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Abstract: Russia’s invasion on Ukraine in 2022 has undeniably escalated security threats
in the region, marked by heightened geopolitical tensions and increased militarization.
However, the war has also catalyzed a strengthening of security frameworks and cooper-
ation in Europe. North Atlantic Treaty Organisation’s (NATO) commitment to the region
has intensified, and the European Union (EU) has taken significant strides towards a more
cohesive defense strategy. This dual effect of the war presents a complex scenario where
immediate risks are coupled with long-term strategic enhancements. The EU finds itself at
a crossroads, grappling with the immediate need to support Ukraine while also contem-
plating the long-term ramifications of the conflict on its enlargement policies and neigh-
borhood relations. How can peace in Europe be preserved in the face of an unpredictable,
nuclear-armed state? Moreover, what are the implications for European security should
Ukraine loses its independence or Russia experiences a systemic collapse? Europe appears
regrettably unprepared for the resurgence of 19*-century power dynamics and realpolitik,
exemplified by Russia’s aggressive actions.
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Streszczenie: Inwazja Rosji na Ukraing w 2022 r. niewatpliwie nasilita zagrozenia bez-
pieczenistwa w regionie, co przelozylo sie na wzrost napie¢ geopolitycznych i zwiekszong
militaryzacje. Jednak wojna ta przyspieszyla réwniez wzmocnienie ram bezpieczen-
stwa i wspotpracy w Europie. Zaangazowanie Organizacji Traktatu Péinocnoatlantyc-
kiego (NATO) w regionie wzrosto, a Unia Europejska (EU) realizowala znaczace kroki
w kierunku bardziej spéjnej strategii obronnej. Ten podwéjny efekt wojny przedstawia
zlozony scenariusz, w ktérym bezposrednie zagrozenia Iacza sie z diugoterminowy-
mi usprawnieniami strategicznymi. Obecnie UE znajduje sie na rozdrozu, zmagajac sie
z natychmiastowq potrzebg wsparcia Ukrainy, przy jednoczesnym rozwazaniu dtugoter-
minowych konsekwengcji konfliktu dla swojej polityki rozszerzenia i stosunkéw sasiedz-
kich. W jaki spos6b mozna zachowaé pokdj w Europie w obliczu nieprzewidywalnego
panstwa posiadajacego brori jadrowa? Co wiecej, jakie beda implikacje dla bezpieczenistwa
europejskiego, jesli Ukraina utraci niepodleglos¢ lub gdy Rosja doswiadczy systemowego
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upadku? Niestety, Europa wydaje si¢ nieprzygotowana na odrodzenie sie dynamiki
wiladzy i realpolitik z XIX w., czego przykltad stanowia agresywne dzialania Rosji.

Stowa kluczowe: Ukraina, Rosja, wojna, bezpieczenistwo europejskie

1. Introduction: Strategic Challenges for European Security

Understanding the triggers of the Russo-Ukrainian war is crucial to compre-
hending its broader implications. Some argue that the war was driven by
Vladimir Putin’s irrationality, rooted in a distorted imperial fantasy that de-
nies Ukraine’s right to exist as a sovereign state (Backer, Rak 2022; Oksamytna
2023). Others suggest that the invasion was a predictable outcome of Russia’s
dissatisfaction with the post-Cold War European security architecture, par-
ticularly North Atlantic Treaty Organisation’s (NATO) expansion towards
its borders (Gotz, Ekman 2024). From a realist perspective, the situation in
Ukraine is the manifestation of a classic “security dilemma,” where Russia,
feeling threatened by the encroachment of Western alliances, sought to en-
hance its own security through military action (Gotz, Staun 2022).
Constructivist theories offer an alternative view, emphasizing the role
of ideational factors over material concerns in international relations (Steele
2008). Russia’s increasingly antagonistic behavior is often seen as stemming
from a “renewed sense of confidence,” a recovery from the humiliation it ex-
perienced in the aftermath of the Cold War. This resurgence of confidence
is closely linked to a deep-seated ontological insecurity within Russia, which
has struggled to reconcile its identity as a non-imperial state in the modern
era. Vladimir Putin’s war in Ukraine can thus be seen as both a geostrategic
conflict with the West, aimed at reshaping the global order, and an attempt to
solidify the ideological foundations and stability of his regime (Polegkyi 2024).
This analysis delves into the specific outcomes for European security of
both potential victory and defeat scenarios for Ukraine. The paper argues
that a clear Ukrainian victory, defined by territorial restoration and Russian
accountability, is essential for lasting European security. A victory, defined
not only by the retention of sovereignty of Ukraine but also by the resto-
ration of its internationally recognized borders, would set a precedent for
the inviolability of national borders and deter future acts of aggression by
revisionist states. Conversely, a Russian victory, if ever realized, could em-
bolden Moscow to extend its coercive tactics beyond Ukraine, potentially
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destabilizing the Baltic states and testing NATO'’s resolve under Article 5.
The West’s response, focused on deterrence rather than proactive measures,
left Ukraine exposed to further Russian aggression.

Currently, European and global security face two profound challenges
at the strategic level. The first challenge is the unprecedented global system-
ic shifts and the absence of effective models for a new world order, particu-
larly in the realm of collapsing international security architecture. Political
elites in many countries, especially traditional political parties, appear dis-
oriented, struggling to devise innovative approaches to world politics that
do not destabilize the established order and power relations (Agh 2024).
Traditional models and approaches, rooted in past geopolitical contexts,
have become obsolete, yet no viable alternatives have emerged. The political
elites in many countries are resistant to radical transformations, constrained
by electoral dependencies and increasingly prone to populist temptations.
This reflects a fundamental weakness in contemporary democracies, which
are more invested in preserving existing comforts and familiar governance
systems than in addressing the complex challenges that demand new, adap-
tive solutions.

The second challenge, deeply intertwined with the first, is regional
yet profoundly consequential: the strategic conundrum posed by Russia.
The question of “what to do with Russia” encapsulates a multifaceted di-
lemma. How can peace in Europe be preserved in the face of an unpredicta-
ble, nuclear-armed state? Moreover, what are the implications for European
security should Russia experiences a systemic collapse or expands its ag-
gression beyond Ukraine?

To address the second crucial challenge posed by Russia, it is essential to
understand the role of war in V. Putin’s Russia. War is not merely a tool of
national security; it is a fundamental and dynamic component of V. Putin’s
regime. Kremlin ambitions seek not only to restore Russia’s status as a global
power through a calculated revival of its imperial legacy but also to create
conditions where V. Putin’s regime can maintain power indefinitely. The in-
vasion was not only a geopolitical maneuver; it was rather a domestic strategy
designed to consolidate support for V. Putin and reinforce his grip on power.
The relationship between the Russian state and its population, characterized
by simultaneous admiration for and disdain towards power, has created a soci-
ety that is passive yet primed for violent outbursts. The current war in Ukraine
can be seen as an export of this potential internal conflict, with the regime
redirecting social entropy outward in an attempt to maintain internal stability.
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In this context, war has been inherited as a central element of V. Putin’s project
for Russia and the consolidation of the regime’s power. Russia’s inability to
solve the fundamental question of its own existence as a non-imperial state,
and more precisely, the question of building its own identity in modern con-
ditions, is a manifestation of deep ontological insecurity.

War and empire have been integral to V. Putin’s vision for Russia from
the very beginning, rooted in the internal dynamics of his system. These
dynamics have also revitalized the long-standing patrimonial structures of
the Russian state, where power is concentrated in the hands of a few (Kolstg,
Blakkisrud 2018). The Kremlin has effectively leveraged trauma and ressen-
timent as powerful tools to manipulate public sentiment and reinforce its
authoritarian rule under V. Putin (Milksoo 2022). By evoking historical
traumas and cultivating a pervasive sense of victimhood, the regime has
systematically fostered a culture of fear, repression, and defensive nation-
alism (Bernsand, Tornquist-Plewa 2019). “The Kremlin reinvented Russia
as an imperial power because other forms of great power expression, espe-
cially soft power, failed to deliver what the Russian authorities were hoping
for: the right to shape the post-Cold War order in Europe and in Eurasia”
(Laruelle 22.08.2022). As a result, V. Putin has turned to more aggressive
tactics, using military force and the threat of violence to reassert Russia’s
role as a global power. References to Russia’s imperial past, particularly
the notion of a “one-thousand-year statehood,” are not mere nostalgia; they
are strategic tools used to legitimize the Kremlin's aggressive policies. By
invoking the glories of the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union, V. Putin
appeals to a deep-seated desire among many Russians for national great-
ness and respect on the world stage. This imperial narrative provides a jus-
tification for expansionism and conflict, portraying them as necessary for
the defense and revival of Russia’s historical identity (McGlynn 2023).

2. The Western Response to Russian Aggression

One of the critical factors contributing to Ukraine’s precarious situation is
the lack of clarity among Western leaders regarding their strategic objec-
tives in the region. Western actions, or inactions, often suggest a lack of
awareness about the severe consequences that a Ukrainian defeat could
entail. It is improbable that V. Putin will abandon his goal of dismantling
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Ukraine as a sovereign state. As lan Bond (24.04.2024) has argued, the West
must fully comprehend the implications of a Russian victory in Ukraine,
which could precipitate a dramatically increased threat to the rest of Europe
from a militarized Russia. Such an outcome might embolden Moscow to
test NATO’s Article 5 guarantee, especially if the United States withdraws
its presence from Europe. Additionally, the West would face the migration
of millions more Ukrainians fleeing atrocities, heightened instability along
the European Union’s (EU) eastern borders, significant disruptions to glob-
al trade and food security, and a surge in nuclear proliferation as countries
conclude that nuclear armament provides more reliable security than alli-
ances. A Russian victory would also diminish Western influence globally
while amplifying the strategic power of Russia and China.

There is a pervasive reluctance among Western nations to commit to
more direct involvement in the conflict. However, there is no viable alter-
native. Confronting Russia in eastern Ukraine, though fraught with peril, is
preferable to facing Russian aggression later on NATO territory. The West
must relinquish the illusion that Russia can be transformed into a peaceful
state in the near future or that it will cease its expansionist ambitions. On
the contrary, Russia possesses a comprehensive toolkit for gradual aggres-
sion and will likely continue to employ it.

A robust Russia thrives on a weakened Europe. Consequently, any de-
velopment that undermines the EU fortifies Russia’s influence. This under-
scores the necessity of a decisive Ukrainian victory, not only for the stabil-
ity of the European security architecture but also for global equilibrium.
A world where might supersedes right could embolden other major powers
to engage in further aggression, reshaping international relations in a man-
ner reminiscent of darker historical periods. Therefore, it is insufficient for
Ukraine merely to survive; Russia must be decisively defeated. Instead of
harboring illusions, the West must develop a coherent, unified strategy
to contain, limit, and counteract Russian aggression. The end of the war
in Ukraine, particularly if achieved at Ukraine’s expense, will not resolve
the broader issue of Russia as a persistent threat to European security. It is
Russia, not China, that poses an immediate existential danger to Europe
in both the short and long term. Russia’s strategy is not limited to military
force; it also encompasses a wide array of hybrid threats aimed at weaken-
ing Western societies.

As Steven Everts (2024) emphasizes, the EU faces four critical tasks
in addressing contemporary challenges. First, the EU must redefine its
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relationship with power politics. Traditionally a norm-shaper, Europe
must now engage more decisively in power politics, marking a significant
departure from its founding principles. Second, the EU must enhance its
organizational cohesion to effectively consolidate member states, exert
influence, and negotiate agreements. This necessitates urgent reforms in
the decision-making process to overcome the problem of dispersed power.
Third, ensuring the security of the European continent remains paramount,
requiring a clear strategy toward Russia and Ukraine. Europe’s security
is inextricably linked to a free and secure Ukraine, particularly as long as
the Kremlin harbors imperial ambitions. Fourth, Europe must adeptly nav-
igate the escalating tensions between the United States and China that are
reshaping global dynamics. While maintaining its alliance with the Unit-
ed States, Europe must recalibrate its approach to China, ensuring that its
foreign policy serves its unique interests rather than merely aligning with

American policies. In an increasingly multipolar and fragmented world, Eu-

rope must strategically strengthen its partnerships with emerging powers

and key states in Africa, the Indo-Pacific, and Latin America. This approach
is crucial for Europe to effectively build and wield influence on the global
stage.

The West must abandon any hope of a near-term transformation within
Russia. As Fredrik Lojdquist (3.07.2024) astutely observes, the issue extends
beyond a mere conflict with Ukraine; it is a systemic challenge originating
from Russia itself. Vladimir Putin’s regime has demonstrated a consistent
pattern of aggression, dating back to the 2008 invasion of Georgia and con-
tinuing with the ongoing war in Ukraine. According to him, the “Russia
problem” is multifaceted:

1. Long-term: V. Putin’s Russia has articulated and acted upon antago-
nistic goals since at least the 2007 Munich speech, the 2008 invasion of
Georgia, and the ongoing war against Ukraine since 2014.

2. Structural: Russia’s unprecedented external aggression is a byproduct
of its internal political system, ideology, and worldview. There is a di-
rect correlation between internal repression and external aggression.
The war is not an anomaly; it is an inherent feature of the system.

3. Systemic: Russia’s aggression transcends local or regional conflicts; it is
a direct assault on international law and the European security order.
The war is merely a symptom of a more significant problem. Ending the
war, without addressing the root causes, will not solve the problem.
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3. Ukraine - Existential Conflict and the Global Stakes

For Ukraine, the war is existential, centered on its survival as a sovereign
state. Russia frames it as a conflict for vital national interests, a confronta-
tion that historically concludes with the unequivocal victory of one side
(Ash et al. 2023). Calls for compromise are based on false analogies and
a gross underestimation of the stakes involved. Vladimir Putin’s objec-
tives extend beyond territorial conquest; he seeks to obliterate Ukraine’s
sovereignty and democratic framework, firmly opposing any outcome that
would solidify Ukraine as a Western-oriented democracy.

The ongoing war in Ukraine has exposed significant gaps and ambigui-
ties in the Western response. The initial wave of outrage following Russia’s
aggression led to a temporary strengthening of transatlantic unity. However,
as time passes, this unity is eroding. The United States and some European
countries are increasingly advocating for a “normalization” of relations with
Russia, reflecting a broader uncertainty about the long-term consequences
of a Ukrainian defeat for European and global security. The fear of nuclear
escalation has deeply influenced Western public perception and policy, lim-
iting military aid to Ukraine and constraining Kyiv’s retaliatory capabilities.
This cautious approach, aimed at preventing a larger conflict, paradoxically
increases the likelihood of a wider war by enabling Russia to achieve incre-
mental victories. Western leaders must adopt a firmer stance, balancing de-
terrence with robust support for Ukraine’s sovereignty (Gady, Kofman 2024).

NATO, in particular, is facing a crisis stemming from its failure to
adequately respond to V. Putin’s aggression. For the past three decades,
NATO’s strategy has been marked by contradictions, simultaneously
expanding while disarming. New and old members alike believed that
the alliance’s mere presence would suffice to ensure security and sta-
bility on Europe’s borders (Treisman 7.05.2024). However, the inva-
sion of Ukraine has exposed these assumptions as dangerously flawed.
A Ukrainian defeat would be perceived, both internally and externally, as
a defeat for NATO, further eroding confidence in the alliance. The indeci-
siveness of NATO and its allies in the face of Russian aggression has sent
a negative signal to Moscow, reinforcing the Kremlin’s belief in the effec-
tiveness of a war of attrition. The dilemma of how far to support Ukraine
remains unresolved within the alliance. Expanding support could poten-
tially trigger a global conflict, while half-hearted measures undermine
trust in NATO and weaken it from within.
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The ideological dimension of this confrontation between Russia and
“the West” is also crucial. Vladimir Putin has explicitly framed the conflict
as not only geopolitical but also cultural and civilizational, with the goal of
resisting the imposition of neoliberal values by Western states. Consequent-
ly, negotiations over the only territorial issues are unlikely, as V. Putin’s
broader aim is the destruction of Ukraine’s statehood and the weakening
of the West. In response, it is imperative for the West to bolster Ukraine’s
military capabilities, enabling it to conduct significant offensive operations.
Such support is vital not only for preserving Ukraine’s territorial integrity
but also for inflicting substantial losses on Russian forces, potentially shift-
ing the strategic balance in Kyiv’s favor.

The global implications of Russia’s success in Ukraine cannot be over-
stated. Observing the Western response, authoritarian regimes like China
and Iran are gauging the West's resolve in defending the liberal world order.
As Nico Lange and Carlo Masala (28.11.2023) warn, this conflict could mark
the beginning of a new era, where stronger states, emboldened by a lack of
international resistance, may aggressively pursue territorial ambitions or re-
gional dominance. A Chinese assault on Taiwan, for instance, would become
not only possible but highly probable. Vladimir Putin’s vision of a “reorgani-
zation of the world order” could proceed with alarming momentum.

Conclusion: A New Strategic Reality

In conclusion, war is not just a tool of statecraft for V. Putin; it is a core ele-
ment of his vision for Russia, deeply intertwined with the internal dynam-
ics of his regime. The invasion of Ukraine and the ongoing conflict are man-
ifestations of a broader imperial project aimed at securing Russia’s place
as a global power while maintaining domestic stability through external
aggression. This strategy has profound implications for regional and global
security, as it suggests that Russia’s aggressive posture will persist as long
as the current regime remains in power.

The most significant outcome of Russia’s war in Ukraine should be a shift
in European awareness of threats. There can be no return to “business as usual”
with Russia in the foreseeable future, even after V. Putin is no longer in pow-
er. However, this change in Western thinking is not yet permanent. Divisions
remain evident within and between countries regarding the war. A realistic
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and comprehensive assessment of the threat posed by Russia to NATO and
global security is still lacking (Polyakova et al. 30.11.2023: 19).

The West must recognize the strategic implications of V. Putin’s ap-
proach, understanding that the war in Ukraine is not an isolated conflict
but part of a larger pattern of Russian aggression. To address this threat,
a comprehensive and coordinated response is required, one that not only
counters Russia’s external ambitions but also addresses the underlying ide-
ological and societal factors that drive its aggressive behavior.

Russia’s aggression is not solely aimed at Ukraine; it is a broader assault
on the Western democratic world. If Russia is not stopped, other European
countries will face similar threats. “Russia must be seen for what it tru-
ly is: an imperialistic, authoritarian regime that aims to destroy the inter-
national order and establish a sphere of influence. It must be contained”
(Polyakova et al. 30.11.2023: 89). The dream of a secure and prosperous Eu-
rope could be shattered if the West fails to confront Russia’s expansionism.
Sanctions against Russia, though necessary, have come too late to prevent
the war. Helping Ukraine win the war now may prevent future conflicts in
Europe, but it will not undo the devastation already wrought.

Itis delusional to believe that Europe can avoid a confrontation with Rus-
sia. The Kremlin perceives itself as being at war not with Ukraine, but with
NATO and the West as a whole. Consequently, if Ukraine loses, the West
will have lost as well, with Europe bearing the brunt of the consequences.
The West must not allow itself to be cowed by V. Putin’s threats, particu-
larly his nuclear saber-rattling. The security architecture of Europe cannot
be complete without integrating Ukraine and other so-called “grey areas”
into the EU. Ukraine’s security is fundamentally linked to Europe’s, neces-
sitating the modernization of NATO’s defense posture and a permanent
presence on the eastern flank. The foundation for a secure Europe is a clear
vision of a democratic, sovereign Ukraine fully integrated into the EU. Such
integration poses a greater threat to V. Putin’s regime than NATO member-
ship, as it would enable Ukraine to solidify its status as a stable, consolidat-
ed democracy. Ukraine’s integration into the EU has the potential to end
its status as a buffer state, necessitating a more serious approach to defense
against Russian threats. Failure to fulfill promises of EU membership for
Ukraine undermines the EU’s credibility as a geopolitical actor and could
result in significant geopolitical setbacks.

The future of Russia will profoundly impact Europe’s geopolitical land-
scape. The cultivation of a “special” society in Russia, characterized by
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hierarchical totalitarianism and a deep-seated sense of ressentiment, ensures
that the regime can mobilize the population in support of its imperial ambi-
tions. However, this also creates a volatile internal dynamic that could lead
to explosive conflict should the regime’s stability falter. The EU must be pre-
pared for various scenarios to maintain peace and stability on the continent.
The EU must learn to speak the language of power, not necessarily through
military means, but by taking the threats from Russia and China seriously.
The situation in Ukraine highlights the dangers of engaging with authoritari-
an regimes solely through the lens of mutual interests and business priorities.
The West must abandon the illusion of a peaceful Russia and instead develop
a unified strategy to contain, limit, and counter Russian aggression. A strong
commitment to Ukraine’s defense is essential for the long-term security of
Europe and the world. Finally, the West must recognize Russia’s hypocrisy
as a state that flagrantly violates international norms while exploiting them
when convenient. This requires a reassessment of how the West engages with
such a dangerous actor on the global stage.
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