
 
 

The XIIIth Open Society Forum started with the 
speech by Mall Hellam referring to the role of 
Russia in everyday life and identity construction of 
Estonians. Simultaneously, it has become a mutual 

question for Estonians as well as the whole European Public. The Forum looked into the 
future of the relations between EU and Russia as well as into the past of the actors 
concerned. The year 2008 has been rather turbulent and the interest in the question of 
EU-Russian relations has increased dramatically.  
 
New Cold War? 
The Forum started with the most dramatic question of the possibility of the next Cold War. 
Kadri Liik emphasized that Russia is a country where the dominant mindset is chauvinist 
nationalism and this is something that is not provocative enough to create such a 
confrontation, but does not enable Russia to win allies either, as was the case with 
communism. Albeit, do they need to win over people if they can buy out politicians, she 
asked rhetorically, indicating the growth of the Russian Federation's wealth on the one 
hand and the carelessness about the opinion of other nations as well as leaving their own 
people desolate. 
 
Martti Ahtisaari emphasized that the idea of another Cold War is nonsense since neither 
the Western block nor Russia is threatening the other in any way. But Aleksander Smolar 
pointed out that Russia is extensively using the concept 'sphere of influence' even in official 
rhetoric, which could implicate its intentions. 
 
Many of the speakers emphasized different evaluational standards that EU and Russia 
hold and what results in misunderstanding of the other's actions. (Kadri Liik proposed the 
example of Arnold Meri, who is held responsible for war crimes in Estonia, when 
simultaneously heralded as a war hero in Russia.)  
 
It was also agreed on that it is important to find some common base, Smolar proposed a 
discussion on history perspectives and learning from that, Ahtisaari stated that formal 
rules and norms would be the best suitable basis since Russia is more committed to 
following these than understanding European values.  
 
State of International Relations Paradigm 
Differing value basis was emphasized in the discussion on understanding the world of 
international relations as well. Russia was considered to still follow the realist paradigm of 
international relations as it was characteristic to international political actors in the 19th 
century imperialist tradition. 
The same question was posed about the European international relations paradigm. 
President Toomas Hendrik Ilves said that perhaps a shift in this paradigm has not yet 
occurred, but the current paradigm has definitely collapsed.  
 
He mentioned that in the 1990s it was widely believed that NATO had nothing to do in 
Europe, since we have reached the end of history. Therefore there was the need for the 
alliance “to go and slay dragons elsewhere”. 
 
By today, the question of the surroundings of Europe should be of utmost importance at 
least to the EU. President Ilves noted that if European neighbourhood policy is not getting 
more concrete and better equipped, the countries that follow the ideas of democracy at 
least partially might be lost in the future. In his opinion, providing assistance to 
democratizing Georgia and Ukraine might prove that the idea of sovereign democracy – of 



 
 

the need for different standards for the Russian 
Orthodox hemisphere – is not justified by practice. 
 
President Ilves was also asked about Europe's need 

for a new security architecture or any new institutions in the present situation. He 
responded in doubt whether the present institutions are readily working yet or if these 
needed some work as well.  
 
Both George Soros and Ilves put the idea of European unity under a question. A distinction 
was made between Old and New Europe in the context of New Europe still dearly focusing 
on liberal democratic values, whereas Old Europe is more into considering economic 
dimensions and geopolitics.  
 
Effects of Economic Crisis, US Elections 
Since economy and the US elections have been two of the most popular features in the 
public discussion recently, they were discussed in the frame of Russian-EU relations as 
well.  
 
Soros and Smolar agreed that Barack Obama was a favorable choice in the context of 
Russian-EU relations and that he would most likely bring along a change in attitudes 
compared to George W. Bush and perhaps be in a suitable position to initiate a wider 
change of dispositions. 
 
The economic crisis was mainly discussed considering the case of Russia. George Soros 
noted that it might even bring along a change in the local power structure. Since the crisis 
affected people owning stocks in the first hand, the economic power of the oligarchs might 
be in decline, whereas the people working in institutions affected by the regular flow of 
finances, such as the police force or taxation office, remained relatively less affected and 
their position in the social power hierarchies might improve. 
 
Soros and Kadri Liik both noted the very poor and miserable situation of regular Russian 
citizens. This can be put on the expense of Russian interior policies, but as well on 
Europe's careless attitude. 
 
Future of EU-Russian Relations 
According to the panelists, improvement of EU-Russian relations needs mutual 
understanding and common values. And more effort is expected especially from the 
Russian side.  Although Russia was not seen as an actual (military) threat, Europe needs to 
buckle up by prioritizing the EU neighbourhood policy. This is especially important, since 
Russia seems to prioritize more its western neighbourhood (Europe) than the eastern 
neighbourhood (China). 


