
Pushing  For  Regime  Change  In
Russia Implies An Embrace Of War
In Ukraine To The End

Is  it  Russian imperialism or great-power
politics  that  explains  Putin’s  invasion  of
Ukraine? And how likely is it that we could
see regime change in Moscow? Moreover,
do  ideological  labels  matter  in  today’s
political climate? C. J. Polychroniou tackles
these questions in an interview with the

French-Greek journalist Alexandra Boutri. He contends that Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine is a major war crime but that the ongoing war is rooted in NATO’s
eastward expansion and associated with the game of great-power politics. As for
those  who  compare  Putin  to  Hitler  and  call  for  regime  change  in  Russia,
Polychroniou  argues  that  such  claims  and  demands  are  both  absurd  and
dangerous.

Alexandra Boutri: Let me start by asking you to share with me your views about
an international relations topic that has dominated headlines for the past year,
namely, the Russia-Ukraine war. Does it have its roots on Russian imperialistic
aggression, which is the general view among most mainstream pundits, including
many on the Left, or is it something more complicated than that?

C. J. Polychroniou: I think the best way to address your question is by putting this
unnecessary tragedy, which, incidentally, could very well drag on for years to
come,  in  historical  context  and thus realizing how easily  it  could have been
avoided. Indeed, Putin’s decision to launch a full-scale invasion of Ukraine on
February 24, 2022, may have taken everyone by surprise but the seeds of this war
had been sown long before. Now, Ukrainians tend to emphasize Russia’s seizure
of Crimea in 2014 as the origin of the conflict between the two countries. This is
not an accurate description because the great-power rivalry between the United
States and Russia is left out of the equation.

But let’s start with Crimea. For whatever reason, Crimea was gifted from Soviet
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Russia  to  Soviet  Ukraine  in  1954.  Interestingly  enough,  the  overwhelming
majority of the population of Crimea in the 1950s was ethnic Russian and there
was still an ethnic Russian majority of over 60 percent in 2014. It should also be
pointed out that the Crimean Peninsula has always been a strategically  vital
location on the Black Sea. Indeed, Crimea’s position in the Black Sea holds such
strategic  importance  that  Zbigniew Brzezinski,  the  hawkish  national  security
adviser to President Jimmy Carter, made strong hints in a 1997 book titled The
Grand Chessboard that the Crimean Peninsula could become a major source of
instability in the territories of the former Soviet Union. Putting aside for now the
legality of the Russian operation to annex Crimea, what is often ignored in the
Ukrainian and western narrative is that it took place in the aftermath of NATO’s
enlargement following the collapse of the Soviet Union. And it wasn’t just Putin
who was wary of NATO’s eastward expansion. Gorbachev was also suspicious of
the perpetuation of NATO following the end of the Cold War while Boris Yeltsin,
in  a  letter  sent  to  President  Clinton  in  1993,  had strongly  opposed NATO’s
expansion to the east.

It seems appropriate here to recall that Putin did not mince words when it came
to giving his opinion about the eastward expansion of  NATO at the Security
Conference in Munich on February 2007:

I think it is obvious that NATO expansion does not have any relation with the
modernisation of the Alliance itself or with ensuring security in Europe. On the
contrary, it represents a serious provocation that reduces the level of mutual
trust. And we have the right to ask: against whom is this expansion intended? And
what happened to the assurances our western partners made after the dissolution
of  the  Warsaw  Pact?  Where  are  those  declarations  today?  No  one  even
remembers them. But I will allow myself to remind this audience what was said. I
would  like  to  quote  the  speech  of  NATO General  Secretary  Mr  Woerner  in
Brussels on 17 May 1990. He said at the time that: “the fact that we are ready not
to place a NATO army outside of German territory gives the Soviet Union a firm
security guarantee”. Where are these guarantees?

Each round of NATO expansion since the fall of the Berlin Wall (NATO grew from
16 countries at the peak of the Cold War to 30 today, several of which were part
of  the Warsaw Pact)  was followed by loud complaints from Russia that such
moves posed a threat to Russia’s national security. Moreover, the prospect of
Georgia and Ukraine becoming members of the trans-Atlantic military alliance
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constituted a red line for Moscow. Yet pledges were made by NATO leaders at the
Budapest  Summit  in  April  2008  that  Georgia  and  Ukraine  would  eventually
become NATO member states. In fact, relations between NATO and Ukraine go
back to the early 1990s and, after 2014, the level of military cooperation between
the two intensified in critical areas.

From the  perspective  of  the  Kremlin,  what  NATO (i.e.,  the  US)  was  up  to
amounted to  an “encirclement” of  Russia.  Indeed,  it  shouldn’t  be difficult  to
understand why Russian leaders felt this way, and there is no doubt that US
officials  knew all  along that  they were crossing Russia’s  red lines  on NATO
expansion.

In this context, Russia’s invasion of the territories of South Ossetia and Abkhazia
in Georgia in 2008, Crimea’s annexation in 2014, and the disastrous invasion of
Ukraine in 2022 are all part of the game of great-power politics and have little to
do with Putin’s alleged push for a new Russian empire.

Alexandra Boutri: So, according to the analysis you just provided, the idea that
Putin might want to invade countries in Europe is utter hogwash. But what about
the suggestion that Putin is a tyrant, this generation’s Adolf Hitler, and therefore
his regime must be overthrown?

C. J. Polychroniou: The idea that Putin has plans to invade countries in Europe is
so absurd and ridiculous as to be laughable. Indeed, the only serious question
here  is  why  so  many  refuse  to  acknowledge  that  NATO  and  the  US  bear
responsibility for Putin’s illegal invasion of Ukraine and are now failing to pursue
a diplomatic path in order to put an end to this great tragedy, which is going to
get much worse in the months to come as Ukraine keeps receiving more and more
weapons from the west and Russia is preparing for a bigger fight. The losses on
both sides are already staggering and Ukraine’s economy and infrastructure are
on the verge of collapse. This is a completely senseless war that could have easily
been avoided if U.S. and NATO had paid proper attention to Russia’s red lines. In
fact, many top-level diplomats and academic experts had predicted that NATO’s
provocative actions would lead to war.

Having  said  that,  it  goes  without  saying  of  course  that  Russia’s  invasion  of
Ukraine  is  wrong,  violates  the  UN  Charter  and  cannot  be  justified  under
international law. Moreover, Russia could easily be charged with war crimes for
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the Ukraine invasion. Yet isn’t it interesting that the Kremlin’s legal justification
for the invasion is based on the “pre-emptive principle” first argued by the US
when it  invaded Iraq in 2003?  Of equal interest is  to see how the western
community has reacted to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in comparison to the way
it reacted to the US invasion of Iraq. Most Americans still have no idea of the
level  of  destruction  that  the  invasion  unleashed.  The  prestigious  medical
journal The Lancet estimated in a 2006 study that more than 600,000 Iraqis were
killed during the first 40 months of war and occupation in Iraq. But the western
community is king of the double standard.

To  address  your  question  about  Putin,  he  is  no  doubt  a  ruthless  autocrat.
Manipulation and repression are integral components of his regime. They have
been so from the day he was sworn in as president of Russia, more than 20 years
ago.  Now  he  is  also  a  war  criminal,  but  we  must  be  careful  with  crazy
comparisons with Hitler. If Putin is the new Hitler because of his decision to
invade Ukraine, why shouldn’t the same be said about George W. Bush when he
invaded Iraq? However,  such analogies  are not  only  ludicrous but  extremely
offensive because they cheapen the memory of millions of innocent people killed
by the Nazis. Hitler’s monstrous regime carried out various major genocides and
countless of mass murders. This may run counter to how major segments of the
media are portraying Putin these days, but he is a rational and strategic actor,
though he badly miscalculated his military strength when he decided to launch a
full-scale invasion of Ukraine as well as Ukrainian resistance. Furthermore, he
has always been very popular with the Russian people and is even more popular
today. In September 2022, his popularity level stood at 77 percent. After the
invasion of Ukraine, the approval rating increased. In February 2023, Putin’s
approval rating at home jumped up to 82 percent.

So, when pundits and experts alike in the US and elsewhere speak of regime
change in Russia, one really wonders what they may have in mind. Is regime
change going to come from the inside, through a coup or revolution, or from the
outside, through a foreign invasion? The security forces, which are the core and
backbone of Putin’s regime, answer directly to Putin and they will surely protect
him from any possible coup. On the other hand, his popularity is so great that
simply precludes the possibility that he can be overthrown by his own people. A
foreign invasion of Russia to overthrow Putin’s regime is sheer madness and
totally  out  of  the  question,  so  all  this  talk  about  regime change in  Moscow

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2006/oct/11/iraq.iraq
https://globelynews.com/russia/putin-approval-rating/
https://globelynews.com/russia/putin-approval-rating/


amounts to nothing more than dangerous political posturing. Why so? Because
regime change seekers suspect, and they are probably right, that the most likely
scenario for Putin to be removed from power is through the weakening of Russia.
This means either Putin losing the war in Ukraine or witnessing the collapse of his
own economy. In either case, achieving the goal of Putin’s removal from power
mandates an indefinite continuation of the war regardless of what happens to
Ukraine itself. But even so, what guarantee is there that Putin won’t be replaced
by someone even more ruthless? A weakened and humiliated Russia will most
likely lead to the emergence of an even more ruthless leader. After all, it was the
economic collapse and humiliation of the 1990s that made Putin such a popular
figure with the Russian people.

Alexandra Boutri:  The far-right seems to have sided with Putin in Russia’s war
against Ukraine, while many of the left are defending Ukraine and even going so
far as to support a stronger NATO. Do political labels matter in today’s world?
Indeed, is the left-right political spectrum still valid today?

C. J. Polychroniou: The situation with far-right groups and individuals supporting
Putin in Russia’s war against Ukraine is a bit complicated. Some on the far-right
in both the US and Europe seem to have sided with Putin simply because they see
him as a white supremacist and the “savior” of western culture. But my own
impression is that this is the case far more so with America’s far-right than it is
with Europe’s far-right. Indeed, there has been a marked shift in the rhetoric of
many extreme right-wingers in Europe since the war started. For instance, both
Marine Le Pen in France and Matteo Salvini in Italy, both of them long-time
admirers of Vladimir Putin,  have condemned “Russian aggression.” They may
have done so purely out of political opportunism, but there you have it. Anyway,
ideological consistency is not the forte of the far-right. However, the same can be
said  nowadays  about  certain  segments  of  the  Left.  Indeed,  who would  have
thought 10 or even 5 years ago that the Left might one day be defending the
enlargement of NATO?  But we live in a time of interminable crises and perhaps
political identity plight comes with the territory. Today, more than any other time
in recent history, the traditional political terms “left” and “right” have become a
bit redundant, though I am not suggesting by any stretch of the imagination of
doing away with the distinction. But consider this: Some of today’s conservative
governments in Europe are pursuing policies, such as trying to tame the market
and  using  the  state  to  support  vulnerable  populations,  that  are  hardly



representative  of  neoliberalism or  even  traditional  conservatism.  Greece  and
Poland come to mind, both countries governed by right-wing political parties. By
the same token, so-called “left” parties have moved ever so closer to the right,
pursuing even neoliberal policies when they are in power, to the point that blue
collar workers have switched allegiances. And the Green parties of today bear no
resemblance whatsoever to the Green Movement of the seventies. The German
Green party, for instance, is now advocating for stronger U.S. militarism.

In the United States, of course, the situation is in some ways quite different. The
Republican party has moved so far to the right that it has developed a serious
extremism  problem  while  the  Democratic  party  has  drifted  towards  its
progressive faction.  However, both “left” and “right” in the US are involved in a
growing “culture war” and both practice cancel culture. The mania over political
correctness and identity politics, which are the last things that the Left should be
embracing given its historical commitment to free speech and universality,  is
terrible  business.  It  is  in  fact  helping  today  to  give  shape  and form to  the
reactionary politics and policies of Ron DeSantis, the rising star of America’s
hard- right.
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