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THE AUTHOR

Sven Biscop (born in Willebroek, Belgium, in 1976) read political sciences and obtained his PhD at Ghent University, where today he is a professor, lecturing on Grand Strategy and great powers, and on Belgian foreign and defence policy. In addition, he is the director of the Europe in the World programme at the Egmont – Royal Institute for International Relations in Brussels, the think tank associated with the Belgian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Sven is an Associate Member of the Royal Academy for Overseas Sciences of Belgium, and an Honorary Fellow of the European Security and Defence College (ESDC), an EU agency where he lectures for diplomats, military, and officials from all EU Member States and institutions. He is also a regular speaker at the Royal Military Academy in Brussels and at the People’s University of China in Beijing, where he is a Senior Research Fellow. Sven has been honoured with the cross of Officer of the Order of the Crown of the Kingdom of Belgium, and the Grand Decoration of Honour of the Republic of Austria. He lives in Brussels with his Taiwanese-Belgian husband Aberu, surrounded by a great many books, military paraphernalia, and chinoiseries. Unfortunately they travel too often to keep a cat.





INTRODUCTION: GEOPOLITICS?

These guys are not going to run away. That much I knew, but Vladimir Putin apparently did not. A couple of guest lectures at the National Defence University in Kyiv, in pre-covid times, each for an audience of some five hundred grim-looking officers, easily convinced me of the Ukrainian army’s will to fight. Many of these officers had only recently been at the front, facing the Russian-armed separatists in the Donbas area in Eastern Ukraine. After the Russian invasion and illegal annexation of the Crimea in 2014, fighting in the Donbas never really stopped. The Russians just did not kill enough Ukrainians to make the headlines in the West. That is why, after a few years of this low-level conflict, the feeling in Brussels was that Ukraine was sufficiently stable to shift its attention to other challenges.

I did not see the second Russian invasion, on 24 February 2022, coming, therefore. Nor, alas, did the European Union (EU). There was a sound strategic argument to be made for that trust in the stability of the situation. In 2014, Putin had obviously failed to pull Ukraine back into the Russian orbit. On the contrary, he alienated Ukrainian public opinion entirely. Even those Ukrainians who before the invasion felt closer to Russia than to the West did not like it enough to say: please, come and grab a province or two. But Russia did secure its hold over the Crimea, where Sebastopol harboured its Black Sea Fleet – naval dominance over the Black Sea, as a springboard for access to the Mediterranean, is a long-standing Russian interest. By instigating the armed rebellion in the Eastern Donbas, Russia also more or less ensured that Ukraine would not enter NATO, for the Alliance normally does not take in a member that does not control its entire territory. Moreover, Russia continued to reap the profits of exporting energy to the EU, which in the end adopted only limited sanctions against the country. Why risk all of that for another slice of Ukraine? What would one do with that anyway?

It seems that I had gravely underestimated, however, two drivers of Russian strategy: status and geopolitics.

For Russia, to be recognised and respected as a great power is an important objective in its own right. Imposing its will on Ukraine would have been one way of demonstrating to the world that it still counts. Moreover, Moscow depicts Ukraine as the historic heartland of Russia rather than as a state or a nation in its own right. For someone living in the EU, this is difficult to comprehend: the EU is about peace between its Member States and, in a more practical way, good governance for its citizens, not about acquiring status. In some Member States there still is an idea of national grandeur – just ask the French or the Poles (though not the Belgians). But that no longer translates into the urge to conquer someone else’s lands. The fratricidal world wars that Europeans launched in the previous century have cured us of that, hopefully forever. For Russia, however, subjective as it may be, the quest for status remains very real, and military force is still an acceptable way of securing it.

Equally real is Russia’s sense of geopolitical vulnerability on its Western borders, where there are no natural obstacles to invasion. In many ways, Putin is continuing a Grand Strategy that goes back to Peter the Great (Tsar from 1682 to 1725): creating strategic depth by controlling neighbours or by outright conquest, so as to put distance between the Russian capital and any potential invader. That kind of geopolitical thinking is also alien to most Europeans today, because obviously nobody in Europe has any intention of invading any country any longer, and certainly not Russia. Also because among the EU Member States geopolitics is no longer of much consequence. But most importantly because many no longer understand what geopolitics is. And that is dangerous, for as I had to appreciate myself, geopolitics is not a thing of the past. Geopolitics is like the weather: it is always there. One may not care for it or expect sunshine to last forever. But, as any Belgian can tell you, one who never carries an umbrella will eventually get wet.


Putin is continuing a Grand Strategy that goes back to Peter the Great



Definitions Are Important

The irony is that more and more people talk about geopolitics. But often, they say “geopolitical” when they mean “strategic”, and they say “strategic” when they simply mean “important”.

First of all, therefore, let us get the definitions right.1 Strategy is a calculated whole of ends, ways, and means (or objectives, instruments, and resources) with a certain time horizon. Grand Strategy serves the ultimate end: safeguarding the state, its territory, and the way of life that a society has built for itself. The conditions on which the survival of one’s way of life depends are one’s vital interests. The strategic calculus therefore has to assess the threats and challenges present in the strategic environment: the violent and non-violent events and developments that may imperil those interests. But in addition to reacting against the world’s negative forces, strategy will also identify opportunities, and proactively pursue positive objectives that one wants to achieve in order to shape one’s environment. Ultimately, the core of any Grand Strategy is the answer to the question: Which role am I playing on the world stage? Do I seek cooperation or domination? Do I prefer unilateral or multilateral action? Do I want autonomy or protection by another power? That identity determines which types of objective one pursues, and which kinds of instruments one deems legitimate to put to use to that end.

Some states, but not all, have a thorough strategic debate about these issues, and codify their thinking in a document such as a National Security Strategy. My country, Belgium, did so for the first time only in 2021. Even a powerful economic player such as Germany only adopted its first ever National Security Strategy in 2023. Some states never get beyond an implicit strategic understanding, a certain unspoken habit of doing things. But because all states have a way of interacting with the world, all have a Grand Strategy in one shape or another. The course of world politics is most impacted by the Grand Strategies of the great powers: those states that have the ambition of exercising global influence, and that possess the resources and the organisational strength to mobilise those resources for their global purposes. Today, those great powers are the United States, China, Russia, and, if it acts in a united manner, the EU. Then there are states that are regional powers and/or have global influence in specific issue areas, such as Brazil, India, Japan, and South Africa. Some of these may develop into great powers in the future, but for the time being Americans, Chinese, Russians, and Europeans are in a league of their own.

Geopolitics is the influence of geography on the strategic calculus – nothing more, nothing less. One’s own geographic situation, the location of partners and adversaries, of markets and supplies of natural resources, and the lines of communication that connect them: all of these condition the available strategic options. But geopolitics is never the only driver. The size of one’s resources, the strength of one’s allies and partners, one’s historical experience, how much time one has to meet a certain target: these and other factors shape strategy too. Furthermore, geopolitics influences strategy, but does not determine it: the same geopolitical situation can inspire opposite strategies.
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The United Kingdom illustrates this well.2 Britain’s main geopolitical feature is that it is an island off the continent of Europe, hence it has always been relatively secure from military threats compared to other European states. From their secure homebase, British leaders could thus confidently intervene in European politics, joining one coalition after another in the pursuit of the national interest. Or they felt they could safely ignore the continent and focus on global expansion and the British Empire. British strategic history is a continuous pendulum movement, of which Brexit is but the latest iteration. One can only hope that the next swing of the pendulum will bring Britain closer or even back into the EU again. The US provides another example. Of today’s great powers, the US has by far the best geopolitical situation: it borders two oceans, the Atlantic and the Pacific, and two states that could never threaten it, Canada and Mexico. The last power to invade the US was the UK, in 1812. Until World War One, and again afterwards, US Grand Strategy inclined towards isolationism. If one is so secure, why bother with world politics? After World War Two, the US made the opposite choice, built a worldwide presence, and actively tried to steer world politics, often very successfully.

It is not geopolitics (Where am I?), but the role one chooses to play (Who am I?) that defines Grand Strategy

In the end, therefore, it is not geopolitics (Where am I?), but the role one chooses to play (Who am I?) that defines Grand Strategy.

The Aim of the Book

What about the EU? In 2019, when Ursula von der Leyen took office as President of the European Commission, she announced that she would lead a “geopolitical” Commission. Five years later, in the last state of the union speech of the legislature, von der Leyen confidently stated that “we have seen the birth of a geopolitical Union – supporting Ukraine, standing up to Russia’s aggression, responding to an assertive China and investing in partnerships”.3 In reality, to this day there is very little explicit geopolitical analysis underpinning EU decision-making, even as Russia’s renewed invasion of Ukraine has overturned the geopolitics of Europe. And the Russian-Ukrainian war is but one of the conflicts in Europe’s broad periphery. In September 2023, Azerbaijan in a swift military campaign took control over Nagorno-Karabakh. In October 2023, a massive terrorist attack by Hamas provoked massive Israeli reprisals. And since 2020, there have been a string of coups and civil wars from Guinea-Bissau to Sudan and nearly all countries in between. The geopolitics of the Caucasus, the Middle East and the Gulf, and North Africa are all in flux. Russia is a player in all of these regions, as is China and, of course, the US. The partnership between Russia and China, and the rivalry between the latter and the US, thus also shape Europe’s environment.

The aim of this book is to make explicit what too often still remains implicit: What would it actually mean for the EU to think geopolitically? In doing so, I will avoid abstract jargon, and I will not attempt to construct grand theories – that’s neither my style nor my forte. Instead, I will focus on facts on the ground, and on history. “History is the memory of states,” as Henry Kissinger said, and one cannot understand international politics today without an awareness of what went before.4 It definitely feels as if everything is happening at the same time – but is that not always the case? The first half of the 1990s, for example, saw the First Gulf War, war in former Yugoslavia, civil war in Algeria, and indeed war over Nagorno-Karabakh and the First Intifada in Palestine. And that was just in Europe’s periphery.

Describing every crisis as a turning point that requires an entirely new strategy is, in fact, the opposite of strategy

I will also avoid dramatising, therefore, as too many are apt to do. There is no new world order – but Europeans are only now beginning to understand what the multipolar world order that has existed since at least the end of the Cold War really means. When political leaders describe something as unprecedented, that usually means unprecedented since they have been in office. In reality, history contains many precedents. My point is not that there is nothing new or nothing to worry about. There is. But describing every crisis as a turning point that requires an entirely new strategy is, in fact, the opposite of strategy. Leaving one without anything to hold onto, such superficial analysis can only lead to confusion and improvisation. Real strategic thinking means to assess events through the prism of one’s existing strategy: What are my interests? How am I pursuing them? If events have an impact on that, one has to reprioritise and reallocate means within one’s overall strategy. If they don’t, one can limit one’s reaction. Only rarely must an entire strategy be thrown overboard, when events undo the core assumptions on which it is based. To give an example: a core assumption of EU strategy is that China will continue to pursue its interest through non-violent means; the day China launches a war, a whole new strategy is required.

In that spirit, I will analyse the geopolitical consequences of the various wars around Europe, and of the potential wars further afield; assess the concrete impact on the interests of the EU; and offer some recommendations on how EU strategy could deal with this. For it can.





GETTING INTO THE GAME: UKRAINE 2014

Until Russia re-invaded it in 2022, my assessment was that for many years to come Ukraine would remain a buffer state between Russia and the EU. Just like Belgium used to be a buffer between France and Germany. After Belgium became independent, in 1830, the great powers had imposed neutrality upon it, but a buffer state does not necessarily have to be a formally neutral state. It is, above all, an independent state that is not fully controlled by any of the powers between which it is wedged, but one that makes its own sovereign choices. Ideally, it maintains productive relations with all of its powerful neighbours. To be a buffer state is not exactly a comfortable geopolitical situation, but it can be a stable one, as it was for Belgium until Germany invaded in 1914.

The EU never explicitly called Ukraine a buffer state, because that geopolitical terminology had fallen out of fashion in Brussels, and because Kyiv would hardly have welcomed that label. “Congratulations, you have been selected as a buffer state of the EU”: this message is unlikely to win over any government. But as a buffer state is how, in practice, the EU did treat Ukraine until 2022.

A Bond with Ukraine

As early as 1999, the EU adopted a strategy on Ukraine, looking ahead to 2004, when the country became a neighbour of the EU as it took in ten new Member States. From the start, the EU encouraged the development of close relations, but without seeking exclusivity: for Brussels, Ukraine could very well have good relations with Moscow at the same time. “The EU welcomes the positive development of Ukraine’s relationship with all its neighbours and believes it has an interest in those relationships remaining strong and stable,” said the 1999 strategy (which, oddly though, made not a single explicit mention of Russia).5 Certainly at that point nobody saw Ukraine as a potential EU Member State. This also reflected the political reality within Ukraine itself, where many in the Eastern half of the country felt affinities with Russia rather than with Europe. The EU adopted the same approach, moreover, to its other neighbours in the East: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, and Moldova. In 2009, the EU created the Eastern Partnership: a multilateral platform for dialogue with these six countries. This was a geopolitical project, a strategy to manage the space between the EU and Russia by creating a stable buffer zone. But as this was never made explicit, the desired end state of the Eastern Partnership was poorly understood on all sides.

In light of this strategy, in 2008 most European Allies of NATO opposed the US push to offer immediate NATO membership to Ukraine and Georgia, for that would obviously have meant they would no longer be buffer states. Most Europeans realised that the American proposal worsened Russia’s threat perception, and were wary of how Russia would react if a former Soviet republic would effectively enter NATO. The three Baltic former Soviet republics – Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia – had already joined NATO and the EU, but these had been illegally annexed by the USSR in 1940, an annexation which the West had never recognised. Ukraine, the most important former Soviet republic after Russia itself, obviously represented another order of magnitude. Moreover, most Europeans did not see the need for NATO membership in the first place.

As often happens, however, when the Americans push hard enough, the Europeans give in, and so, against better knowledge, they accepted a bad compromise, which left Ukraine and Georgia stranded. At the 2008 NATO Summit in Bucharest, they were promised membership, but without any indication of the timing, enhancing the risk of reprisals from Russia but without a clear indication of additional protection from NATO. Indeed, when later that year war erupted between Russia and Georgia, the West’s reaction was limited.6 Europeans widely understood the Bucharest decision as signalling that, actually, there would be no NATO membership, or not for a very long time. They thus hoped to have avoided setting in motion a train of events that could lead to confrontation with Moscow. But that is not how the two countries themselves, nor Russia, interpreted things.

This was a strategic mistake, but that does not mean that the West is responsible for the subsequent Russian invasion of Ukraine. The EU can be accused of a degree of geopolitical naivety, though. The reality is that Russia always continued to consider Ukraine as part of its exclusive sphere of influence, because it sees it as indispensable to maintain strategic depth on its Western borders. Not only did Moscow seek to prevent NATO membership, therefore. It also never accepted the idea of Ukraine as a buffer state that would have equally close relations with Brussels and Moscow – Russia simply always wanted to be the only one allowed to meddle in Ukraine. For that reason, Russia saw not just the prospect of NATO enlargement, but also the growing reach of the EU as a direct geopolitical threat. Something the Europeans were insufficiently aware of. Even as they blocked immediate NATO membership, few Europeans stopped to consider the geopolitical implications of their own EU policies. Unwittingly, the EU was thus sucked into a geopolitical zero-sum game for the total allegiance of Ukraine.


Unwittingly, the EU was sucked into a geopolitical zero-sum game for the total allegiance of Ukraine



But even if the EU and NATO had abstained from actively reaching out to Ukraine, Russia at some point would likely still have intervened.
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