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How the Spheres of Influence Policy Amplifies Reaction

Should the Left support the division of the world into imperialist spheres of influence? A year
ago, the very posing of such a question would have surprised me, since the answer seems
obvious: of course not. Unfortunately, the apparent sympathy with Russian aggression
against Ukraine by many on the Western left has shown that this is not so obvious.

After the Russian invasion of Ukraine began, Susan Watkins actually endorsed Putin’s desire to divide Europe into
spheres of influence between Russia and the United States in a New Left Review editorial. Shortly after my response
to Watkins, the spheres of influence policy was supported by Branko Marcetic in an article for Current Affairs. In it, he
compared the U.S. response to the Rusian invasion of Ukraine to the Eisenhower administration’s caution in
responding to the Soviet Union’s suppression of the 1956 revolution in Hungary. Marcetic complained, “Washington
and allies’ sensitivity during the conflict to the delicate European balance of power, and their concern around the
optics of appearing to overtly meddle in an adversary’s sphere of influence, is today cast as reactionary.”

Perhaps living in wealthy imperialist states, it is not easy to understand why the division into spheres of influence is a
bad thing. However, even if he himself did not realize it, Marcetic raised an important question: the connection
between the Soviet policy of spheres of influence in Europe and the rightward turn in post-socialist societies,
culminating in the Russian aggression against Ukraine.

Two Status Quos
It is not the purpose of this text to discuss the many shortcomings of Marcetic’s article. But before turning to the main
topic, it is worth pointing out some of its flaws. Its author ignores the main difference between the conflicts he
compares: while Hungary was indeed in the Soviet sphere of influence, post-Soviet Ukraine is not and never was in
the Russian sphere of influence. Of course, the Kremlin believes that Ukraine should be a controlled fiefdom, but in
reality, even the most pro-Russian of Ukrainian presidents, Viktor Yanukovych, sometimes clashed with Russia and
negotiated the Association Agreement with the EU.

The Cold War ended with agreements that reversed the previous division of Europe into spheres of influence. Some
readers may argue that there was an informal promise not to expand NATO eastward. But this was not an agreement
regarding spheres of influence. Moreover, this promise was not about military cooperation between Eastern
European states and the U.S. Ukraine, too, has been developing military cooperation with the U.S. almost since
independence, as did Russia between 1991 and 2008. After all, the promise not to expand NATO was made to the
leadership not of Russia, but of a long-defunct state, the Soviet Union, which included not only present-day Russia,
but also Ukraine.

This reveals one important, but not obvious, similarity between the approaches of Eisenhower and Biden: neither of
them dared to violate the status quo. But if in one case it meant reckoning with the Soviet Union, in the other case it
meant the opposite: giving up spheres of influence. When in December 2021 the Russian Foreign Ministry published
draft treaties with the U.S. and NATO, the U.S. responded by putting forward counterproposals on arms control that
met Russian security interests; but on the main Russian demand for a division into spheres of influence in Europe,
they refused.

This shows how off-base Marcetic’s comparison is. Each case is unique, and for a productive comparison, we need
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to analyze both the similarities and the differences. At the same time, we can disregard many differences that are not
important for the problem we are analyzing. But the fact that Ukraine did not – and does not – belong to the Russian
sphere of influence is a central distinction that cannot be overlooked. It has a direct impact on the behavior of
governments and the developments that follow.

Marcetic ignores how cautious the Biden administration’s approach was and remains. Like Eisenhower, even before
the Russian invasion, Biden rejected the idea of sending U.S. troops to Ukraine and constantly reiterated that the
U.S. would not go to war with Russia. The difference in policy between Biden and Eisenhower, however, is largely
due to the different circumstances and behavior of the Hungarian and Ukrainian governments. While Imre Nagy
rejected Western military intervention and called on the UN to recognize Hungary’s neutrality, Volodymyr Zelensky
rejected the idea of Ukrainian neutrality before the invasion. After the full-scale war started, Zelensky not only
demanded new weapons on a regular basis but also called on NATO to close the skies over Ukraine.

So in the case of present-day Ukraine, the correct question is this: Did the U.S. do the right thing in rejecting the
proposal to divide Europe into spheres of influence? The answer to this question must take into account not only the
direct consequences of the war, but also the longer term consequences of such arrangements. And to do so, it is not
unreasonable to consider the consequences of the last division into spheres of influence in Europe after World War
II.

The Hungarian Comparison
The peculiarity of the Western countries’ reaction to the Hungarian Revolution in 1956 was that they not only refused
military assistance, but that they were also afraid to give the revolutionaries substantial political support. Might the
Hungarian Revolution have been saved in this way? Perhaps we will know the answer to this question when the
Russian archives are declassified. Nevertheless, much more confidently we can answer other crucial questions.
Would the policy of the USSR toward its Eastern European satellites have been more cautious if the international
community had reacted more harshly to the suppression of the Hungarian Revolution? Would it have been able to
save the Prague Spring? The answers to these questions are far more likely to be in the affirmative than to the first
one.

The victory or suppression of a revolution affects more than just the countries in which it took place. The Cuban
Revolution spurred revolutionary movements in Latin America and around the world. Had the U.S. suppressed it, the
“turbulent sixties” might have looked very different. Perhaps this did not happen due to the fact that the USSR did not
recognize Latin America as a sphere of influence of the United States. Unlike Eisenhower, Khrushchev defended the
Cuban revolution and put the world at risk of nuclear war, but he may have saved the Cuban revolution. Had the
Hungarian Revolution not been suppressed, the sixties might have been much more turbulent in Eastern Europe.
Unfortunately, this did not happen, and after the suppression of the Prague Spring, a gradual turn to the right
(reinforced by the neoliberal turn in the capitalist world) began in the so-called “Second World.” Dissident circles in
the USSR and its satellites increasingly shifted from socialist positions to liberal and conservative ones, and
nationalist sentiments grew stronger in these societies. Henry Kissinger’s strategy to strengthen the sovereignty of
Eastern European communist states during détente, which he promoted in the hope that this would lead to the
Finlandization of these countries (though he was wrong), also contributed to the conservative turn to some extent.

The result of suppressing uprisings in Eastern Europe was that when the need to renew “real socialism” became
apparent even to the Central Committee of the CPSU, it was already too late. The new revolutions provoked by
perestroika no longer led to “socialism with a human face” but to neoliberalism. Subsequent Western-initiated “shock
therapy,” in turn, entailed even more reactionary tendencies in post-socialist societies. The apex of this process was
the transformation of the Putin regime, which not only turned to aggressive territorial expansion, but, in the words of 
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Volodymyr Artyukh, began to form an anti-revolutionary “Holy Alliance” – much like tsarist Russia did in the 19th
century.

The division of the world into spheres of influence sought by the Kremlin consolidates the domination of the great
powers. It also undermines the ability of revolutionary movements and small countries to exploit the contradictions
between them.  In many ways, it is this policy that has made democratization and renewal of “real socialism”
impossible, with the result that neoliberalism, conservatism, and nationalism have come to dominate post-socialist
space.

The UN and Spheres of Influence
The division of Europe into spheres of influence after World War II had negative consequences – and not only for
those countries that found themselves in the Soviet sphere. On the other side of the Iron Curtain, the main victim was
Greece, where Anglo-American troops, together with former collaborators, began to exterminate pro-Communist,
partisan anti-fascists. Moreover, the USSR not only agreed to allow Greece to fall under the British sphere of
influence but also actively used this agreement to strengthen its dominance in Eastern Europe. As historian Geoffrey
Roberts has written, “Stalin and Molotov never tired of deflecting Anglo-American complaints about the exclusion of
Western influence from Eastern Europe by pointing to Soviet forbearance in relation to Greece.”

But was there a better alternative to a policy of spheres of influence after World War II? The most paradoxical thing
about the history of the postwar international order’s formation is that it was the representatives of the USSR who
insisted most on the division of spheres of influence. This was the case despite the fact that the very emergence of
the USSR was closely linked to hopes for a world revolution, and its leaders proclaimed themselves followers of
Lenin, who was sharply critical of all aspects of covert diplomacy, including the very idea of spheres of influence.
Moreover, for the USSR, attempts to divide Europe into spheres of influence with Britain and the United States were
a logical continuation of the preliminary agreements with the Third Reich that both Moscow and the Western
democracies had before the war.

Unlike Stalin, the Roosevelt administration opposed spheres of influence. This was largely thanks to some State
Department officials, such as Leo Pasvolsky, who promoted a universalist vision of the UN as a centralized
international organization, one that would do away with spheres of influence. Moreover, as Peter Gowan notes,
“Pasvolsky—after committing the faux pas of reminding his boss that the Japanese had described their Co-Prosperity
Sphere as a Monroe Doctrine for Asia—went so far as to observe that ‘if we ask for the privilege, everybody else will,’
which would ‘push the Soviets into a combine’ of their own, a prospect to be thwarted. Roosevelt was sympathetic to
such considerations.”

After Roosevelt’s death and the defeat of Germany, U.S. policy on this issue changed. But it is possible that
Roosevelt’s position on spheres of influence saved one country from Soviet occupation: Finland. Milovan Djilas wrote
in his memoirs that Stalin called it a mistake not to occupy Finland because “we looked back too much on the
Americans, and they would not have lifted a finger.”1

Roosevelt’s (or rather, Pasvolsky’s) project failed, and instead the confrontation between the former allies intensified,
and the Cold War began. But it is worth paying attention to who on the American side was most culpable. First, there
was the reactionary sector of the State Department, dealing with Latin American affairs under Nelson Rockefeller. He
tried to maintain U.S. hegemony in Latin America and to this end pushed through changes to the UN Charter. As 
Peter Gowan has pointed out, John Foster Dulles later told Rockerfeller, “If you fellows hadn’t done it, we might never
have had NATO.”
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Second, a substantial role was played by the fact that after Roosevelt’s death he was succeeded by Truman, who,
despite his more anti-Communist image and policy, was much more willing to accept a Soviet sphere of influence in
Europe. Again, quoting Peter Gowan:

 To cut the Gordian knot over the scope of veto powers, he dispatched Harry Hopkins to Moscow with
instructions to make it clear that ‘Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Austria (sic), Yugoslavia,
Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, et al (re-sic), make no difference to US interests’—adding, with a cynicism that
outdid any aside by Roosevelt, that an election in Poland could be as free as Tom Pendergast’s in Kansas
City or Boss Hague’s in Chicago.

This meant the success of Stalin’s strategy. As the United States was against the spheres of influence, the Soviet
Union initially established dominance in occupied Eastern Europe and then forced the Allies to agree with the actual
state of affairs. And for this Stalin used not only the example of Greece, but also the policy of the allies in Italy. The
U.S. and Britain had only given an advisory and consultative function to the tripartite Advisory Council and the
Control Commission, established on a Soviet initiative. Thus, they were the first to give a sample policy in the
occupied territories: whoever occupied made decisions. Stalin quickly agreed with the de facto affiliation of Italy to the
Anglo-British sphere of influence and gave them carte blanche to reset Ivanoe Bonomi’s government if they so
desired.

At the same time, it was quite indicative that a short period of competition between allies for influencing Italy
improved the situation of that country. The diplomatic steps of the USSR, including the official recognition of the first
post-Fascist Pietro Badoglio’s government, forced Britain to change their policies in Italy. Faced with the prospect of
growing Soviet influence and communist sentiment in Italy, Churchill refused a plan to make post-war Italy a weak
country under British hegemony. He was forced to agree with Roosevelt about the need for economic assistance to
Italy and its restoration as an independent state. Something similar could happen in Eastern Europe, especially in
Poland, whose independence the U.S. and Britain tried to protect. But the U.S. itself undermined its opposition to the
spheres of influence policy by removing the USSR from decision-making regarding Italy.

Roosevelt’s UN project was far from democratic. It envisioned a minor role for the UN General Assembly, with a few
“world policemen” deciding most issues. Nevertheless, it was more progressive than the one advocated by Stalin and
Churchill. But thanks to the reactionary politics of the Roosevelt administration, after the latter’s death, the spheres of
influence approach prevailed in the U.S. – an approach quite favorable to American imperialist interests.

We saw something similar before the Russian invasion, and we continue to see it now: the most reactionary section
of the US ruling class, exemplified by Donald Trump and Tucker Carlson, is ready to agree with Putin on a division of
spheres of influence. Before the invastion Branko Marcetic wrote that Tucker Carlson was “completely right” “to
question Ukraine’s strategic value to the United States”.

Ukraine
What would have happened if the U.S. had acknowledged Ukraine’s belonging to the Russian sphere of influence at
the time of the 2022 invasion? Perhaps if Western governments had made it clear to Ukrainians that they should not
expect meaningful Western support, it would have forced Zelensky to adopt a more cautious policy and potentially
compromise. After all, the realization that the West would not protect them from possible Soviet occupation was once
one of the key factors that led the Finns, after two bloody wars, to agree to submit their foreign policy to the Soviet
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Union.

First, it is worth noting that even if Ukraine had agreed to “Finlandization”, its consequences would have been quite
different from those for Finland – above all, because modern Russia is a capitalist state with a reactionary autocratic
regime, not the Soviet Union. Second, in my view, the U.S. agreeing to a division into spheres of influence with
Russia would not have brought peace. Given the political competition and public sentiment, most of which was in one
way or another opposed to Russia’s demands, it is unlikely that Zelensky would have agreed to serious concessions.
And even if he had agreed, Parliament would not have approved these concessions; at best, it would have led to new
elections that would have been decisively won by more nationalist forces. In order to prevent the ongoing war,
changes in the political relationship of Ukraine and the West would have had to have occurred much earlier – not in
the months leading up to the invasion.

If the U.S. officially agreed that Ukraine was part of the Russian sphere of influence, it may have encouraged the
Russian ruling class to act more decisively. Putin dared to invade Ukraine despite U.S. pressure. What could prevent
him from trying to repeat Soviet actions in Hungary if the U.S. promised not to provide military assistance to Ukraine?
As during the Cold War, the long-term result of such a division into spheres of influence would be an increase in
reaction. This includes strengthening Putin’s regime in Russia and resisting the Russian occupation, in which the far
right is likely to gain hegemony in Ukraine.

The Russian-Ukrainian war put an end to the post-Soviet period. The nature of the emergent period, including our
current moment, will be decided on the battlefield. If Ukraine wins, we will finally have a chance for progressive
changes not only in Ukraine, but also in the larger post-Soviet space. If Russia wins, Eastern Europe will plunge into
an ever-increasing hell of reaction over the next few decades.

3 August 2022

Source: Spectre.
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