
 

 

European are waking up to the noise of a broken peace 

By Dennis Sammut 

In the last few days I was stopped several times by acquaintances on the streets of the Hague asking 

me about the situation in Ukraine, and whether I think there was going to be war. These are people 

who I hardly know and with who the conversation is usually about the weather. Something has 

changed, and rather more quickly than expected. 

Europeans have a long history of fighting and killing each other. 

In the 20th century they took this to a different level, as a result of the improvements in the 

technology of war. Millions died in WWI and WWII, and the whole continent of Europe was ravaged 

and scarred by war. 

After 1945, in Western Europe at least, they said never again! France and Germany, the two 

erstwhile enemies that had been fighting each other for hundreds of years, became inseparable 

friends; the European Economic Community, later known as the European Union, was formed, and 

after the end of the cold war it spread eastwards as countries formerly under communist control 

scrambled to join and share in this mega project of peace and prosperity. True, small wars lingered, 

in the Balkans and in the Caucasus, but they were local affairs seen as a consequence of the post-cold 

war re-adjustments. 

A new generation of Europeans, and now their sons and daughters, have grown up knowing war as 

only something they read about in the history books, or that happens on other continents – not their 

own. 

Europeans woke up on Tuesday morning (22nd) to the realisation that war was now back on the 

agenda, as it became clear that under President Putin, Russia was no longer interested in playing by 

the rules of international diplomacy. Putin late on Monday evening appeared, somewhat agitated, on 

Russian TV to announce that he had recognised the two Ukrainian breakaway regions of Donetsk and 

Lugansk as independent states, opening the way for the deployment of Russian forces on their 

territory. A “treaty of friendship” was hastily signed within minutes of the announcement opening 

the way for the deployment of Russian troops. Russia has also indicated that it recognised the two 

republics, Lugansk and Donetsk, within their constitutional border, which includes large swats of 

territory controlled by Ukrainian forces.   

Will this lead to war in Ukraine. In all likelihood the answer is yes. As the Russians move to assert 

control over the territory of the regions of Donetsk and Lugansk, including the large parts that 

remain until now under Ukrainian government control, they will inevitably clash with Ukrainian 

forces, and after that the fighting will spread quickly to other parts of Ukraine. It may be a long and 

messy war. 

Will this lead to a full war in Europe. The answer for the moment is that this is very unlikely, but the 

fact that the question is being asked is already a defining psychological moment. What is very clear is 

that the uneasy peace of the cold war (1945-90) and the happy peace since (1991-2022) are now 

broken. Europe is slowly but surely moving back to cold war mode, when it was only the deterrence 

of the nightmare of a nuclear conflagration that stopped the actual shooting from starting. 

After weeks of brinkmanship, the current crisis is now quickly spiralling. For the moment diplomacy 

has been put on hold. A meeting between the US Secretary of State, Antony Blinken and Russian 



 

Foreign Minister, Sergei Lavrov, scheduled for Thursday, (24 February) has been cancelled by the 

American side. It has also been reported that a proposed meeting between President Biden and 

President Putin is no longer envisaged in the immediate future. Blinken said a meeting now was futile 

since the US believes that the Russian invasion of Ukraine has already began. 

The US, EU and similarly minded countries like Canada, Australia and Japan have been warning about 

a possible Russian invasion of Ukraine for a long time. They are adamant in responding firmly with 

anything short of engaging in fighting with the Russians, to indicate that they will not accept this 

situation. They have no other choice. To accept Putin’s de facto land grab of big chunks of Ukraine 

will simply wet his appetite for more. Putin has made it clear on numerous occasions that he wants 

to see Russian domination of all the former post-Soviet space restored. By his actions now – as well 

as in Crimea in 2014 and in Georgia in 2008 – he has shown that he is ready to go all the way to 

achieve this. 

For the rest of the world this is a somewhat awkward moment. They would prefer to keep out of this 

new conflict altogether. But both sides will pile up pressure as they seek international support. Russia 

has already appealed to friendly nations to follow in its footsteps and recognise Donetsk and 

Lugansk. A few usual suspects – Nicaragua, Syria, Venezuela – may do so. But the pressure on others, 

including Belarus, Iran and Cuba to follow is huge. Russia hopes that other important players, such as 

China, India and the Arab countries will at least remain neutral. On its part the West is trying to 

ensure that there is a loud international outcry against Putin to further deter similar action in the 

future. Every country now needs to consider to what extent it attaches importance to the principle of 

the territorial integrity of states, now broken by Russia for the third time in less than 15 years. 

Back in Europe governments are looking again at their defence budgets; defence policies are being 

reviewed, and the EU is considering with a sense of urgency how it can increase its hard power 

capabilities. The US is pushing hard for Europeans to take on more responsibility for their own 

defence. The US wants to concentrate on China, which at any moment may also escalate tension 

with Taiwan, or reassert claims in the Indo-Pacific region at the expense of other countries. Here too, 

other countries may prefer not to take sides. Most will be obliged to in due course. 

The world’s unipolar moment has passed. Preparations for war are going on in earnest across the 

world. Given that a new war may quickly lead to a nuclear conflict, it may very well turn out to be the 

last. No wonder Europeans are snapping out very quickly from their inertia and becoming interested 

again in peace on their continent. 
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