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WINTER IS HERE, BRINGING DEATH AND SUFFERING

In 2015, Garry Kasparov, the professional chess player and later a leader of the pro-democracy opposition movement against Vladimir Putin published Winter is coming: why Vladimir Putin and the enemies of the free world must be stopped.  This examined Putin’s rise to power and anticipated with considerable prescience his military ambitions.

Just published (2022), Philip Short’s magisterial biography (Putin: his life and times) explores in unprecedented depth the personality of this enigmatic and ruthless leader and demolishes many of our preconceptions about today’s Russia.  Since becoming president in 2000, his obsession has been to restore Russia’s status as a great power, unbounded by Western rules.  Short says that to explain him is not to justify.  Putin’s regime is dark and he pursues his goals relentlessly by whatever means he thinks fit .

The ascension of Putin to the presidency of Russia in 1999 was a strong signal that the country was heading away from democracy.  Yet in the intervening years – as the US and the world’s other leading powers have continued to appease him – Putin has become an international threat.  With his vast resources and nuclear arsenal,  Putin is at the  centre of a worldwide assault on political liberty and the modern world order.

In The age of the strong-man (2022), Gideon Rachman has shown that authoritarian leaders are now a central feature of global politics.  He sees Putin as both archetype and the model for the current generation of such leaders.  

Not long before the start of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Putin met with the Chinese president, Xi Jinping, in Beijing.  In a classic example of vice paying tribute to virtue, their post summit communique spoke eloquently of the importance of democracy appropriate to their needs; in their case one compatible with eliminating opponents and controlling the judiciary and the media to ensure they can stay in power for the indefinite future.  Lies and deception are implicit elements of their control.  Nothing is true, all is possible!

This rise in autocratic regimes runs contrary to the theory of Francis Fukuyama in his 1992 book (The end of history and the last man) that liberal democracy is greatly preferable to any other form of government and, crucially, that no liberal democracy could progress to a better alternative.

He is quick to point out, however, that critics have misinterpreted the original premise.  He did not envision the end of history to be a utopian state or predict that ‘the whole world is going to be democratic’ with a straightforward linear movement in that direction – more history will continue.  He is also willing to admit mistakes particularly not appreciating the concept of political decay: the idea that once you become a modern democracy, you could also go backward.  This is a subject he wrestles with in his latest book, Liberalism and its discontents.   Recently he has said that Putin’s invasion explains how the fight to preserve liberalism is about more than just a battle between autocracies and democracies as seen, for example, throughout Donald Trump’s presidency.

But Fukuyama is very clear that his ultimate nightmare is a world in which China and Russia work in harness, perhaps with China bolstering Russia’s war effort and Beijing launching its own invasion – of Taiwan.  If the USA and the rest of the world could not stop that from happening, then that really is the end of the end of history.

China, however, seems to be acting rather cautiously at the moment, possibly because of its international reputation.  Its stance against the liberal order is sparking a backlash.  Negative views of the country have soared around the world to highs not seen since the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre.  A 2021 survey by the Pew Research Center found that roughly 75 percent of people in the USA, Europe and Asia held unfavourable views of China and had no confidence that President Xi Jinping would behave responsibly in world affairs or respect human rights - see Michael Beckley (2022) for more information.

This developing history has once again highlighted the dysfunction of certain multilateral bodies.  The UN Security Council, particularly, rejected a draft resolution on 25 February on ending Russia’s war on Ukraine.  The Russian Federation, a permanent member, vetoed the draft, while China, India and the UAE abstained.  We should not have any expectations of what it could do in future without serious reform (which is now essential).

This then is global context within which the West has to respond to Putin’s war.  First, the West has to recognise that its promotion of democracy and especially the expansion of the EU (as in Ukraine) runs contrary to Putin’s ambition to rule an enlarged Russian empire and was bound to create a negative reaction.  But this does not excuse Putin’s aggression and the waging of a barbarous war.

In the same vein, the Pope has said Russia’s invasion of Ukraine was partly ‘provoked’ by NATO but denied he is backing Putin (interview in the Jesuit magazine, La Civilta Cattolica (June 2022)).  He also reiterated in his interview that the conflict is partly due to the interests of arms manufacturers.  There is some truth in this but does the Pope imagine that nobody should be allowed to arm themselves in their defence.  Blaming it on the arms trade seems to miss the moral point, which revolves on whether one is a pacifist or not.

In the immediate term those supporting Ukraine’s defence against Russia need a game plan which will end the war, one that can be implemented by negotiation without losing the moral high ground.  But political and military experts are not optimistic about a Ukraine ceasefire.   Max Hastings (for one), a respected expert on such matters, argues that defeating Putin decisively or calling his bluff are unrealistic options.   Such council means that the West has to prepare for a costly and protracted struggle.  To cede a part of Ukraine would, he considered, be ‘a sordid bargain’. 

Consequently, the NATO nations (now soon to be joined by Sweden and Finland) will need to dig in to repel a hostile Russia.  Although pacifists would not accept this, to continue to support Ukraine militarily until some sense prevails is possibly the most rational strategy.  

Some audacious people are urging a full-blooded NATO commitment, including a dispatch of troops to Ukraine.  Yet a key lesson from the Cold War is the caution with which both sides mostly conducted themselves, in the knowledge that any general clash would almost certainly become nuclear.  In this we can but regret the failure of years of anti-nuclear campaigning and continue to support the peace activists working in this area.

Whatever, the West needs to have a clear aim.  At the moment, although it is presenting a unified approach, significant differences do exist between the various players.  This is unsurprising given the imperfect condition of the US president, a precarious French government, and anti-democratic Hungary and a British leadership which claims untruth as its only stable political currency.


The Russian Orthodox connection

A particular challenge to the tenets of Christianity is the fact that Putin sees the war as a spiritual mission.   This makes for a dangerous mix with political conviction.  Roger Boyes of The Times argues that atrocities in war occur when soldiers have a sense of impunity, when they are heady with power – and sometimes when they are convinced that they have God, any god, on their side.  Leading the charge with blessings and icons, is the Orthodox patriarchate in Moscow.  Under the leadership of Kirill this has essentially become part of Putin’s armoury.  Kiev Rus is the religious heartland and Ukraine is a battlefield against western influence and decadence (me and pleasure).  The generals may be unhappy about the mismanagement of the military offensive but they still seem to believe that the war is just and that Putin is a miracle from God.  They also have Kirill’s assurance that this is so, although apparently a splinter from the true cross was lost with the sinking of the cruiser, Moskva.
Clearly, there is a case here for serious ecumenical dialogue.

Lord (Rowan) Williams has been vocal in his criticism and has backed calls for the Russian Orthodox Church to be debarred from the World Council of Churches.  He also has anecdotal evidence that a small but significant number of Russian clergy, especially in larger urban contexts, are deeply concerned with the patriarchal position.  

By contrast the Catholic Church in Poland (Polish Catholics) has been magnificent in its reaction to the war.  The response to refugees was immediate, all-out and wonderfully unbureaucratic.  The great humanitarian effort is all the more remarkable because the Polish Catholic Church appeared very recently to be demoralised and adrift (Luke Coppen, 2022).  Its reinvigoration holds lessons not just for the wider Catholic Church, but for the Church of England too. 
 

Looking now beyond the immediacy of the war in Ukraine

The defenders of democracy seem caught off balance by what has happened Ukraine.  This is not just about the blatant criminality of Putin, mirrored in some measure by other autocrats but by the onslaught against democratic checks and balances.  Political leaders and policymakers around the world are finding it difficult to counter the illiberal, populist narratives; the polarizing tactics; and the poisonous power of post-truth deceit.  

Furthermore, they have not put forward a compelling case for liberal democracy under the rule of law – an institutional arrangement - and too many young people have come to see it as a throwback with limited relevance to contemporary realities.  Worse, disorientated by the layers of dishonesty that modern autocracy involves, democratic societies do not seem to have grasped that they are in a fight to protect their freedoms.  Here lies the strategic advantage for autocratic leaders because they know that democracy is desirable and that they must undermine it to survive.  Whereas democrats, ostensibly on the right side of history, have yet to fully realise that they need to defeat the new autocracy if they are to survive.  (This argument is articulated by Moises Naim in The revenge of power: how autocrats are reinventing politics for the 21st century (2022)).

Fighting back will require determination and mobilisation of all types of resources – political, economic and technological.  Those battling on behalf of democratic institutions will need to strengthen checks and balances  and pass measures aimed at fostering fair political competition.  Liberalism cannot rely on the flaws of its antagonists.  It needs to refresh, re-evaluate and rethink.  There is a key role here for Christianity.   

The first difficulty when it comes to rousing the liberal spirit is that liberalism is difficult to define.  It has become one of those words that mean different things to different parties.  Essentially a system that is founded on the principle of equality of individual rights, laws and freedom has evolved rather conspicuous inequalities in each of those realms.  The most glaring are economic inequalities that have grown in the West, particularly in the US and UK, over the past 40 years.  This distortion of liberalism needs to be remedied.

From a pacifist cum peace-making perspective early prevention of conflict is the key.  Whether it is in Ukraine, Syria, Venezuela, Yemen or Nigeria, the free world should be ready to react to support those who want to live in freedom and to live free from fear.  Not just act militarily, after the crisis has already exploded, but to act to educate, to build, to help construct societies that appreciate modern values.  Even the cynics and isolationists should admit that it is far more moral, economical, and effective to invest in preventing the poverty, fear and ignorance that often leads to radicalisation, than to punish the radicalisation after it becomes violent.

Then there is the use of art which can provide subtle or disturbing challenge to authoritarianism.  Remember Pussy Riot’s 2013 startling performance, their ridicule of Putin, their courage to stand with their art, this was not just a cheap prank as their defence lawyer attempted to argue.  It was political and it was powerful.  Putin with his dictator’s animal instinct perceived the seriousness of the threat.  The result was two years in prison for a performance that lasted fifteen minutes.  (And for those that are interested, there is an interesting article by Erica Chenoweth and Zoe Marks in the current issue of Foreign Affairs entitled ‘Revenge of the patriarchs: why do autocrats fear women’.)

And for those of us involved directly in the politics of peace-making, we ought to focus more closely on the issue of free speech.  Democracies and the activist within them should join forces to expand the shrinking space for dissent and civil society around the world.  We should be more ready to expose and condemn censorship and repression and offer civil society organisations and dissident technical support that can amplify dissent and circumvent repressive measures.  

As an example, we should demand that governments push for global Big Tech platforms to voluntarily adopt robust  human rights standards to help guide and inform their content moderation policies and practices.  This would solidify the sprawling and ever changing terms of service that previously set the bar significantly lower than what follows from human rights norms and constitutional freedoms in liberal democracies.

The free-speech recession should be resisted by people around the world who have benefited from the revolutionary acts and sacrifices of the millions who came before them and fought for the cherished right to speak one’s mind.  We should better celebrate our history.  It is up to those who already enjoy that right to limit the reach of disinformation; agree, disagree without resorting to harassment or hate; and treat free speech as a principle to be upheld universally rather than a prop to be selectively invoked for narrow, tribalistic point scoring.

But above all, we should listen to dissidents, giving them more oxygen, even if we do not entirely agree with what they have to say.  They are the ones that reveal to us the dark realities of our societies, the realities that most of us have the luxury to turn away from.  Listen to the dissidents because they warn us of the threats that target minorities first and inevitably spread to the majority.  They speak for the disenfranchised, the ignored and the persecuted.  Listen to them now because they speak of what is to come.

In our opening, Garry Kasparov told us that winter was coming.  But he also qualified the warning in his book, by saying that this conclusion was not inevitable (although he was clearly right in the case of Ukraine).   He also reminds us that ‘the good things about the seasons of political and social change is that we can affect them if we try hard enough’.  Each situation, each crisis (like the invasion of Ukraine) has its own requirements.  But in a carefully played strategy, the shift of a single pawn can transform the whole game.

Finally an end quote from Henry Kissinger’s new book on leadership:

‘Leaders think and act at the intersection of two axes: the first between the past and future; the second between the abiding values and aspirations of those they lead.  They must balance what they know from the past, with what they intuit about the future, which is inherently conjectural and uncertain.  It is this intuitive grasp of direction that enables leaders to set objectives and lay down strategy.’
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