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World  War I was a 
kind of cultural sui-
cide that destroyed 

Europe’s eminence. Europe’s 
leaders sleepwalked – in the 
phrase of historian Christopher 
Clark – into a conflict which 
none of them would have entered 
had they foreseen the world at 
war’s end in 1918. In the previ-
ous decades, they had expressed 
their rivalries by creating two sets 
of alliances whose strategies had 
become linked by their respective 
schedules for mobilization. As a 
result, in 1914, the murder of the 
Austrian Crown Prince in Sara-
jevo, Bosnia, by a Serb national-
ist was allowed to escalate into 
a general war that began when 
Germany executed its all-purpose 
plan to defeat France by attack-
ing neutral Belgium at the other 
end of Europe.

The nations of Europe, insuf-
ficiently familiar with how 
technology had enhanced their 
respective military forces, pro-
ceeded to inflict unprecedented 
devastation on one another. In 
August 1916, after two years 
of war and millions in casual-
ties, the principal combatants 
in the West (Britain, France and 
Germany) began to explore pros-
pects for ending the carnage. 
In the East, rivals Austria and 
Russia had extended comparable 
feelers. Because no conceivable 
compromise could justify the 
sacrifices already incurred and 
because no one wanted to convey 
an impression of weakness, the 
various leaders hesitated to initi-
ate a formal peace process. Hence 
they sought American mediation. 
Explorations by Colonel Edward 
House, US President Woodrow 
Wilson’s personal emissary, 
revealed that a peace based on 
the modified status quo ante was 
within reach. However, Wilson, 
while willing and eventually 
eager to undertake mediation, 
delayed until after the presiden-
tial election in November. By 
then, the British Somme offen-
sive and the German Verdun 
offensive had added another two 
million casualties.

In the words of the book on the 
subject by Philip Zelikow, diplo-
macy became the road less trav-
eled. The Great War went on for 
two more years and claimed mil-
lions more victims, irretrievably 
damaging Europe’s established 
equilibrium. Germany and Russia 
were rent by revolution; the Aus-
tro-Hungarian state disappeared 
from the map. France had been 
bled white. Britain had sacrificed 
a significant share of its young 
generation and of its economic 

capacities to the requirements 
of victory. The punitive Treaty 
of Versailles that ended the war 
proved far more fragile than the 
structure it replaced.

Does the world today find itself 
at a comparable turning point 
in Ukraine as winter imposes 
a pause on large-scale military 

operations there? I have repeat-
edly expressed my support for the 
allied military effort to thwart 
Russia’s aggression in Ukraine. 
But the time is approaching to 
build on the strategic changes 
that have already been accom-
plished and to integrate them into 
a new structure towards achiev-
ing peace through negotiation.

Ukraine has become a major 
state in Central Europe for the 
first time in modern history. 
Aided by its allies and inspired 

by its President Volodymyr Zel-
ensky, Ukraine has stymied the 
Russian conventional forces that 
have been overhanging Europe 
since World War II. And the 
international system – includ-
ing China – is opposing Rus-
sia’s threat or use of its nuclear 
weapons.

This process has mooted 
the original issues regarding 
Ukraine’s membership in NATO. 
Ukraine has acquired one of the 
largest and most effective land 
armies in Europe, equipped by 
the US and its allies. A peace 
process should link Ukraine to 
NATO, however expressed. The 
alternative of neutrality is no 
longer meaningful, especially 
after Finland and Sweden join 
NATO. This is why, last May, 
I recommended establishing a 

ceasefire line along the borders 
existing where the war started 
on Feb. 24. Russia would dis-
gorge its conquests thence, but 
not the territory it occupied 
nearly a decade ago, including 
Crimea. That territory could be 
the subject of a negotiation after 
a ceasefire.

If the pre-war dividing line 
between Ukraine and Russia 
cannot be achieved by combat 
or by negotiation, recourse to the 
principle of self-determination 
could be explored. Internation-
ally supervised referendums 
concerning self-determination 
could be applied to particularly 
divisive territories that have 
changed hands repeatedly over 
the centuries.

The goal of a peace process 
would be twofold: to confirm the 

freedom of Ukraine and to define 
a new international structure, 
especially for Central and Eastern 
Europe. Eventually Russia should 
find a place in such an order.

The preferred outcome for 
some is a Russia rendered impo-
tent by the war. I disagree. For all 
its propensity to violence, Russia 

has made decisive contributions 
to the global equilibrium and to 
the balance of power for over 
half a millennium. Its histori-

cal role should not be degraded. 
Russia’s military setbacks have 
not eliminated its global nuclear 
reach, enabling it to threaten 
escalation in Ukraine. Even if 
this capability is diminished, the 
dissolution of Russia or destroy-
ing its ability for strategic policy 
could turn its territory encom-
passing 11 time zones into a 
contested vacuum. Its competing 
societies might decide to settle 
their disputes by violence. Other 
countries might seek to expand 
their claims by force. All these 
dangers would be compounded 
by the presence of thousands 
of nuclear weapons that make 
Russia one of the world’s two 
largest nuclear powers.

As the world’s leaders strive 
to end the war in which two 
nuclear powers contest a con-
ventionally armed country, they 
should also reflect on the impact 
on this conflict and on long-
term strategy of incipient high-
technology and artificial intel-
ligence. Autonomous weapons 
already exist, capable of defining, 
assessing and targeting their own 
perceived threats and thus in a 
position to start their own war.

Once the line into this realm 
is crossed and hi-tech becomes 
standard weaponry – and com-
puters become the principal 
executors of strategy – the world 
will find itself in a condition for 
which as yet it has no estab-
lished concept. How can leaders 
exercise control when computers 
prescribe strategic instructions 
on a scale and in a manner that 
inherently limits and threatens 
human input? How can civiliza-
tion be preserved amid such a 
maelstrom of conflicting infor-
mation, perceptions and destruc-
tive capabilities?

No theory for this encroaching 
world yet exists, and consulta-
tive efforts on this subject have 
yet to evolve – perhaps because 
meaningful negotiations might 
disclose new discoveries, and 
that disclosure itself constitutes 
a risk for the future. Overcom-
ing the disjunction between 
advanced technology and the 
concept of strategies for control-
ling it, or even understanding its 
full implications, is as important 
an issue today as climate change, 
and it requires leaders with a 
command of both technology 
and history.

The quest for peace and order 
has two components that are 
sometimes treated as contradic-
tory: the pursuit of elements of 
security and the requirement 
for acts of reconciliation. If we 
cannot achieve both, we will 
not be able to reach either. The 
road of diplomacy may appear 
complicated and frustrating. But 
progress to it requires both the 
vision and the courage to under-
take the journey.

This article originally appeared in the  
Dec. 17, 2022 issue of The Spectator.
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UKRAINE HAS BECOME A MAJOR STATE IN CENTRAL  
EUROPE FOR THE FIRST TIME IN MODERN HISTORY

We shall prevail
By Wolfgang Ischinger, Executive Editor

Dear read-
ers of 

The Security 
Times, dear 
s p e a k e r s , 

participants, partners and sup-
porters of the MSC,

At the invitation of publisher 
Detlef Prinz, I have stepped 
into the very big shoes of Ted 
Sommer (see page 27), whose 
passing last year we continue 
to mourn.

Under Ted’s leadership, The 
Security Times developed into a 

highly useful source of informa-
tion and inspiration for all those 
present at our annual flagship 
Munich Security Conference 
(MSC) event.

After 15 years piloting the 
MSC, this is the first year in 
which I no longer carry opera-
tional responsibility. Christoph 
Heusgen and the MSC team, 
headed by Benedikt Franke, have 
done an top-notch job organizing 
the first post-pandemic confer-
ence. We expect more than 40 
heads of state and government, 
and approximately 100 foreign 

ministers, defense ministers 
and heads of international orga-
nizations – we’re going to have a 
capacity crowd!

The ongoing success story of 
the MSC fills me with enormous 
pride as I continue to serve as 
President of the MSC Founda-
tion Council.

Over the last decade and a half, 
our success has been built on 
three elements in particular:

• Our independence – no 
single sponsor or partner is 
allowed to contribute more than 
10 percent to our overall budget.

• Our effort to embrace the 
broadest possible definition 
of security, including climate 
security, global health security, 
energy security and other trans-
national security issues.

• Maintaining a strong trans-
Atlantic link as the backbone of 
MSC activities, while reaching 
out more and more to other parts 
of the world, including to China, 
India and other countries of the 
Global South.

Finally, the 2023 gathering is 
the first Munich Security Con-
ference obliged to focus on a 

war in the heart of Europe – the 
Russian war of aggression in 
Ukraine. Last year, at the 2022 
MSC, I had the privilege of wel-
coming Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelensky, literally 
four days before the Russian 
invasion began. It is my sincere 
hope that our discussions this 
year in Munich will produce 
ideas and initiatives to help 
end this war sooner rather than 
later. If, as we all hope, Ukraine 
prevails, the next big strategic 
challenge will be how to exercise 
restraint in victory.

Walk and talk: Secretary of State Henry Kissinger and President Gerald Ford in 1974
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