
Q&A 

 
Q: In what ways do you believe there is a new Cold War between Russia and the 

Western World?  

 

A: I wrote The New Cold War back in 2007, and it was published in 2008. This is the updated 

edition [Mr. Lucas had brought two of his books with him to display]. The warnings have 

basically been vindicated. Yes! It is absolutely true. Russia is not the Soviet Union. It cannot 

make a global challenge to the West because it is just not strong enough. I do not think we are 

going to get the so-called ‘WWW’ – World Without the West –, a sort of Russian, Chinese, 

Brazilian, Indian, ‘southern’ alliance. The more you look at it the less plausible that becomes.  

 

But what we do have is a very serious security problem in Europe, and with elements of this 

also in the Arctic, and potentially in central Asia. But this book was written really to say that 

the way Putin is heading is very dangerous. It is dangerous for Russians, because it is more 

and more repressive inside Russia, and it is dangerous for us outside because it is more 

aggressive. I wrote it before the war in Georgia, but I gave warning that we were heading for 

a war there. I warned about Ukraine. I am particularly worried about the security of the Baltic 

States, because the Baltic States are in NATO, and Russia thinks they are ‘NATO-light’. They 

think it possible to discredit NATO in the Baltics, and that would be the end of NATO, 

because if NATO cannot defend the Baltic States, then of what use is NATO to anyone?  

 

That would move us very sharply away from the multilateral rule-based system we have got 

used to, and towards a bilateral security order in which big countries would do the deals that 

they can, and small countries would have to put up with what they must. That would suit 

Russia very well, because in a multilateral world, Russia is helplessly outnumbered. The West 

– a combined North America and the European Union together – is a 40 trillion dollar 

economy, with 800 million people, and Russia is a 2 trillion dollar economy (about the size of 

Italy) and it has 140 million people, almost exactly between Vietnam and Indonesia in 

population terms.  

 



If you stop having the idea of NATO as a united, effective force, and if the EU loses its rule-

setting powers, on which Russia is working hard, then Russia is in a much stronger position.  

 

I guess you might be Polish from your surname. Am I right? Yes, so Poland as a part of the 

West looks pretty strong, while Poland on its own does not. Russia’s GDP is about the size of 

Italy’s, but it has also got a very substantial and increasingly capable military, and that is a 

real problem… for Sweden, for Finland, for Poland, for any western country that deals with 

Russia if it is on its own.  

 

Russia is winning at the moment. So I say in The New Cold War that Russia is a threat. It uses 

money, to which we have no answer; energy, to which we have a rather weak answer; and 

propaganda, to which we have another rather weak answer. This whole idea of a divide and 

rule stunt… That of hybrid warfare, where most of the war happens before a shot is fired… 

We are not doing very well. That is what I mean by ‘the new Cold War’. 

 

 

Q: Was the East really communist?  

 

A: Of course it was not really communist, because nobody has ever succeeded in making a 

communist society. Even the communists agreed it was not communist. They would say: ‘We 

are on the way to being communist’. There was the idea of a Communist Party: first of all, 

destroy capitalism and get socialism, and then eventually, through socialism, you will 

inevitably get communism. So ‘communism’ is a kind sort of shorthand. There were actually 

huge differences within the system: the ‘goulash communism’ of Hungary; the Romanian 

version, more based around the personality cult of Ceausescu, the dominant political factor 

there; the Polish system, which still had limited private enterprise and particularly private 

farms; and East Germany which also had some co-operatives. Each country was a bit 

different, and I am using this as a shorthand term.  

 

It is Trotskyist to say ‘State capitalist’, because they have to explain why things went wrong. 

The Trotskyist critique of communism is quite interesting. I do not dismiss it. But to me 

capitalism is about the idea that you use the market to allocate where capital goes. That is my 

fundamental understanding of it. So, ‘State capitalism’ is a contradiction in terms. If the State 

controls the allocation of capital, then it is not really capitalism.  



We can get into interesting discussions about terminology here. There was a quasi-market 

even during communism, because things had prices. If you saved up some money you could 

buy more stuff. Now it was not really proper money because you could not convert it into 

other currencies, and every now and again there would be confiscatory moves declaring that 

all bank notes of a certain value did not count any more. It was a sort of ‘pretend money’, or 

‘Monopoly money’, but there was a kind of market with prices, and so we never saw a full 

socialist economy, even in Albania.  

 

But the dominant point was that the State determined allocation of capital. Prices were fixed 

by the State rather than by the market. Individuals could save, but it was not real money, and 

there was not really free trade across borders. All was determined by economic planners, and 

fundamentally the Communist Party decided everything. It was not really even the State, but 

the Communist Party behind the State. We can go more into that over coffee.  

 

It was an excellent question. Thank you for asking it.  

 

 

[The next three questions were taken together.] 

 

Q: What is the role of money in the West? Will it continue to be our biggest weakness 

and our biggest obsession?  

 

Q: What kind of a wake-up call would actually wake up the EU? And is there any 

chance of a revolution in Russia?  

 

Q: Did we really win, given the fact that they just gave up? 

 

A: I shall answer these one after another.  

 

On the first one: I do think we are getting some changes. It has been a long, slow road, but we 

have, for example, much tougher anti-moneylaundering laws. Ten to fifteen years ago there 

was really no prohibition of moneylaundering – you could go into a bank in Austria with a 

suitcase full of cash; say, ‘My name is Ivanov, I should like to open an account and make 

some transfers’; and they would say, ‘Fine’. There were literally no real checks. You could 



have anonymous bank accounts where they would just tear a postcard in half, and say, ‘This is 

all you need’. Anyone could come to the account with this postcard (it is absolutely true – the 

old idea of the anonymous sparbuch) and if it matched the part that they had kept you could 

do whatever you wanted with the money. That was deeply entrenched in Austria as a way of 

protecting money from operations like those remembered of the Nazis. It was thought of as a 

fundamental democratic right. We had Swiss bank accounts, completely anonymous: you 

could keep your money in Switzerland and nobody would ever come after you. You could put 

money through the western financial system very easily. We saw enormous amounts of 

money going off-shore from both Russian corporates and even the Russian State. The IMF 

gave a huge bailout to the Russian government in 1998, and the Russian central bank decided 

to put the money in Jersey where it was unclear who actually owned it and the IMF said, ‘Oh. 

That is a bit unorthodox’, but did nothing about it.  

 

We had ‘bearer shares’: you could set up a company and say, ‘This is the share certificate’ – I 

am not making this up – ‘for 100% ownership of the company. I now give it to someone and 

can say, “I do not own this company”. I can say that completely truthfully. And now I take it 

back, and again I am the owner.’ That was the financial atrocity of bearer shares, something 

that happened all over the place: completely anonymous beneficial ownerships.  

 

You would try to track down a company, and find that it was owned in Cyprus. Who owned 

it? ‘Not saying. Not saying.’ Even law enforcement agencies could not go after these 

companies.  

 

That is all beginning to change. We have something called the ‘Financial Action Task Force’ 

(FATF). Google it! It’s incredibly boring. If you cannot sleep at night, read the FATF’s policy 

recommendations. We have something called the International Organisation of Securities 

Commissions (IOSCO) that is even more boring! I love this stuff. They are trying to bring 

order to international financial markets. The G20, amazingly, under British leadership is 

trying to get rid of anonymous beneficial ownership. It is harder and harder to have a 

company the ownership of which nobody can tell. Bearer shares are almost extinct. The Swiss 

and the Austrians are being squeezed very heavily. I would not say that moneylaundering is 

over, but it is becoming considerably more difficult and expensive. You would need to have a 

very large amount of money and to do it in the City of London – it does not give me great 



comfort as a Brit that we are still the great moneylaunderers – but it has become a lot more 

difficult.  

 

We have also seen a bit more attention paid to the role of money in politics. There is 

something called the Foreign Agents Registrations Act in America, which does make it 

possible to see who has been lobbying on behalf of foreign governments in Washington. I 

think there has been a bit of a change in the moral climate. People are more nervous about 

from whom they take money. In terms of financial mechanisms it has become more difficult, 

but there is still a very long way to go.  

 

On the second question, I have teenage children, and I know what wake-up calls are like. You 

bellow up the stairs, ‘Time to get up’, and hear muffled cries and promising signs of activity. 

Taps run in the bathroom, and you think, ‘That is good’. Then, half an hour later, deep peace 

reigns again, and you try once more.  

 

I think we have had many wake-up calls in the West, the first on the day the Soviet Union fell 

apart. What happened to all the money? Where did all the communist slush funds go? One 

moment there were billions and billions of dollars of KGB money and of STB money, and of 

all the other secret services, and of the Communist Party with its enormous assets. In some 

way it all just melted away like snow. That to me was a wake-up call. These people did not 

give up their money. We did not put them on trial. Where were the great trials – the new 

Nuremburg trials – of the butchers and bandits of the communist era who had ruined so many 

people’s lives? How many communist secret police chiefs actually ended up in jail, or even 

on trial for the terrible crimes they committed? Very, very few. So, I was already worried in 

the early 1990s about the way this was going.  

 

There was also the way that Russia defended separatists in Moldova. Moldovans were the 

first victims of the hybrid warfare we have now seen in Ukraine.  

 

All through the 1990s we saw troubling signs: the rise of ideologies of Eurasianism in Russia; 

the decay of Russian democracy; the ascendancy of the FSB, which is basically a rebranding 

of the KGB; Putin coming to power. That was an enormous wake-up call: seeing that Russia 

was not only corrupt and increasingly undemocratic, but also run by an unrepentant KGB guy 

who says the collapse of the Soviet Union was the biggest catastrophe of the twentieth 



century. That was astonishing to me. We could not imagine a German leader saying that the 

collapse of the Third Reich was the greatest political catastrophe of the twentieth century. It 

would be completely impossible.  

I remember a great Estonian politician, called Lennart Meri. (Anyone here from Estonia? 

Never mind. Please do go to Estonia, it is a very good place.) He said to me one night in 1992, 

that there were three things for which we had to look out. First, are they going to put the 

communists on trial and really repent for communist crimes in the way the Germans did? 

Second, are they going to do anything about the KGB, as they dealt with the Gestapo after the 

Second World War? And third, are they going to give up their dreams of empire? The 

Germans had fundamentally decided that they were not going to get back the territories 

chopped off after the War: ‘Maybe we deserved it. We have lost any desire to get back our 

Empire.’ That was a very important, fundamental shift in Germany. Russia did not go through 

that.  

 

Those three things meant that even in the 1990s we were storing up trouble for the future. 

And since then, we have had much else. We had Putin’s astonishing Munich speech of 2006! 

Google it. Read it. (Please do not do it now, because it will distract me.) Even then it was very 

clear anti-westernism. There have been so many clear wake-up calls. I do not know what it is 

going to take. If I am feeling gloomy, I think it will happen when we have already effectively 

lost two EU countries to Russian influence: Cyprus and Bulgaria. I have great friends in 

Bulgaria and they try very hard to maintain a free political system, free media, and so on. The 

fact is that a combination of Russian business pressure, Russian organized crime, and 

corruption inside the system creates a sort of political dead weight there. You cannot build a 

critical mass against that. There is just too much Russian pressure, with the result that 

Bulgaria, although nominally a member of the EU and of NATO, is more like Serbia, which 

is a non-EU, non-NATO country in the Russian grip.  

 

Then you have the growth of Russian influence in places like Hungary, Slovakia, and the 

Czech Republic. We saw an astonishing thing in the Czech Republic: a Russian dissident, a 

Russian émigré, a fugitive from Russian justice, called Turbanov, had applied for asylum and 

the Russians wanted him extradited. Against the wishes of the Czech government, he was 

extradited. He was thrown into a car by Russian security officials, taken to the airport, and put 

on a plane. The Czechs got a fuel tanker to drive in front of the plane to stop it taking off. The 

FSB officers on the plane drew their weapons and in the end the Czechs buckled. This man 



was extradited to Russia, and has never been heard of again. We had a very senior Estonian 

official dealing with organised crime kidnapped in the territory of Estonia, taken to Russia 

and put on a show trial in Moscow. We see all sorts of very dangerous things happening, and I 

think there is great danger that we shall lose one of the Baltic States. I think you can really 

imagine Russian pressure ratcheting up on one of the Baltic States and achieving a kind of 

Bulgarianisation there, or maybe the same in some other country.  

 

Until things get worse, Europe is not going to wake up. The fundamental thing is: when is 

Germany going to wake up? I think America is ‘maxed out’ in Europe, and I do not think we 

are going to get much more out of America than we have. America is really busy, and really 

broke. They will do a fair bit in Europe, but I do not think we can expect the Americans to 

rescue us right now at least. It really depends on Germany. If Germany wakes up and really 

throws its efforts behind defence of the countries that have been threatened by Russia, then 

we are going to win. Mrs. Merkel does ‘get it’. She loathes Putin. She sees what he is up to. 

She has that ‘East German’ antenna: she can see, as it were, in 3D, whereas everybody else 

sees only in 2D. The problem is that the rest of Germany does not. Her Party does not get it. 

They have a very strong business lobby that wants to do ‘business as usual’ with Russia. The 

Social Democrats do not get it because they say, ‘We want dialogue, not confrontation’, and 

they do not understand that that just means Putin gets what he wants. Institutional Germany 

does not get it, because they have all grown up with the idea that the use of force is old- 

fashioned, and that that is not what Germany does: ‘For goodness’ sake, let us not provoke 

Russia. Have we not done enough damage there already.’ German public opinion does not 

want it, believing that America is a bigger threat to world peace than Russia. Merkel is 

constrained by all these factors. Now as things get worse, opinions do shift. I am afraid that 

we are seeing an extremely expensive geopolitical education of Germany, with the price being 

paid by Georgians, Moldovans, and Ukrainians already, and, I fear, the Balts, Poles, Czechs 

and Slovaks in the future.  

 

And, finally, the excellent question: ‘Did we really win, or did they just quit?’. The reason 

they quit was because our system worked better than theirs. They could not compete. We 

were outspending them on weapons. They realised with ‘Star Wars’ – which fundamentally 

did not work – that they could not match the Americans on missile defence. They tried and 

could see that it was not working. They could see that their economy was based on export of 

raw materials, while we could crash the price, especially of oil. We could just get the Saudis 



to start pumping, oil went down in price, and they were literally running out of money. There 

was nothing more they could do.  

 

Their people cared much more about consumer goods then they realised. They thought the 

people were happy so long as they had food in the shops and on the table. You know, queues 

do not really matter. People behind the Iron Curtain were willing to put up with quite a lot, in 

terms of shortcomings, if basic goods were plentiful and available –  even if there was not 

really quite the same choice as in the West. There was a kind of ‘bread and circuses’ with 

basic things very cheap, and people not having to worry much about whether they might 

starve, and everything very predictable. That ‘sort of’ worked in the 1960s and 1970s. It was 

not working by the 1980s. The people saw on television the way we lived and said, ‘We want 

to live in that way, too’.  

 

There was an ideological challenge within the regime. Solidarity was not completely crushed; 

Charter 77 was not completely crushed; the Soviet Union’s dissidents were not completely 

crushed; the Baltic States were not completely crushed. There were people there who, as the 

system weakened, could say: ‘Hang on! You are not going to reform in your way, but in our 

way’. The whole Gorbachev idea was to reform but to keep up the ultimate control of the 

Communist Party. As they started reforming, there was enough resistance there. Sakharov 

was not dead. He was able to come back from Gorky and make that fantastic speech at the 

Congress of the People’s Deputies. Gorbachev tried to get him to shut up, and suddenly 

Gorbachev’s moral standing collapsed. All of the Soviet Union could see what Sakharov was 

really like. By keeping that flame of resistance alive, we could make sure that the whole 

house burnt down rather than just being put under new management.  

 

 

[The next three questions, also, were taken together.] 

 

Q: Why do we still talk about ‘East’ and ‘West’ twenty-five years on?  

 

Q: What is going on in Hungary? Are they reverting to the previous system, which was 

not about socialism or communism, but rather about privileges and power?  

 



Q: What do you think about the question of ostalgie [nostalgia among some for 

communist days] and about what people in the so-called ‘East’ really think?   

 

 A: I hate the term ‘Eastern Europe’. I really, really loathe it. It may work as a purely 

geographical expression, but it does make sense as a political expression. Greece – 

supposedly part of ‘Western Europe’ – is further east than most of ‘eastern’ countries. It is a 

Cold War expression, meaning ‘countries under Soviet rule’, and even that was pretty 

imprecise, because Romania was in another category because it did not have other Warsaw 

Pact forces on its territory, and had a different foreign policy. Your own country, Croatia, was 

part of the former Yugoslavia, which was communist but not part of the Warsaw Pact after 

the break with Stalin. Was Yugoslavia ‘Eastern Europe’ or not?  

 

I have tried quite hard to think up some new expressions. Twenty years after the end of the 

Habsburg Empire, in 1938, we were not talking about ‘ex-Habsburg countries’ such as 

Czechoslovakia being menaced by Hitler. I sometime used to talk about the ‘ex-captive 

nations’, but even that is difficult, because it is not really clear. Obviously Poland was a 

captive nation; as were the Baltic States. But was Russia a captive nation? Well, in a sense it 

was. It was a captive of communism, but then the Soviet Union was also an imperial project 

in which Russians were privileged. In Yugoslavia the Serbs were on top, but not completely 

on top. It is hard to know if Serbia was a captive nation. So I do not really like that term 

either.  

 

I think you can talk about countries ‘that need to catch up’ in Europe, and a useful definition 

is, I think, ‘capital-thirsty countries’, those that need a lot of investment because they have 

missed out, whether that was because the self-managed socialism of Yugoslavia did not work 

very well, or because the systems of the communist countries, or of Soviet socialism, worked 

even less well; countries, then, that still have a big deficit in their infrastructure, and in their 

public services. I think that it makes sense to say that they are ‘capital-thirsty’. There are other 

European countries, notably Germany, which are generating huge amounts of savings, and it 

would be a good idea if German savings were channelled more into capital-thirsty countries.  

 

I also think that there is category of energy-dependent countries, those dependent on Russian 

energy for reasons dating back to when the Soviet pipeline network was constructed. 

Actually, Croatia is an interesting example, because it is voluntarily putting itself into this 



category, making itself dependent on Russian energy by supporting the south stream pipeline, 

which I think is a big mistake. You can look at energy-dependent Europe which would to my 

mind include Finland which is 100% dependent on Russian gas, as are the Baltic States. I 

think Bulgaria is also 100% dependent on Russian gas.  

 

But you can then look at that more closely and notice that there are nuances. The Finns have 

very cleverly set up their system so that they can switch instantly to diesel. If gas is cut off 

today, they can run on diesel tomorrow. That would be a good thing for other countries to do 

as well.  

 

There is a third category, which I think makes sense, namely that of the ‘scared-of-Russia’ or 

‘frontline’ States: the Baltic States, Poland, but also Sweden and Finland and Denmark. We 

have now seen not only dummy Russian nuclear attacks on Sweden last year, Denmark just 

now, Warsaw in 2009, and probably Finland, too, even if the Finns are just not talking about 

it. These countries are in acute security crisis. They feel at the moment that they are not able 

to stand up to a Russian military attack. The rest of the West is not able to defend them, and 

they feel this could happen at any moment. So here we have a kind of real hard-security 

frontline State.  

 

One might look also at the category of countries where Russian money is making a dent. That 

has nothing to do with so-called ‘Eastern Europe’, because there are countries there which 

have done very well in standing up to Russian money, particularly Estonia I would say. 

Poland is not heavily affected, whereas in other countries such as France, Russian money is 

making a great impact.  

 

But you are absolutely right. Whenever you hear this phrase ‘Eastern Europe’, beat whoever 

is saying it over the head with a rolled-up newspaper and say, ‘What do you mean? Define 

your terms!’ 

 

Then we have the excellent second question about Hungary. I am worried. I knew Victor 

Orbán when he was an anti-communist dissident. He was a student, here in Oxford at one 

point, and he was involved in the British Young Liberals. How long ago that was! I apologise 

if this is more detailed, but I am sure you all do follow Hungarian politics very closely! I 

think one has to accept that the West, the outside world was a bit too tolerant of the previous 



Hungarian government. It was very corrupt, pretty authoritarian, and it did a lot of damage to 

Hungary’s institutions while getting a very easy ride, because the leader said, ‘I am a 

Blairite’. That was in the era when ‘Blairite’ was a ‘hurrah-term’ rather than a ‘boo-term’.  

 

I think Orbán was quite right to say, ‘We need fundamental change in Hungary. We did not 

have a revolution, and a lot of those communists are still in power, a lot of our institutions 

have soft networks of old communist and intelligence influence. We need very, very thorough 

house cleaning.’ That much was good. What was less good was that he cleaned out the whole 

place and put his own mates in power. You could argue that Hungary is a ‘winner-takes-all’ 

system, rather like the American. If the Democrats win there, Democrats get appointed and 

Republicans get fired. If Republicans win, Republicans get appointed and Democrats get 

fired. I do not like this system, and I think the British one is better, one where the same 

incompetent people stay in power all the time! But that is just my preference.  

 

I think there has been a sort of assault on the independence of Hungarian institutions: the 

Bank, the courts, and others. The squeeze on the media is troubling, and I do not think Orbán 

‘gets’ the idea of opposition. He thinks opposition basically bad. Now, I like competition. I 

worry that The Economist does not have enough competition. I want more competition so that 

we will raise our standards. Orbán does not think like that, and that is a worry.  

 

He likes Putin. This is a big change. He likes the idea that the Party, the State, finance, big 

business and intelligence, all work on the same team. He thinks that is his way to make 

Hungary strong. That is worrying. He does things with Hungarians outside Hungary that I 

think are worrying. I find policies towards Romania and towards Slovakia worrying. There 

are Hungarians living in Ukraine, and he made an extraordinary speech last year when he 

said, ‘I do not care about the future of democracy in Ukraine. I care only about the future of 

Hungarians in Ukraine.’ They may cover about 1% of the population. It would seem to me 

that if Ukraine is democratic, that is obviously good for Hungarians, while, if Ukraine is not 

democratic, that is probably bad for Hungarians. On the whole minorities do do better in 

democratic countries. I thought that the speech exhibited an extremely twisted perspective and 

it worried me very much. I do not know quite what we do about it.  

 

I do, I m afraid, think one thing we ought to do about it is to beat up Croatia a bit and to say to 

Croatians, ‘You have to help Hungary with its energy security and put an Liquefied Natural 



Gas (LNG) terminal on your coast, because Hungary is an energy island surrounded by 

countries that do not help.’ Slovakia does not help, Romania does not help, and Austria does 

not help. Their only hope of getting independent gas is through Croatia, and the Croatians for 

various reasons are not very keen on helping with that. But it would help, and I think it would 

give us at least a chance to push back on the self-interest thing. It is tricky. Orbán’s biggest 

asset is that his party is a member of the European People’s Party, and that means Merkel will 

protect him. He does not get the criticism he deserves.  

 

And then the question about ostalgie. When people grow up under a system, their happiest 

memories, as well as their bad memories, are tied up with it. To use a slightly facetious 

example, it is like British people who go to boarding school. There they have five years of 

appalling food; being at best beaten up, and at worst sexually abused by teachers; with 

extraordinarily stupid rules and hierarchies of privilege; and a shortage of hot water. Going to 

a British boarding school in the 1960s and 1970s was the closest you could get to living in 

East Germany, and I speak from experience. Yet you ask those who went through it what it 

was like, and they will tell you: ‘Oh, it was the best time of my life! The first time I got 

drunk… The first time I fell in love… I met my best friends there…’.  

 

People can look back at very harsh environments, and say that there were some things about 

them that were really good: ‘and I do not want anyone to take that away from me’. That is 

true for people who lived under communism. Although you could say it this was an 

occupying régime, installed under extraordinary brutality, in which the best people got 

deported to Siberia and killed, or emigrated; in which minds were twisted and poisoned by 

propaganda; yet, ‘that was where I went to university; where I was a doctor; where I treated 

my first patients; where I fell in love; where my children were born; that is part of me, and I 

want you to respect it’.  

 

It has been very difficult for westerners going into these countries. The East Germans in 

particular saw their culture basically abolished, while in a way for Poland, Czechoslovakia, 

and Hungary, there was a kind of institutional continuity. Even the most rabid Polish anti-

communists, I notice, do not give back their university degrees, saying, ‘This was awarded 

under communism and therefore it is valueless’. It is particularly clear in the former East 

Germany, and there is no adequate response. I think it would have been wrong to try to keep 

up the old Soviet zone of Germany, carved out by the Soviets, and say it was a different 



country. It would have been unstable. Too many people would simply have left and gone to 

the West. There would have been a failed quasi-German State.  

 

The annexation, or to use a good German word, the anschluss, of East Germany into the West 

did bring problems. Probably the Germans could more tactfully have allowed celebration of 

individual good elements of people’s lives in East Germany and tried to preserve some East 

German institutions, habits and products. But there was a desire to wipe the slate clean which 

was probably unfortunate. I am not sure that was really something the Germans could sort out 

themselves.  

 

In the Baltic States the occupation left a feeling of revulsion. The idea of rebuilding a country 

after fifty years of foreign occupation by Nazis and Soviets gave such a boost to people’s 

patriotism and sense of self that they were quite willing to leave the past behind them. There 

are some quite odd things. When you very politely ask some of the most forward, atlanticist, 

free-market, anti-communists there what they were doing in the mid-1980s you hear, ‘Well, 

actually, I was chair of the Komsomol [All-Union Leninist Young Communist League] at my 

university’. There has been a certain amount of white-washing of people’s pasts, and it is not 

true that the only people in power in the Baltic States now are dissidents and their 

descendants. There were quite a lot of communists who were able to dump their communism 

and scrub it off quite effectively. That is really between them and their consciences. It has, I 

would say, worked.  

 

The biggest problem of this kind is inside Russia because the Russians did not get a proper 

narrative about what happened in 1991. You can ask Germans: ‘What was 1945? A defeat or 

liberation?’. Publicly everyone will say: ‘That was liberation’. You have to say that as a 

German. You have to say, ‘We suffered under Nazism’. Otherwise you are saying, ‘The Nazis 

were us’. People really do not want to say that. The official German line is that 1945 was the 

beginning of the new democratic Germany. We can say to them: ‘Of course it was horrible, 

and we bombed you flat; you were occupied; and so on. But in the end, at least you got rid of 

the Nazis, and so that was not capitulation; it was not defeat; it was liberation, and the 

beginning of a new and better Germany’. That is a very good moral, intellectual, cultural and 

spiritual basis for a modern Germany. But Russians cannot do that, because it is not quite 

clear what happened in 1991. Did they overthrow communism? Were they defeated by the 

West in the Cold War? What really happened? And so the ‘red’ and ‘brown’ and ‘white’ 



elements have all come back. There is a feeling that they were cheated by the West; that the 

West used low oil prices, and Star Wars, and so on, against them. But you know, some will 

still say, ‘I am still a Soviet citizen in my heart’. That is a kind of personal thing. There is a 

very popular song called, ‘I was born in the Soviet Union’, which is a hit in Russia. There is a 

‘white’ element present that says, ‘Communism was bad, so let us get back to imperial 

Russia: nationalism, autocracy and Orthodoxy. Perhaps there we have something upon which 

to base ourselves!’ Well, actually, that was not so great either. You can go into this weird sort 

of brown stuff about a personality cult of Putin, and ethnic superiority.  

 

There are Russians who will say, ‘The collapse of the Soviet Union was the best thing that 

ever happened and it gave us the chance to build a modern, democratic Russia at peace with 

itself and at peace with its neighbours’. Unfortunately they are only about 5% of the 

population.  

 

That is where we shall stop.            

	  


