travel there for the first time?” This Deputy Director got
very angry and shouted, “Get out of here, I do not have time to talk to you!”
And I retreated out of his office with my tail between my legs. That was the
system—a surreal one designed to oppress, insult, and diminish a person
at every turn.

I learned later that the reasoning, such as it was, was not simply due to
my status as a nevyyezdnoy. Rather, this Deputy Director had wanted to use
various trips to the United States as favors for the sons or daughters of one
of his nomenklatura friends. Things like that were an essential part of my
life, and of the lives of millions of others living in the Soviet Union. That
world was neither rational nor predictable. And if you thought you had won
the lottery, you had better think again. The world was here and now—a
mentality that I am not sure we have left behind us for good.

In any event, such professional setbacks became more infrequent
after the appointment of Eduard Shevardnadze as Soviet Foreign
Minister, back in July 1985. All of a sudden, the indifference and
even antipathies of ISKAN’s leadership—its nachalstvo—towards me
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morphed melodramatically into visible sympathies: there were knowing
grins and even enthusiastic handshakes and warm greetings from those
who had hitherto simply ignored me as a matter of course. It mattered
not that at that point I had never actually met Shevardnadze, although
I did know some people from his inner circle (especially a few of those
who came along with him from Georgia, as we had studied at the uni-
versity together). Naturally, I visited them in their offices in the Foreign
Ministry, and they occasionally used to drop by the Institute to chat or
meet up for a beer or something more substantial. This was, of course,
immediately reported and interpreted by the “conspirologists” at both
the Institute and the Foreign Ministry, in full accordance with standard
Soviet practice.

The scuttlebutt—to use an American military term—was that I was
somehow “‘chummy” with Shevardnadze personally. That was how, at least
it seems to me, I migrated from the KGB blacklist to if not “one of ours”
status then at least to being a “reliable guy” who was “close to his Georgian
patron,” as one of ISKAN’s deputy directors put it to me. Frankly, I never
tried to dispel those apparent eccentricities. ..

Besides, my family life had become stabilized, secured, and joyful: we
purchased our own apartment in Krilatskoe—a new housing district
in Moscow that, (alas) soon after my departure from the city, became a
fashionable residential area for Boris Yeltsin and his closest circle. My wife,
Tamriko, had become Deputy Director of the newly-opened Georgian
Cultural Center on Arbat Street and so had become very cheerfully busy at
her new workplace. Along with her friendly and open Georgian, Russian,
Abkhaz, and Ossetian colleagues, she organized different cultural events,
concerts, and exhibitions, as well as a Sunday school for young Georgians.
Our six-year-old son Nika was wrapping up his last semester at his kin-
dergarten and was slowly getting ready to become a typical, normal Soviet
schoolboy.

As for the country as a whole, well, a transforming USSR was not
flourishing, but it was not in my view in a state of terminal rupture,
either. The Soviet system, however, was beginning to shudder—people
were exhibiting signs of trauma and the country was engulfed with
different protests and demonstrations in various locales, including in
my own Georgia.
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Nonetheless, our family life was stable and cheerful (there were bittersweet
episodes typical of the unaccountable ups and downs of life in the Soviet
Union). Yet, our youth, passion, and enthusiasm largely carried the day.

My duties at ISKAN kept me busy, with new responsibilities coming with
my move to its Military-Political Department. I also became associated
with an ad hoc working group tasked with contributing research to the
Soviet side on various elements of the ongoing negotiations on what
ultimately became the Treaty on Conventional Armed Forces in Europe
(CFE Treaty). Our papers, memos, and technical material made its way
to “leading comrades” in the Central Committee, the Foreign Ministry,
and the Defense Ministry—or so we were told by the nachalstvo.

1l seemed to be going well. And yet, for an unexplainable reason,

in the first day or two of April 1989, I began to become aware
of an undiscernible hunch—a nagging feeling of imminent disaster.
Something, I was convinced, was going to happen. And in the early
hours of 9 April 1989, it did: a massacre took place in downtown Thbilisi,
right in front of the Parliament building, which came to be known as
the “night of sapper blades.” Responding to a request from the Georgian
communist authorities, a contingent of Red Army troops, armed with
batons, nerve gas canisters, and sapper shovels (a weapon favored by
Soviet special forces), violently dispersed a mass of Georgian demon-
strators that had gathered to protest against Abkhaz secessionism and
the restoration of Georgian independence. As a result, around 20 people
were killed, including a disproportionately large number of women.
Hundreds more were injured and hospitalized. Gorbachev instinctively
blamed the “actions of irresponsible persons”—meaning the demonstra-
tors—for the carnage.

The following days and weeks were not only terribly traumatic for
the Georgian nation—notwithstanding the fact that the “night of sapper
blades” truly contributed to the formation of national unity that had
heretofore been elusive; for my family, this period also turned out to be
one of the most rigid and difficult of our lives, turning all that we had
built upside down and bringing an end to my wife’s and my professional
career in Moscow.
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“Night of Sapper Blades”

he massacre in Tbilisi went unreported in Moscow and in most of the

rest of the Soviet Union. Neither the television channels and radio
stations nor the newspapers covered those events. Whatever we learned
came from fragmentary telephone conversations with our relatives and
friends in Thbilisi; I also learned some details from my Georgian friends in
the Foreign Ministry. Soon we learned that Shevardnadze and others from
the Soviet hierarchy were dispatched to Thbilisi to investigate the horrible
confrontation.

Naturally, the atmosphere in our home and at the Georgian Cultural
Center (which turned into an epicenter of non-stop expressive and fiery
meetings of Georgian Muscovites), was furious. The atmosphere at ISKAN,
on the other hand, was gloomy: my colleagues were crushed with the
reports that had filtered in of the Soviet Army’s surreal brutality, but kept
their silence and did not elaborate their sentiments publicly—although
everybody at ISKAN was shocked.

And then, on 14 April 1989, a group of well-known Georgians (i.e., my
good friends Levan Alexidze, a prominent Georgian academic, Vakhtang
Rcheulishvili, and Gia Nizharadze) arrived in Moscow with smuggled
amateur video of the dreadful events in Tbilisi that had been shot by Giorgi
Khaindrava, a Georgian dissident and documentalist. The video was first
shown in the Cultural Center and the screening gathered a full-capacity
crowd. Emotional and inflamed speeches followed, and the event became
charged with tension and grief whilst further raising our anxieties, worries,
and feelings. Many bitter tears were shed that night.

The next day, on 15 April 1989, I did something that heretofore would
have been placed in the category of the unthinkable: I went directly to the
person in charge of “international contacts” at the Institute (it was rumored
that he was a member of the KGB). I then informed him of the existence of
the video and of my crazy intention to show it to the ISKAN staff.

I fully recognized that I was dangerously playing with fire that might not
only damage, but even destroy my entire career and, more importantly,

adversely affect the livelihoods and even endanger the lives of my family,
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friends, and God knows who and what else. I was going to display an
evidently, 100 percent anti-Soviet video at the Institute, which was
considered to be one the ideological bastions of the Soviet regime. The
KGB guy listened to me carefully and then quietly responded: “That
would be okay. I am also very much curious, even keen, to watch it.” In the
late afternoon, our conference hall became over-full—as I learned later,
colleagues informed their friends from other think tanks, seemingly all
of whom came. What saved the day, I think, was that Georgy Arbatov,
ISRAN’s venerable founder, first director, and by then a full member of
the Central Committee, also came and stayed (together with his deputies).

Everyone watched the video in a stifling silence. When it ended, the
silence of the dead lingered on for some ten minutes more. I looked in
Arbatov’s direction and saw that his eyes were slightly watery. As the crowd
shuffled out of the room, many colleagues came up and expressed their
deepest condolences and thanked me for arranging the screening.

Icame back to my apartment very much devastated but also quite proud
that I had at least modestly managed to spread the truth about the
“night of sapper blades” to my family, friends, colleagues, and superiors. At
the same time, I learned that a rather unexpected drama was unfolding in
the life of our six-year-old son, Nika.

As it happened, all his buddies in the kindergarten were ethnic-Russians. At
naptime (when children the world-over never actually sleep), one of the boys
stood up, unprompted, and gave a speech in which he said: “Guys, have you
heard that Georgia declared a war with Russia? Who's for Russia?” All the kids
raised their hands, except for my son. The speaker then instantly proclaimed
that, if this was so, then “we should kick Nika out from our kindergarten!”

My wife and I were appalled; clearly, the child was parroting what he had
heard from his parents. The next morning, my wife Tamriko visited the
kindergarten supervisor who promised her that strict measures would be
taken, and that additional staff would be placed close by. She also added,
“kids are just fooling around and repeating the nonsense they might hear at
home or at the playground.”

The next day, the situation in Nika’s group worsened: again at naptime,
the same child (we later learned that his father was a military man) made a
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new statement: “Guys, have you heard that Georgians defeated Russia and
Georgia won?” Another child chimed in: “No, no no,” he said, “guys, it was
not Georgia that won, it was America!” Instantly the first child exclaimed:
“So, we need to kill Nika!”

The staff on duty heard the kindergarten verdict, and the reaction
was effectually more of the same. My wife and I were both shocked and
devastated. We held a family meeting that night and decided to leave
Moscow and move back home to Tbilisi as quickly as we could. We took
this decision without an iota of doubt: Nika’s safety—his future—was the
most important priority for us.

Yes, the immediate consequences for my wife and me were harsh. I left
ISKAN, she left the Cultural Center, both our careers were disrupted,
everything we had built in Moscow had come to naught. I had to leave my
elderly mother there, we had to part ways with good friends and colleagues,
and so on. And there was the question of what to do in Tbilisi. Who cared
about amerikanistika in Tbilisi in those days, when Soviet Georgia was a
mess of daily, non-stop anti-Soviet demonstrations?

Back to Thilisi

It was one thing to make a decision to move back to Thbilisi, but quite
another to figure out what to do there. I made some calls to friends
and discovered that each Soviet Republic had its own Foreign Ministry—a
kind of ceremonial, protocol-centric branch of the “real” Foreign Ministry
in Moscow. It turned out that each of these institutions even had their own
“ministers,” deputies, and staff whose sole job appeared to be meeting and
greeting foreign guests of the Soviet Union who were on visits to Tbilisi
and the rest of Georgia. I found out that the Georgian “Foreign Minister”
was Giorgi Javakhishvili, whom I knew quite well through various Tbilisi
university acquaintances. One of his deputies was my good friend Alexi
Bakradze, who was an alumnus of the same faculty from which I had grad-
uated (the Faculty of Western European Languages and Literature at Tbilisi
State University).

I therefore called Alexi and shared my problems and plans in that
connection with him, and in passing asked him if there was a chance to
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find some sort of position for me at this “Foreign Ministry” Alexi was very
friendly and promised to take up the matter with Javakhishvili. It took quite
a bit of time, however. This “Ministry” was, after all, a branch of the USSR
Foreign Ministry, which meant that personnel decisions were in the hands
of the Georgian Central Committee. I kept reaching out to Alexi, not too
obtrusively, and he kept replying: “Nothing new yet, Tedo.”

Suddenly, at the end of July 1989, I got a call from Alexi who conveyed a
message from Javakhishvili that he wanted to meet. Our conversation was
truly exceptional, very warm, and so on. Although he indicated that he had
no vacant “diplomatic position,” as he called it, he also shared an ingenious
plan with me: to establish “Georgia’s UNESCO National Commission.”
Not only did he offer me the post of Executive Secretary of that body,
Javakhishvili also indicated that his aim was to assemble the “brightest
Georgian minds” in this new institution, mentioning inter alia Merab
Mamardashvili, a world-class, phenomenal philosopher. That clinched the
deal for me.

That’s how I came back home to Thbilisi, and how began my surreal
induction into the world of diplomacy—through an institution that
did not yet exist but was seen from its inception as the kernel of an
independent and sovereign Georgian diplomatic corps. And in October
1990, that’s precisely what happened. All this unfolded in a weird and
quite dramatic way. Nika, who is now in his 40s, cannot resist reminding
me from time to time that if it were not for his “courageous debates” in his
Moscow kindergarten in defense of Georgia, surely, I would have stayed
at my “adored Institute.”

Maybe he’s right: without a doubt, the awful set of “verdicts” pronounced
against my son was the main cause of my decision to leave Moscow and
return home to Tbilisi. But it would be misleading to say that, at the time
of my decision, I had a feeling that the Soviet Union would implode. It
would be even more misrepresentative to claim that, at the time, I could
foresee that I would play a role in the establishment of sovereign Georgian
diplomacy.

And yet, in very short order, that’s exactly what ended up happening.
To recount all the details is beyond the scope of this essay. Instead, in the

next section I will focus on recalling a series of conversations that speak to
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a much larger point—a trend whose effects and consequences were felt not
only in Georgia but, as it turns out, much farther afield.

Conversations with Strobe

en the Democrats won the White House in November 1992,

Eduard Shevardnadze had completed his tenure as Chairman of

the State Council of Georgia and became the Chairman of the Georgian

Parliament (in both positions, he was the de facto head of the country; a

few years later, he was elected President of Georgia). In short order, Shev—

as those of us who were fortunate enough to work closely with him called

him between ourselves—dispatched me to Washington, DC, in my capacity

as National Security and Foreign Policy Adviser (I was accompanied by an-

other trusted adviser, Gela Chrarkviani, who served at the time as the Head
of the International Affairs Department of his Chancery).

Our mission was to meet the incoming Clinton Administration’s foreign
policy and national security team. When we arrived, the weather matched the
drama of that country’s domestic political landscape, with a nasty blizzard
and heavy snow covering much of the United States, including Washington.
Not unusually for such circumstances, the national capital seemed to be in
shambles—and not just because of the infrastructural shutdown caused by
the weather. The entire political establishment was effectively shut down,
as outgoing George HW. Bush Administration staffers acted as caretakers
while incoming officials (and plenty of aspirants) were busy jostling for
positions and influence in the White House, the broader Executive Branch,
or the Hill.

In the State Department, we did manage to meet with a transitional
interagency foreign policy and security team composed of Sandy
Berger, Tobi Gati, John McLaughlin, and others. Later in the day, we
met with Strobe Talbott, who by that point had been nominated but not
yet confirmed as Ambassador-at-Large and Special Adviser to the U.S.
Secretary of State on the New Independent States (he then served as
Deputy Secretary of State).

The circumstances of our meeting with Strobe matched the transitional
nature of the political setting. We met in the cafeteria, somewhere on the
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ground floor of the State Department, where Strobe greeted us, still carrying
along unpacked boxes and files.

I had first met Strobe in Moscow when he worked as a journalist for Time
magazine, years before he became a politician, and when I was a junior
researcher at ISKAN. Since that initial meeting, we kept talking to each other
in Tbilisi and Washington, and I even helped Strobe to arrange a couple
of meetings with Zviad Gamsakhurdia, the first President of Georgia. (I
remember that before one of the meetings with Gamsakhurdia at his house,
two Caucasian Shepherd dogs hopped at us and barked scaringly enough.
Later, Strobe published an article in Time about that visit, recounting it
metaphorically as “barking Georgian democracy.”)

he unsettled and informal nature of the meeting allowed for an agenda

that was broader than usual and, in a sense, one that was “reflective”
And so, we talked about the “newly independent states,” as Westerners used
to call us, and, naturally, Russia’s democratic prospects were part of the
conversation.

As not exactly an aside, it is worth mentioning that the Russians preferred
the term “near abroad” to describe most of the former Soviet republics. I
recall a long conversation that took place in March 1993 that centered on
the question of Russia’s democratization that turned into a conversation
about their preference for using this term. My interlocutor was Lubo§
Dobrovsky, one of the heroes of the Velvet Revolution who by then had
become the head of Vaclav Havel’s presidential administration. At one point
in our discussion, I asked Dobrovsky why he was so pedantic about his
questions and deliberations regard the term ‘near abroad, and his answer
was very memorable: “We Europeans should be extremely careful, aware,
and familiar with all details and nuances of Russia’s interpretations of that
notion and how the authorities instrumentalize it towards former Soviet
republics. What today they consider as their ‘near abroad, tomorrow it
may turn out to be seen their ‘middle abroad, and afterwards they may go
further still”

ut back to my discussion in Washington with Strobe Talbott at the
de facto start of his tenure as U.S. Ambassador-at-Large on the
New Independent States. In that politically transitional mood, all discus-
sions were impromptu. Given the embedded informality and against the
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backdrop of our longstanding acquaintance, I remember telling Strobe that
focusing on Russian democratization was perhaps too ambitious; I pro-
posed that it would perhaps be better to help the “newly independent states”
to establish themselves as capable states and democratic regimes in their
own right, which could (in good time) impact upon the democratization
process inside Russia itself The thinking was that any attempt to democra-
tize that colossal country would be problematic in the context of its ongoing
political and economic crisis. “Let’s establish a ‘democratic belt’ around
Russia,” I proposed. “They won’t like an idea of a ‘belt’ around them, Strobe
muttered. Indeed, anything resembling the idea of encirclement—or any
form of constraint on Russia—seemed quite beyond the spirit of the day in
Clintonian policy circles.

nd that’s how our conversation ended that winter. Of course, my sug-
Agestion seemed naive to Strobe and the entire Clinton Administration
decisionmaking apparatus at the time. Georgians had no idea that President
Bill Clinton was about to launch his “Russia First” policy, whereby the NIS
states (minus the Baltics) would be seen as mere dependent variables in the
long transition process. Years later, Strobe published his memoirs, The Russia
Hand. Therein, he referred briefly to this “meeting with Tedo Japaridze and
Gela Chakrapani,” but he did not elaborate very much on its contents. Years
later, he confided to me that in the first drafts of his memoirs he had referred
to us as “two Georgian Rosencrantz and Guildenstern”—a reference to two
characters from Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Later on, he decided to use our real
names, because, he noted, those two distinguished fictional gentlemen were
hanged by the end of the play. Very thoughtful of him...

So, for Tbilisi and Washington alike, Russian stability mattered, although
in different ways. And during our exchange, as Strobe recalled in his
memoirs, I made the point that if “our big neighbor goes, so goes the
neighborhood.” Little did I know then that Georgia’s future was hanging in
the balance, as I was not alone in considering a belt around Russia; indeed,
things truly could have gone in a different direction, reshaping the future
of Europe.

That really was a period in which choices mattered. For instance, in the
early 1990s, there were intensive diplomatic deliberations about a possible
land swap of Kaliningrad for Crimea. Indeed, a “belt of democratic states”
could have engulfed Russia.
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When choices are abundant, missing a chance seems acceptable.
However, for countries like Georgia and Ukraine, when a chance is lost, it
is lost forever.

n 1999, I once again found myself talking to Strobe—this time, over a

Georgian dinner in my ambassadorial apartment in the Washington
suburb of Chevy Chase. That was in the immediate aftermath of the con-
frontation between Russian and (mostly British) NATO forces over the sei-
zure of the Pristina airport in the immediate wake of the end of the 78-day
U.S-led bombing campaign of Serbia—a campaign that had not been autho-
rized by the UN Security Council. I recall Strobe telling me how he was in
a meeting with Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov and Defense Minister
Igor Sergeyev in Moscow when his aide passed him a note informing him
that Russian army units were marching towards the Pristina airport. Strobe
posed a question about that, and both of his Russian interlocutors looked
straight into his eyes and told him that nothing was going on in the vicinity
of Pristina. I recall telling Strobe that we had a few centuries of experience
looking into Russian eyes and being lied to, so I was not that surprised.

Strobe countered that a different Russia was still possible. The fact is, he
pointed out, that Russia was undergoing its first peaceful and democratic
transfer of power (from Yeltsin to Putin). “The first time in a thousand years,”
he added romantically. In his view, this surely suggested that Russia was
now different and could be more different still. I looked at him in disbelief,
countering that this was also the first time in history—“let’s say, the first
time in a thousand years”—that the Russian security services had gotten
their hands on real political power. Even Beria, I said, did not manage to do
this, because he had been held back by Stalin for decades (and then swiftly
dealt with in a palace coup by Stalin’s successors). Not only that, but Putin’s
ascension to power also came with a reassertion of state economic power;
these guys, I remarked, were not only intent on ruling Russia, but they were
also intent on actually owning Russia. Strobe did not exactly embrace my
counterargument.

Fast forward a decade, to November 2014. I remember visiting Strobe
and his wife with our Parliamentary Speaker, Dato Usupashvili, and I
found him to have become extremely anti-Russian and anti-Putin, as all of
us were after Russia’s intrusion in Ukraine. In that conversation, I recalled
our “belt of democracy” exchange. In the early 1990s, it was natural for the
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West to believe, Strobe explained to me, that Russia could be transformed
into a more cooperative regime.

Alas, the time for choices for the West had come and gone—to the
detriment of countries like Georgia and Ukraine. The difference is that the
United States can learn from history. We do not have this luxury.

In our diplomatic reality, there is little benefit to historical hindsight other
than absolving ourselves from guilt. I am somewhat glad Strobe edited out
from his memoirs the Rosencrantz and Guildenstern allusion. At the very
least, it would have been bad luck. But his choice of allusions shows that we
were broadly on the same page. By virtue of my academic training, I prefer
allusions taken from literature rather than from history—not least because
I find them more appropriate for a Georgian diplomat.

After all, when history can teach us something, the time for choices has
elapsed. Hindsight dresses the responsibility of the moment with the aura
of the historically inevitable. It is indeed all very much like Edmund said in
King Lear:

This is the excellent foppery of the world, that
when we are sick in fortune (often the surfeits of
our own behavior) we make guilty of our disasters
the sun, the moon, and stars, as if we were villains
on necessity; fools by heavenly compulsion; knaves,
thieves, and treachers by spherical predominance;
drunkards, liars, and adulterers by an enforced
obedience of planetary influence; and all that we
are evil in, by a divine thrusting on. An admirable
evasion of whoremaster man, to lay his goatish
disposition on the charge of a star! sp
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