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Abstract

The crisis of liberal democracy has become increasingly visible both 
within individual Western countries and in the broader questioning of the 
basic principles of the international order. The primary objective of the 
article is to outline forecast scenarios over a ten-year horizon. Achieving 
this goal requires identifying the sources and causes of the crisis of liberal 
democracy, as well as analysing its consequences. 
The author advances the argument that contemporary changes in the 
international security environment refl ect a return to Realpolitik in 
international relations and the emergence of a new phase of geopolitical 
rivalry frequently described as “Cold War 2.0”. 
These developments suggest that the existing paradigms are no longer 
suffi cient to understand and interpret contemporary political realities, 
while the new ones remain only in statu nascendi. As a result, we are now 
witnessing the arrival of an era characterised by uncertainty and instability. 
Additional drivers of transformation are also related to the consequences 
of dynamic changes in new technologies, climate change, and mass 
migration. An erosion of stability and predictability, as well as general 
uncertainty related to the foreseeable future constitutes a signifi cant 
source of perceived insecurity and social instability.
The research presented in this article is based on a critical analysis 
of the relevant literature and employs systems analysis as its primary 
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methodological framework. In the forecasting section, morphological 
analysis is applied in order to construct plausible future development 
scenarios.

Keywords: Liberal Democracy, Crisis, International Order, Security, 
European Union

Introduction

The crisis of liberal democracy has become increasingly visible both 
within Western states and in the broader transformation of the international 
order. The growing electoral strength of anti-liberal movements across 
a number of Western democracies, including the return of Donald Trump 
to the presidency of the United States, illustrates the depth of these 
political changes.

Such developments inevitably affect the shape of the international 
order, because, as Richard N. Haass argues, foreign policy begins at home 
(Haass, 2014). Consequently, the liberal democratic international order 
appears to be undergoing a period of signifi cant erosion. At least three 
interrelated and mutually reinforcing factors can be identifi ed in this 
process. 

First, there is a visible crisis of liberal democracy within many Western 
states, manifested in growing political and social tensions. Second, the 
global balance of power has gradually shifted to the relative disadvantage 
of the West. Finally, Western states increasingly face diffi culties in 
responding effectively to anti-liberal and anti-Western actors operating 
both domestically and internationally. 

These developments lend renewed relevance to Samuel Huntington’s 
conception of “the West and the rest” (Huntington, 2000, p. 268). As Nils 
Gilman notes, “where the liberal internationalist Fukuyama anticipated 
that the end of the Cold War presages perpetual peace among states, the 
realist Huntington instead foresaw a world marked by continued confl ict 
(...). The dream of universal consensus in favor of liberal democracy and 
technocratic capitalism is dead, and civilisational clashes are ascendant 
almost everywhere” (Gilman, 2025, pp. 88, 90).

A Crisis of Liberal Democracy

A comprehensive presentation of the sources of the crisis of liberal 
democracy lies far beyond the scope of this article. Those sources have, 
moreover, already been extensively examined in the existing literature 
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(Fukuyama, 2022; Aleksandrowicz, 2020, pp. 118–135). For the purposes 
of this discussion, attention may be limited to the observation advanced in 
a National Intelligence Council (NIC) study that governance is becoming 
increasingly diffi cult and that democracy can no longer be taken for 
granted. According to the report, liberal-democratic governments have 
ceased to realise the aspirations of the public and have faced political, 
economic, and social challenges that they have not been able to respond to 
effectively, some of which, at least in part, have been generated by the very 
same governments (Global Trends: Paradox of Progress, 2017). In this 
sense, liberal democracies are operating within conditions of prolonged 
and interconnected multi-crisis. 

When analysing the causes of the crisis of liberal democracy, several 
interrelated and mutually reinforcing factors can be identifi ed, creating 
a broader dynamic of systemic instability (Aleksandrowicz, 2020, 
pp. 30–31). 

First, increasing attention has been directed towards the perceived 
inability of liberal political elites to solve the economic and political 
crises that have affl icted the West in recent years. The list of such 
crises and threats is quite extensive, including the causes and lingering 
effects of the 2008 economic crisis, the sovereign debt crisis within the 
European Union, the migration crisis, the threat of Islamist terrorism, 
or growing global problems, such as climate change and, more recently, 
the COVID-19 pandemic. There is a conspicuous lack of proposed solutions 
to these problems, but importantly, there is a paucity of compelling 
political leaders capable of mobilising public confi dence around coherent 
long-term visions. 

In this context, questions increasingly arise as to whether liberal 
democracies have the capacity to overcome, for example, the threats posed 
by the activity of Islamist terrorist organisations while preserving their 
foundational legal and normative principles, including the protection 
of civil liberties, privacy rights, the prohibition of torture, and due 
process. As noted in the European Union Terrorism Situation and Trend 
Report 2025 published by EUROPOL, 58 terrorist attacks were recorded 
in the EU in 2024, of which 34 were completed, fi ve failed, and 19 were 
foiled. The report noted a rise in jihadist-related attacks and emphasised 
the continued impact of the Gaza confl ict on the European security 
environment, including online radicalisation, extremist propaganda, and 
increased intercommunal tensions.

Second, public confi dence in the core institutions of liberal democracy 
and the free-market economy has weakened in many Western societies. 
Financial crises and complicated fi nancial engineering have contributed 
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to increasing public distrust and to perceptions that economic risks are 
transferred onto the ordinary citizens while fi nancial institutions remain 
protected from signifi cant losses, and even ensure that profi ts continue to 
be secured. 

Third, liberal elites have increasingly detached themselves from 
society, engaging with citizens largely during election cycles while 
relying on technocratic and bureaucratic mechanisms for governance. 
Liberal democracy has, in many cases, begun to rely on meritocracy 
and bureaucracy, often viewed as being unable to cope with the growing 
social and political problems. This dynamic has naturally contributed to 
a growing distrust of the establishment, along with an increase in the 
popularity of the leaders of populist movements, and a growing number 
of anti-establishment movements as a consequence. Such developments 
are not only evident in the United States, but also in Europe; including 
the case of Brexit in the United Kingdom and the electoral success of 
parties such as the National Rally led by Marine Le Pen in France. 

The problems accentuated by such movements are not artifi cial or 
created solely for the purposes of political campaigns; for example, the 
immigration crisis and the radicalisation of Muslim communities in 
Europe is a fact that is diffi cult to deny, along with the fact that liberal 
elites have failed to address such issues both politically and socially, 
with the growing anti-immigrant and anti-Islamic sentiment in Europe 
serving as convincing evidence of this (see: Grajewski, 2026). At the same 
time, expressing concerns about the infl ux of Muslim immigrants is 
treated by liberal elites as a sign of xenophobia, intolerance, etc., and it is 
worth noting at this point that the disregard of public concerns on these 
issues has resulted in the strengthening of attitudes in certain segments of 
society that are indeed xenophobic and intolerant.

Fourth, the information revolution has fundamentally transformed 
the political environment. The widespread accessibility of digital 
communication technologies has enabled unprecedented dissemination 
and reproduction of information by both institutional and non-
institutional actors. This has resulted in individual political forces gaining 
marketing and propaganda instruments, with the essence of governance 
now being based on information campaigns, often at the expense of 
substantive policy debate. 

This development has contributed to the emergence of concepts such as 
“post-truth” and “post-factual” politics, referring to political environments 
in which emotional resonance and public perception frequently outweigh 
factual accuracy in shaping political behaviour. Simultaneously, growing 
distrust towards traditional media and offi cial information sources has 
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encouraged many individuals to rely instead on social media networks 
and alternative information channels perceived as more authentic or 
relatable. This fragmentation of the information environment has also 
contributed to the formation of so-called “information bubbles” within 
which individuals selectively consume information that reinforces pre-
existing beliefs and political identities. According to some researchers, this 
phenomenon creates new opportunities for manipulation, disinformation 
campaigns, and external infl uence operations on a scale previously 
unknown (Aleksandrowicz, 2016, pp. 35, 83).

Changes in the Balance of Power 
in the International Arena

The balance of power in the international arena is not something 
permanent; historical experience demonstrates that it undergoes 
continual short-term and long-term transformations. The fi rst decades 
of the twenty-fi rst century have been characterised by profound shifts, 
including the relative decline of the United States’ position as the 
dominant global power, the rise of the role of China on the international 
arena, the aggressive imperial policy of the Russian Federation, internal 
tensions within the European Union – of which Brexit was a clear 
manifestation – or the growing political signifi cance in the form of the 
Global South. 

Nevertheless, changes in the balance of power do not necessarily 
imply a transformation in the international order itself. A shift in the 
international order involves much more than a reconfi guration of 
the balance of power. Such challenges are typically advanced by states 
that perceive the prevailing order either as constraining their strategic 
ambitions or as lacking legitimacy because they did not participate in its 
construction. As Henry Kissinger emphasises, these rules are questioned 
by those who did not participate in defi ning them and which were de 
facto imposed on them (Kissinger, 2016, pp. 342–343). 

Kissinger further argues that “when one state considers the existing 
international order or the way it is legitimised to be wrong-headed, 
relations between it and the others take on a revolutionary character. 
In such cases, the dispute ceases to be about the difference of positions 
within a given system but is about the system in question. (...) The 
distinguishing feature of a revolutionary state, however, is not a sense of 
danger – a phenomenon, after all, inherent in international relations, in 
which sovereign states are the subjects – but the fact that nothing can 
relieve it. Only absolute security – the neutralisation of the adversary – is 
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considered a suffi cient guarantee, and therefore the pursuit of absolute 
security by one power means total insecurity for all others” (Kissinger, 
2022, p. 18). He further notes that “in an international system in which 
there is a permanently discontented power, harmony becomes an end in 
itself, in and of itself, and this leaves the international order to the most 
ruthless of its members, the one that will be most willing to settle with the 
revolutionary power” (Kissinger, 2022, p. 256).

Although these refl ections originated in Kissinger’s doctoral 
dissertation defended at Harvard University in the late 1940s and early 
1950s, they have not lost their relevance and are paradoxically applicable 
to interpreting the state of international relations in the third decade of 
the twenty-fi rst century.

From the point of view of European Union security, the Russian 
Federation can easily be interpreted as a “revolutionary power”. Russian 
aggression against Ukraine represents a fundamental challenge of the 
principles of the post-Cold War liberal-democratic international order 
and its end. The war has also exposed the limitation of declaratory 
support for the liberal international order when not accompanied by 
suffi cient political, economic, and military capacity to enforce or defend 
its principles effectively. In this context, political developments in the 
United States, including the return of Donald Trump to the presidency 
and the subsequent reorientation of aspects of American foreign policy, 
have intensifi ed debates concerning the future cohesion and strategic 
direction of the transatlantic order.

Within this broader context, the observations advanced by Henry 
Kissinger retain signifi cant analytical relevance. In his aforementioned 
early academic work at Harvard University, Kissinger argued that 
international systems primarily oriented towards the preservation of 
peace through the avoidance of confrontation may become vulnerable to 
the actions of actors more willing to employ coercion or force in pursuit 
of strategic objectives (Kissinger, 2022, p. 17).

Consequences for the European Union’s 
Security Environment

The European Union’s response to the evolving international security 
environment has been criticised as delayed and insuffi ciently decisive. 
Several factors have contributed to this situation. First, following the end 
of the Cold War, many European states prioritised economic development 
and integration under the assumption that large-scale interstate confl ict 
on the European continent had become increasingly unlikely. This period 
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was characterised by expectations that the post-Cold War security order 
would remain relatively stable and durable.

At the same time, the European Union demonstrated a marked 
reluctance to address politically sensitive issues that generated divisions 
among Member States, such as immigration policy and certain aspects of 
climate policy. These developments coincided with the broader assumption 
that liberal democracy represented not only the most effective governance 
model for individual states, but also the normative foundation of the 
international order. John J. Mearsheimer has described this approach as 
“liberal hegemony” (Mearsheimer, 2021, p. 191).

Related to this perspective was the expectation that the integration 
of non-Western powers into international trade, fi nancial systems, and 
global institutions would gradually encourage political convergence with 
liberal-democratic norms. At the global level, this assumption shaped 
aspects of US policy towards China, while within the European context it 
informed signifi cant elements of the EU’s policy towards Putin’s Russia.

Even the increasingly assertive policy of the Russian Federation did not 
fundamentally alter this orientation. Western responses to Russian actions 
were often delayed and cautious, and were widely criticised as strategically 
limited. Russian strategic objectives were frequently interpreted as 
rhetorical positioning and thus dismissed, on the assumption that they 
constituted elements of foreign propaganda intended to enhance Russia’s 
perceived importance within the international system.

Several factors contributed to this approach. First, many Western 
policymakers long assumed that Russia’s integration into the international 
trade and fi nancial system would incentivise political moderation in 
the Kremlin. Second, as a result of long-term structural dependencies, 
Western Europe became reliant on Russian energy supplies, particularly 
gas and oil. Third, Russia represented an economically signifi cant market 
for European businesses. Policymakers also expressed concern that 
excessive confrontation with Moscow might push Russia closer to China. 
Finally, Russia’s substantial conventional and nuclear military capabilities 
reinforced a broader reluctance to pursue direct confrontation.

Consequently, events such as Russia’s intervention in Syria, the 2008 
war in Georgia, the annexation of Crimea, and support for separatist 
entities in Donetsk and Luhansk prompted political condemnation and 
sanctions – albeit largely symbolic and often circumvented in practice – 
while failing to generate substantial structural change in Western policy 
towards Russia.

The Russian aggression against Ukraine nevertheless proved to be both 
a major shock and a turning point for European security. It fundamentally 
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challenged assumptions regarding the stability of the post-Cold War 
European order and accelerated debates on defence policy, strategic 
autonomy, energy security, and the future structure of the international 
system. In this sense, February 2022 may reasonably be regarded as 
a historical caesura marking the beginning of a broader transformation in 
international relations (Aleksandrowicz, 2023, pp. 55–76).

The emerging international order remains largely in statu nascendi. 
Nevertheless, it is already possible to identify several ways in which the 
erosion of the liberal-democratic order and the gradual transformation 
of the global system are reshaping the European Union’s security 
environment. At the same time, these developments remain incomplete 
and uneven.

One of the most signifi cant transformations is the apparent return of 
geopolitical competition and power-political reasoning associated with 
classical Realpolitik. It is highly probable that the coming decades will 
witness not only the further renationalisation of foreign policy, but also 
a partial restoration of balance-of-power politics and spheres of infl uence 
within international relations.

Such developments present signifi cant challenges for the European 
Union, as its comparative strength has historically rested primarily on 
normative, or so-called “soft” power, rather than on conventional military 
capabilities, or “hard” power, which the EU does not currently possess. 
As Adam Krzemiński notes in this context, “The typical procedure in the 
EU is the art of compromise, which, while it binds the Union together, 
does not give it effective political power” (Krzemiński, 2025, p. 19). This 
limitation extends beyond political coordination alone, as the effective 
projection of military power also requires strategic cohesion and sustained 
political will among Member States.

It should also be noted that growing political divergences within the 
West have increasingly complicated the coherence of both the transatlantic 
alliance and the European Union itself. Within the EU, these divisions 
are visible, for example, in the differing approaches adopted by Hungary 
and Slovakia towards the Russian Federation and broader questions of 
European security policy. At the same time, debates concerning the future 
of transatlantic relations have intensifi ed following the return of Donald 
Trump to the presidency of the United States. Some analysts argue that 
segments of the contemporary American political establishment have 
shown increasing openness towards European nationalist and populist 
movements whose positions on sovereignty, migration, and supranational 
governance diverge signifi cantly from traditional liberal-internationalist 
approaches. In this context, Nathalie Tocci characterises these dynamics 



265

T.R. Aleksandrowicz, The Crisis of Liberal Democracy: Sources, Consequences...

as part of a broader strategic and ideological confrontation affecting 
Europe’s political cohesion (Tocci, 2025, p. 11).

Such developments may have signifi cant implications for the 
European Union’s capacity to respond effectively to the emerging security 
environment. Beyond immediate policy disagreements, they also raise 
broader questions concerning the long-term stability of the transatlantic 
relationship and the future normative foundations of the Western alliance. 
These concerns are refl ected in the work of Stephen M. Walt, who argues 
that European leaders now possess stronger reasons than at any point since 
1949 to question the reliability and strategic orientation of the United 
States towards Europe and NATO. Walt further suggests that elements 
within the contemporary American political landscape increasingly 
support European nationalist movements that challenge aspects of liberal-
democratic governance, social pluralism, and supranational cooperation 
traditionally associated with the post-Cold War Western order (Walt, 
2026, p. 16).

These developments raise broader questions concerning the credibility 
of the United States as an ally, primarily in the context of how NATO 
operates. For decades, Western Europe operated under the security 
umbrella NATO, which in practical terms meant that the EU security 
depended on the American military capabilities and security guarantees. 
During the post-Cold War period, many EU Member States progressively 
reduced defence expenditures and military capacities, thereby increasing 
their reliance on Washington for collective security.

In this context, Donald Trump’s foreign policy prompts the question 
of whether the EU has fallen into what Joseph S. Nye Jr. describes as 
a “Kindleberger trap”, that is, a situation in which no actor is both 
willing and capable of providing essential international public goods 
such as security guarantees (Nye Jr., 2017). From this perspective, 
contemporary tensions within transatlantic relations may represent 
not merely temporary political disagreements, but potentially a deeper 
structural transformation in relations between the United States and 
Europe. As commentators such as Andy Beckett in the UK’s Guardian 
newspaper have observed, growing uncertainty surrounding American 
strategic commitments has contributed to wider debates regarding the 
future viability of the traditional post-Cold War transatlantic partnership 
(Beckett, 2025, pp. 45–46).

It is an irony of history that aspects of foreign policy associated with 
Donald Trump’s administration increasingly resemble elements of 
what Henry Kissinger described as “revolutionary” behaviour within 
international systems – namely, attempts to revise or redefi ne established 
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rules of international order. From a geopolitical perspective, critics of 
the contemporary MAGA political project argue that it refl ects a more 
unilateral and power-oriented understanding of international relations, one 
that places greater emphasis on sovereignty, strategic competition, and the 
projection of American national interests. Such interpretations have been 
reinforced by, inter alia, the incursion into Venezuela and the abduction 
of its president, the attack on Iran, and by rhetoric regarding Canada as 
a potential 51st state, and repeated remarks regarding Greenland, and 
discussions concerning the strategic signifi cance of the Panama Canal. 

The apparent shift in the United States’ approach to European security 
raises legitimate questions about Washington’s involvement in the event 
of a confl ict in Europe, such as an attack by the Russian Federation on one 
of the European NATO member states. Within this context, some analysts 
have raised concerns that Donald Trump might prioritise bilateral strategic 
accommodation with Vladimir Putin, potentially reducing the infl uence 
of European allies in key security negotiations concerning Ukraine and 
the broader Eastern European security architecture. This is a scenario 
which is diffi cult to unequivocally exclude from consideration. 

As a side note, and while such scenarios remain speculative, it is worth 
observing that this applies not only to threats from Russia, but also to the 
EU’s position on the international stage within the sphere of the US, the 
EU, and China. This raises the issue of the United States’ credibility as an 
ally, particularly in the context of NATO’s functioning. 

The National Security Strategy of the United States of America, 
published in November 2025, may be interpreted as the culmination of 
the broader strategic shifts outlined above. An analysis of the document 
suggests that Washington is increasingly reassessing the costs associated 
with maintaining its post-Cold War role as the principal guarantor of the 
liberal international order, particularly where such commitments are 
perceived as yielding limited benefi ts for U.S. national security. In this 
sense, the Strategy refl ects a gradual reorientation of American foreign 
policy priorities away from global leadership responsibilities and towards 
a more selective and interest-based approach to international engagement. 
One consequence of this development appears to be a renewed emphasis 
on the Western Hemisphere, recalling certain strategic assumptions 
historically associated with the Monroe Doctrine.

The National Security Strategy of the United States of America indicates 
that US foreign, defense, and intelligence policies will be guided primarily 
by the protection of core US national security interests, the principle of 
“peace through strength”, limiting interventionism, and a doctrine of 
fl exible realism. In practical terms, such an approach appears to be closely 
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aligned with the assumptions of offensive realism and balance of power 
politics associated with the work of John J. Mearsheimer (Mearsheimer 
2019, pp. 37–66). 

A reorientation towards the Monroe Doctrine implies not only that 
US foreign policy will prioritise the Western Hemisphere, but also that 
this will come with potential implications for the scale and intensity of 
American engagement in other regions. In this context, the National 
Security Strategy also suggests that the second strategic direction of 
American foreign policy is the Indo-Pacifi c, with the strategic goal being to 
secure long-term economic advantage and avoid military confrontation. 

Europe, while still acknowledged as strategically and culturally 
signifi cant to the United States, appears increasingly situated on the 
margins of US strategic priorities, from which it is expected to assume 
greater responsibility for its own security and for maintaining stability 
in relations with the Russian Federation. A further element of relevance 
for international security analysis is the Strategy’s emphasis on a more 
selective approach to alliance commitments, including a reduced 
expectation of continuous enlargement as a guiding principle. Some 
analysts interpret this as having implications for the future trajectory of 
NATO’s open-door policy, including its consequences for states such as 
Ukraine (see: Aleksandrowicz, 2026, pp. 107–108).

This issue has become particularly pronounced in the aftermath of the 
Russian aggression against Ukraine, which brought large-scale interstate 
war directly to the borders of the European Union. As Stefan Chwin 
observes, the vision of the Western community, united by a common 
geopolitical interest, may be vulnerable to disruption, potentially “leaving 
any of its members in the lurch, if political calculation dictates such 
a solution” (Chwin, 2022, p. 27). In this context, Chwin invokes what he 
terms the “Munich paradigm”, referring to patterns of crisis management 
reminiscent of the 1938 Munich Agreement (Chwin, 2022, p. 85).

These concerns have been reinforced by contemporary debates 
regarding the Trump administration’s ambiguous conduct towards Russia 
and Ukraine, alongside growing fears of a potential negotiated settlement 
between the United States and Russia at the expense of Ukrainian and 
broader European security interests (Sanger, Swan, Haberman, Schwirtz, 
2025). Within this analytical framework, questions have been raised 
regarding the prospect of the European Union standing alone in the face 
of Russian expansionism. Indeed, it remains an open question to what 
extent European security commitments would be sustained in the event 
of a direct military attack by Russia on a European Union Member State 
or a European NATO ally (The Economist, 2025, pp. 13–15).
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Thus, another question arises as to whether the European Union 
is capable of achieving strategic autonomy in the defence sphere and, 
consequently, attaining at least partial independence from the United 
States in this regard. Theoretically, this is possible; however, empirical 
evidence indicates that it would be extremely diffi cult in practice. Key 
constraints include the limited degree of political unity among Member 
States in this area, with Hungary and Slovakia often cited as illustrative 
examples, as well as the signifi cant fi scal implications of expanded defence 
integration, which may generate political trade-offs with other areas of 
public expenditure.

As Artur Gruszczak rightly points out, “the basic limitation of 
intelligence cooperation at the military security level is – apart from 
technical and IT issues – the primacy of the provisions of the Washington 
Treaty over the legal foundations of the Common Security and Defence 
Policy and, consequently, the institutional and operational dependence 
on NATO” (Gruszczak, 2014, p. 271). It is also important to note that the 
global challenges identifi ed above, including climate change, migration 
dynamics, and the EU’s economic relations with China, have not been 
resolved. Taken together, they further complicate an already complex 
security environment for the European Union.

An Attempt at a Forecast

A comprehensive presentation of all detailed forecast scenarios would 
extend beyond the scope of this article. The analysis therefore focuses on 
several main scenarios that, from the perspective of current geopolitical 
trends, appear plausible. It should be emphasised that these are not 
presented hierarchically,

The starting point for further discussion is the assumption that the 
erosion of the liberal-democratic international order will continue, and 
that the long-term credibility of the United States as an ally will decline. 
Consequently, the European Union will likely face at least two key 
challenges. 

First, certain governments will advocate maintaining close strategic 
alignment with Washington, even where this generates tensions within 
the European Union itself, as illustrated by the contemporary policies 
of Hungary under Viktor Orbán. Other states will seek to strengthen 
bilateral security arrangements with selected European and non-
European partners, including countries such as Canada. At the same time, 
it is plausible that a majority of Member States will continue to support 
efforts aimed at achieving greater European strategic autonomy and at the 
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gradual “Europeanisation” of NATO, understood as strengthening the 
Alliance’s deterrence capabilities while reducing excessive dependence 
on direct American engagement.

Second, it is diffi cult to unequivocally exclude that future geopolitical 
developments could result in the conclusion of a strategic Washington–
Moscow agreement, which would be a clear example of the establishment 
of spheres of infl uence for both powers. From the perspective of the 
United States, such an arrangement would be perceived as an attempt to 
undermine Moscow’s strategic alignment with Beijing. However, it is also 
diffi cult to rule out an attempt to conclude such an agreement in the form 
of a more complex trilateral arrangement involving Washington, Moscow, 
and Beijing. Were such dynamics to emerge, the European Union would 
fi nd itself in a strategically weakened position within an increasingly 
multipolar international system. 

Regardless of the eventual outcome of the Russian–Ukrainian war, the 
Russian Federation will continue its campaign of hybrid operations against 
the European Union and individual Member States. Such operations 
and activities will include information operations, i.e., amplifying anti-
Ukrainian sentiment, highlighting the economic and social costs of aid 
to Ukraine, deepening divisions within the EU and NATO, and further 
widening the rift between Europe and the United States. 

It is also diffi cult to overlook the fact that the outcome of the Russian–
Ukrainian war will have a signifi cant impact on the European Union’s 
security environment. The following scenarios can be identifi ed here. 

The fi rst scenario assumes that the continuation of the confl ict, 
albeit with phases of varying intensity over time. Such a development 
would likely require sustained political, military, and economic 
support for Ukraine from the European Union and its partners, while 
simultaneously creating favourable conditions for intensifi ed Russian 
information and infl uence operations aimed at increasing anti-Ukrainian 
sentiment within European societies. In a more escalatory variant of this 
scenario, Moscow could seek to reinforce deterrence through explicit 
nuclear signalling, including references to the potential deployment of 
tactical nuclear weapons. Nevertheless, the probability of a direct large-
scale military attack by Russia against an EU Member State currently 
appears relatively low. In this scenario, prolonged confl ict and sanctions 
pressures contribute to a weakening of the Russian economy, which 
could lead to an intensifi cation of protests against the Putin regime. In 
a more extreme – though unlikely – variant, prolonged instability could 
generate internal unrest and the collapse of the Russian Federation 
could occur, leaving the European Union facing profound uncertainty 



270

Studia Europejskie – Studies in European Affairs, 2/2026

along its eastern periphery, and the situation would become completely 
unpredictable. 

The second scenario assumes a strategic Russian victory in the war. This 
could take multiple forms, ranging from the consolidation of territorial 
gains to the establishment of a pro-Russian government in Kyiv. Even 
under this scenario, however, this implies the likelihood of guerrilla and 
terrorist attacks both on the territory of present-day Ukraine and Russia, 
as well as the possibility of rebuilding the Russian economy. 

From the perspective of the European Union, this scenario would 
produce contradictory consequences. On the one hand, the EU would 
gain time; the post-war reconstruction of the Russian economy would 
take several years). On the other hand, a successful outcome for Moscow 
would strengthen Russia’s position as a resurgent empire. Under such 
conditions, political voices advocating a recognition of geopolitical 
realities and a return to pragmatic business relations with Russia will 
likely re-emerge within parts of the Union. More broadly, this outcome 
would signify the ultimate victory of offensive realism in international 
relations – Russia’s strength would be recognised as a legitimate tool of 
superpower status.

The third scenario assumes Russia’s defeat (also without entering 
into its various possible forms). Hostilities come to an end, and Ukraine 
regains the territories seized by Russia, at least to a signifi cant extent. 
From the European Union’s perspective, this would entail the following 
consequences. First, a process of rebuilding Ukraine and investing in 
the country begins. Undoubtedly, the EU will face competitors in this 
sphere from such actors as the United States and China. Second, such 
an outcome could lead to Vladimir Putin’s removal from power – the so-
called “defeated tsar” syndrome – and, as in the fi rst scenario, could result 
in internal unrest and even the fragmentation of the Russian Federation. 
However, a change of leadership in the Kremlin does not necessarily 
imply a shift in political orientation; rather, it may lead to an even 
harsher political eventuality, which could colloquially be described as 
the “besieged fortress syndrome”. Once Russia rebuilds its war-weakened 
capabilities, it makes a return to revisionist or imperial-style policies. 
In the long term, such a development could continue to pose a serious 
challenge to the security of the European Union.

The fi nal scenario – a strategic pause – assumes a cessation of hostilities 
while maintaining the current status of Russia’s existing territorial gains. 
Such a period would be devoted, on the one hand, to rebuilding the 
Russian economy, particularly in a military context, and, on the other, to 
intensifi ed diplomatic efforts aimed at reaching strategic understandings 
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with Washington and Beijing, while simultaneously building broader 
geopolitical alignments, for example within the BRICS framework.

Conclusions

An analysis of emerging trends in international relations allows several 
conclusions to be drawn. First and foremost, the European Union’s 
security environment is undergoing profound transformations that are 
far from complete. We are witnessing the gradual erosion of the liberal-
democratic international order, while the contours of a new order are only 
beginning to emerge. All indications suggest that this evolving order may 
increasingly refl ect the logic of offensive realism, in which the interests 
of great powers and their capacity to advance those interests assume 
central and paramount importance. Such a development will require the 
European Union to complement its established soft power with credible 
hard-power capabilities. This, in turn, will necessitate increased defence 
expenditure – a process that is already underway – at the likely expense of 
certain areas of social spending.

Russia, with its revisionist and imperial ambitions, remains the 
primary threat to European Union security. At the same time, the EU also 
faces the challenge of achieving greater strategic autonomy in light of the 
perceived decline in the reliability and credibility of the United States as 
an ally and security guarantor. This observation applies particularly to 
NATO, upon which the EU’s security currently depends. Nevertheless, it 
can no longer be entirely excluded that the United States may reduce its 
practical engagement within the Alliance, even while formally remaining 
part of its institutional structures.

Under such conditions, the formulation of a new European Union 
security strategy appears increasingly necessary. Such a strategy would 
need to account for these changes in the geopolitical environment, 
the growing instability of the international order, and the necessity of 
maintaining the EU’s internal unity and cohesion, particularly with 
regard to policy towards Russia.

The contemporary international environment increasingly resembles 
what may be described as an “inter-epochal world”. Such periods are 
characterised by instability and disconcerting, rapid, and sometimes 
startling change that can appear destabilising both to the public and 
even to political elites. As former UK Foreign Secretary David Miliband 
observed, “the world is changing, but it feels like a moment of genuine 
political fl ux, at least as signifi cant as 1989–1990” (Wintour, 2025, p. 12). 
British columnist Patrick Wintour similarly argues that “the rules-based 
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world order is in retreat and violence is on the rise, forcing countries to 
rethink their relationship” (Wintour, 2025, p. 10).

It is clear that these observations apply equally to the European Union, 
which now fi nds itself operating in an increasingly unstable security 
environment characterised by new threats and challenges. Responding 
effectively to such conditions requires not only institutional adaptation 
and strategic capability, but also political resolve and a high degree of 
statesmanship among European leaders.
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