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44) R. Kjellen, Die Grossmdédchte der Gegenwart, p. 169.

45) R. Kjelllen, Die Grossméchte der Gegenwart, Leipzig/Berlin 1915, p. 158.
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Marine, Nr. IX vom 16. 6. 1894. Dirk van Laak, “Von Alfred T. Mahan zu Carl Schmitt:
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61) =54 "MAFA o] FoHTt FU 9 FAZH AU LA AGE FFO F1L FU A&Z ol
A=l A Aoldt=, "-r] ‘AP A|=+39]" (Sozialimperialismus) ©]2<2 1970@d] Hans-Ulrich
Wehlere} o] Wolfgang Mommsen 50 2|5l 7WRIE 1L, AM=72oE st Fasgt st &
22 9IAYr=r} Hans-Ulrich Wehler, Das Deutsche Kaiserreich 1871-1918, Gottingen 1973:
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Geopolitical concepts of Eurasia before and after the Cold War and the German-Russian

relationship

Jorg Michael Dostal” (Seoul National University)

History has not followed ideological schemes or graphic displays deriving from
the study room of political scientists [Stubenpolitologen)]. (...) As already stated
by the ancient Greeks, even the gods cannot unmake what has already happened,
thereby warning against activities that one would later had to feel sorry for.

Valentin M. Falin, Politische Erinnerungen (1993), my English translation.

Introduction: War in Eurasia
The Russian attack on Ukraine on 24 February 2022 constitutes a turning point of world history.
This event blends in with the general decline of concepts of international law in world politics
after the end of the first Cold War in 1991. During the Cold War period starting with conflict
between the victorious powers over the post-WW 2 order at the Potsdam Conference in July
1945 and ending with the self-dissolution of the Soviet Union on 26 December 1991, the
assumption of a balance of power between the USA and the Soviet Union had underwritten a
bipolar global system. This system was nominally committed to internal law as put forward in
the United Nations (UN) Charta. The UN system was sub-divided between countries granted
veto power in the UN Security Council (the permanent members USA, UK, France, Soviet
Union and Nationalist China (since 1971 the People’s Republic of China)) and the UN
Assembly, which offers all member states representation but does not hold substantial powers.
In this context, conflict between the US and the Soviet Union was usually conducted
in an indirect manner using proxy forces. Moreover, bipolarity included cooperation and
conflict at the same time. Both sides tried to avoid escalation and did not hesitate to realize
mutual gains, such as in efforts to lock in the geopolitical results of WW 2 by excluding the
defeated powers Germany and Japan and newly emerging countries such as India and Brazil
from great power status. The two sides also shared interests in avoiding further proliferation of

nuclear weapons beyond a small set of their own client states.

* Professor, Seoul National University, Graduate School of Public Administration, 1 Gwanak-ro, Gwanak-gu,
Building 51-1-417, Seoul 151-742, jmdostal@snu.ac.kr.
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Overall, the Cold War period was characterized by asymmetric bipolarity. Throughout
the entire period, the US enjoyed major competitive advantages in comparison to the Soviet
Union. These included a significantly higher population, a much more productive economy and
at least initially superiority in access to strategic resources. The US leadership was fully aware
of its competitive edge in almost all fields and used the Cold War context to discipline domestic
publics and allied clients and states by overblowing the assumed dangers of Kremlin offensive
designs.! Most significantly, the US took advantage of the post-WW 2 new strategic situation
by constructing a global empire based on a dense network of military bases. The US now
enjoyed an almost unassailable position as a continental land power out of the reach of
conventional military attack from competitors. Moreover, it took over from the UK the role as
the main naval empire thereby combining land and sea power in an unprecedented manner.

By contrast, the Soviet Union remained essentially a land power. Its geographical
position as the largest country on earth facing permanently frozen waters along its northern
coastline severely limited the country’s ability to project naval force due to a lack of ice-free
harbours and the resulting difficulty to access the oceans. Russia controls a major share of
strategic resources such as oil and gas. It belongs to the so-called ‘strategic energy ellipse’ that
includes Russia, parts of Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Iran and Middle East countries. In addition to
this region, Siberia also includes many as of yet unexploited strategic resources.”> Post-1945,
the Soviet Union gained geopolitical control of Eastern European states and installed client
regimes based on its direct military presence and willingness to subsidize such states with
Soviet energy resources delivered for free or at far below world market prices. When looking
at Russia, many observers past and present have underscored the potential of the country to act

as a great power in global affairs.>

! No stated author (1950) ‘NSC 68: United States Objectives and Programs For National Security’, April 14.
1950, in J. M. Siracusa (1998) Into the Dark House: American Diplomacy and the Ideological Origins of the Cold
War, Claremont: Regina Books, pp. 211-263. The ‘National Security Council Document No. 68°, confidentially
circulated among US foreign policy-makers and kept secret for many years, is evidence for US confidence vis-a-
vis the Soviet Union in the early stage of the Cold War. It states among other basic facts that the western camp
enjoyed superiority in steel, coal, iron ore, crude petrol and cement production of 4 to 1,3 to 1,3,5to 1, 7 to 1
and 5 to 1 in comparison with the Soviet Union and its client states.

2 The concept of the strategic energy ellipse was developed in the Berlin-based journal Osteuropa (issue 9/10
2004). Nine maps showing Russian energy resource endowments are available here: https:/zeitschrift-
osteuropa.de/hefte/2004/9-10/. Note that maps seven and nine demonstrate the additional significance of Siberian
resources further underlining Russia’s economic and geopolitical potential.

3 To quote one representative German voice of its era, the national liberal politician Friedrich Naumann argued
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In the context of ongoing war in Ukraine and Russia, one might understand Russia’s
military attack on Ukraine as an attempt of Kremlin decision-makers to defend the country’s
great power status. This status has been denied to Russia by US policy-makers ever since the
dissolution of the Soviet Union. One prominent example was the 2014 statement of former US
President Barack Obama following Russia’s annexation of Crimea that Russia constituted a
‘regional power’.* American strategists believed that a unilateral world order with the US as
single hegemon had been issued in by the disappearance of the Soviet Union. They now
demanded a so-called ‘rule-based international order’ which did never refer to international law
but indicated in fact US rule (and the right of the US to unilaterally change such rules at any
point in time). Since 1991, the US gained access to almost all Eastern European states that
previously belonged to the Soviet alliance system during the Cold War period. Russian
influence in these countries (and successor states) has not completely disappeared but is usually
reduced to a minority stake and limited to smaller central European countries that are still
heavily reliant on Russian energy resources. Apart from Belarus, only the non-state unit of
Transnistria (belonging to Moldavia but still hosting a Russian army group that refused to
withdraw in the post-Soviet period) can be said to be currently in an alliance with Russia.’

In the post-Soviet space, 1.e. the territories of the former Soviet republics, geopolitical
outcomes are more mixed. The US have ever since 1991 pursued efforts to separate post-Soviet
states from Russia. In turn, Russia made efforts to retain or restore close alliances. As a result
of this contest, domestic politics in many if not most former Soviet republics appears reduced
to permanent contest between US- and Russia-backed forces. Apart from the case of the Baltic
states who joined NATO in 2004 and subsequently started a policy of linguistic assimilation of
local Russian-speaking minorities, the US and Russia are fighting over influence in Ukraine

and heavily contest each other in states such as Armenia, Georgia and in Central Asia. As in

during WW 1 that Russia displayed ‘an undeniable magic’ only to add in a more pragmatic manner that ‘permanent
contracts with Russia are economically full of shinning perspectives since they will secure for our [German]
industry a market of primary importance. (...) As far as things stand today, the Russian and German economies
match each other fabulously’ [fabelhafi gut]. See Mitteleuropa, Berlin: Verlag von Georg Reimer, 1916, pp. 168,
175. The current and all subsequent German sources are translated by the author.

4 J. Borger, ‘Barack Obama: Russia is a regional power showing weakness over Ukraine’, Guardian, 25 March
2014. On this occasion, Obama was keen to deny that previous US support for the separation of Kosovo from
Serbia could be compared with the 2014 events in Crimea.

> M. Martens, ‘Transnistrien am Ende?’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 28 January 2025.
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the previous Cold War period, this contest often takes the form of conflict between proxy forces,
such as in the case of Turkey’s role in recent conflicts between Azerbaijan and Armenia and
efforts of post-Soviet state leaders to announce potential or actual shifts in their geopolitical
alignment in order to extract concessions from the great powers.

At the global level, the US pursued aggressive regime change policies targeting states
that used to be aligned with the Soviet Union and later with Russia. The 1999 NATO war
against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, consisting at this time of Serbia and Montenegro,
over the separation of Kosovo from Serbia without a UN mandate might be considered the end
of the post-Cold War interregnum in Europe. In fact, US grand strategy developed at the end
of the Cold War continued to pursue a confrontational attitude vis-a-vis Russia.® The focus
was always on replacing former Soviet with US influence and on resisting efforts of regional
powers to conduct their affairs independent from US veto power over their domestic and
regional affairs.

In 2007, the former Supreme Allied Commander Europe of NATO and then-
Democratic US presidential hopeful Wesley Clerk mentioned that Pentagon officials had in
2001 drafted plans for regime change in seven countries over the next five years. The list of
targeted countries included states that had formerly to various degrees been aligned to the
Soviet Union (Iraq, Syria, Libya) and other countries of strategic interest to the US, namely
Lebanon, Sudan, Somalia and Iran.” Although presented in the context of the post-September
11, 2001 US declaration of the ‘war on terror’, most of the named countries had no previous
connection with Islamist terrorist groups. Instead, their mostly secular leaderships held a long-
term track record of fighting such groups. In any case, the US policies were subsequently
implemented, although the time table was not kept and the current result is in most cases state
failure and excessive suffering of local civilian populations. After the departure of former

Syrian President Bashar al-Assad from the country on 8 December 2024, Iran now remains the

¢ D. Milne, ‘Paul Wolfowitz and the promise of American power, 1969-2001", in J.-F. Drolet and J. Dunkerley,
Eds, American Foreign Policy: Studies in Intellectual History, Manchester (UK): Manchester University Press,
2017, pp. 159-192. The 1992 ‘Defense Policy Guidance’, drafted under the leadership of Paul Wolfowitz, and the
subsequent 1997 ‘Project for a New American Century’ (PNAC), heavily sponsored by US arms manufacturers,
performed for the post-Cold War period the role of stating US grand strategy that can be compared with the role
of NSC 68 (footnote 1) in the early 1950s (see pp. 180, 185).

7 ‘General Wesley Clark: We’re going to take-out 7 countries in 5  years’,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Knt3rKTqCk. Minute 1:25-1:34. On the same occasion, Clark mentioned
the bombing of Afghanistan as an eighth case of US military action.
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last country on the list that has not experienced regime change and/or state failure.
Nevertheless, the US decision-makers were realistic enough to conduct wars only
against relatively weak opponents. US military triumph on the battle field over former Soviet-
armed states such as Iraq was intended to act as a deterrence of potential geopolitical opponents.
In most cases, the overall strategy was hostile action short of (visible) war such as arming of
proxy forces against targeted governments, drone warfare (massively expanded under the
Obama, first Donald Trump and Joseph Biden presidencies) and economic sanctions. US
leaders were always willing to accept inconclusive outcomes of their interventions — as long as
potential opponents were also paying a high price. The unilateral decision by the Biden
administration to leave Afghanistan (concluded in August 2021) appeared to many observers
as anew low point in US international standing. Shocking pictures of illiterate Afghani citizens
trying to hold on to the wings of departing planes, hoping to share a ride in the way one might
ride on the roof of a railway compartment, pointed to the total failure of US-led ‘state building’

and appeared to further question the future US role in international affairs.

Russia’s regime change war in Ukraine

Political assistance for the Biden administration came from the unlikely quarters of Vladimir
V. Putin’s Kremlin when Russia attacked Ukraine in February 2022. This event quickly
reshuffled all the geopolitical cards and resulted in a totally changed international agenda. The
Russian military campaign succeeded in immediately liquidating previous international
sympathy for Russia’s nominal support of international law (especially when targeting the US
for deserved criticism). Far from constituting the result of previous strategic dialogue among
broader strata of Russia’s stake holders, the decision to go to war was taken by a small group
around President Putin intending to create facts on the ground. There was plenty of evidence
that many sections of Russian society were as surprised as much of the international public
about the start of military operations. After all, the US government had issued fairly precise
predictions for the start of Russia’s attack.® At the same time, many international observers
were firmly convinced that US statements were supremely untrustworthy. In a previously

untried style of ‘Maskirovka’ (Russian word for deception), Putin followed US predictions

8 K. Rogers and A. E. Kramer, ‘White House Warns Russian Invasion of Ukraine Could Happen at Any Time’,
New York Times, 11 February 2022, https:/www.nytimes.com/2022/02/11/world/europe/ukraine-russia-

diplomacy.html
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nearly to the letter, perhaps expecting to create more confusion on the side of opponents in
comparison to supporters.

Evidence to the contrary was the difficulty of Russian state media such as RT to clarify
the thinking behind the decision to go to war. When a less-than-confident Russian associate
professor, Timofei Bordachev, was invited to explain to the senior RT journalist Oksana Boyko
reasons for the attack, he termed events a ‘war of choice’ concerning ‘regime change’ in Kiev.’
This triggered Boyko’s correct response that “we in Russia have been decrying regime change
policies in other countries for many decades, are you saying that Russia is now into the regime
change game itself, and if it is what makes you believe that it can be more successful than some
of its so-called partners, western governments?” To this, Bordachev replied that ‘we are doing
it not in a remote country, we are doing it in a country that is close to Russia, that is basically
surrounded by Russia and is populated by the people who speak Russian’.!® Moreover, he
suggested that Ukraine could have potentially engaged in nuclear proliferation with the help of
the US at some future point and that Russia’s military operation would stop NATO enlargement
for good, which triggered Boyko’s rejoinder that Russia would still need to normalize relations
with its European neighbours. Overall, it appeared that Russian policy was not informed by
principles other than the Kremlin’s interpretation of self-interest.!!

Long-standing critics of the ‘Putin regime’ (those who refer to him as Mister Putin
rather than President Putin denying him any degree of domestic or international legitimacy)
argue that ‘Putin’s Russia’ already holds a track record of military interventions in the ‘near
abroad’ (the post-Soviet spaces of Chechnya, Georgia and elsewhere). However, these small
(and often brief) wars were similar to previous patterns of US interventionism in being directed
against militarily weak opponents. Some of them could be described as police operations.
Others were according to the UN Charta (Article 51, sentence one) technically legal, such as
Russia’s 2015 military assistance to the Syrian government then headed by former President
Bashar al-Assad. At this point in time, Russia appeared to restore the geopolitical status quo in

the Middle East by protecting the Syrian state leadership, which held a long-standing history

° Oksana Boyko, Worlds Apart, ‘RT interview on Peace through sword? Timofei Bordachev, programme director
of the Valdai Discussion Club’, 27 February 2022, https://www.rt.com/shows/worlds-apart-oksana-
boyko/550741-timofei-bordachev-ukraine-demilitarization/, minutes 12:39 and 17:07

10 Thid., minutes 17:55-18:26.

1 Tbid., minutes 28:00-29:05.
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of alliance with the Soviet Union and later Russia, against destabilization by neighbouring and
western countries. '

One could argue, therefore, that Putin’s earlier experiences with the exercise of
military force were positive enough to trigger another operation in the case of Ukraine. One
might even say that he was socialized into using military means due to his past positive
experiences, such as in the case of the second Chechnya war or during the initially successful
Russian military intervention in Syria which occurred at a moment in time when other powers
had already exhausted themselves. Encouraging geopolitical opponents into a false sense of
security and strength is certainly something that US strategists are able to understand as a
concept. To put it differently, the terms of scale of Russia’s war in Ukraine are certainly off the
chart! It has now become the largest war in Europe since the end of WW 2. The Russian
invasion started with an assortment of only 150,000 Russian soldiers, most of them taken from
special units rather than the regular army, against the Ukrainian military consisting of around
three times more soldiers. The war amounts to the attack of the largest European (and Eurasian)
country, Russia, on the second-largest European country, Ukraine. Crucially, Ukraine had
received pre-invasion substantial military assistance and training from the US and other NATO
countries and profited post-invasion from US and NATO intelligence sharing and military and
material support on an unprecedented scale.

It appears that the very historical closeness — different from friendship — between
Russia and Ukraine triggered conflict that might be described along the lines of ‘familiarity
breeds contempt’. One must assume that Russian decision-makers firmly believed that rapid
military results would be achieved, which would have turned further debate of their decision
into an academic issue. However, the operation was from a military point of view poorly
planned and suffered from ‘fog of war’ confusion as much as from the absence of clear political

goals. * Overall, one mighty suggest that Russia entered a trap that is comparable in

12 J. M. Dostal, ‘Transnational War in Syria. The Eisenhower Doctrine in the 21 Century?’, Studia Politica:
Romanian Political Science Review, 2016, 16(2): 179-217.

13 On military issues, see the account of an anonymous Russian soldier published post-invasion on numerous
websites under the title ‘The Adventures of Comrade Krieger’, https://slavlandchronicles.substack.com/p/the-
adventures-of-comrade-krieger and  https://slavlandchronicles.substack.com/p/the-adventures-of-comrade-
krieger-478. For political commentary, see the statement of a former RT journalist, E. Slavsquat, [i.e. R.
Waggaman], ‘War! There’s no time to think. Comply’, 3 March 2022,
https://edwardslavsquat.substack.com/p/war-theres-no-time-to-think-comply:.
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significance to how the Afghani war undermined the standing of the Soviet Union — except that
it is actually much worse. Political traps need someone setting them and someone else stepping
into them. The words of Napoleon’s policy minister Joseph Fouché apply: ‘It was worse than
a crime, it was a mistake’. One might also argue that the opposite of a deep truth — the long-
term record of US power abuses in international affairs — can again constitute a deep truth,
namely criticism of the behaviour of states with hegemonic aspirations must follow certain
logical principles. The Russian state executive’s reliance on the might is right formula further
undermines efforts to focus on the principles of the UN Charta. Multipolarity cannot be
advanced by military means in any sustained fashion. War only breeds follow-up wars rather
than lasting stability. Thus, countries should aspire to defend their interests by political means
and alliance building as well as broad-scale diplomacy.

Nevertheless, the situation remains dynamic and the focus on morality in international
affairs adopted by the critics of Russia is usually applied in a highly selective manner. The
invasion did the opposite of what was expected: it quickly exposed Russian military weakness.
Nevertheless, there were also some countervailing developments underlining that the war
remains inconclusive. Following on Russian failure in its initial offensive operations, the
subsequent shift to strategic defence on the Russian part succeeded in stopping Ukrainian
counter offensive in 2023 and 2024 that was heavily sponsored by the US, Germany and other
NATO countries. Since then, the Russian military regained the tactical initiative without
achieving any decisive strategic breakthroughs. On the economic plane, the Russian economy
displayed a perhaps unexpected degree of resilience. In particular, Russia succeeded in finding
alternative markets for its primary export commodity of oil and gas.

The recent suggestion of US President Trump to reduce Russia’s income stream from
oil exports by increasing oil production elsewhere would actually hurt economic interests of
US domestic shale oil producers — already the highest cost producers — and of US allies such
as Saudi Arabia.!* Moreover, high Russian military spending allowed the country’s industrial
sector to recover and this ‘military Keynesianism’ resulted in real term wage growth in relevant

sectors.”> Crucially, the main losers of the economic sanctioning of Russia and the boycott of

14 P. Lokshin, ““Die Weltwirtschaft wird es nicht aushalten”, sagt der Kremlchef’, Die Welt, 10 February 2025.

5 F Jaitner, ‘Surprisingly resilient’, [PS-Journaleu, 3 December 2024, https:/www.ips-
journal.eu/topics/economy-and-ecology/surprisingly-resilient-
7954/?2utm_campaign=en 1264 20241203&utm medium=email&utm source=newsletter.
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Russian energy deliveries were EU member countries, namely Germany and many Eastern
European countries that had previously been able to rely on cheap Russian energy imports for
their export-oriented economies. The rapid increase in energy prices created negative effects
for industrial sectors in Germany and deindustrialization is now broadly discussed as a major
challenge in Germany and other EU countries.

It needs to be stress that the Russia-Ukraine war remains so far (February 2025) limited
in scope. As in every other war, the level of cruelty on the battlefield highlights the self-
destructive features of human creativity and inventive spirit — killer robots and drones make
cold everyone with a pulse. At the same time, old and new styles of fighting coexist and the
war also displays features of WW 1 trench warfare. Crucially, Russia and Ukraine both run the
war in terms of recruiting soldiers along social class lines, namely they enlist from those
sections of the male population that do not enjoy socio-economic privileges and are unable to
leave their countries. On the Russian side, avoiding the drafting of soldiers on any significant
scale helps to secure the acquiescence of the population. On the Ukrainian side, the initial
willingness of parts of the population to defend the country has long been replaced by a strict
draft regime moderated by bribery. The socio-economically privileged sections of the
population have long left the country for Western Europe in order to be out of reach of the Kiev
authorities. Another feature of limited warfare until the beginning of 2025 was that Russia
continued to supply gas to Eastern European countries and Austria via pipelines passing
through Ukraine. This was in turn paid for by allowing Ukraine to use a share of the Russian
gas deliveries for domestic needs.'® This case of direct economic propping up of an enemy
country by Russia points to the fact that the fighting on the ground is only part of a larger global
conflict.

In order to further analyse causes of the Russia-Ukraine war, the paper will now turn
to the question of Eurasia as a political concept. Afterwards, it will discuss four classical
geopolitical concepts that appear relevant to explain the behaviour of policy-makers during the
current crisis. Subsequent sections will focus on Russia’s contested role in Eurasia since the
end of the Cold War before turning to the history of German-Russian relations during and after

the Cold War.

16 1, Kotltarova, ‘Gastransit gestoppt: Braucht die Ukraine jetzt russisches Gas aus TurkStream? °, Berliner
Zeitung, 3 February 2025.
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Europe, Asia, Eurasia: Contested Boundaries

The question of boundaries between Europe and Asia and internal boundaries within Europe
have always been contested. During the era of European colonial expansion, rival concepts of
how individual European countries referred to regional, continental and global geography
emerged and continue to influence contemporary debates. In this context, boundaries refer
beyond issues of geography and map making to broader cultural, political, religious and other
factors. To begin with geography in the narrow sense, the political boundaries within Europe
are contested. It is not clear how the boundaries between Western, Central, and Eastern Europe
should be drawn. Does the entirety of Germany belong to Western Europe? Where are the
boundaries of Central Europe? Does it make sense to speak of Eastern Europe without
including Russia? Do the Baltic states belong to Central Europe?

As for Eurasia concepts, they are easier to grasp from a purely geographical point of
view. In the contemporary world, only two Eurasian countries exist, namely Russia and Turkey.
Russia is in fact the largest European country by geographical extension and Moscow is the
largest European city. Turkey is one of the main modernizing Muslim countries and includes
the historical capital of the Ottoman Caliphate (the heads of the Ottoman dynasty used to also
act as caliphs of Islam). This claim and the institution of the Caliphate were abolished by the
secular authorities of Turkey in 1924. Previously, Constantinople (renamed Istanbul in 1930)
was the historical capital of the Eastern Roman Empire until 1453 and by extension the centre
of Orthodox Christianity. However, whether Russia and Turkey belong to Europe has always
been contested on cultural, religious and political terms. Indeed, many observers past and
present questioned whether Russia belongs to Europe due to its orthodox Christian religion and
history of authoritarian statechood. The country’s absence of participation in the European
Renaissance and Reformation and its geographical isolation from Western and Central Europe
suggested to certain authors that Russia is part of Asia.!” It should be noted, however, that such
cultural-religious arguments in favour of excluding Russia from Europe on political grounds

might equally apply to Ukraine and perhaps even to other European countries with

17 For this line of argument, see E. Obst, ‘Die geopolitischen Leitlinien des Europiischen Rupland’, Zeitschrift
fiir Geopolitik, 1924, 1(1): 5-19. For early German debates of Eurasia concepts and the future geopolitical role of
Russia/the Soviet Union, see J. M. Dostal, ‘Auf der Suche nach dem Dreh- und Angelpunkt der Geschichte: Die
Eurasian-Debatte der Zeitschrift fiir Geopolitik (1924-1932)’, Zeitschrift der Koreanisch-Deutschen Gesellschaft
fiir Sozialwissenschafien, 2016, 26(4): 29-72.
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predominately Orthodox Christian religion such as Romania. At the same time, European
opinion about Turkey’s European role remains deeply divided. Is Turkey’s contemporary focus
on close relationships with Azerbaijan and other Central Asian states and its role in the Middle
East pointing to its shift to Asia rather than Europe?

Briefly, one might conclude that modern concepts of Eurasia emerged in Germany, and
other European countries after the end of WW 1 as a result of the major territorial and
geopolitical changes that occurred at this point in time (the collapse of the Russian, Austro-
Hungarian, and Ottoman Empires). US President Woodrow Wilson’s concept and external
imposition of ‘national self-determination in Eastern Europe’ combined with the power
interests of the victorious Entente powers France and Britain resulted in the reorganizing of
Central and Eastern Europe along the lines of newly created nation states. However, these states
included from the beginning significant national and linguistic minorities that were
subsequently subjected to aggressive cultural assimilation policies in the interest of state
building. The creation of the cordon sanitaire between Germany and Soviet Russia (since 1924
the Soviet Union) under the Versailles and subsequent imposed treaties separated the two main
land powers of the region from each other.

Crucially, the new states in Central and Eastern Europe were from the beginning
depending on external support of Western European states (principally France and secondary
Britain) for their survival. The exception from this pattern was Poland which aimed to assume
under the authoritarian regime of Jozef Pilsudski the role as leader in Central Europe. Poland’s
military success in the war with Soviet Russia (1919-1921) allowed to push the border between
Poland and Russia far to the east resulting in the incorporation of the western sections of
Ukraine into Poland. This success gave rise to the geographical concept of ‘Intermarium’, i.e.
Pilsudski’s efforts to create a unified geopolitical space of Eastern and Central European
countries under Polish hegemony reaching from the Baltics to the Black Sea. In this context,
‘Intermarium’ was expected to include all regional states other than Bulgaria as a former
German ally in WW 1. In addition, there were attempts to increase cooperation between subsets
of new state actors, such as in the case of the so-called ‘Little Entente’ nominally aligning
Czechoslovakia, Romania and Yugoslavia between 1921 and 1938 and backed up by France,
and efforts to stabilize the Balkans or facilitate cooperation between successor states of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire. What all these ideas had in common was that they were explicitly

non-Eurasian, namely they did not conceptualize any European role for Russia and/or the
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Soviet Union.

In more recent times and since the end of the Cold War, Eurasian concepts were
frequently raised by interested parties. The rise of Eurasian ideas occurred in the context of the
failure of the EU to create a more unified European posture. In this context, one notable
‘Eurasian moment’ was the rejection by France, Germany and Russia of the US decision to
attack Iraq in 2003 in the context of wrong US claims about Iraqi chemical weapons and in
favour of efforts to allow UN weapons inspections to continue their mission in Iraq. In this
very brief moment of alliance between French President Jacques Chirac, German Chancellor
Gerhard Schroder and Russian President Putin, Eurasian political cooperation appeared to
become an actual possibility."® In Russia, Eurasian ideas have always been popular ever since
the end of the Soviet Union. In 2010, Putin proposed in the context of a state visit to Germany
the creation of ‘a harmonised economic community from Lisbon to Vladivostok’.!” He also
referred on the same occasion to ‘our continent’ underlining that he conceptualized Russia as
part of Europe.

However, one must stress that Eurasian ideas are rejected or play no significant role in
contemporary debates of many European countries. Instead, public opinion usually prefers the
forming clubs of closely related countries. This applies to Europe’s Nordic countries or Central
and Eastern European countries rejecting EU mass migration policies in favour of cultural and
linguistic protectionism. Other countries such as Poland favour the further strengthening of
transatlantic links or maintain efforts to continue privileged relationships with former colonies
such as in the case of the (recently collapsing) idea of France-Afrique. Overall, the EU as an
institution of inter-governmental cooperation suffers from the fact that the 27 member states
are not able to agree on any common geopolitical concepts of their shared future. Instead,
internal divisions are growing and the great powers of our era (only one of them ‘Eurasian’)

easily play the EU countries against each other.

Four classical geopolitical concepts of Eurasia

After briefly discussing some past and present political references to Eurasia, one must

¥ No stated author, ‘Irak-Konflikt: Paris, Berlin und Moskau gemeinsam fiir friedliche Losung’, Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung, 10 February 2003.

19 V. V. Putin, ‘Article in the Siiddeutsche Zeitung newspaper, Russia and Europe: From an Analysis of Crisis
Lessons to a New Partnership Agenda’, 25 November 2010, http://archive.government.ru/eng/docs/13088/.
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nevertheless further explore the roots of the concept. These might be identified as ‘classical
geopolitics’ in the sense that they have been influential in many countries and across different
historical periods. Geopolitics is defined in the current paper as the influence of geographical
factors on human history and policy-making. It needs to be stressed that geopolitical ideas are
not necessarily ‘true’ in any objective sense but instead exercise mobilizing strength; they
motivate policy-makers and sometimes the larger public to engage in practical activities that
produce (and sometimes seemingly confirm) geopolitical concepts. Classical geopolitical
concepts continue to influence today’s civilian and military leaders and the mass public.

On the one hand, privileging geographical factors in their influence on policy-making
might be justified under certain circumstances. In particular, such factors often constitute one
relatively stable background variable of policy-making. However, one must also highlight that
classical geopolitics becomes much less useful when discussing issues of global elite
cooperation that proceeds independent from geographical factors or issues of social class
conflict (wars might be nominally fought between ‘nations’ but the victims of war are usually
drafted from socio-economically disadvantaged groups). Finally, geographical factors can also
change their relative significance over time and this is certainly the case in an era of melting
poles and of a communication revolution that creates a much more global village in comparison
to earlier eras. The four most influential concepts in the context of debates of Eurasia are as
follows: (1) Halford Mackinder’s notion of the ‘pivot area’ (1904) and subsequently of the
‘Heartland’ (1919); (2) Eurasia ideas put forward by White Russians during and after the end
of the Russian Civil; (3) Karl Haushofer’s vision of the ‘East-Eurasian continental bloc’; and
(4) Nicholas J. Spykman’s ‘rimland’ concept of US geopolitical strategy. These four
geopolitical accounts are now briefly discussed.

The origin of Mackinder’s thinking is his notion of the post-Columbian age. He
suggests that the era of conquest and exploration of the earth based on naval expansion of the
European powers came to a close at the beginning of the 20" century. Further expansion of any
particular state must now occur in the context of a zero sum game and in a ‘closed political
system’.2 Another major source of Mackinder’s ideas is to present world history as driven by

eternal conflict between sea power and land power. Sea power derives from the control of

20 Halford J. Mackinder, ‘The Geographical Pivot of History’, The Geographical Journal, 1904, 23(4): 421-437
(422).
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harbours, strategic strong points and trade routes and by focusing on naval arms races to ‘lock
in’ respective power advantages. Land powers are by contrast principally interested in
improving the relative efficiency of their productive capabilities by means of state building and
efforts to make the population more educated and more productive. In this context, land powers
must primarily focus on their internal socio-economic infrastructure and bureaucratic
capabilities. From Mackinder’s point of view, the era of railways of his own lifetime was bound
to improve the relative strength of land powers vis-a-vis sea powers.

In a highly stylized sketch of world history, Mackinder suggests that the emergence of
the Mongol Empire in the 13" and 14" centuries (sometimes referred to as Pax Mongolica)
demonstrated the strategic significance of the large land bridge between Asia and Europe. In
particular, the steppe lowlands reaching from Mongolia to Hungary, territories of today’s
Poland and the Caucasus suggest that highly mobile ‘robbers of the steppe’ (Mackinder’s term)
are potentially able to conquer and hold large territories facilitating the construction of Eurasian
land empires. According to Mackinder, ‘Russia replaces the Mongol Empire’ and is the state
controlling a ‘pivot area’, namely a region centred around a pivot location somewhere to the
east of the Ural Mountains.2! This region is out of reach of sea powers for geographical reasons,
namely it 1s very difficult to access from the sea and impossible to conquer due to its vast
geographical scope.

In the historical context of 1904, Mackinder speculates that Russian expansionism
might endanger the position of the sea powers, particularly in the context of a German Russian
alliance: ‘[O]versetting of the balance of power in favour of the pivot state [i.e. imperial Russia],
resulting in its expansion over the marginal lands of Euro-Asia, would permit of the use of vast
continental resources for fleet-building, and the empire of the world would then be in sight.
This might happen if Germany were to ally herself with Russia’.?? In the same context,
Mackinder warns, somehow incoherently, that China might become ‘organized by the Japanese,
to overthrow the Russian Empire’ constituting the ‘yellow peril to the world’s freedom just
because they would add an oceanic frontage to the resources of the great continent, an

advantage as yet denied to the Russian tenant of the pivot region’.® The logical problem of

21 Tbid., p. 436.
2 Thid.

23 Ibid., p. 437, the citation is the final part of the article’s last sentence.
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presenting Czarist Russia as the major land power of its time while also stating that Russia is
only the ‘tenant’ of the “pivot region’ is bypassed only by Mackinder’s claim that the ‘freedom
of the world’ is represented by the British Empire!

None of this is to deny that Mackinder’s elegant simplification of world history
exercised a long-term influence on the thinking of Anglo-American and other policy-makers.
In particular, Russia was in 1907 integrated into the alliance of France and Britain (the “Triple
Entente’) and was motivated by Entente promises of territorial expansion at the expense of
Austro-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire to participate in WW 1. French and British diplomats
promised Russia annexations in East Anatolia and the control of the Dardanelles Straights.?*
Regardless of whether Mackinder had any direct influence on Entente grand strategy or not,
one must still highlight that his claims about the ‘pivot” were certainly wrong at the time of
writing. His idea of a pivot somewhere in Siberia vastly overplayed the significance of this
then very thinly settled region (the large majority of the population of the Russian Empire and
of today’s Russia lives in the western and European part of the country).

In 1919, Mackinder shifted his position in the sense that he now argued that Germany
rather than Russia might constitute the major danger for British political dominance in Europe.
In line with the Versailles Conference effort to create the cordon sanitaire separating Germany
and Russia territorially, he now stressed that control of Eastern and Central Europe was the
main price in world politics. In order to make his case, Mackinder charged in a subsequently
frequently cited statement that ‘[w]ho rules East Europe commands the Heartland; who rules
the Heartland commands the World-Island; who rules the World-Island commands the world’.?
To put it differently, Mackinder’s pivot area, now re-named Heartland but still representing
essentially Russia, had to be contained by controlling the surrounding regions. In this context,
he suggested that the Baltic Sea, Eastern Central Europe, Anatolia, Armenia, Persia, Tibet and
Mongolia would hold the highest strategic significance to contain Russia from a geopolitical

point of view.¢

24 For Entente promises to Czarist Russia, see the 1916 ‘Sykes-Picot Agreement’ (the division of the Middle East
by Britain and France) with the attached ‘Sazonov-Paléologue Agreement’ (promising Russia annexations in East
Anatolia). Beforehand, the Entente also promised Italy in the 1915 ‘Treaty of London’ the annexation of half of
Anatolia, Tirol, Trieste, half of the Adriatic coastline and most of today’s Albania as protectorate.

2 H. J. Mackinder, Democratic Ideals and Reality. A Studly in the Politics of Reconstruction, London: Constable
and Company, 1919, p. 194.

26 Ibid., p. 141. These views were shared by other British imperial strategists such as Lord Milner, Lord Curzon
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In fact, Mackinder was briefly after the publication of his 1919 book appointed by the
British Foreign Office to assume the position of ‘British High Commissioner to South Russia’
in order to advise the White Russian military leader Anton . Denikin in the Russian Civil War.
At this time, the military strength of the White Russian forces was rapidly declining and
Mackinder spent most of his brief visit at the beginning of 1920 in the Russian harbour city of
Novorossiysk. He travelled further into the country for a single week in order to personally
discuss the situation with Denikin. Thus, his actual experience of the pivot area was rather
limited. After his return to London, he suggested at the end of January 1920 to the British
Cabinet Office that it should encourage an alliance between Poland, Romania and Georgia and
should extend limited support to all anti-Bolshevist states from Finland to the Caucasus. He
further suggested that independent White Russian, Ukrainian and South Russian states should
be created in cooperation with White Russian forces. This plan would have allowed a British
naval presence in the Black and the Caspian Seas, denying Bolshevik Russia access to the
former. His design of potential new borders met with the rejection of the Cabinet which was at
this time not willing to engage in further warfare or efforts at state-making.?” Retiring from
active politics after this rebuttal, Mackinder spent the rest of his life continuing to stress the
strategic significance of containing the pivot area and Heartland.

Turning next to the White Russian vision of Eurasia, one might suggest that their
concept was very much the exact opposite of Mackinder’s ideas. The White Russians stood in
continuity with Great Russian ideas of an expanding land empire based on colonization and
Russification of neighbouring peoples. In their view, expanding the pivot area was the very
foundation of Russian statehood. They generally opposed the creation of new states on the
territory of the former Russian Empire: ‘[t]he Whites” vision of where a future Russia would
stand in the family of nations was so much as odds with the new world order being drafted at
Paris by the victorious allies following WW 1 that there was very little place for them in this

order. (...) White foreign policy was an epilogue to Imperial Russian foreign policy —

and Winston Churchill, see G. Kearns, Geopolitics and Empire. The Legacy of Halford Mackinder, Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2009, p. 203. The term ‘world island’ refers in Mackinder’s terminology jointly to the
African, Asian and European continents.

27 B. W. Blouet, ‘Sir Halford Mackinder as British High Commissioner to South Russia, 1919-1920°, The
Geographical Journal, 1976, 142(2): 228-236. See also Kearns, Geopolitics and Empire. The Legacy of Halford
Mackinder, pp. 203-213.
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expressing the same concerns and dealing with them in the same manner’ .28

Such White vision of Russian culture-based empire was something British, French and
other western policy-makers could certainly not agree with. White Russian victory in the
Russian Civil War would have meant that demands for fulfilment of Entente promises vis-a-
vis the Czar, namely Russian control of the Dardanelles and numerous annexations, would have
re-entered the agenda. This would have questioned British naval dominance in the Baltic Sea,
the Mediterranean and, by extension, firm control of the Suez Canal passage to Imperial India.
France would have lost its newfound influence in Central and Eastern Europe. In any case,
these calculations meant that Britain was only interested to raise the price for Bolshevik victory
in the Civil War by means of delivery of weapons to Denikin and other White generals. Once
it became clear that the Bolshevik leadership would accept significant territorial losses in order
to sustain regime survival and that the cordon sanitaire could be installed without any further
Red Russian resistance, the western leaders lost any further political interest in the White
Russians.

One might stress that visions of Eurasia did also emerge in a much more limited
manner in the Red camp. While Soviet Russia remained nominally committed to the goal of
world revolution in the early years of the Soviet state, subsequent pragmatic adjustments such
as the covert alliance with Germany in military affairs between 1924 and 1933 produced a
certain degree of interest in Eurasian ideas in Bolshevik circles and among the leadership of
the Red Army in which many former officers of the Czar continued to serve. These ambivalent
notions of Eurasian alliance were in Germany and elsewhere referred to as ‘national
communism’ or ‘national Bolshevism’. Sometime it was also suggested that the defeated
Germany had been turned into a ‘half-colony’ and would only be able to re-emerge as an
independent state by entering an alliance with the Soviet Union.

Thirdly, the German geopolitical thinker Karl Haushofer was deeply impressed by
Mackinder’s sophisticated exposition of British imperial strategy. After the defeat of Germany
in WW 1, he became convinced that Germany’s imperial leadership had been unable to
understand the balance of forces in world politics due to their lack of geographical education

and inability to think in terms of larger spaces. Germany’s single-minded strategic focus on

8 A. Shmelev, In the Wake of Empire. Anti-Bolshevik Russia in International Affairs, 1917-1920, Stanford:
Hoover Institution Press, 2021, p. 7. See also pp. 70, 90, 140-146.
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Central Europe and alliance with weak allies against a stronger coalition suggested to him that
any future German strategy to revise the results of the Versailles Treaty had to be based on a
broader geopolitical approach. His starting point was that ‘geopolitics should and must become
the geographical conscious [Gewissen] of the state” %’

According to Haushofer, the German revisionist strategy needed to expand the space
of contestation, namely it should focus on forming alliances with the colonized masses of East
and South East Asia. From Haushofer’s point of view, this indirect strategy would allow the
creation of a defensive bloc forcing the western powers to spread their forces more thinly: “The
mere creation of a pressure-reflecting unity by the states most damaged by the War, which
includes not only the former central powers Germany, Austria, Bulgaria, Turkey, but also
Russia, China and Japan, would create much relief for them (...) [producing] a countervailing
power against the merciless exploitation of current advantages by the US and the western
powers, the main carries of racial prejudice and of the colonial stage of the world, i.e. the main
barrier against the actual self-determination of peoples’.?® He further suggested that the
strategic goal was to ‘gain freedom of movement’ in utilizing ‘a Eurasiatic transcontinental
[Uberkontinental] policy not available in any other manner (...) if looked at from East Asia,
from the Pacific coastlines, just as much as from the “geographical pivot of history””.3! To put
it differently, Haushofer was aware that North East and South East Asia had the potential to
become the central arena of global geopolitics and that the potential of anticolonial
nationalisms in India, China and elsewhere could be a powerful force to weaken the western
colonial powers as Germany’s main opponents.>

In the same context, the national conservative Haushofer also suggested that the
‘Soviet Federation’ [Sowjet-Biinde] (the term is his) might act as an important catalyst of anti-
colonial Asian nationalism. The early Soviet policies in support of minority languages and non-
Russian cultures were in his eyes a clever way of demonstrating to anticolonial forces

elsewhere that they too could become free nations. As founder and main editor of the Journal

2 K. Haushofer, E. Obst, H. Lautensach, O. Maull, Bausteine zur Geopolitik, Berlin: Kurt Vowinckel Verlag,
1928, p. 28.

30 K. Haushofer, ‘Der Ost-Eurasiatische Zukunfisblock’, Zeitschrifi fiir Geopolitik, 1925, 2(2): p. 86.
31 Tbid., p. 87. The end of the cited sentence is English in the original and refers to Mackinder.

32 F. P. Sempa, ‘Karl Haushofer and the Rise of the Monsoon Countries’, The Diplomat, 10 March 2015,
https://thediplomat.com/2015/03/karl-haushofer-and-the-rise-of-the-monsoon-countries/.
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of Geopolitics [Zeitschrift fiir Geopolitik] since 1924, Haushofer did edit the perhaps most
realistic source of information in German language about the actual conditions inside of the
Soviet Union. The Journal never sugar-coated reality and reported faithfully on the famine of
the early 1930s, the putting down of a Georgian nationalist uprising and the factional clashes
and purges within the Bolshevik party. At the same time, the actual achievements of the
industrial transformation of Russia since 1929 were presented in a well-balanced manner. This
objective approach was based on Haushofer’s contacts with German military circles,
cultivation of exiled Russian authors and by allowing German analysts and businessmen with
a track record of travelling in the Soviet Union to report their experiences faithfully.
Haushofer’s permanent interest in Soviet affairs was of course informed by his
knowledge about this country’s role in British geopolitical thinking. He felt that it would be
unwise to engage in German-Russian antagonism on the grounds of transient ideological
differences. Instead, he wanted to focus on shared interests in weakening the western powers.
In addition, Haushofer believed that Japan’s rapid economic modernization might act as a role
model for other Asian states to follow once they reached the post-colonial stage. He strongly
favoured Asian mutual political cooperation of the three potential main powers India, China
and Japan. In this context, he became increasingly critical of Japanese colonization in Korea
and rejected Japan’s attack on China. It must be conceded, however, that Korean questions did
not feature highly in his thinking. He considered the old Korean Empire a failed state and was
sceptical about the future role of Korean anti-colonial nationalism. In particular, he thought
that the Korean peninsula might be doomed to act as a buffer due to its close proximity to three
much larger states, namely China, Russia and Japan. Overall, Haushofer deserves credit for
being among the first western analysts to have recognized that the political transformation of
Asia would bring down western colonialism and transform global geopolitics. He was free
from racial prejudices and seriously interested in collaborating with Asians on an equal footing.
Conversely, Haushofer’s thinking also had blind spots. While it is possible to consider
him an original Eurasian thinker due to his early focus on Asia and the Pacific (as well as the
Soviet Union), his strategic framework appeared less convincing in the European context.
Specifically, Haushofer spent little effort to explain how Germany should relate to the main
neighbouring states of France and Poland (the latter being the state separating Germany from
the Eurasian Soviet neighbour). There are many indications that Haushofer believed that

Germany should essentially continue to follow a carefully limited Mitteleuropa strategy of
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aspiring to become the leading geopolitical actor in Central and Eastern Europe by means of
economic cooperation and by utilizing the presence of German minorities in this region. One
could argue that he expected the global alliance with anticolonial nationalisms elsewhere to
primarily increase Germany’s prowess closer to home.

Haushofer generally preferred to leave ambivalent issues in the air and was hesitant to
engage in open political confrontation. His view of the Nazi regime and of Japanese militarism
was that he was primarily an analyst rather than an activist and that it was necessary to ‘ride
the tiger’ in order to avoid being mauled by it. In fact, Haushofer’s position during the Nazi
period was fragile and the claim that he was in charge of a Munich-based Institute of
Geopolitics with 1000 employees was an invented story serving in the context of US
psychological warfare during WW 2 in order to wrongly present him as Hitler’s intellectual
guru.®® In fact, Haushofer never issued any clear-cut statements about what Germany as a state
should do from a geopolitical point of view except that he always and unambiguously favoured
German-Russian détente. He clearly understood that Hitler’s decision to attack the Soviet
Union meant that his geopolitical efforts had been in vain and was convinced that Germany
was bound to lose the war.

Finally, a fourth classical author worth considering in the Eurasian context is the
Dutch-born US-naturalized citizen Nicholas J. Spykman. This scholar must be considered as
one of the most influential long-term influences on US geopolitical strategy since WW 2. In
particular, Spykman’s understanding of global geopolitics combined earlier insights of
Mackinder and Haushofer but firmly assumed the US position. For Spykman, the most
important areas of the world are coastal zones since they host the largest populations,
productive capacities, arable lands, and access to naval and land transportation. He suggested,
therefore, that the coastal areas of the world constitute the main price in world politics. Instead
of searching for a centre of power inside of the Russian steppe as in the case of Mackinder’s
pivot area, he considers the continental coastlines (in his terminology the rimland) as the core
concern of US geostrategy.

The US should aspire to control such zones by keeping the rimlands internally divided.

3 D. T. Murphy, ‘Hitler’s Geostrategist?: The Myth of Karl Haushofer and the “Institut fiir Geopolitk™, The
Historian, 76(1): 1-25 (8, 16-23). See also J. M Dostal, ‘Die ,,Zeitschrift fiir Geopolitik* zwischen 1933 und 1944
Vom eurasischen Kontinentalblock zum Zweiten Weltkrieg’, Zeitschrift der Koreanisch-Deutschen Gesellschaft
fiir Sozialwissenschafien, 2019, 29(4): 3-46 (5-6).
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This way, the appearance of any single Eurasian hegemon or bloc of Eurasian states out of
reach of US power as well as any alliance between Eurasian land powers and rimland states
should be avoided. Spykman’s analytical focus on rimlands suggests, therefore, that he cannot
be considered as an Eurasian theorist in any direct manner. Nevertheless, he shared with
Mackinder an awareness that the heartland could be contained by control of the rimlands and
with Haushofer the focus on the Asia-Pacific as one of the major zones of global contestation.>*

Thus, Spykman’s emphasis on a truly global US strategy opposed multipolarity.
Competing states should not be allowed to aspire to their own zones of influence out of reach
of US interference. At the same time, Spykman rejected earlier US strategies such as the much
more limited focus on the’ western hemisphere’ of the American continent as expressed in the
1823 Monroe Doctrine. He demanded the US to create a truly global network of military bases
in order to permanently deploy troops worldwide. Such US military bases should be
constructed in a manner that would allow rimlands control from both directions (out of area for
amphibious operations and by also occupying central locations inland). In combination with
the direct deployment of troops in the rimland zones and enforcement of cooperation from local
states, the US would assume the position of global hegemon replacing the Pax Britannica with
Pax Americana.

In today’s world, the US bases in Okinawa and Diego Garcia are prominent examples
for out of area deployment. These bases allow access to Taiwan, Korea, Japan and the Chinese
coastline in the former and to the East African, Arab peninsula, Iranian and Indian Ocean
coastal zones in the latter case. Conversely, the US military base in Rammstein, Germany, is
the main US base to run military and surveillance operations in the Arab world, North and East
Africa and in Central and Eastern Europe. It is located away from coastlines and in the heart

of Western Europe. The largest US military base in Europe is currently being built near the

3 On the significance of Pacific coastal zones, see N. J. Spykman, America’s Strategy in World Politics. The
United States and the Balance of Power, New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1942, ch. 5. See also
comments on the need to balance Germany and Russia by not weakening one country too much at the expense of
the other. He further stressed that ‘[1]t will be a world of power politics in which the interests of the United States
will continue to demand the preservation of a balance in Europe and Asia’, pp. 460-461. The US takeover of
British positions after the conclusion of WW 2 and the emergence of the Soviet Union as a future challenger of
the US are already taken for granted throughout Spykman’s account, which was published at the moment in time
when the Axis armies had advanced furthest in Eurasia.

35 N. J. Spykman, The Geography of the Peace, New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1944. This pamphlet,
edited posthumously by Spykman’s assistant, is superior in its clarity of exposition in comparison to the 1942
monograph.
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Romanian harbour city of Constanta, i.e. in the rimlands of Romania, to focus on Russia and
other countries in West and Central Asia. To sum up, Spykman’s strategic focus on the rimlands
conceived during the time of the grand alliance between the US and the Soviet Union in WW
2 and his warning that Russia would emerge as future challenger to US hegemony continues to

adequately explain US geopolitical behaviour in our contemporary world.

Soviet ideology and the ‘Soviet people’

Finally, a brief note on Soviet ideology in the context of Eurasia debates is required. During
the early years of post-revolutionary Soviet Russia (1917-1924) and the during the Soviet
Union era (1924-1991), this state-empire was de facto Eurasian (and from 1945-1991 the
principal actor of an expanded Eurasian alliance reaching further west into Central and Eastern
Europe). During the entire period, the country’s leaders were nominally committed to
communist ideology with a global focus. However, the ‘nationalities question’ together with
the poor economic performance always remained the Achilles heel of the Soviet state. Crucially,
Soviet policy-makers failed to follow any consistent policies regarding national questions.
Initially, the Soviet Union was committed to the so-called Leninist nationalities policy of
running the Soviet Union along lines opposing previous Czarist Empire policies. Instead of
Russification of urban elites and slow expansion of a Russian-speaking core to stabilize the
periphery of empire, the Leninist nationalities policy promised equal treatment to all cultural,
linguistic and religious groups. In Soviet Russia and the early Soviet Union, the Communist
party was committed to develop national cultures. The party itself was also run along ‘national’
lines with regional leaderships drawn from local nationalities and a large share of activities
conducted in local languages. The construction of national education systems and the
development of national literature and national institutions was also pursued.

At the level of deceptive appearances, Joseph Stalin as the ‘nationalities expert’ of the
Bolshevik party remained committed to the Leninist nationalities policy. In practice, however,
the party’s shift to rapid industrialization in the late 1920s, the subsequent famine and party
purges of the years 1936-1938 and at other times displayed features that included the
destruction of many cadres from all nationalities, the replacement of earlier generations of
national party leaders by new figures and the emergence of another Soviet ideology of

amalgamation of peoples and of rejection of ‘petty-bourgeois nationalism’. Before, during and
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after WW 2, members of many nationalities were deported from their home regions to other
parts of the Soviet Union. Their former ‘national rights’ were withdrawn. The very
contradiction of first assisting and then repressing national groups had traumatizing effects in
many instances and is difficult to explain along purely rational lines. Namely, ‘there is in
Stalin’s terror an element of sheer preposterousness which defies explanation’ *® He certainly
had carefully studied how the Czars expanded the Russian state territorially. Moreover, he
arguably modelled his own efforts to gain access to previously lost and new territories before,
during and after WW 2 along geographical lines earlier pursued by the Czars.’” But one must
still stress that Stalin was not ideologically committed to either Russian or Eurasian versions
of empire. He rather set his own rules.

While some argued that Soviet ideology and the concept of the “Soviet people” simply
covered for the reappearance of great Russian nationalism, it must be conceded that Russian
nationals suffered just as much from Stalinist purges and repression. In the post-Stalin period,
the system underwent considerable liberalization and there were efforts to restore national
cultural life while also propagating the parallel concept of the ‘Soviet people’. Some authors
have suggested that the Soviet Union might be labelled as ‘the world’s first Affirmative Action
Empire’.®® Leaving aside the heavy US-American connotation of this particular political term,
one can certainly say that Soviet policy was sometimes following affirmative action in a broad
sense while at other times doing the exact opposite, namely targeting certain ethnic and
linguistic groups for repression (such as Crimea Tatars, Germans and Koreans during WW 2).
At the same time, one must stress the contradictions in propagating the rise of a ‘Soviet people’
while also running affirmative policies for minorities. This worked at cross purposes: ‘The
Affirmative Action Empire required a constant practice of ethnic labelling and so inadvertently
indoctrinated its population in the belief that ethnicity was an inherent, fundamental, and
crucially important characteristic of all individuals® >

To put it differently, the ideological construct of the ‘Soviet people’ offered different

36 A. Ulam, cited in S. Fitzpatrick, ‘Just like that’, London Review of Books, 40(7), 5 April 2018.

3 V. M. Zubok, A Failed Empire. The Soviet Union in the Cold War from Stalin to Gorbachev, Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2007, pp. 36-46.

3 T. Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire. Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet Union, 1923-1939, Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 2001, p. 1.

3 Tbid., p. 449.
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ideological investments to different audiences. On the one hand, the notion of the ‘Soviet
people’ served the idea of building a “socialist empire’ utilizing ‘powerful ideology, nationalism,
and social engineering to refashion society and elites’.*" But this is only a partial explanation.
In fact, Russian nationals were much more than others settled across all regions of the Soviet
state. In this context, Soviet ideology allowed them to claim natural belonging to such places
in the name of a shared ideology rather than in the name of a particular Russian cultural mission
or of Russian nationalism. When the Soviet Union was dissolved in 1991 by Yelzin and other
political leaders, ignoring attempts by the last Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev to run a
union-wide referendum on maintaining federal structures (opinion polls at the time suggested
that the public was still perceptive of such concepts), the ‘Soviet people’ disappeared over night
leaving instead Russian-speaking minorities in many peripheral parts of the dissolved state.
The feeling of many Russians that they had been turned into outcasts combined with
the further collapse in living standards and the rise of a ‘wild east’ robber capitalism produced
another round of mixed ideological responses. Soviet values including the idea that ‘nationality’
should not be used in a manner that excluded Russians now coexisted with Eurasian ideas
filling the vacuum left by the collapse of Marxist-Leninism as state ideology. One might
suggest that many members of post-Soviet society in Russia and elsewhere suffered for good
reasons from geopolitical nostalgia.*! The fact that the empire had been dissolved from within
rather than being defeated by the US or other opponents in an open confrontation added to the
feeling that Gorbachev had delivered a very poor outcome due to his failure to extract

meaningful concessions in exchange for the withdrawal of the Red Army from Eastern Europe.

Russia’s role in Eurasia after the End of the Cold War

Ever since the end of the Soviet Union, the relationship between Russia and Europe and the
global role of Russia have been contested. In fact, Russia as Eurasian country and principal
successor state of the Soviet Union remains singled out by the US as a major geopolitical
opponent no matter whether the country represents a hostile (communism) or a complimentary

ideology (neo-liberal capitalism). The frequently voiced hope of Russian ‘liberals’ (to the

40 V. M. Zubok, op. cit, p. 61.

41 For an exceptionally insightful literary account of Soviet nostalgia, see Svetlana Alexievich, Secondhand Time:
The Last of the Soviets, New York: Random House, 2016 (first published in Russian in 2013).
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extent that they still exist domestically) that the country should become ‘a normal country’
appears in this sense out of reach of Russian policy-makers exactly because of the country’s
uniquely Eurasian status. Namely, the rich resource endowment and large space of Russia tends
to trigger the geopolitical phantasies of politicians in competing countries and namely of US
actors ever since 1945. During the Boris Yelzin years (1991-2000), Russia repeatedly tried to
join NATO. Others suggested that Ukraine and Russia should join the alliance together. But the
US-led NATO initially only accepted former allies of the Soviet Union in Eastern Europe for
membership in 1999. The unwillingness of US policy-makers to accommodate Russia in this
context resulted already during the Yeltsin years in a shift in the Russian position increasingly
favouring multipolarity and turning to China in order to balance against US concepts of a
unipolar world order. In 1999, Yelzin stated that ‘[a] multi-polar world — that is the basis of
everything’.*> This view resulted in closer Russia-China relations on the economic and
military plane. Russia also supported a growing role of China in the post-Soviet space,
especially in Central Asia, to gain an ally against US policy in this crucial region.

Western efforts to exclude Russia from a common European security architecture by
means of unilateral NATO expansion were bound to trigger a reaction: ‘[T]his gambit was
bound to lead sooner or later, as anyone with the least knowledge of Russian history and
psychology could have predicted, to a return of the Cold War. Probably this was clear enough
to the Western officials and analysts who pushed for NATO’s expansion. (...) They had built
their careers on the Cold War. They didn’t want it to end’.** Under the leadership of Putin
(2000-2008), Dmitry Medvedev (2008-2012), and Putin (2012-?), Russia faced increasing
pressure from NATO, which now entered the post-Soviet space by allowing the three Baltic
countries to join the ranks of the US-led alliance in 2004. While Putin had initially continued
to favour closer collaboration with the West and especially with Germany (e.g. the 2001 speech
partially delivered in German to the German parliament), he subsequently blamed the US for
its course of excluding Russia and for its hegemonic geopolitical designs during the 2007
Munich Security Conference speech signalling that Russia would no longer aspire to détente
with the USA.*

42 B. Yelzin, cited in South China Morning Post, 12 December 1999 and in P. Snow, China and Russia. Four
Centuries of Conflict and Concord, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2023, p. 496.

43 P. Snow, op.cit., p. 491.

4 W. W. Putin, ‘Wortprotokoll der Rede Wladimir Putins im Deutschen Bundestag am 25.09.2001",
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In order to explain how the current war relates to competing geopolitical concepts of
great powers (the US, Russia and China), one must first turn to the role of Ukraine in western
geopolitical concepts. Briefly speaking, efforts to separate Ukraine from Russia serve to
exclude Russia from access to Europe. In the concept of US strategist Zbigniew Brzezinski
advanced in his 1997 book The Grand Chessboard, it is suggested that the US must aspire to
become the dominant power in Eurasia: ‘For America [the author refers to the US], the chief
geopolitical prize is Eurasia. (...) Now, a non-Eurasian power [i.e. the US] is preeminent in
Eurasia— and America’s global primacy is directly dependent on how long and how effectively
its preponderance on the Eurasian continent is sustained. (...) In that context, how America
“manages” Eurasia is critical. Eurasia is the globe’s largest continent and its geopolitical axial.
A power that dominates Eurasia would control two of the world’s three most advanced and
economically productive regions. (...) All of the potential political and/or economic
challengers to American primacy are Eurasian. Cumulatively, Eurasia’s power overshadows
America’s. Fortunately for America, Eurasia is too big to be politically one’.*°

Brzezinski’s narrative combining visions of US imperial grandeur with paranoia
assigned a prominent role to the political future of Ukraine advocating for its political
separation from Russia: ‘“Without Ukraine, Russia ceases to be a Eurasian Empire’ and ‘the loss
of Ukraine was geopolitically pivotal, for it drastically limited Russia’s geostrategic options.
Even without the Baltic states and Poland, a Russia that retained control over Ukraine could
still seek to be the leader of an assertive Eurasian empire, in which Moscow could dominate
the non-Slavs in the South and Southeast of the former Soviet Union. But without Ukraine and
its 52 million fellow Slavs, any attempt by Moscow to rebuild the Eurasian empire was likely
to leave Russia entangled alone in protracted conflicts with the nationally and religiously
aroused non-Slavs’.* Furthermore, Brzezinski stated that ‘three [states] are geopolitically

especially important: Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, and Ukraine’ and clarified subsequently that

https://www.bundestag.de/parlament/geschichte/gastredner/putin/putin_wort-244966; ‘Speech and the Following
Discussion at the  Munich  Conference on  Security  Policy’, 10  February 2007,
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/24034.

4 7. Brzezinski, The Grand Chessboard. America’s Primacy and Its Geostrategic Imperatives, New York: Basic
Books, 1997, pp. 30-31.

4 Ibid., pp. 37, 92.
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Ukraine is ‘[m]ost important.*

To be sure, Brzezinski’s role characterized by his playful pivoting from one
geopolitical position to its very opposite must not be understood as direct exposition of US
geopolitics. Rather, Brzezinski rhetorically flip-flopped in later writings invited Russia into a
common security structure to deal with ‘current Middle Eastern violence’, further suggesting
that a ‘coalition that involves, in varying degrees, also Russia and China’ might be forged.*®
What cannot be denied, however, is that US policy-makers are interested to utilize Ukraine and
other states as tools of forward defence against geopolitical opponents. Moreover, US
strategists are certainly keen to avoid any close relationship between Russia and EU countries
since this would reduce the role of the US in Eurasian affairs. In order to secure US dominance
in Europe and a veto role in Asia, ‘Europe and increasingly also Central Europe must be turned
into an American protectorate “whose allied states [i.e. the European Union countries] remind
one of vassals and tributaries of a former era™.*

Moreover, EU and NATO countries are expected to exclusively perform in the context
of a transatlantic security community led by the US. The core role of a transatlantic Europe is
to assist the US in the strategic containment of Russia and in serving in US-led ‘out of [NATO]
area’ military missions. In turn, Russia should only be allowed to join this security community
if it accepts the downscaling of its significance to that of an ordinary European state. Brzezinski
suggests that Russia must be incentivized to do so by efforts to create ‘Islamic’ trouble spots in
Central Asia producing burdens for Russia. He further argues that Russia should be advised to
engage in decentralization by creating European, Siberian and Far Eastern republics. Adding
to his geopolitical wish list, Brzezinski also believed that western leaders must isolate the
political leadership of Russia in favour of engaging with Russian civil society and NGOs in the

hope to identify and educate future generations of leaders.® To conclude, one might suggest

47 Tbid., p. 121.

4 7. Brzezinski, ‘Toward a Global Realignment’, The American Interest, 17 April 2016, https://www.the-
american-interest.com/2016/04/17/toward-a-global-realignment/.

4 B. Rode, Das Eurasische Schachbrett. Amerikas neuer Kalter Krieg gegen RufSland, Tibingen: Hohenrain,
2017, p. 110 [the second part of the qoute derives from Brzezinski]. This monograph remains the most
comprehensive German-language rebuttal of Brzezinski.

0 Ibid., pp. 106-116. For a more recent application of Brzezinski’s concepts, see also RAND Corporation,
‘Overextending and Unbalancing Russia. Assessing the Impact of Cost-Imposing Options’, 24 April 2019,
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research briefs/RB10000/RB10014/RAND RB10014.pdf. This
summary relates to a RAND monograph titled Extending Russia. Competing from Advantageous Grounds that
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that Russia was welcome to join a common US-led security architecture once it had dissolved

itself as a unitary state.

German-Russian relations: The Rise and Fall of ‘Neue Ostpolitik’

The final section of the paper will now briefly turn to the German-Russian relationship in the
Eurasian context. A necessary starting point is to stress that German and Russian state building
are historically deeply interrelated. The rise of the Prussian and Russian states produced before
WW 1 two de facto land empires. From the point of view of authors such as Mackinder, the
German and Russian Empires both belonged to the category of ‘empires of the steppe’. This
view was appropriate in the sense that Germany’s core state of Prussia belonged in its eastern
sections to the large Eurasian land bridge that extends all the way through to Mongolia. Thus,
the state of Prussia belonged to Eurasia. At the same time, one must stress that the two states
Prussia and Russia failed in their historical efforts to defeat Polish nationalism. The question
how Poland could possibly be integrated into an alliance system of one or both states was open
ever since the Polish state was reconstituted after WW 1. After 1945, the Law 46, Article 1 of
the Allied Control Council of 25 February 1947 stating that the ‘Prussian State (...) is abolished’
weakened Germany’s Eurasian features. Nevertheless, one could argue that the alliance of East
Germany (the GDR) and Poland with the Soviet Union during the era of the Cold War still had
features of a Eurasian alliance. The GDR could also be understood as the successor state of
Prussia and East German policy-makers did in fact increasingly recognize this issue when
searching for new ideological resources in the second half of the 1980s.

Rather than to discuss the long history of the relationship between Germany/Prussia
and Russia/the Soviet Union, the remainder of this section will focus on the ‘new eastern policy’
that was advanced by the social democratic German chancellor Willy Brandt (in office between
1969 and 1974) and his state secretary, close assistant and major strategist Egon Bahr. This new
policy concerned shifts in the West German-Soviet Union, West German-Polish, West German-
Czech and intra-German relations during the Cold War. The concluding sections will then
examine subsequent stages, namely how German unification, the dissolution of the Soviet
Union, the post-Cold War period and the war in Ukraine affected the German-Russian relations

until the current time.

was published on the same day.
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To begin with, the essential paradigm to improve the relationship between West
Germany and the Soviet Union was the dual concept of ‘change through trade” and ‘change by
rapprochement’ [Wandel durch Anndherung], the latter a formula first advanced by Bahr in
1963. The second major ingredient was the selection of appropriate personnel to advance this
agenda, namely the ability to coordinate effectively between principals (state leaders in the US,
Soviet Union and West Germany) and trusted intermediaries that held enough delegated
authority to engage in serious negotiations. Last but not least, these exchanges depended on
mutual trust building over longer periods of time. The way to do so was the ‘policy of small
steps’ (another Bahr phrase), namely to establish a small relatively stable group that would be
able to deal with all questions as they arose.

Early seeds of what subsequently became the ‘new eastern policy’ first developed in
the context of the ‘Berlin Crisis’ of 1961. This crisis concerned the future status of West Berlin
at the time of the construction of the Berlin Wall. The East German authorities closed the border
in Berlin with the backing of the Soviet Union resulting in a brief military standoff inside of
the city between US and Soviet tanks. Briefly after the solution of the crisis, Bahr started to
discuss the issue of fuel deliveries from the east to West Berlin with his eastern contacts.
Procuring fuels from the Soviets for West Berlin was considerably cheaper in comparison to
flying in resources or trying to deliver them by truck from West Germany to West Berlin. In
this context, it was essential to agree any such policies with US handlers of West Berlin affairs.
Brandt as the then mayor of West Berlin engaged in efforts to court US President John F.
Kennedy while his assistant Bahr developed a long-standing ‘friendship’ with Henry Kissinger
who later became National Security Advisor of US Presidents Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford
and finally US Secretary of State between 1973 and 1975.

After the West German federal election of 1966, Brandt became foreign minister and
after the 1969 election he became West German chancellor while Bahr became his state
secretary of the chancellery. The primary goal of Brandt was now to substantially improve the
relationship with the Soviet Union in order to increase West German freedom of action. In this
context, a West German policy package of mutually complementary policy initiatives was put
forward. This included economic cooperation between West Germany and the Soviet Union,
mutual recognition of West and East Germany, but stopping short of considering this as the
relationship between fully independent states, and the recognition of the post-WW 2 western

borders of Poland and Czechoslovakia. The third point meant that West Germany would no
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longer demand that the former eastern parts of the German Empire that had been ethnically
cleansed of Germans at the end of WW 2 (or the Sudetenland) should be restored to a future
unified German state. Recognizing the new western borders of Poland meant in turn that the
Soviet policy of westward transition of Polish state borders, which had allowed the Soviet
Union to regain the territories that were lost to Poland after the end of WW 1, was also
recognized.

Brandt’s policies and concessions resulted in a series of treaties signed by him as West
German chancellor, namely the Moscow Treaty with the Soviet Union, the Warsaw Treaty with
Poland (both in 1970), the Prague Treaty with Czechoslovakia (in 1973) and two treaties with
East Germany, the more important one being the 1972 Basic Treaty normalizing relations in
the sense that both states exchanged permanent representatives (the term ambassador was
avoided). The two German states jointly joined the UN in 1973 and West Germany abandoned
its former policy to break off relations with any state recognizing East Germany. The Soviet
diplomat Valentin Falin, who had been involved in the preparation of the Moscow Treaty, was
in 1971 appointed as new ambassador of the Soviet Union to West Germany while the
‘friendship’ between Bahr and Kissinger completed mutual channels of communication.

The reason for the various parties to successfully engage each other (namely West
Germany and the two super powers, less so Poland and East Germany) was not that any clear
agenda had previously been agreed. Perhaps the ‘crisis as opportunity’ motive is most
appropriate to explain the numerous outcomes. On the one hand, Soviet authority in Central
Europe was in crisis after Soviet tanks had put down the 1968 Prague Spring that many
observers had considered the perhaps final opportunity to reform authoritarian state socialism.
On the other hand, US foreign policy was focusing on the Vietnam War and efforts to appeal
to Mao’s China to isolate the Soviet Union. Kissinger believed in diplomatic linkages and
dealing with all sides in a quid pro quo manner. This did not mean, however, that he was
hesitant to put pressure on the Soviet side. The former Soviet ambassador and analyst of the
foreign policy of both Cold War superpowers Falin quotes Kissinger as follows: ‘Under the
cover [Deckmantel| of détente [Entspannung], we pushed forward our policy consisting of
efforts to reduce the influence of the Soviet Union in the Middle East and, if possible, would

totally crush them’ [ausschalten].>' In summary, the question of who was fooling whom in the

31 Kissinger, cited in V. M. Falin, Politische Erinnerungen, Munich: Droemer Knauer, 1993, p. 259.
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context of détente might never be fully solved.

On the economic plane, West German business with the Soviet Union rapidly took off
starting prominently with the delivery of West German technology for the construction of gas
pipelines in the Soviet Union, Poland and East Germany in 1970 [Erdgas-Rohren-Geschdift].
From the Soviet point of view, economic cooperation helped to prop up the Soviet economy.
After all, the Soviet Union was already used to utilize oil and gas deliveries as tool to support
its geopolitical allies — except that these countries were not able to pay for such deliveries in
hard currency. Another significant development was Brandt’s visit to Poland when signing the
Warsaw Treaty. He offered apologies for German war crimes and, as a member of the SPD and
political exile from Nazi Germany, was a credible person to do so vis-a-vis the Polish public.
This left the crucial intra-German relationship and the East German-Soviet relationship as main
variables in influencing the prospects of West Germany’s new eastern policy. The intra-German
relationship will not be discussed any further here because it lacks Eurasian dimensions. It is
sufficient to highlight that the discovery of a GDR spy in Brandt’s office resulted in 1974 in
his unexpected resignation as chancellor suddenly ending the agenda of new eastern policy. As
for East Germany’s relationship with the Soviet Union, the GDR leader Erich Honecker knew
that Soviet energy (and sometimes grain) deliveries allowed East Germany to sell some of these
supplies to the west to procure western technology and consumer goods in exchange while
facilitating higher standards of living in the GDR in comparison to Soviet living standards.

From the East German point of view, therefore, relations to West Germany and the
Soviet Union were both critical and needed to be balanced in a manner that best served the
GDR. The relationship between Honecker and the Soviet party and state leader Leonid
Brezhnev during their personal meetings followed a pattern of mutual flattery punctuated by
hard bargaining about special economic favours of the Soviet Union for the GDR as frontline
state of the Soviet-led military alliance. There is evidence that Brezhnev enjoyed such
bargaining and he playfully suggested that the GDR should not get too deep into debt with
western creditors. Honecker highlighted in turn that only Soviet grain deliveries could help to
avoid GDR grain purchases in Canada, which triggered Brezhnev’s counter question how the
GDR as a small country was ever able to get through the large quantity of Soviet oil deliveries
year after year. In short, the Soviet Union was concerned that East Germany might start to

display too much autonomy in dealing with the other German state while retaining at the same
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time an interest to spoil the GDR as the teacher’s pet of the state socialist camp.’? The
relationship became much less pleasant, however, once the Soviet leader was forced to break
it to Honecker in 1981 via an intermediary that Soviet oil deliveries would have to be cut
substantially by 2 million tons a year.” Such cuts were in turn due to the general deterioration
of the Soviet economy and the war in Afghanistan. The decline of the state socialist camp
continued due to the military emergency rule in Poland and the decline in the price of energy
resources further undermined the Soviet economy and the ability of the country to distribute
resources to allies such as the GDR. In turn, this undermined the internal stability of the GDR.

At the end of the 1980s, the deep economic crisis in the Soviet Union and collapse of
support for state socialism in the GDR and the other Soviet-aligned states in Eastern Europe
meant that the Christian Democrat (CDU) Chancellor Helmut Kohl was suddenly placed in the
position to emerge as chancellor of German unification. Kohl had a good sense of political
timing by improving the relationship with Gorbatchev at a moment in time when the
unfortunate Soviet leader was running out of friends in other quarters including at home. His
second asset was a record of good relations with the then US President George Bush. This
allowed him in the context of bilateral dealings with Soviet and US leaders to sideline
opposition from French and British leaders against reunification. From a geopolitical point of
view, Germany essentially united at the expense of the Soviet (and soon only Russian) position.
The feeling that a miracle had occurred and the fact that Gorbachev’s actions (and inaction)
could not be explained along the lines of existing theories of international relations. German
optimism during this period appeared to suggest that the country was now surrounded by
friends and that the end of history of power competition had arrived.

In the same context, some West German political scientists liked to think that the
unified Germany would regain its status as a sovereign country. They failed to realize, however,
that the one-sided 1994 withdrawal of what had become the Russian rather than the Soviet
military from East Germany left West Germany firmly under the US military umbrella.

Moreover, Germany had to abandon its own currency, which subsequently further limited its

32 See, e.g., K. Wiegrefe, ‘Honecker and Breznev auf der Krim. Eine Aufzeichnung iiber das Treffen vom 19.
August 1976°, Vierteljahreshefie fiir Zeitgeschichte, 1993, 41(4): 589-619.

53 A. Schotzel, ““Es war ein Schwindel sondergleichen”. Gesprich mit Bruno Mahlow. Uber die Zerstérung der
Sowjetunion, deren Ursachen und die Frage, warum sich Moskau von der NATO tauschen lieB3’, junge welt, 16
May 2015.
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geopolitical autonomy. The question during this period was implicitly whether or not the
unified Germany and Russia could aspire to ever closer relations delivering ‘Eurasian alliance’.
Some euphoric observers suggested that US unilateralism would no longer be viable due to
increasing regionalisation of world affairs. The expected future economic dynamism of
Germany, Japan and of numerous other middle powers vis-a-vis the US was thought to produce
a post-Cold War order of ‘global politics [that] will be polycentric in structure, and plural in
substance’.** However, the euphoria did not last long. On the one hand, German policy-makers
quickly had their hands full with efforts to transform the East German economy in a manner
that would deliver the promised higher living standards along West German lines. Mass
unemployment in East Germany following the closure of the state-socialist enterprise and the
subsequent demographic decline of the population demonstrated that West Germany was
already seriously challenged to deal with 16 million East Germans let alone designated to assist
Russian economic reform on a much larger scale. In parallel, Russia as a political actor further
disintegrated during the Yelzin years.

All over Eastern Europe and within Russia, the transformation from state socialism to
capitalism turned out to trigger substantial decline in life expectancies, demographic decline
and social disintegration. The decade of economic transition during the 1990s proved highly
disappointing across the former Eastern bloc and it was only in the new century that societies
picked up economically. One might suggest that the German mass public and politicians across
the spectrum still felt an obligation to be grateful to Russian leaders during this period. But
Yelzin’s Russia appeared to be no longer politically promising and relations therefore stayed
at the level of economic cooperation. Briefly before the end of the Kohl era, work on a gas
pipeline from Russia to Germany passing through the Baltic Sea was started in 1997. This
particular route meant that gas transit countries such as Ukraine and Poland would no longer
be directly involved with the German-Russian energy partnership. From a geopolitical point of
view, this meant closer cooperation.

During the years of Schroder’s chancellorship (1998-2005), Germany and Russia
further expanded their cooperation in the energy sector. Putin and Schroder grew personally

close and Schroder subsequently joined the supervisory board of Gazprom, the principal

3 P J. Katzenstein, ‘A World of Regions: America, Europe, and East Asia’, Indiana Journal of Global Legal
Studies, 1993, 1(1): 65-82 (p. 82).
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Russian energy company involved in the Nord Stream project. At this time, German-Russian
relations appeared to be good. Both of the then major political parties, SPD and CDU, included
some Russia-focused politicians and lobbies. In the case of the SPD, many of the involved
politicians were focused on potential economic benefits for their home regions rather than
German-Russian relations as such. In the CDU, the relevant point men were relics from the
Kohl era such as his former close assistant Horst Teltschik who later became the head of the
Munich Security Conference. Overall, both German parties followed a business approach and
efforts at political cultivation, cultural exchanges and education of a successor generation were
lacking. Once the CDU member Angela Merkel entered the chancellery and stayed there (2005-
2021), results of earlier rounds of business materialized, namely two pipelines were opened in
2011 and 2012, while Merkel suggested that [t]he purchasing countries and Russia are profiting
in equal measures’.*

On the surface, Merkel continued to run German politics as usual, namely submitting
to the US in words in the hope that German economic interests would be left alone by the
transatlantic ‘partner’. What was ignored, however, was that the position of Poland backed up
by the US (or the other way round) continued to harden. When the successor projects Nord
Stream 2 with two additional pipelines, doubling the capacity of potential Russian gas transfers
through the Baltic Sea to approximately 20 per cent of the EU’s consumption, entered an
advanced stage, the US Senate began to sanction involved German companies in December
2019. Rather than to discuss the issue in a political manner, German politicians including
Merkel seemed to hope that keeping their heads down might allow to conclude the project.
There were efforts to bypass sanctions by creating a ‘foundation’ that was supposed to conclude
construction of the pipeline while removing liabilities for German corporations. Such cosmetic
efforts failed to fool the US ‘friends’, however.’® In parallel, the EU further disintegrated in
the sense that one could observe the emergence of a multipolar Europe over divisive issues
such as mass migration policies and now also energy security.

Briefly before the Russian attack on Ukraine in February 2022, the then new German

3 No stated author, ‘Merkel and Medvedev Open Baltic Gas Pipeline’, Der Spiegel, 8 November 2011,
https://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/controversial-project-launched-merkel-and-medvedev-open-baltic-
gas-pipeline-a-796611.html.

% M. Klingemann, ‘CDU-Vorwurf: Schwesig hat zur Klimastiftung nicht die Wahrheit gesagt’, ndrde, 6
December 2024, https://www.ndr.de/nachrichten/mecklenburg-vorpommern/CDU-Vorwurf-Schwesig-hat-zur-
Klimastiftung-nicht-die-Wahrheit-gesagt.puaklimastiftung 100.html.
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Chancellor Olaf Scholz (2021-2025) attended his first meeting with US President Biden in
Washington in which the latter suggested that the event of a Russian invasion would mean that
‘there will be no longer Nord Stream 2. We will bring an end to it’. He subsequently assured
an irritated German journalist that ‘I promise you, we will be able to do it’.>” After the start of
the war, Germany no longer accepted further Russian gas deliveries through the Nord Stream
1 pipelines (the Nord Stream 2 pipeline never opened due to the US sanctions). On 22
September 2022, the four pipelines were sabotaged with explosives whose delivery required
the skills of special command soldiers. The German authorities and media have ever since kept
a very low profile in dealing with the investigation of the act of sabotage that brought the long-
standing German-Russian direct energy partnership to a close (the delivery of Russian gas via
intermediaries to Germany and other EU countries continues to some extent).

In the larger context, one must stress that Germany has declined economically and in
terms of its relative significance as a country on the global scale in the 21 century. After the
relative disappointment of German unification and the many years of Merkel stagnation
characterised by the decline of the country’s infrastructure and failure to become an industry
leader in growing economic sectors, Germany no longer represents an attractive socio-
economic model. The earlier appeal of Germany’s ‘social market economy’ is long forgotten.
Instead, the country increasingly constitutes a poor man’s version of the US with a comparable
level of socio-economic disintegration, poor public education and pessimism about future
prospects. Germany continues to lecture the world on various themes such as climate change
and gender equality, but no longer has the capacity to lead in sectors that will have a global
impact on future developments (Germany’s ‘green’ technologies fail to be competitive in
comparison to Chinese and US manufacturers). In this context, visions of Eurasian alliance
with Russia (or China) appear to be no longer relevant because the country is simply no longer
a major actor that would be courted by others.

Crucially, the war in Ukraine and Russia represents at least in the eyes of the incoming
second Trump administration primarily a proxy conflict between the US and Russia. Ukraine
is welcome to utilize NATO weapons for as long as the country can keep its troops going, but

the war 1s ultimately supposed to be ended in bilateral US-Russia negotiations. Neither Ukraine

57 Forbes Breaking News, ‘We will bring an end to it’, 8 February 2022, minute 1:25-1:58,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_xIkBivIfVO0.
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nor ‘Europe’ (the internally divided EU countries without Britain) are asked to participate in
deal-making. On this, the US and Russia are actually in agreement. The Russian foreign
minister Sergey Lavrov dryly remarked in this context: ‘I don’t know what the Europeans
would do at the negotiating table’.>® At the same time, the EU countries are given fair warning
by the US that they will have to police any future settlement with troops on the ground. This is
the perfect recipe to keep the Europeans busy and divided while making them directly face
Russia. In this way, US troops are able to avoid any direct contact with Russian troops.
Moreover, the rebuilding of what is left of Ukraine (a country that pre-invasion had a history
of 20 presidents in 30 years) will also be handed over to the Europeans. In any case, one might
suggest that the US achieved geopolitical goals in an impressive manner. Germany as
competing industrial economy and some other EU countries face the permanent end of their
energy partnership with Russia. Ongoing deindustrialization in Germany means that
reindustrialization in the US, a country with significantly lower energy prices, becomes more
feasible.”® Moreover, deep divisions between Russia and European countries improve the
relative influence of the US as an out-of-area balancer in line with the geopolitical ideas of
Mackinder, Spykman and Brzezinski. These deep divisions help to check the rise of Eurasian
competitors.

One cannot end without briefly looking at China’s geopolitical strategy. At present,
China and Russia form a geopolitical alliance that comes close to Haushofer’s vision of an
‘Easteurasiatic bloc’. The rejection of Russia by the US and many western countries
incentivized its policy-makers to turn east and to link up with China in an increasingly
asymmetric partnership. Namely, the empire of the centre grows in significance in comparison
to the pivot area. Just as in the case of the US, China is now a significant land and sea power
at the same time. The country’s industrial prowess is bound to also strengthen its geopolitical
position and military strength. The concept of China’s ‘One Road, One Belt” (OBOR) of
economic cooperation, combined with efforts to improve China’s connectivity by adding new
and expanding existing transportation corridors on land and sea and by expanding China’s as

of yet fairly limited system of maritime bases, point to a genuinely global strategy. Most of

8 Tagesschau liveblog, ‘Lawrow zweifelt Europas Beitrag zu Friedengesprichen an‘, 17 February 2025,
https://www.tagesschau.de/newsticker/liveblog-ukraine-montag-468.html.

%9 T. Kuczynski, Letzte Geschichten aus dem Lunapark. Historisch-kritische Kolumnen zur Okonomie der
Gegenwart, Koln: PapyRossa, p. 163.
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China’s OBOR construction of infrastructure takes place in Eurasia with a notable focus on
Central and Eastern Europe among other regions. In addition to Eurasia, OBOR activities also
target the African continent and Central and Latin America, thereby challenging the Monroe
Doctrine and other US geopolitical concepts. In other words, they are de facto global rather
than Eurasian in scope mirroring Sypkman’s concerns from the Chinese point of view.

As for the future of geopolitics, the lesson is that no middle or small power in Eurasia
should follow any one-sided geopolitical approach. The idea to rely on any single great power
to back up one’s own security means in practice that middle and small powers can be easily
forced to pick sides in (trade) wars. Permanent association with a single great power does not
guarantee participation in a club of winners. Every country should therefore be keen to maintain
a balanced portfolio (for lack of a better term).%’ It is here that the German policy is found
lacking. The policy of Germany’s outgoing government of social democrats (SPD), liberals
(FDP) and Green party has been ever since February 2022 to deliver weapons to Ukraine and
to engage in a war of words with Russia.

One might argue, however, that Germany’s culture of political remembrance focusing
strongly on the Holocaust means that the parallel death of 27 million Slavs in the context of
the Nazi German attack on the Soviet Union in 1941 is no longer remembered adequately.
Clearly, Germany should not engage in any military intervention or delivery of weapons to
Ukraine (or Russia) for reasons of its historical association with devastating many regions in
both countries. At the grassroots level, many Russians, Ukrainians and Germans were
reconciled with each other at the end of the Cold War. Intervening in Ukraine (even if this
would be termed ‘peace keeping’ in the event of a ceasefire at some future point) is not an
appropriate task for Germany and is bound to open a new cycle of mutual conflicts in Eurasia.
Thus, while the vision of future European or Eurasian integration remains alive at the level of
political rhetoric, practical policy-making must strive to apply such concepts in an integrative
rather than divisive manner. Not to lecture others about the correct interpretation of history

would be a good starting point.

60 J-y. Shim, ‘Korean Peninsula without USFK: South Korea must reckon with Trump’s foreign policy’

[interview with Moon Chung-in], Korea Times, 12 February 2025.
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This paper covers a wide range of geopolitically critical issues surrounding
Russia (Soviet Union) and its perspectives on the concept of “Furasia”. How Russia
(Soviet Union) ‘imagined’ Furasia and how it is historically connected to the
current development in Ukraine-Russia relations are quite profound, as it delves
into both strategic as well as historical legitimation of Russian behaviors towards
neighboring states.

[ personally found how geopolitical factors surrounding Russian territory—frozen
waters on the northern boarders—shaped Russia’s strategic interests towards
Europe. Though I am not an expert on history of Europe, [ believe this became
the foundation for different types of ‘interventionism’ the author mentions about
US and Russian military operations. While the US military operations are, for
geopolitical reasons, conducted on remote regions away from the American soil,

Russia’s relations with immediate neighbors were largely defined by the fact that it
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is physically connected them.

[ do not believe that comparing the types of interventionism between Russia and
the US is appropriate for the purpose of this seminar. All the same, what I found
most intriguing about the author’s description of Russia’s relations with Europe is
the role of ethnic nationalism or the idea of racial/ethnic identity of the Slavs.
Could the ethnic identity explain the differences between Russian and American
types of strategic thinking, given that the US had hardly been influenced by ethnic
nationalism in terms of external policymaking?

Personally, 1 believe that structure and institutions shape national interests and
strategies. Given that perspective, could it be that Russia’s war on Ukraine or its
support for Assad government in Syria, etc. is a part of Russia’s interests in
extending the sphere of influence? If not, why does Putin feel the necessity for
justifying Russian behaviors by appealing to ethnic imaginations and reconstructing
historical connections? Put simply, what is the source of Russia’'s legitimation of
its actions?

Lastly, I would like to ask the significance of German-Russian relations in the
geopolitical context. I understand that the two states have always had difficult
relations, but could you elaborate on geopolitical background on this complex
bilateral relations and what you believe to be the fundamental source of conflicts
(and post-1990s cooperation)?
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This might happen if Germany were to ally herself with Russia. The threat of
such an event should, therefore, throw France into alliance with the over-sea

powers, and France, Italy, Egypt, India, and Corea would become so many bridge

heads where the outside navies would support armies to compel the pivot allies

to deploy land forces and prevent them from concentrating their whole strength

on fleets.
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