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The purpose of this book is to illustrate the concepts that drive one of the debates in the European Union (EU).  

The author acknowledges the contribution from AIs in phrasing the text and providing the map of Eastern Europe for the cover

The editorial work of Dorothy Szepesi in preparing the manuscript for publication is gratefully appreciated and recognized.

—Béla Szepesi
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​Chapter 1 — The Western Myth of Russian Decline
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For more than two centuries, Western thinkers have repeated a comforting prophecy: Russia is in decline. Each generation believes it is the first to notice the supposed fragility of the Russian state. Each generation announces, with academic solemnity, that Russia’s collapse is imminent—this time for real. And each generation, without exception, is proven wrong.

The idea is strangely persistent, almost theological in Western policy circles. It was repeated when Napoleon marched into Moscow, when tsars fell, when Bolsheviks starved their own countryside, when German soldiers reached the Volga, when the 1990s tore the country to pieces, and even now, when modern Russia is both wounded and stubbornly alive. Decline is always imminent. Revival is always unexpected. The West oscillates between gloating and panic, never settling into understanding.

The problem is not data, it is psychology.

Western states, especially those shaped by the Enlightenment, assume that power is measured in spreadsheets: GDP, demographics, trade flows, technological innovation. By that metric, Russia often looks weak. Its economy is smaller than Italy’s; its population is aging; its infrastructure creaks. Someone like Professor Mearsheimer points to these figures and concludes, not unreasonably, that Russia is a waning power.

But civilizations do not operate on quarterly reports. Russia especially does not.

Russia runs on memory, geography, fatalism, and an almost mystical belief in endurance. To Westerners, this is irrational. To Russians, it is 

reality. When you have survived Mongol invasions, Polish cavalry in the Kremlin, Napoleon’s Grande Armée, the Nazi Wehrmacht, the purges of your own leaders, and the economic apocalypse of the 1990s—all within a single millennium—decline feels less like destiny and more like a temporary season.

This is the Western error: they confuse hardship with collapse, and they mistake silence for surrender.

Russia has wanted to be part of Europe more than the West likes to admit. From Peter the Great’s reforms to Gorbachev’s desperation to join the “European home,” the desire has been there—not as a province, but as a nation among nations. Hungary understands this perfectly. Brussels often forgets that nations have souls; Russians and Hungarians do not forget. Nationhood is not an administrative inconvenience—it is the core of identity.

That is why the West misreads Russian reactions to insult. Not because Russians are thin-skinned, but because national dignity is woven into the texture of life. They do not fight over principles the way Westerners do. They fight over existence, territory, memory, and respect. In the West, diplomacy is an exchange of interests. In Russia, it is an exchange of signals about status and survival.

And this is why the “Russia is in decline” story survives. It is a Western wish disguised as analysis.

Russia does decline—spectacularly, cyclicically, with tragic regularity. But it also rises—equally spectacularly, often at the moment Westerners least expect it. The country collapses, reforms, mutates, resurrects. It is too large, too wounded, too proud, and too stubborn to stay down. It is a civilization, not a state, and civilizations die slowly.

The West sees an aging population. Russians see a thousand years of continuity.

The West sees corruption. Russians see flexibility.

The West sees a fading empire. Russians see a nation that has outlived every empire that tried to bury it.

Misunderstanding this dynamic is not just a scholarly mistake. It leads to policy built on sand—policy that assumes Russia will behave like a tired, declining power seeking a comfortable retirement. But Russia is not tired. It is bruised, humiliated, cautious, and newly aware that its manpower is no longer infinite. But weakness is not the same as surrender. Wounded predators are unpredictable.

To understand Russia, one must stop asking whether it is rising or falling, and start asking a more important question: What does a civilization do when it believes survival requires respect?

That is the real story behind the myth of decline.
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​Chapter 2 — The Land That Eats Armies
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Russia’s greatest general has never worn a uniform. It has no medals, no rank, no birthday. It does not retire, does not negotiate, does not care about treaties, and is never late. Its name is geography, and every invader who has marched eastward has eventually been forced to submit to it.

Napoleon learned it first. Hitler learned it next. And now the lesson is being taught again, though no one in the West seems enthusiastic about acknowledging it. The insight is neither mystical nor uniquely Russian. It is simply physical: the distances are too vast, the winters too long, the roads too primitive, the terrain too open, and the population too stubborn to be subdued by speed or elegance. To conquer Russia, you must be prepared to bleed across a continent.

The French discovered this at Borodino in 1812. Napoleon faced General Pyotr Bagration, whose Georgian features and aristocratic bearing seemed almost out of place among the muddy ranks of the Russian army. Bagration died defending the flank—but the memory of his sacrifice lived. More than a century later, Stalin named his massive 1944 offensive Operation Bagration in his honor. It was not merely symbolism. It was historical revenge arriving 132 years late, crushing the German Army Group Centre with a fury meant for Napoleon.

This is how Russia fights wars: across generations, across eras, across the rise and fall of entirely different civilizations. The West fights campaigns. Russia fights epochs.

Invaders assume logistics and morale matter most. They do—but only until the land itself makes them meaningless. Take a map and run your finger from Smolensk to Moscow, from Kiev to Rostov, from Murmansk to Vladivostok. Humanity thins out. Rail lines stretch into impossible distances. Rivers run in inconvenient directions. Winter arrives like a silent tyrant and does not ask permission before killing your horses, freezing your engines, or immobilizing your artillery.
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