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TOWARDS A NEW COLD WAR? CAN PRESIDENT PUTIN WIN THIS 

WAR ON THE IDEOLOGICAL FRONT? 

President Putin will go as far as Western leaders allow him to go. "There are moments in history," 

Canadian Deputy Prime Minister Chrystia Freeland said, "when the great struggle between freedom 

and tyranny comes down to one fight in one place, which is waged for all of humanity."1 Those words 

seem to underline the growing threats posed to the post-WWII international order, to core democratic 

values and above all to the principle of sovereignty under international law.  

 

The U.S. and European countries are now preparing for a long-term confrontation with Russia, which 

inevitably reminds us of the Cold War era and the challenging times of nuclear brinkmanship. “Any 

nation that countenances Russia’s naked aggression against Ukraine will be stained by association,”2 

President Biden said in his State of the Union address, echoing former U.S. presidents’ speeches 

delivered during the Cold War. 

 

Since the end of the Cold War after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the West has “coerced” 

a new European order upon a weak Russia.3 Nonetheless, now that the country is stronger, it seems 

reasonable to expect any Russian government to try reshuffling the deck in its favour. The world 

might well be on the brink of a second Cold War, since President Putin thinks that his odds of 

“winning” against Western powers are better than in the past4.  

 

 The West to Blame 
 

Russia’s narrative that it is the West that poses a major threat to its regional security, a view widely 

shared among Russians, has been promoted for years by the Kremlin’s propaganda machine. "It's 

important (for Putin’s government) that it continues to look like the West is inflaming the situation," 

claims Denis Volkov, director of the independent Moscow-based pollster Levada.5 

 

In that context, relentless comments incriminating Ukraine's pro-Western government and preaching 

anti-Americanism have been widely broadcasted on Russian state-owned TV channels since 

Moscow's annexation of Crimea in 2014.6 More precisely, the Russia Today's (RT) analysis of the 

2014 crisis in Crimea and U.S. motives is consistent with what most Russians consider “their 

historical sphere of influence and the necessary buffer between Russia and the US-dominated West”.7 

 

Moreover, since President Putin’s last attempts to negotiate with Western countries over NATO 

Eastern expansion did not achieve his objectives, he thus decided to impose Russia’s interests by 

resorting to force.8 If Vladimir Putin’s large-scale invasion of Ukraine seems completely irrational 

and unjustified for many observers, it is also crucial that Western powers and EU leaders listen to and 

consider the rationale used by the Russian president to justify his action. However, the conflict with 

Ukraine could also go against his regime if it gets bogged down. Many observers have argued that if 

the blitzkrieg fails and information spreads about the many civilian and military casualties, then 

demonstrations could grow in Russia and directly put in jeopardy President Putin’s regime.  

 

 
1 https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/wherry-freeland-liberal-democracy-ukraine-1.6368866  
2 https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/02/24/remarks-by-president-biden-on-russias-

unprovoked-and-unjustified-attack-on-ukraine/  
3 https://www.nytimes.com/2022/02/18/world/europe/putin-russia-ukraine.html  
4 https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2022/02/25/why-winning-a-second-cold-war-with-russia-is-harder-than-

you-think/  
5 https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/what-threat-russian-state-tv-plays-down-moscows-role-ukraine-crisis-2022-01-
25/  
6 Ibid. 
7 Brooks, S. (2015). Anti-Americanism and the Limits of Public Diplomacy: Winning Hearts and Minds? (1st ed.). Page 

112.  
8 https://www.nytimes.com/2022/02/18/world/europe/putin-russia-ukraine.html 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/wherry-freeland-liberal-democracy-ukraine-1.6368866
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/02/24/remarks-by-president-biden-on-russias-unprovoked-and-unjustified-attack-on-ukraine/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/02/24/remarks-by-president-biden-on-russias-unprovoked-and-unjustified-attack-on-ukraine/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/02/18/world/europe/putin-russia-ukraine.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2022/02/25/why-winning-a-second-cold-war-with-russia-is-harder-than-you-think/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2022/02/25/why-winning-a-second-cold-war-with-russia-is-harder-than-you-think/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/what-threat-russian-state-tv-plays-down-moscows-role-ukraine-crisis-2022-01-25/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/what-threat-russian-state-tv-plays-down-moscows-role-ukraine-crisis-2022-01-25/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/02/18/world/europe/putin-russia-ukraine.html
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Winning the Information War is Winning the War 
 

The centrality of the (dis)information warfare is thus crucial to the outcome of this conflict, and this 

from both sides. On the one hand, President Putin’s war machine includes the control of national 

media outlets such as RT or Sputnik (now banned in the EU), as well as the conduct of multiple 

disinformation campaigns targeting many EU and NATO countries. 

 

The current propaganda war is being waged on multiple fronts starting within Russia, aiming at 

convincing its citizens to support the Kremlin’s war effort, but are also widely conducted abroad as 

well.9 Valentina Shapovalova, an expert in Russian media and propaganda at the University of 

Copenhagen, has argued that the Kremlin’s purpose is mainly to divert attention thanks to a "fog of 

disinformation", creating “informational background noise intended to distract the opponent”.10 

 

On the other hand, U.S. President Biden openly opposed the very forces of “liberty, democracy, 

human dignity” to the ones of “fear, oppression and autocracy” in one of his recent speeches 

condemning Russia’s actions in Ukraine11, showing the U.S. framing of a renewed ideological 

polarisation in a Cold War-style. 

 

However, it seems dangerous to frame this conflict as one opposing the so-called “Western bloc” led 

by NATO vs. Russia and its allies (China, Syria, Venezuela…). Other powers in Africa, Latin 

America, Asia must also make their voices be heard and must be fully committed to defend basic 

principles of national sovereignty and to condemn actions which violate these very principles. 

 

According to Mackinder’s “Heartland” theory of 1904, “whoever controls the core of Eurasia, 

roughly between the Arctic Sea and the Himalayas, could command the world”.12 On that ground, 

Western countries estimate that a Russia-China military alliance cause could put in jeopardy the 

global order and status quo. Presidents Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping are indeed sharing the same 

desire to weaken the U.S.’s influence on the international stage. 

 

Moreover, many countries in the rimlands have close historical ties to Russia, including Turkey, 

Israel, the Gulf Monarchies, Myanmar, among others. The possibility that other countries such as 

China could feel emboldened by Russia’s action to invade neighbouring sovereign states (namely 

Taiwan), might suggest the new era we are entering will give less credits to the concept of territorial 

integrity.13   

 

Nonetheless, an overwhelming majority of countries at the UN General Assembly14 still chose to 

denounce Russia’s attack on Ukraine, showing their attachment to the principle of sovereignty. The 

conflict has also concomitantly triggered the progressive consolidation of Europe’s unity and belief 

in its ideals, as well as the historical increase of Germany’s and Japan’s defence budget up to 2% of 

their GDP.15 

 

 

 
9 https://news.northeastern.edu/  
10 https://nypost.com/2022/02/24/russians-fed-fog-of-disinformation-amid-ukraine-invasion/  
11 https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/02/24/remarks-by-president-biden-on-russias-

unprovoked-and-unjustified-attack-on-ukraine/  
12 https://www.economist.com/briefing/2022/03/05/the-war-in-ukraine-is-going-to-change-geopolitics-profoundly  
13 Ibid. 
14 https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/112080/un-general-assembly-demands-russian-

federation-withdraw-all-military-forces-territory-ukraine_en  
15 https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/03/04/national/germany-prompt-japan-defense-change/  

https://news.northeastern.edu/
https://nypost.com/2022/02/24/russians-fed-fog-of-disinformation-amid-ukraine-invasion/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/02/24/remarks-by-president-biden-on-russias-unprovoked-and-unjustified-attack-on-ukraine/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/02/24/remarks-by-president-biden-on-russias-unprovoked-and-unjustified-attack-on-ukraine/
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2022/03/05/the-war-in-ukraine-is-going-to-change-geopolitics-profoundly
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/112080/un-general-assembly-demands-russian-federation-withdraw-all-military-forces-territory-ukraine_en
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/112080/un-general-assembly-demands-russian-federation-withdraw-all-military-forces-territory-ukraine_en
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/03/04/national/germany-prompt-japan-defense-change/
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The ‘Return’ to the Era of Spheres of Influence? 
 

After the end of the Cold War, many believed that Western liberal democracy had triumphed and that 

an American-led “rules-based order” was going to prevail.16 Francis Fukuyama particularly described 

“the end of history” referring to “the end-point of humanity’s ideological evolution and the 

universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government” after the fall 

of the Soviet Union17. That said, it seems essential to overcome the simplistic Manichean rhetoric of 

‘Good versus Evil’ opposing ‘West’ and ‘East’ sometimes portrayed in Western media and promoted 

by Western leaders. 

 

For instance, according to the former U.S. President Donald Trump’s 2017 “National Security 

Strategy”, Russia was clearly intending to extend its influence to “interfere in the domestic political 

affairs of countries around the world”.18 The narrative of the “return” of the spheres of influence is 

prevailing in Western discourses, sometimes as a strategy to antagonise Russia depicted “within a 

cyclical story of the threat it has posed in the past” to the Western world.19 

 

Moreover, spheres of influence have become a key symbol of what the former U.S. President Obama 

called Russia’s “dark tactics”20 and what the foreign policy analyst, Mark Galeotti, has described as 

the Kremlin’s “dark power”.21 Conversely, the Kremlin’s narrative encompasses the concept of 

“humanitarian cooperation” in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) described by Natalia 

Morozova.22 

 

According to Ferguson and Hast, the concept of spheres of influence does not refer to some “timeless 

geopolitical form or clever strategy for mastering territory” but is made of continuities, shifts and 

disruptions.23 

 

Furthermore, Western countries’ commitment and ideals to defending liberal democratic values were 

greatly challenged and disrupted by the rise of major geopolitical rivals, namely China and Russia. 

Practically, the combination of China's massive investments and Russian mercenaries gradually 

replacing the Western presence on the African continent, has made Western “democratic 

commitments” even more difficult to safeguard in third party countries. According to a realpolitik 

theoretical perspective, the behaviour of major powers in the global arena is mainly driven by the 

nature of their geopolitical, economic and strategic interests and not by the nature of their system of 

governance.24 This often goes to the expense of their professed ideals of human rights, democracy 

and development. 

 
16 https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2022/3/10/the-new-cold-war-spells-trouble-for-africa 
17 Fukuyama, Francis (1989) “The End of History?” The National Interest, no. 16, Center for the National Interest, pp. 

3–18, http://www.jstor.org/stable/24027184.  
18 United States, and Donald Trump (2017) The national security strategy of the United States of America. Washington 

D.C.: The White House. Page 26. https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-

2017-0905.pdf  
19 Iain Ferguson & Susanna Hast (2018) “Introduction: The Return of Spheres of Influence?”, Geopolitics, 23:2, 277-

284, DOI: 10.1080/14650045.2018.1462160 
20 Ibid. 
21 Galeotti, M. (2018). Russia pursues ‘dark power’ and the West has no answer. Raam Op Rusland, March 15. 

https://raamoprusland.nl/dossiers/kremlin/894-russia-pursues-darkpower-in-the-skripal-case  
22 Natalia Morozova (2018) Resisting the West, Forging Regional Consensus: Russia’s Discourse on Humanitarian 

Cooperation in the Commonwealth of Independent States, Geopolitics, 23:2, 354-

377, DOI: 10.1080/14650045.2018.1462160 
23 Iain Ferguson & Susanna Hast (2018) Introduction: The Return of Spheres of Influence?, Geopolitics, 23:2, 277-284, 

DOI: 10.1080/14650045.2018.1461335 
24 https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2022/2/24/and-so-cold-war-ii-begins  

https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2022/3/10/the-new-cold-war-spells-trouble-for-africa
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24027184
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2018.1462160
https://raamoprusland.nl/dossiers/kremlin/894-russia-pursues-darkpower-in-the-skripal-case
https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2018.1462160
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2022/2/24/and-so-cold-war-ii-begins
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More precisely, the Russian Private Military Company (PMC) Wagner Group is increasing both its 

military and (dis)information operations across the African continent.25 They are particularly 

encouraging anti-Western attitudes and feeding a growing regional opposition to the deployment of 

Western troops (French troops in the Sahel for instance). The EU has become “increasingly alarmed 

by the activities of the Wagner Group, which reportedly has close links to Russia, and is allegedly 

present in 23 African countries” EU Commissioner for Equality, Helena Dalli claimed at the EP 

Plenary in November 2021.26 

 

The Crisis of Western Democracy is giving Russia an Edge 
 

Finally, from an ideological stance, both horizontal and vertical confrontation within nation states 

themselves must be considered while describing this “new era” of tensions. In particular, the EU has 

been in the grip of a major crisis of democratic legitimacy, with public trust in national and EU 

institutions plummeting and citizen dissatisfaction with national governments on the rise.27 This has 

resulted in increasingly volatile national politics, combined with the rise of extremist parties carrying 

anti-EU values and messages.28 The commitment made by Western powers to liberal democracy 

principles and the model it reflects is slowly shattering under the looming threat of both crippling 

divisions, demagogy, and the advent of new technologies enabling the spread of disinformation in 

those countries.  

 

If the simplistic dichotomisation of a new Cold War-style era is to be nuanced and overcome, it seems 

likely that a generalisation of the conflict implying a Russia-NATO confrontation might erupt in the 

upcoming months, as the antagonisation of the two “camps” is growing. The post-WWII Western-

dominated international order is more than ever threatened, and this conflict might well be 

announcing the programmed decay of its ideological model. For all these reasons, Putin might 

actually “win” this time around, well beyond the Ukrainian borders. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
25  https://www.diis.dk/en/research/russias-comprehensive-approach-and-the-increased-use-of-the-wagner-group-
challenges-the  
26 https://eeas.europa.eu/topics/security-defence-crisis-response/107908/private-military-and-security-companies-

speech-behalf-high-representativevice-president-josep_en  
27 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/dp015_en.pdf  
28 Ibid. 

https://www.diis.dk/en/research/russias-comprehensive-approach-and-the-increased-use-of-the-wagner-group-challenges-the
https://www.diis.dk/en/research/russias-comprehensive-approach-and-the-increased-use-of-the-wagner-group-challenges-the
https://eeas.europa.eu/topics/security-defence-crisis-response/107908/private-military-and-security-companies-speech-behalf-high-representativevice-president-josep_en
https://eeas.europa.eu/topics/security-defence-crisis-response/107908/private-military-and-security-companies-speech-behalf-high-representativevice-president-josep_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/dp015_en.pdf
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