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Russia’s invasion of Ukraine is being
described as the end of the post-Cold
War era. This isn’t quite accurate. Since
the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991,
we’ve seen three different eras. Each of
them lasted about a decade.

There were the End of History years
of the 1990s, when Washington thought
the main task of foreign policy was to
usher the world into a more democratic,
free-market, rules-based order. Those
priorities faded after 9/11, when no
international issue mattered more to
policymakers than the fight against

militant Islamism. A
decade later, after
Osama bin Laden
was killed in 2011,
Barack Obama effec-
tively called an end to
the war on terror,
saying it was time to
“focus on nation
building here at
home.”

This was a decade
whose animating

instincts were typified by two telling
reactions by two presidents to two
crises — both involving Ukraine.

The first was Obama’s tepid response
to Russia’s 2014 seizure of Crimea, after
which he refused to provide Kyiv with
lethal military aid on the theory that
Ukraine’s future was a core Russian
interest but not an American one. The
second was Donald Trump’s attempted
shakedown of Volodymyr Zelensky in
2019, in which he tried to hold up securi-
ty assistance to Ukraine in exchange for
dirt on the Biden family.

In other words, Obama looked at
Ukraine and asked, “What’s in it for
us?” Trump looked at Ukraine and
asked, “What’s in it for me?” For neither
president was the question of staving off
another Russian invasion, much less of
encouraging Ukraine’s democratic
development, a particular priority.

Meanwhile, Vladimir Putin looked at
Ukraine and concluded: “It’s all for me.”

The Russian president may have had
various motives for invading Ukraine.
But it would be foolish to suppose that
he wasn’t also enticed — by America’s
seeming indifference to Ukraine’s fate;
by the willingness of successive Ameri-
can presidents to continue to do busi-
ness with him even as he invaded neigh-
bors, poisoned dissidents, hacked our
networks and meddled in our elections; 
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