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Ukrainian Crisis Challenges Liberal Values

By Yakov Rabkin

The tragic invasion of the Ukraine not only challenges liberal values, but it also puts them on the
spot. One of the achievements of liberalism in recent decades is a decline in public expressions
of hatred towards racial, national, ethnic, and sexual groups. Racism, which accompanied
Europe’s bloody colonial expansion for centuries, is rightly in retreat among Western leaders in
politics, the media, and workplaces. Even the terms “man” and “woman” are avoided in some
liberal circles. A few weeks ago, in a Manhattan theatre, I was uncertain which of the two toilet
doors to choose since none had those two newly unacceptable words or even respective

silhouettes marked on them.

Itis completely understandable, and natural, that Ukraine’s predicament is provoking sympathy
and outrage among so many. But what surprises is the hatred of everything Russian. Last week,
the Munich Philharmonic fired star conductor Valery Gergiev after he refused to denounce the
invasion of Ukraine. The famed philharmonic had asked him to sign a public condemnation of
the president or lose the contract. This brings to mind demands to denounce “enemies”, even

one’s own parents, that used to be made in Stalin’s Soviet Union and Maoist China.

But a political stance does not seem to be at issue. The Montreal symphony annulled concerts
with talented young Russian pianist Alexander Malofeev, “considering the serious impact on the
civilian population of Ukraine caused by the Russian invasion”. This happened despite the
pianist’s denunciation of his country’s military operation. Being Russian is bad enough. Since it
is impossible to find out what the 19th century composer would have thought of this war, an all-
Tchaikovsky concert was canceled in Cardiff, Britain, “in view of the Russian invasion”. Even
Russian cats have been banned from participating in the International Cat Federation (FIF)
competitions. Cancel culture has expanded, moving from the individual to the collective, from
humans to felines. Being Russian seems to be bad in itself. It appears Russians, whatever their
political allegiance or history, are fair game. Some social networks have even authorized hate

posts as long as they are directed at Russians.

Russian restaurants in Europe and even in liberal Manhattan have become objects of boycott,
derision or worse. CNN had to explain that the venerable 95-year-old Russian Tea Room in
Manhattan has nothing to do with the Russia’s attack on her neighbor. Another Russian

restaurant in New York received dozens of abusive phone calls calling the staff Nazis. Numerous



similar attacks have fallen on Russian and even remotely sounding Russian restaurants and
schools across Europe and North America. Some restaurant owners have been forced to

reformulate the menu: Russian dishes are now renamed as less “offensive” East European ones.

Surprisingly, this indiscriminate opprobrium comes mostly from liberal quarters that are usually
careful about words and expressions that may hurt people. This phenomenon reminds one of
the public mood during the 20t century’s two World Wars when “Japs”, “Boches” and “Huns”
were perfectly acceptable terms. German science as a whole was vilified in 1915 by prominent
British and French scientists, including Nobel laureates, imbued with what they deemed as
patriotic spirit. Conversely, nobody thought of dropping Bach or Beethoven from the repertoire
of the Leningrad Philharmonic performing in the frost-bitten hall during the Wehrmacht siege
of the Soviet city. And even during the tensest moments of the Cold War, the Russian Tea Room
remained a chic Manhattan destination, and Soviet pianists and ballet companies continued to

perform around the world to full audiences.

Where does this wholesale hatred of Russians originate? In the case of the Montreal Symphony,
it was reported that “the decision followed a request by members of the Ukrainian community
that the orchestra cancel Malofeev’s performances.” Indeed, anti-Russian sentiment is common
in several former Soviet republics. When these were formed in 1991, ethnic nationalism
emerged as the most convenient means of legitimation for the power elites. While resentment
had been directed at the Soviet system, this anti-Soviet attitude gave way, within months, to an
anti-Russian one. In the Baltic republics, Russian speakers were denied citizenship and even
those who had never lived in Russia were publicly accused of being “Russian occupants”. In
August 2021, months before the Russian invasion, Ukrainian President Zelensky, himself a native
Russian speaker and long involved in Russia’s entertainment world, publicly scorned those
Ukrainian citizens who consider themselves Russian and suggested they moved to the Russian

Federation. This dynamic is not new to Eastern Europe; however, it has rapidly spread elsewhere.

When in the early 21st century, the European Union was considering enlarging its borders to
include Eastern European countries, a German colleague of mine remarked that he feared this
expansion. He was concerned that ethnic nationalism and racism so rooted in those lands might
contaminate Germany and the rest of Europe that had devoted decades of consistent efforts to

eradicate it. Apparently, he was right.

This has been in evidence in the otherwise admirably generous welcome offered to Ukrainian

refugees in Eastern Europe. Some of the very same countries embracing them had categorically
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refused to accept refugees from the Arab countries and Afghanistan ravaged by incomparably
bloodier U.S. military interventions. One Ukrainian top official put it bluntly: “European people
with blue eyes and blonde hair are being killed every day”. Obviously, people of a different kind
were killed when the United States and its allies invaded Iraq, Syria, Libya. This might explain
why there was no boycott of American musicians, nor did Mercedes Benz withdraw from the
United States. There was nobody to impose punishing sanctions on Washington or London,

hypocrisy at its best.

The Ukrainian crisis has exposed the fragility of liberal values. Russophobia continues to
blossom even in the most enlightened countries. A Canadian, part Ukrainian friend is scared to
be heard speaking publicly in Russian to her toddler for fear of reprisals. And there have been
press reports from Belgium and Germany about Russian and, ironically, Ukrainian speakers
being insulted in public.

So much so that Norway’s Foreign Minister had to issue a call on Twitter, in Russian, “to take care

of Russians in our society and speak out against hate speech.”

This wanton Russophobia is not only profoundly illiberal, but also counterproductive. It forces
Russians, those skeptical and even critical of the invasion, to rally around the flag. They may end
up viewing the current widespread support for Ukrainians by liberal elites as another orgy of

self-righteousness, hypocrisy, and double standards.

The author is Professor Emeritus of History at the University of Montreal; his recent books are
Demodernization: A Future in the Past and Judaisme, islam et modernités.

yakov.rabkin@umontreal.ca
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