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[bookmark: introduction]Introduction
Fidias Panayiotou, MEP: Ladies and gentlemen, thank you so much for coming to this beautiful event. It is very important to talk about these huge geopolitical changes, and that is why we have with us the best in the world on geopolitics, I believe, Jeffrey Sachs, to help us and to give us some advice on what we should do as Europeans. We also have here my co-host, Danilo Della Valle, a Member of the European Parliament from the Five Star Movement in Italy. Jeffrey, the stage is yours. We will give you ten or fifteen minutes to explain your thoughts, and then we will take questions from Members of the European Parliament and have a discussion.
Jeffrey Sachs: Perfect. It is a great pleasure to be together with all of you. Thank you for the occasion, and thank you for the chance to brainstorm.
[bookmark: how-to-make-peace-in-a-crazy-world]How to Make Peace in a Crazy World
The world is in a very, very strange place. The United States, of course, is in a very deep political crisis. Europe, I would say, is also in a political crisis. The continent is at war, and the world is changing very rapidly. So this is not exactly a safe moment, or a moment that is easy to understand, but I want to share my thoughts with you from a constructive point of view: how we proceed to make peace consciously and affirmatively. If we continue the way we are going, honestly, any terrible thing can happen. The rhetoric of war that has overtaken Europe is shocking and extremely dangerous. Compound that with a completely failed American politics, in the country that is supposed to be your ally. I can tell you that we have never had a worse president in our history, nobody more incompetent, unstable, dumb and dangerous from the point of view of character. He is a pathological figure on top of all his other limitations. You really need to take care of Europe, and that is not happening right now.
There is so much to discuss and so many ways we could start the discussion, but let me start with the big picture. The big picture is that the world has changed dramatically in the last quarter century, most importantly with the rise of Asia, above all the rise of China, and the return of Asia to centrality in the world economy and in world geopolitics. All in all, I view that as a very good thing, not a dangerous thing. Asia found itself very poor after a century and a half of European imperialism. It regained effective independence after World War II, and it has since substantially ended poverty and recovered a prosperous economy. This is wonderful news, because it means that for four billion people there has been a marked improvement in well-being, in material conditions and in economic life generally. That is true of China, of India, of Southeast Asia and of Central Asia, and it is one of the glorious achievements of the world over the last half century.
It is viewed with alarm in the United States and in much of the European political class. In a way that is understandable, though profoundly wrong. It is understandable because the so-called Western world, basically the North Atlantic world, ran the show for about 200 years, from the end of the Napoleonic Wars until around the year 2000. First Britain was in the driver’s seat, building the largest empire in history in the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth. Then, after 1945, the United States became the inheritor of the British Empire. This was the Western world, the world of values, and so on and so forth. But these Western values were values under which Britain allowed tens of millions of people to starve to death under its so-called laissez-faire policies, in India, in Ireland and in many other places. This was a world of imperial rule, in Cyprus as well, and of imperial genocides. It was not a world of values, except the values that we wanted to proclaim for ourselves.
[bookmark: the-rise-of-china]The Rise of China
One of the main implications of all this is the following. In 1820, on the eve of Western hegemony, Asia constituted about 60 percent of world output, as best we can measure it.[endnoteRef:1] By 1950 it constituted about 20 percent of world output, while its share of world population remained about 60 percent. Asia experienced a calamitous 150 years, roughly from the beginning of the nineteenth century to the middle of the twentieth. This was the period of Britain’s control of India and of the West’s effective control over much of China. It was the period of China’s massive civil war, the so-called Taiping Rebellion, probably the biggest civil war in history, which took tens of millions of lives in the middle of the century in the wake of the British wars against China. It was the period of the complete colonization of Southeast Asia, and of other disasters that befell the region through European and American imperialism and through the two world wars. China, after all, lost 15 to 20 million people to Japan’s invasion from 1937 to 1945, a little-known but absolutely brutal calamity for China. [1:  Angus Maddison, The World Economy: Historical Statistics (Paris: OECD, 2003); Maddison Project Database 2023 (Groningen Growth and Development Centre). Asia’s share of world GDP at purchasing power parity was roughly 59 percent in 1820 and about 19 percent in 1950.] 

So Asia fell to about 20 percent of world output, while the Western world, the United States and Europe together, accounted for more than 50 percent of world output even after the devastation of World War II. That was the starting point of the postcolonial period. What has happened in the 75 or 76 years since 1950 is that Asia has recovered its place in the world. Asia was 60 percent of world output in 1820 and 20 percent in 1950, and it is now about 50 percent. It has not fully closed the gap that opened during the period of imperial domination by the West, but it has substantially done so.
I am a development economist. I have worked in China for more than 40 years, and in India, off and on, for more than 40 years. For me this is a great success story, to watch poverty end and economic development take hold. I can tell you from firsthand observation that the Chinese people worked around the clock for 40 years to accomplish this. You would go somewhere at night and buildings would be going up all through the night on bamboo scaffolding by torchlight. People were building the Chinese economy, and living standards rose. People could feed their families again, when before they had been hungry; in Mao’s disastrous Great Leap Forward, after all, millions of people died between 1958 and 1961. People could send their children to school, and from the late 1970s onward they could send their children to Europe or to the United States for an education. Many of my students from those years are now senior officials in the government or senior professors in universities, and they live good and decent lives that are the result of decades of extremely successful development and hard work.
All of this is taken as a disaster in the United States, and the talk in the United States is of preparing for war. We are nearly at war with China. Why? Because China has grown up again. In fact, they have the unbelievable temerity to have a larger economy than the United States. Can you imagine? This is China’s insolence. Of course, they have four times more people, so the only way they could have a smaller economy would be to remain at less than one quarter of our per capita income. They decided they did not want to do that. They decided they wanted to have a normal life. And lo and behold, if you multiply a normal life by 1.4 billion people and compare it with the United States and its 340 million people, China ends up being bigger in absolute terms.[endnoteRef:2] That is almost a casus belli. How dare they threaten American hegemony? Sorry, we do not use that term. How dare they threaten American primacy, which is the strategic objective of the United States? [2:  Measured at purchasing power parity. IMF, World Economic Outlook Database, April 2026. China has been larger than the United States on this measure since about 2016.] 

There is a second profoundly misbehaving country as well, and that of course is Russia. I want to say that Russia’s biggest crime is that it has 17 million square kilometers. That is its biggest crime. Why do I say that? Because with 17 million square kilometers, Russia became an enemy of the British Empire by 1840, and it became an enemy of the United States of America when the United States took over from the British Empire in 1945. No matter what Russia or the Soviet Union does, it is an enemy. And if you behave that way long enough, you end up with the Ukraine war.
There is a lot to talk about here. What I have just said makes me a Putin apologist, a vile mouthpiece of Russian propaganda, and every other slur that might be thrown at me. But I have been working there firsthand for 37 years. I am no one’s apologist. I have never been on anyone’s payroll, by the way, in case anyone ever hears anything to the contrary. I made it a policy 40 years ago, when I started advising Bolivia[endnoteRef:3] and someone attacked me politically for being an external adviser. I decided on the spot that I would never take a penny from a government, and I have advised dozens of governments with nothing other than my academic salary. So, to be absolutely clear, nothing that I am saying is because I am anyone’s consultant or anyone’s paid employee. I never have been, and I do not even have to check the books, because that has been my policy my entire career. [3:  Sachs began advising the government of Bolivia on its stabilization program in 1985.] 

[bookmark: gorbachevs-role-in-world-peace]Gorbachev’s Role in World Peace
So I am not a Putin apologist, but I am a great admirer of Mikhail Gorbachev, because he was the greatest man of peace of our age. He wanted a common European home, and it was open to Europe to have it. It was actually promised by the Germans on the occasion of German reunification. On 31 January 1990, in Tutzing, Foreign Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher said explicitly and unequivocally that NATO would not expand eastward in the context of German reunification.[endnoteRef:4] You can find that speech online, so go look at it. On 9 February, U.S. Secretary of State James Baker III said to Gorbachev that NATO would not move one inch eastward. On 10 February 1990, Chancellor Helmut Kohl told the same thing to Gorbachev face to face.[endnoteRef:5] [4:  Speech by Foreign Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher at the Evangelische Akademie Tutzing, 31 January 1990. See Svetlana Savranskaya and Tom Blanton, “NATO Expansion: What Gorbachev Heard,” National Security Archive Electronic Briefing Book No. 613, 12 December 2017, which also documents Secretary of State James Baker’s assurance to Gorbachev in Moscow on 9 February 1990 that NATO would not move “one inch eastward.”]  [5:  Memorandum of conversation between Mikhail Gorbachev and Helmut Kohl, Moscow, 10 February 1990, in National Security Archive Electronic Briefing Book No. 613.] 

I was not in those meetings, but I was in Berlin in those weeks and months, because I was an adviser to Gorbachev’s economic team in 1990. In 1989 I had been the main external adviser to Poland, and I watched Gorbachev make possible the democratic transformation of Poland. You might be surprised to know that Gorbachev intervened actively to tell General Jaruzelski to bring those nice young people from Solidarity into the government. That is how revolutionarily peaceful things were in 1989. I met Chancellor Kohl and I met Foreign Minister Genscher, because I was working on the economic issues of the transition.
We had peace in our hands for a century to come, if we wanted it, because the Russians were rather exhausted after seven decades of Bolshevism. It was not exactly the most proficient economic system. They wanted out. They wanted peace, cooperation and friendship. The word that Yeltsin used with me more than any other was “normal”: “Mr. Sachs, we want to be normal. We want to be normal politically. We want to be normal economically.” Review all the conciliatory things that President Putin said when he came to the Bundestag[endnoteRef:6] and when he visited European institutions after he came to power, because he said exactly the same thing. [6:  Vladimir Putin, speech to the German Bundestag, 25 September 2001.] 

So what happened? What happened with Russia is the same thing that happened with China. Your friend, ally and supposed protector, the United States of America, my country, got it into its bright little head in 1992 that it now ran the world. That came to be called neoconservatism; call it what you want. Everybody believed it, Democrats and Republicans alike.
I saw this firsthand, because in 1990 I had a basic and naive idea that I had learned as a student of the writings of John Maynard Keynes. When someone is defeated, you help them, so that the next generation does not turn against you. That is what Keynes wrote in The Economic Consequences of the Peace in 1919,[endnoteRef:7] which was the most important book for me personally and for my career. Keynes was saying, in effect, that good economics also means being decent, which is the clever thing to do over the long term, for yourself and for everybody else. Do not be vindictive, because it will boomerang. So in 1990 I had a naive idea: why don’t we help the Soviet Union? It was in an economic crisis, with a big financial crisis, and helping would have cost us almost nothing. Gorbachev wanted to make reforms. He was the great statesman of peace. Let’s help him. [7:  John Maynard Keynes, The Economic Consequences of the Peace (London: Macmillan, 1919).] 

I proposed a package, the same kind of package that I had proposed for Poland, which had been adopted. I thought, what a convincing economist I am. But it had been adopted for Poland because Poland was to be the eastern end of NATO, though I did not know that at the time. It was adopted by the geostrategists not because they liked Poland, though there were a lot of Polish voters in Chicago and Detroit, but because Poland was on our side. When I proposed the same for the Soviet Union, it was turned down entirely.
About two years ago, more than 30 years after the fact, someone sent me the minutes of the National Security Council meeting at the White House on 3 June 1991, at which my proposal was turned down.[endnoteRef:8] They had been released under the Freedom of Information Act. I had never seen them, and if anyone wants to write to me, I will send them along. It is the most stunning display of American imbecility you can imagine, and that is saying a lot, because our country is filled with imbeciles. I am talking about the leadership; the public understands a lot better. Do you know what they said about the proposal? Richard Darman, who was head of the Office of Management and Budget, put it this way: “We have enough ingredients already for a good PR package. The list doesn’t need to grow. We shouldn’t shoot our wad now. Mikhail Gorbachev is a showman. He will pressure us no matter what.” I mention his name because he had been my colleague at Harvard and then went to OMB and dismissed the idea of helping Gorbachev. Reading the minutes of that meeting is like watching amateur hour: a group of arrogant ignoramuses sitting around the table asking, in Darman’s words, “What is the minimum amount necessary from us to mollify a regime with which we wish to work on other matters?” So that is American foreign policy. That is your ally and protector, the great savior. That is “Daddy,” to use the current technical language. [8:  National Security Council, Memorandum for the Files, “Meeting on U.S.-Soviet Economic Relations, 1:30–2:30 p.m., June 3, 1991, White House Situation Room,” Secret, declassified 2 April 2010 (2009-0300-MR); George H.W. Bush Presidential Records, National Security Council, Burns, R. Nicholas, and Hewett, Ed, Files, USSR Chron File: June 1991 [1], CF01407-004, George Bush Presidential Library. The meeting, chaired by Brent Scowcroft and attended by Secretaries Baker and Brady, Richard Darman (director of the Office of Management and Budget, 1989 to 1993), Michael Boskin, Robert Gates and others, was convened to settle the U.S. response to the “Grand Bargain” for Western support of Soviet reform. The quotations from Darman are at pages 3–4 and 7. At the same meeting Treasury Secretary Nicholas Brady said that “a real reform program would turn them into a third-rate [military] power, which is what we want” (page 2).] 

[bookmark: russias-biggest-crime]Russia’s Biggest Crime
Russia’s big crime was that it is big, just like China’s big crime. I have just published a book in German, released yesterday, about Russophobia in Europe.[endnoteRef:9] In its first chapter I recount a wonderful study by the historian John Howes Gleason, published in 1950, called The Genesis of Russophobia in Great Britain.[endnoteRef:10] Gleason asked a poignant question that is completely relevant for us today. Britain and Russia were allies in the Sixth Coalition that defeated Napoleon in 1813 and 1814. Some twenty-five years later they were enemies. What happened? Why did the British come to hate the Russians? So he studied Hansard and every other published record. He read everything that was said in the House of Commons and every speech. His conclusion in this wonderful book is that Russia did nothing. Britain simply got it into its head that Russia was so big that it was a threat to India, to the British Empire in India, and that it was going to invade India through the Khyber Pass. That was the Great Game, something that never crossed the Tsar’s mind, by the way. But Britain talked itself into quite a froth, and by 1840 Russia was the enemy. [9:  Jeffrey D. Sachs, Europas strategischer Irrtum: Warum die anti-russische Haltung selbstzerstörerisch ist (Frankfurt am Main: Westend Verlag, 2026).]  [10:  John Howes Gleason, The Genesis of Russophobia in Great Britain: A Study of the Interaction of Policy and Opinion (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1950).] 

In 1854 Britain went to war in Crimea, with Palmerston, the quintessential imperialist, as the war’s leading champion and, from 1855, as Prime Minister.[endnoteRef:11] Why? It is a long story, but basically it was to crush Russia in the Black Sea. In 1853 Russia accepted the Vienna Note, a diplomatic resolution of the crisis over Wallachia and Moldavia, and there was no reason for conflict. Yet Britain pressed on, and Palmerston said, we move on to Sevastopol. The reason was that he wanted to make Russia a nonentity, so that it could not threaten the British Empire. That is called Western values, by the way. There followed a three-year bloody war, the Crimean War. [11:  Britain and France declared war on Russia in March 1854. Palmerston, then Home Secretary in Lord Aberdeen’s cabinet, was the leading advocate of the war and became Prime Minister in February 1855. The Vienna Note, drafted in July 1853 by Austria, Britain, France and Prussia to settle the crisis that followed Russia’s occupation of the Danubian Principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia, was accepted by Russia in August 1853. The Ottoman government, encouraged by the British ambassador, Stratford Canning, demanded amendments, and the settlement collapsed. Later, at the Vienna conference of March to June 1855, Russia again negotiated on the allied “Four Points,” but the talks broke down over the limitation of Russian naval power in the Black Sea, and the allies pressed on with the siege of Sevastopol, which fell in September 1855.] 

Let me come back to the present. We are in the second Crimean War, and we are in it for exactly the same reason that Palmerston and Napoleon III launched the first. This is not Putin’s war. This is our war, ladies and gentlemen. It came about in a slightly different way, but a very similar one. Our strategists in the 1990s got it into their heads that the United States was the primary power of the world. Choose your phrase: we are the world’s sole superpower; we are the indispensable nation; we are, as one of my least favorite secretaries of state, Madeleine Albright, said, the country that sees farther than any other.[endnoteRef:12] Look up what America says about itself. All the American strategists could think about was: what are our threats? Well, really none. We are so powerful that no one can face us down. The only one we can see is Russia. Russia is big, so we just have to make sure that it remains a third-rate power, or that it breaks apart, as Brzezinski wanted. [12:  Madeleine Albright, interview on NBC’s Today, 19 February 1998: “If we have to use force, it is because we are America; we are the indispensable nation. We stand tall and we see further than other countries into the future.”] 

If you want to understand why we are in this Crimean War, read Brzezinski’s book The Grand Chessboard, whose subtitle is American Primacy and Its Geostrategic Imperatives.[endnoteRef:13] The book is about how the United States keeps its primacy in Eurasia. Excuse me, but the United States is not a Eurasian country, and yet it is going to have primacy in Eurasia. And you are going to help, ladies and gentlemen, aren’t you? That is so kind of you. You will host all our military bases and you will do what we say. [13:  Zbigniew Brzezinski, The Grand Chessboard: American Primacy and Its Geostrategic Imperatives (New York: Basic Books, 1997).] 

[bookmark: nato-expansion]NATO Expansion
What was decided, contrary to what Mr. Genscher, Mr. Kohl and Mr. Baker said in January and February 1990, is that we would surround Russia with NATO and with Aegis missile systems. The United States abandoned the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty in 2002, for no good reason, even though the absence of anti-ballistic missiles was the stabilizing bulwark of the nuclear security system. The United States walked out of the treaty in 2002 and began placing Aegis missile systems in Poland and Romania.[endnoteRef:14] The Russians said that they did not like this. And they did not just say it after the fact. They said it every year from 1991 onward, as it became clear that the words that had been the basis of the Two Plus Four agreement were being completely abandoned. [14:  The United States gave notice of withdrawal from the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty on 13 December 2001, effective 13 June 2002. The Aegis Ashore site at Deveselu, Romania, became operational in 2016, and the site at Redzikowo, Poland, in 2024.] 

By 1994 Clinton had decided that NATO would expand. His own Secretary of Defense, William Perry, who is a real gentleman, thought about resigning because he considered this terrible.[endnoteRef:15] Our leading statesman, George Kennan, famously wrote in 1997 that NATO expansion would be the most fateful error of American policy in the entire post-Cold War era.[endnoteRef:16] Kissinger, who was not a sweet man, by the way, had a debate in 1994 that you should all watch, because it will also explain the war to you. He debated Jack Matlock, our ambassador to the Soviet Union in its final years. We used to actually have news in the American media; you could have a grown-up debate, a half hour on a serious issue. We do not have anything like that anymore. In 1994 Robert MacNeil interviewed Kissinger and Matlock about NATO enlargement.[endnoteRef:17] MacNeil asks Matlock whether NATO should enlarge, and Matlock says no: we are building better relations with Russia, there is no risk, and there is no reason to provoke anything. Then he turns to Kissinger: “Mr. Kissinger, should NATO enlarge?” “Yes, NATO should enlarge.” “Why? Is Russia a threat?” “No, no, Russia is no threat.” “Well, are these countries asking for NATO membership endangered?” “No, they’re not endangered at all.” “Well, Mr. Kissinger, won’t this antagonize Russia?” “Yes, it will.” “Then why, Mr. Kissinger, should NATO enlarge, if it would antagonize Russia?” And Kissinger answers: if you cannot antagonize Russia when it is weak, what are you going to do when it is strong? That is the logic. [15:  William J. Perry, My Journey at the Nuclear Brink (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2015).]  [16:  George F. Kennan, “A Fateful Error,” New York Times, 5 February 1997.]  [17:  The MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour, PBS, 5 December 1994.] 

So NATO proceeded, and proceeded again: first in 1999, with three countries, Hungary, Poland and the Czech Republic; then, as you know well, in 2004 with Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovenia, Slovakia, Romania and Bulgaria.[endnoteRef:18] Then in 2008 the genius George Bush and his wonderful peacemaker Dick Cheney announced at the Bucharest NATO summit that we were going to go all the way to Ukraine and to that great North Atlantic country, Georgia. Georgia is not a North Atlantic country, by the way. I checked. It is not even a European country. And Europe should also understand: do not drag Armenia into this. Armenia is not part of Europe either. Please leave them alone before something terrible happens, just as with Ukraine. You are playing with exactly the same fire there as with Ukraine. [18:  NATO admitted the Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland on 12 March 1999, and Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia on 29 March 2004.] 

So the Bucharest NATO summit takes place in 2008, and on the first day Bush says that we need to commit to NATO enlargement to Ukraine and Georgia. Chancellor Merkel says, “George, I don’t think that’s a good idea. That’s a Russian red line. It is really not safe.” “Angela, Angela, come on. We need to agree here. We are the Western alliance. Don’t hold back.” They put on the pressure, and on the second day they compromised. They announced that NATO would expand to Ukraine and Georgia, but without a date.[endnoteRef:19] Look at Merkel’s memoir, published in 2024. She writes that this would be heard in Russia as tantamount to a declaration of war.[endnoteRef:20] [19:  NATO, Bucharest Summit Declaration, 3 April 2008, paragraph 23: “We agreed today that these countries will become members of NATO.”]  [20:  Angela Merkel, Freedom: Memoirs 1954–2021 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2024); German edition, Freiheit: Erinnerungen 1954–2021 (Cologne: Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 2024).] 

As far as I am concerned, that second day of the Bucharest summit was the last day of European foreign policy. Europe should have stood up and said: this is baloney, this is a provocation, this is completely unnecessary. Europe should have stopped it cold. Instead Merkel caved, the French caved, and that was the last we ever heard of European foreign policy. Frankly, no one has said a word to the Americans since then, except recently, and even then only: “Please, Daddy, don’t invade Greenland. We will give you all the bases you want. You can do anything you want. You can have all the minerals. Just don’t invade.” And second: “Please don’t do the diesel deal,” Trump’s deal with Putin to lift the sanctions on Russian diesel exports.[endnoteRef:21] I admit that the diesel deal shows that this man is the most idiotic and incompetent person ever to hold the presidency, simply because he cannot hold a consistent idea for a day at a time. I would put it at fifteen minutes at a time, by the way. But Europe might have said something different about many other issues during the last fifteen years, and it did not. When the United States bombs Iran, unprovoked, and murders its leaders, do you think there is a murmur from Europe? I have not heard one. Everything seems to be fine, except if you are Pedro Sánchez, whom I admire tremendously. He says that this is not right, and within weeks the judicial case against his wife is revived and widened.[endnoteRef:22] So the games are everywhere. But in my view Europe gave up its sovereignty on the second day of the Bucharest NATO summit, and you can watch the march to war from there. [21:  President Trump announced the agreement in October 2026. On 9 October 2026 the U.S. Treasury issued a license authorizing transactions in Russian-origin diesel, including sales on world markets and imports into the United States, until 7 April 2027. The United States had banned imports of Russian oil and petroleum products in March 2022.]  [22:  The investigation of Begoña Gómez began in April 2024. In February 2026 the Audiencia Provincial de Madrid halted Judge Juan Carlos Peinado’s attempt to send the case to a jury trial. On 20 March 2026, three weeks after the attack on Iran, during which Spain refused the use of its bases for the operation, Peinado issued a new order reviving the jury procedure and consolidating the investigations into five alleged offenses. On 20 June 2026 he ordered her to stand trial and barred her from leaving Spain. On 16 July 2026 the Audiencia Provincial narrowed the case to two offenses and lifted the travel ban.] 

[bookmark: what-happened-in-ukraine-in-2014]What Happened in Ukraine in 2014
Yanukovych was rather clever, actually. He said that Ukraine should be neutral, and he was right,[endnoteRef:23] and the Ukrainian public overwhelmingly said, roughly 60 to 20 percent, do not bring NATO here. The United States said that we have to get rid of this man. You can call it the Maidan Revolution of Dignity if you want. I call it the coup. You could call it the regime-change operation, or the color revolution; use whatever name you want. But my colleague Victoria Nuland distributed cookies on the Maidan, and the United States had spent about $5 billion to help bring it about.[endnoteRef:24] We needed to get rid of him, because NATO enlargement needs countries that call for the Western alliance, not countries that call for neutrality. [23:  In July 2010 the Verkhovna Rada, at Yanukovych’s initiative, adopted the Law on the Principles of Domestic and Foreign Policy, which established Ukraine’s non-bloc status.]  [24:  Assistant Secretary of State Victoria Nuland handed out food on the Maidan on 11 December 2013. In a speech to the U.S.-Ukraine Foundation on 13 December 2013 she stated that the United States had invested more than $5 billion since 1991 to help Ukraine achieve its “European aspirations.”] 

On 21 February 2014, the German, French and Polish foreign ministers negotiated an agreement with Yanukovych for a constitutional continuation of government, with a unity government and elections later in 2014.[endnoteRef:25] The next day there was a violent coup. I mean violent, because it is now well understood that the killing in the streets of the Maidan was carried out by right-wing forces shooting from buildings that the Maidan movement controlled. Read Ivan Katchanovski if you want the gruesome details, in hundreds of pages of testimony.[endnoteRef:26] This was a setup. The next day Yanukovych was deposed, and the United States immediately recognized the new government. It did not say, wait a minute, this is extra-constitutional and we want to make sure that the Ukrainian constitution is respected. And Europe did not even have the gumption to say, excuse me, we had an agreement the night before. Not a word. Europe immediately fell into line. [25:  Agreement on Settlement of Political Crisis in Ukraine, 21 February 2014, witnessed by Foreign Ministers Frank-Walter Steinmeier (Germany), Laurent Fabius (France) and Radosław Sikorski (Poland). Yanukovych was removed by a vote of the Verkhovna Rada on 22 February.]  [26:  Ivan Katchanovski, The Maidan Massacre in Ukraine: The Mass Killing that Changed the World (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2024).] 

So you get a coup, and of course everything follows from that. Russia intervenes in Crimea and the Donbas. Of course it intervenes; it knows what it is facing. And it proposes, the following February, something that was actually not bad, namely the Minsk agreement.[endnoteRef:27] The Minsk agreement is very interesting, because it was not a Russian claim of territory. It was not President Putin playing Peter the Great to rebuild the Russian Empire, or any of the rest of what you hear from the absurd propaganda in Brussels, in Berlin, in Washington and especially in London. It was nothing like that. It said: give autonomy to the ethnic Russian region. And do you know where the idea came from, to a large extent? It came from Bolzano, from South Tyrol in Italy, because Merkel knew the experience of the German-speaking minority in South Tyrol, which had been quite successful and very prosperous. We talked with the mayor of Bolzano, who said that Merkel came often and thought it would be a great model for Minsk II. [27:  Package of Measures for the Implementation of the Minsk Agreements (Minsk II), 12 February 2015.] 

And it would have been, except that the United States said no: Ukraine is a unitary state. This despite the fact that the Minsk II agreement was signed and then endorsed unanimously by the UN Security Council.[endnoteRef:28] The United States and Ukraine said no thanks, and Europe fell into line. There was the Normandy process, you will recall, in which Germany and France were to be the guarantors of the Minsk II agreement, and they completely fell silent. Merkel herself said afterwards that this was just a holding period and not a real agreement.[endnoteRef:29] I do not believe, by the way, that she meant that at the beginning. She is better than that. But that is what she was told to say after the fact, and that is what happened. So the Minsk II agreement disappeared. [28:  UN Security Council Resolution 2202, 17 February 2015, adopted unanimously.]  [29:  Angela Merkel, interview, Die Zeit, 7 December 2022, in which she described the 2014 Minsk agreement as “an attempt to give Ukraine time.”] 

Then a very interesting part of the story picked up. Trump says, by the way, that if he had been president there would not have been a war. Trump, to use another technical term of international relations, is the biggest bullshitter ever, on every single issue. He presided over the building of a million-person, NATO-interoperable army in Ukraine. Thank you. That was his doing, between 2017 and 2021.
[bookmark: X02af6450c02c5bacc3c745d9dc4637cd35f05e3]The War in Ukraine Could Have Been Prevented
In December 2021 President Putin put on the table draft agreements with NATO and with the United States on security arrangements.[endnoteRef:30] At their core was no further NATO enlargement. There were other claims that I do not think NATO should have accepted, or ever would have, but at the core was: stop NATO enlargement. So I called the White House, the Biden White House. These were supposedly my friends, I thought. I talked with Jake Sullivan, the national security adviser, and said, “Jake, take the deal. Take the off-ramp. Avoid a war.” He said, “No, Jeffrey. NATO has an open-door policy. We can’t declare that NATO won’t enlarge.” I said, “Jake, are you kidding? Really? Does Mexico have an open-door policy to host a Chinese base? Does Canada have an open-door policy to host a Russian base in Windsor? What is this open door?” He said, “Oh, Jeffrey, don’t worry. NATO is not going to enlarge to Ukraine.” I said, “Jake, that’s really interesting. Why don’t you just say that publicly?” “Oh, no, we can’t say that publicly, Jeffrey. We have an open-door policy.” So I said, “Jake, you’re going to have a war over something that isn’t even going to happen.” And he said, “Jeff, don’t worry. There’s not going to be a war.” Click. [30:  Draft Treaty between the Russian Federation and the United States of America on Security Guarantees, and draft Agreement on Measures to Ensure the Security of the Russian Federation and Member States of NATO, published by the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs on 17 December 2021.] 

That is American foreign policy. Honest to God, I cannot even convey the incompetence of it, every sentence incompetent. America has rejected an open door in the Western Hemisphere since 1823. It is called the Monroe Doctrine.[endnoteRef:31] There is no open door; the door is closed. But the idea that America cannot put its military bases in Ukraine? That is Putin being a dictator. Come on, ladies and gentlemen. This is what got us into this: that we cannot focus honestly on what was said, what was done, why it was done, what the concerns are, and what has led us here. That is why we are in this war. And to listen to this for four years is really unbelievable. [31:  President James Monroe, Annual Message to Congress, 2 December 1823.] 

By the way, I know many of the European leaders, though not all of them, and I know what they have said to me privately over the years and what they say publicly. I know leaders who are today heads of government in Europe who said to me in 2008, “Jeff, what is your president doing, pushing this NATO enlargement?” Now they are public defenders of everything. What is this? That is how we all get killed, if nobody can speak the truth about any of this. This is not propaganda. It is just basic sense and basic history.
So my view is that there is no reason for a war with Russia. There is no reason for a war with China. There is no reason for any of these wars. There is no reason for a genocide in Gaza, for God’s sake. That is the United States and Israel complicit in a genocide, because the United States vetoes the State of Palestine.[endnoteRef:32] That is all that this is, and it has its own history. Mr. Netanyahu’s party has said since 1977 that all the land from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea will be under Israeli sovereignty.[endnoteRef:33] So the slogan that gets my students arrested right now, “from the river to the sea,” is Netanyahu’s slogan, by the way. It is the Likud slogan, not the Palestinian slogan. [32:  Most recently, the United States vetoed a draft resolution recommending the admission of the State of Palestine to UN membership on 18 April 2024.]  [33:  Likud party platform, 1977: “Between the Sea and the Jordan there will only be Israeli sovereignty.”] 

[bookmark: the-iran-war]The Iran War
There is no reason for any of these wars. And by the way, apart from Pedro Sánchez, I did not hear Europe utter a murmur about America’s attack on Iran. I may have missed some leaders, but I do not think I missed many. That attack was a brazen, murderous violation of every single international standard we have.[endnoteRef:34] Trump brags that his six predecessors would not do it. Yes, you are the only one stupid enough to do it. But where is Europe? [34:  The United States and Israel launched strikes on Iran on 28 February 2026, killing Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei and other senior officials.] 

Let me tell you a little story about where Europe is on Iran, and then I will stop. On the day of the attack, I was asked by the Chinese, Russian and Iranian missions to the UN whether I would say something in the UN Security Council, because I believe in peace and I do not believe in murdering another country’s leadership. I think it is a bad idea, especially when you are in the middle of negotiations. That is why the Iranian leaders were all assembled at the Supreme Leader’s residence: to discuss what their negotiating position would be in Vienna early the following week.[endnoteRef:35] And Mossad, which is so clever, said, they are all going to be meeting, so why don’t we kill them all? A very intelligent Israeli policy, I may add. And Trump, being the fool that he is, said, yes, that is a great idea: I kidnapped the president of Venezuela[endnoteRef:36] and now I have all their oil revenues, so let’s do the same with Iran, and I will choose the next leader the next day. He literally thought that. [35:  U.S.-Iran talks mediated by Oman concluded in Geneva on 26 February 2026, and Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi announced that technical talks would begin in Vienna on Monday, 2 March.]  [36:  U.S. forces seized President Nicolás Maduro in Caracas on 3 January 2026.] 

In any event, they attacked, the Security Council met that afternoon, and I was asked to testify. So I went to the Security Council chamber. The British were in the chair, and they ruled me out of order:[endnoteRef:37] there would be no witnesses, and Mr. Sachs had no role in the discussion. That is Britain. I have come to understand Britain well over the last 50 years, and they still believe they are the British Empire, just to let you know, if there is any doubt. [37:  The emergency meeting of the Security Council was held on 28 February 2026, the last day of the United Kingdom’s presidency of the Council. France requested the emergency meeting; Bahrain, the Council’s Arab member, separately requested a briefing under the same agenda item.] 

So I sat there, in growing and absolute shock, because every European ambassador started with a criticism of Iran for attacking its neighbors. You cannot make this up. It happened that Bahrain was the first to speak. You know that Bahrain hosts the American fleet in the Persian Gulf, and so when Iran was attacked that day, it struck back at the American fleet. Literally, and I am quoting now, though I may get a word wrong, the Bahraini ambassador opened the meeting by saying, “We are meeting here today to condemn the unprovoked attack by Iran on Bahrain.” I thought, that’s a little odd, “unprovoked.” But the whole session went on this way: the French ambassador, the British ambassador, the Greek ambassador, some with glimpses of humanity, most without. It was all Iran, Iran the criminal state. Nobody in Europe said that the United States should not have started a war against Iran.
[bookmark: europe-must-find-its-own-foreign-policy]Europe Must Find Its Own Foreign Policy
So, honestly, I love Europe, but not this political leadership right now. I do not understand it. Europe used to have a voice, even with its dependence on the United States. There were leaders here who made a difference: Willy Brandt, Helmut Schmidt, Helmut Kohl, Gerhard Schröder, and I would say Angela Merkel up to the first day of the Bucharest NATO summit. And Mitterrand; you can go on and on down the list. These were real people. They thought, they discussed, they debated, and they stood up for Europe’s post-World War II values. Those have not always been Europe’s values, but they were the values that were learned and raised up after World War II, drawing on the best of Western civilization, I might add. So they were Western values, just not the ones that had always been deployed. These were impressive people who spoke out, who opposed the Iraq war, who stood up for Ostpolitik, who advised against this or that, who wanted the Helsinki Final Act, the OSCE and indivisible security.
That is the Europe I really want. I know it is there. I think it is the overwhelming wish of the European public, which is why it does not surprise me that you will soon need a microscope to find President Macron’s approval rating. I do not think it can technically go negative, but it will be near zero, and hundreds of thousands of young people on the streets of France are signifying that. And Merz must be the least successful and least approved chancellor in modern German history, because he is a warmonger. Why he is a warmonger I cannot understand. He should pick up the phone, call his counterpart in Moscow and say, “President Putin, it’s time that we talked.” That should have been the first thing he did on his first day in office. Maybe it would have been disappointing, but he would have tried. He never tried.
That is the Europe we need. I am an outsider, but I love Europe, so I do not want you to give up on it. I do not think it takes years of change. It takes a change of understanding and of heart. I would recommend doing it tomorrow, before Ukraine freezes this winter, so that the suffering stops. Europe is not standing up for Ukraine. Europe is killing Ukraine. People are going to die in mass numbers; there will not be safe water. Russia is fighting the war to win right now because every day Europe says that it is fighting the war to win, too. This kind of rhetoric is complete madness in the nuclear age, and madness given what the stakes are.
And, to finish, this is not about a ceasefire. This is about a European politician standing up and saying, “Mr. Putin, NATO will not enlarge to Ukraine or to Georgia. Now let’s stop the war.” That is what this is about, and the war will stop on that basis. There will be disagreements about the borders, because we will not have a juridical settlement of the borders. We will have an armistice line and a line of administrative control, as in a lot of places in this world, and that could last for years or even decades. But the fighting will stop, the madness will stop, and the march to nuclear war will stop. That requires not saying every day that we must have a ceasefire, but rather that we must have peace and indivisible security. And that is easy to accomplish, because the reason for this war is absolutely clear. Thanks a lot.
[Applause]
[bookmark: eu-rearmament]EU Rearmament
Fidias Panayiotou: We gave you fifteen minutes, or ten, and you took an hour, but it was amazing. Thank you. It was really interesting and really inspiring. I will ask one or two questions, and then we will move quickly to some very brief questions from the floor. This house is gearing up, and Europe is gearing up. There is a lot of money going into building weapons. We are 450 million people in Europe, and Russia is about 140 million. I am not saying that we support this, but what do you think will happen? Do you think that we as Europe will be able to keep the fighting going, and to counterbalance Russia? Because right now Russia is winning. Diplomacy is surely the way, but please share what you think will happen now.
Jeffrey Sachs: I think Ukraine will be destroyed before any European weapons even come off a production line, and even if they did, they would not stop anything. You are confronting a nuclear superpower. Using the language of “we must defeat Russia” or “Russia must lose” toward a nuclear superpower is a mind-boggling error. It is a category error, an error of judgment, and an error that could get everybody killed.
There is a famous line in a speech by President Kennedy, and let me give you the context. In the Cuban missile crisis of October 1962, as I think everybody knows, we came close to nuclear Armageddon. If you do not know the history, read Gambling with Armageddon by Martin Sherwin,[endnoteRef:38] the greatest American historian of the atomic age. It is the definitive account of the Cuban missile crisis, and more fascinating than you can imagine. Sherwin describes how we came within a second of a nuclear attack by a disabled Soviet submarine with a nuclear-tipped torpedo, which under American doctrine would have led to a full nuclear counterstrike by the United States that would probably have ended civilization.[endnoteRef:39] Kennedy found his way out of that mess, and Khrushchev found his way out too. They were both great men, by the way, because all their advisers said, go to war, and Kennedy and Khrushchev said, that is not a good idea, let’s find a way out of this. They did, and we survived to tell about it. [38:  Martin J. Sherwin, Gambling with Armageddon: Nuclear Roulette from Hiroshima to the Cuban Missile Crisis (New York: Knopf, 2020).]  [39:  The Soviet submarine B-59, harassed by U.S. depth charges on 27 October 1962, was armed with a nuclear torpedo. Its launch required the agreement of the senior officers aboard, and flotilla chief of staff Vasili Arkhipov withheld his consent.] 

In the following year, Kennedy was determined to pull the world back from the brink of nuclear war, and that is where the Partial Nuclear Test Ban Treaty came from.[endnoteRef:40] I wrote a book about this episode called To Move the World: JFK’s Quest for Peace.[endnoteRef:41] It is a short book and a quick read, about a famous speech that Kennedy gave on 10 June 1963, in which he told the American people that we needed to make peace with the other side. He did not make demands of the Soviet Union. He told the American people: let us think, because otherwise we are all going to die. When Khrushchev read the speech, he said that he wanted to make peace, because Kennedy did not say, you do this, you do that, you are evil. Kennedy said that we need to rethink our own attitude so that we can make peace. And Khrushchev said, all right, we too. And peace began. What Kennedy showed brilliantly was respect. It was more than a little respect; it was the most eloquent speech. [40:  The Partial Nuclear Test Ban Treaty was signed in Moscow on 5 August 1963.]  [41:  Jeffrey D. Sachs, To Move the World: JFK’s Quest for Peace (New York: Random House, 2013).] 

In it he says the following: “Above all, while defending our own vital interests, nuclear powers must avert those confrontations which bring an adversary to a choice of either a humiliating retreat or a nuclear war. To adopt that kind of course in the nuclear age would be evidence only of the bankruptcy of our policy, or of a collective death-wish for the world.”[endnoteRef:42] [42:  John F. Kennedy, Commencement Address at American University, Washington, DC, 10 June 1963.] 

Let me explain why this is so important. After the missile crisis, in a speech filled with important points, Kennedy says “above all,” and he means it. Above all, what? Do not put a nuclear power to the choice of either a humiliating retreat or a nuclear war. Well, Madame Kallas wants to humiliate Russia every single day. The Baltic states want to humiliate Russia every single day. Mr. Sikorski wants to humiliate Russia every single day. I am happy to name names, because I have worked with all of their governments. I hold the top award of the Estonian government for my service to that country, and the top award of the Polish government for my service to that country. I am no enemy of their countries. I helped them at crucial moments.
Stop trying to humiliate Russia. Stop trying to force Russia into a “humiliating defeat.” Above all, avoid that, because that is a death wish. Do you really want the death wish? Do you want some stupid American general saying that we could take Kaliningrad, no problem,[endnoteRef:43] and then, when Putin says that Russia will use all means to defend it, all these stupid pundits saying, “Oh, he’s just bluffing”? I am so sick of these pundits. What are these people going to do after the nuclear war? “Oh, I’m sorry, he wasn’t bluffing”? Is the idea really humiliation, when the person who lived through this more than any other person in history is telling you to avoid forcing a humiliating retreat? [43:  Lt. Gen. Christopher Donahue, commander of U.S. Army Europe and Africa, said at the LandEuro conference in Wiesbaden on 16 July 2025 that NATO could take Kaliningrad “in a timeframe that is unheard of.”] 

So what is this arming to go to war with Russia? They have 1,600 actively deployed nuclear weapons.[endnoteRef:44] Are you kidding? What are you thinking? Sit down and talk honestly, and stop wasting your money on all of this. Look at the PISA scores that came out last month.[endnoteRef:45] Europe did not do well, and that is part of why the students in Paris are out on the streets. They are not getting a decent education right now. It is a shame. Britain cannot keep its health service running. Do we really want World War III at this moment, when governments can barely stave off fiscal insolvency? No, it is not a good idea. It is much cheaper to make a phone call. A phone call does not cost 450 billion euros or 900 billion euros. I have even offered my own Zoom account: if President Costa wants to use it, or Chancellor Merz wants to use it, I will pay the bill. Make a phone call. Meet Lavrov. I have known him for 30 years. He is incredibly smart. Talk with him. Review the history. Talk about what could be done. There will be some things that are unacceptable, but there will be many things that are absolutely correct, too. That is when you have diplomacy. [44:  Russia declared 1,549 deployed strategic warheads under New START in September 2022, its last declaration before suspending the treaty. The Federation of American Scientists estimated a military stockpile of about 4,400 warheads in 2026.]  [45:  OECD, PISA 2025 Results (Volume I), released in September 2026. Beijing-Shanghai-Jiangsu-Zhejiang (China) ranked first among 91 participating countries and economies in mathematics (612) and science (597) and second in reading (527), after Singapore.] 

So no, it is not a good idea to build up these armaments, because Russia does not have the slightest interest in marching into Europe. It never did, except when Napoleon bothered it and when Hitler bothered it. Just leave a little space for Russia, and Russia will leave a little space for you. My proposal is that Ukraine should be neutral. That works for your security, it works for Russia’s security, and it works for Ukraine’s security, just as it did for Austria. What a wonderful arrangement Austria made in 1955.[endnoteRef:46] It escaped the Cold War division by declaring neutrality. [46:  Austrian State Treaty, 15 May 1955; Federal Constitutional Law on the Neutrality of Austria, 26 October 1955.] 

By the way, had Germany accepted neutrality in 1952, as Stalin proposed,[endnoteRef:47] the Cold War could have ended in 1952. Adenauer turned it down, because he said that he would rather have a divided Germany, with West Germany anchored with the United States, than a unified neutral Germany. When the German historian Rolf Steininger studied this question,[endnoteRef:48] he uncovered a document in the British archives, a record of what Adenauer had conveyed to a senior Foreign Office official, in which Adenauer said, in effect: I do not oppose unification and neutrality because I distrust Stalin; I oppose it because I distrust the German people. Incredible. But he never said that publicly. So he turned down the chance to end the Cold War in 1952. If we want to end the hot war right now, Ukraine should be neutral. Period. [47:  Soviet note to the Western powers of 10 March 1952 (the “Stalin Note”), proposing a peace treaty with a reunified, neutral Germany.]  [48:  Rolf Steininger, The German Question: The Stalin Note of 1952 and the Problem of Reunification (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990).] 

Fidias Panayiotou: Thank you for the passion that you bring here, because a lot of people are dying. This is very, very serious. I also want to thank you because, when we recorded a podcast earlier, I raised the problem we have in Cyprus, which is occupied by Turkey, and you offered to do the same thing that you are offering now: because you are friends with Erdoğan, to sit down with the president of Cyprus and with Erdoğan, so that hopefully we can solve the problem by talking. Now, I am sure you all have some questions. Danilo, feel free to jump in. Let’s start with Slovakia.
[Laughter]
[bookmark: is-a-multipolar-world-possible]Is a Multipolar World Possible?
Member of the European Parliament (Slovakia): Dear Professor, you are a true legend in Slovakia, because a few years ago you were in a television discussion with a moderator, as you may remember, and she was fired because you told the truth about Russia and Ukraine. Thank you for coming, and thank you for an excellent lecture. As you said, the old world order is collapsing. This world order was based on American hegemony, and now there may be a new world order replacing the old one. Can you imagine this new world order based on an equilibrium, a balance between the United States on one side and the BRICS countries, including China, Russia and others, on the other? And what should be the role of the European Union in this arrangement? For now we are just puppets of the United States, very dependent on it in energy, economically, politically and militarily, and that is not good for us, as you said. And one small question: the West betrayed the Russians in the 1990s. If you, as an adviser to Gorbachev, had a time machine and could go back, what would you have advised Gorbachev and others to do differently, knowing that they would be betrayed?
Jeffrey Sachs: I believe in a world of regions, because in our world today no country, not Slovakia, not Germany, not France, not the United States, not China, is big enough on its own to build a decarbonized energy system, to save the physical environment, or to handle the many challenges of AI and the other things we are going to face. So I believe in a strong Europe, and I believe in other regions of the world as well. I used to tell other regions to emulate the European Union and make a union. I have counseled African countries for decades to strengthen the African Union. I work with ASEAN to strengthen the countries of Southeast Asia as a union, and so on.
What does that mean for the world order? I say that right now there are four superpowers: the United States, Russia, China and India. Europe is, of course, a superpower in economic terms and in terms of quality of life, but not in geopolitical terms, because there is no European geopolitics right now. There should be a European geopolitics that reflects Europe’s interests, but interests in peace, not interests in a coming war with Russia, as I have emphasized.
I believe not in blocs but in a concert. Europe’s finest period of peace was the nineteenth century. It was not perfect, but it was the Concert of Europe. After 1815 and Napoleon’s defeat, first four powers, Austria, Prussia, Britain and Russia, soon joined by Bourbon France, made a five-power Concert of Europe. They had different interests, different politics and different systems, but they said: we will consult each other regularly to avoid war in Europe. It worked very well for some decades, even with a lot of strains, such as the Greek War of Independence, Serbia and the upheavals of 1848. Europe avoided a general war. The wars of German unification and Italian unification and the Crimean War were major wars, but they were not Europe-wide wars. Even after 1871 the concert was still effective. By the 1870s and 1880s it was really being managed by Bismarck, an extraordinarily shrewd and effective chancellor who actually wanted peace. He wanted German unification, and that meant wars, but then he wanted peace in Europe.
The concert began to break down in 1890, when Kaiser Wilhelm II dismissed Bismarck. Germany and Russia had a secret agreement, which Bismarck had negotiated with the Romanovs, that each would remain neutral if the other were attacked by a third country. This was the Reinsurance Treaty,[endnoteRef:49] and after Bismarck was thrown out it was allowed to lapse. Russia then signed an alliance with France, and in 1907 Britain joined, creating the Triple Entente,[endnoteRef:50] which was opposed by the Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy. So by 1907 Europe was no longer a concert. It was divided into two blocs, and when the Archduke was assassinated in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914, those two blocs ended up, step by step, in the giant clash of World War I. [49:  The Reinsurance Treaty was signed in 1887 and lapsed in 1890, after Bismarck’s dismissal in March of that year.]  [50:  Franco-Russian Alliance, 1894; Anglo-French Entente Cordiale, 1904; Anglo-Russian Convention, 31 August 1907. The Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy dated from 1882.] 

I am against blocs. I am against the idea of the world divided in two; I think it is a terrible idea. I do not even like alliances at all. I would dissolve NATO. I would say that Europe is not an ally of the United States. Europe and the United States have interests, and we have a shared heritage and a shared culture, but we are not allies. I do not like alliances. What I like is law. I like the UN Charter. I like the idea of all countries abiding by shared principles, and for the great powers, I like the idea of a concert of powers.
That was Franklin Roosevelt’s idea in 1945. He called it the Four Policemen.[endnoteRef:51] His idea was that the UN would have four policemen: Britain, the Soviet Union, China and the United States. De Gaulle, an absolutely clever and successful politician, elbowed his way in to make France the fifth policeman. But the idea was that this would be a concert of great powers. Roosevelt was really a great man, by the way. He had a stunningly smart personality and was extraordinarily effective, and one of the things he was effective at was holding the anti-Hitler alliance together with Joseph Stalin. Churchill could not have done it; Churchill was not clever in that way at all. Roosevelt was, and everyone attacks him for it, saying that he sidled up to Joe Stalin and so forth. But Roosevelt was a lot smarter than that. He was determined that we should cooperate rather than go to war. [51:  Roosevelt developed the Four Policemen concept from 1942 onward and discussed it with Stalin at Tehran in November 1943. He died at Warm Springs, Georgia, on 12 April 1945, at age 63.] 

As I often say, if there had been antihypertensive medicines in 1945, we would never have had a Cold War. Roosevelt died at age 63, a young man, but he had very high blood pressure, and he dropped dead on 12 April 1945. Then everyone told Truman that we were heading for a confrontation with the Soviet Union. And, as everyone knows, within days of Germany’s surrender on 8 May, Churchill asked his own war planners to examine an invasion of the Soviet Union: Operation Unthinkable.[endnoteRef:52] That was not Roosevelt’s idea. Roosevelt’s idea was that four powers with very different forms of governance could actually cooperate. The Security Council was to be a concert of powers, not a chamber of showmanship and confrontation. The original idea of the veto was not what we think today, a way to stop the communists or to make sure the other side could not do something terrible. The idea of the veto was to make sure that all the great powers acted in concert together. [52:  “Operation Unthinkable,” report of the Joint Planning Staff of the British War Cabinet, 22 May 1945.] 

I want the United States, India, China and Russia to cooperate. I do not want a bloc. I do not see any reason to oppose China. China just wants normal. It wants a decent life, and it wants not to be surrounded by U.S. military bases. We have an insane doctrine, by the way, from one of our worst secretaries of state ever, John Foster Dulles. You should know that Churchill summed him up as “Dull, Duller, Dulles,” which is a pretty good summary. In 1951 Dulles said, in effect, that we need to keep China away from the open ocean. Can you imagine? It is American doctrine that China should not have access to the Pacific Ocean. It is called the First Island Chain.[endnoteRef:53] This is insane. How many wars do we need in this world? China cannot have access to the Pacific Ocean, because America’s boundary is Japan. That is where our boundary is, apparently. [53:  The “island chain” concept is commonly traced to John Foster Dulles in 1951, when he was the U.S. envoy negotiating the peace treaty with Japan. He became Secretary of State in 1953.] 

So I do not want a bloc against China. There is a terrible article in the current issue of Foreign Affairs by Kurt Campbell and Rush Doshi[endnoteRef:54] arguing that we need to expand our alliance and our bloc so that we can counterbalance China. I wrote a response saying that this is exactly the logic that got us into World War I, and that it is not the way out. Unfortunately, Foreign Affairs will not publish it, so you will not see it there. I am going to try some other way to express the idea. But no, let’s not have a bloc. [54:  Kurt M. Campbell and Rush Doshi, “How Alliances Survive: The Case Against Pessimism and the Path to a New Allied Order,” Foreign Affairs 105, no. 5 (September/October 2026).] 

What does this mean for Europe? The paradox is that European institutions are losing popularity and support dramatically because of, I think, bad decisions. But it is a terrible mistake to think that somehow more nationalism is going to solve things in Europe. That is not the point. Better decisions would solve things for Europe. The problem in Europe is not Europe-wide institutions; the problem is bad choices. If you fragment, it is going to be much worse, because you need scale. You actually need some champions. Airbus was a very good idea. You need responses in AI and in other areas as well, so that you are not completely dependent on the United States for everything. So I am for a strong Europe as part of this concert of powers, and I would like Europeans to champion Europe, but not a Europe that is going to war. That will get everyone killed, and it is not something to champion. Champion the right things. Europe was the greatest exponent of sustainable development, of quality of life, of peaceful institutions, of unity among the constituent states of a region, of the European Green Deal, and of many absolutely wonderful pioneering things that had the whole world looking to Europe. That is great-power status. That is doing the right thing. Being part of Mr. Trump’s delusional world is not the right thing.
Danilo Della Valle, MEP: As Fidias also said, the EU sometimes uses the magic words “strategic autonomy” to justify rearmament or other geopolitical choices. But it seems that the EU often serves the interests of the United States, as with the resolutions on China or on Russia and Ukraine. How would you define the EU today, in a few words? And another question: could the Global South take actions to prevent the scenario you have outlined, and to restore international law and the United Nations?
Jeffrey Sachs: Great. Wonderful.
[bookmark: the-biggest-mistake-of-the-eu]The Biggest Mistake of the EU
The biggest mistake of the European Union as an institution is that it has treated NATO and Europe as the same thing. Juridically that is true in a lot of ways, and you could explain it better than I can, but Europe and NATO are linked as if they were the same. Of course they are not the same, but they are so closely intertwined that this is the very opposite of strategic autonomy. It is a little sad that both institutions are in the same city, this city. If NATO were somewhere else, it would be much better for Europe.
Personally, as Europe’s friend, I would end NATO. I do not think it serves any purpose, and I do not think it protects you at all. I think ending it would clarify thinking. I would end NATO, period. Of course, I would pursue diplomacy alongside it, and I would check out a few things first. But I would end NATO, and Europe needs a modest but real defense, no question. That raises very sensitive issues, especially the nuclear weapons issue, which has to be faced; it is a real issue. But Europe does not need a thousand nuclear weapons, and Europe is not vulnerable to attack unless it provokes a war. So do not talk about taking Kaliningrad in an hour. Do not provoke Russia. Tell your friends in Estonia: you are small, calm down, do not be nasty, there is no reason for it. Then you can start to have strategic autonomy in terms of Europe’s interests.
Europe and Russia are natural trading partners. Russia has 17 million square kilometers and about 145 million people, and it is filled with natural resources. Europe, and Western Europe especially, is a very crowded place, one of the most densely settled regions in the whole world. Economic theory says that one side trades land-based resources and the other trades goods intensive in high skills, and that this is a great exchange, mutually beneficial for both sides. That is not just a theory. That is what happened between 1990 and around 2010, or even around 2020. Nord Stream was a great pipeline for Europe.[endnoteRef:55] Of course, I would have liked it to be phased out over time, because I want fossil fuels to end anyway. But the idea that Russia and Europe are natural trading partners is absolutely right. [55:  The Nord Stream 1 and 2 pipelines were disabled by underwater explosions on 26 September 2022.] 

Europe has inflicted a huge economic disaster on itself with these twenty rounds of sanctions.[endnoteRef:56] They have not really hurt Russia, but they have really hurt Europe. You cut yourself off from a principal trading partner, which is a very destructive thing to do, and you can see the European economy spiraling downward because of it. Germany will survive with its factories in China, but what kind of factories will there be in Germany? We will see, but a lot fewer than before, because high-priced U.S. LNG is not going to make for a competitive German industry. And so much of Central Europe depends on the German economy that everybody falls down with it. As for Keynesian militarism, the idea that you are going to get a better quality of life by building a lot of missiles: no, thank you. Quality of life does not come from building missiles. Quality of life comes from having a civilian economy that can deliver what the people of Europe want. [56:  The European Union adopted its twentieth package of sanctions against Russia in April 2026.] 

So the problem is the following. Europe cut itself off from Russia. Russia is not suffering, because Russia said: all right, we have another partner, a large, densely populated economy that functions for us as a trading partner the same way that Europe did. It is called China. That is not a marriage of convenience; it is an absolutely sensible economic partnership. It is a great thing for China, which is so crowded and now has access to an extra 17 million square kilometers of natural resources. And Russia needs humanoid robots, because it has a declining population in a vast land area. So China’s robots are going to be mining Russia’s resources and farming Russia’s vast regions. It is a great partnership, and Russia is going to be a very successful country and economy in the future.
Europe should trade, as it always has. But with whom does Europe trade now? It cannot trade with China. It cannot trade with Russia. The United States does not want to trade with you. This is all self-defeating. There is no economic strategy here. My basic view is that the Eurasian landmass, the supercontinent, is home to about 70 percent of the world’s population and should be the center of the world economy. It is a great place for Europe at one end and for China at the other. The two should be connected, everything in between should prosper through this interconnectivity, and it should be one peaceful, integrated supercontinent. That is an economic strategy. I do not know what Europe’s economic strategy is right now. It does not want to trade with anybody, and it is becoming more and more protectionist. Donald Trump, as I say, wants to sell you liquefied natural gas, because the gas producers pay his campaign bills, and you buy it. I would repair the pipeline and re-establish economic relations with Russia.
Member of the European Parliament (Czech Republic): Thank you very much, Professor, for the lecture, and also for your lecture in Slovakia, because in Slovakia now only 30 or 40 percent of people believe that the Ukraine war was started by Russia, whereas 17 percent believe it was Ukraine and 34 percent believe it was the West. That is according to GLOBSEC, and they have to be truthful, because they are not paid by the other side. I wanted to ask: what makes us all think that the West, meaning even the United States and the EU combined, would be a dominant, or even a significant, force in the future? We are basically the size of ASEAN in population. We speak about the conflict between the United States and Russia, but one has 340 million people and the other about 140 million, while the other billions of people watch with vague interest. Won’t this resolve itself, because it will become irrelevant compared with the real economic forces of the big countries of the world?
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Jeffrey Sachs: This also relates to what Danilo was asking me, which I forgot to address: the so-called Global South. I do not like the term, by the way, because almost all of the Global South is in the Northern Hemisphere, and I like geography. The term I use is “emerging market and developing countries,” or EMDCs. Interestingly, the EMDCs are 85 percent of the world population, which is a lot, and right now about 60 percent of world output.
So here are some basic facts. I will not have them precisely right, but roughly speaking, in 1950 the European Union-27 and the United States each had about a quarter of world output, so that together they had about half of world output. China had a few percent. Today the United States is about 14 percent of world output and the EU-27 about 13 percent,[endnoteRef:57] so instead of 50 percent it is 27 percent. In population, if I remember correctly, the United States and Europe were about 20 percent of the world in 1950, with half of world output, so their per capita income was two and a half times the world average. Today the combined population of the EU and the United States is about 800 million, or 10 percent of the world population. By 2100 both shares will shrink much further. The combined share of the United States and Europe in world output will be perhaps 11 percent, and in world population the United States will be about 4 percent and Europe about 3.4 percent, so roughly 7.5 percent of the world population together.[endnoteRef:58] [57:  Shares of world GDP at purchasing power parity. Maddison Project Database 2023 for 1950 (EU-27 about 22 percent, United States about 27 percent); IMF, World Economic Outlook Database, April 2026, for today.]  [58:  Projections to 2100 combine UN, World Population Prospects 2024 (medium variant) for population with the Shared Socioeconomic Pathways database (OECD Env-Growth model, SSP2) for output: EU-27 about 5.4 percent and United States about 5.8 percent of world output in 2100; EU-27 about 3.4 percent and United States about 4 percent of world population.] 

So the idea of the Western-led world was an interesting phenomenon for two centuries, and I will not review its balance sheet again, but it is not going to happen again. To be clear, China is not going to replace it as the world hegemon either, for a simple arithmetic reason: China’s population is going to decline dramatically. China is going to age. Toward the end of the century its median age will approach 60, and its population will be well under a billion people. On the UN’s medium-fertility projection it will be about 630 million people in a world of 10 billion.[endnoteRef:59] So China goes from about 17 percent of the world population today to about 6 percent. Think about what that means for China’s likely share of world output. It peaks around now, at around 20 percent of world output, and then, because of the population decline, it starts to fall. China is not a world hegemon. China is a very successful country, a remarkably peaceful country, and an aging country. [59:  UN, World Population Prospects 2024, medium variant: China 633 million in 2100; world population peaking at 10.3 billion in the mid-2080s and 10.2 billion in 2100; India peaking at 1.7 billion in the early 2060s and declining to 1.5 billion by 2100.] 

The region with the most dramatic population trends is of course Africa, the only region of the world with very sharp growth ahead. India has a fertility rate near replacement, a little above, so it is projected to peak at about 1.7 billion in the early 2060s and then decline gradually, to about 1.5 billion by 2100. By the end of the century India could be more than twice the size of China. Africa is likely to double in population and could do more than that. Africa was about 9 percent of the world population in 1950, and today it is about 19 percent. It went from around 230 million people to 1.5 billion people today. By 2050 Africa will have about 2.5 billion people, and according to the UN medium scenario, about 3.8 billion by 2100.[endnoteRef:60] [60:  UN, World Population Prospects 2024, medium variant. Africa’s population was about 230 million in 1950 and is projected at about 2.5 billion in 2050 and 3.8 billion in 2100.] 

By the way, for Europe’s sake, but of course much more for Africa’s sake, the single most strategic thing by far for Africa is to get those children into school now. They are not in school, and no one gives a damn, I can tell you. No one at the IMF, no one at the World Bank, no one anywhere really cares. I am not saying that people do not wring their hands, but no one really cares in the sense of saying, “Oh my God, we have hundreds of millions of children who are going to grow up without an education. What is going to happen?” No one is asking that, not here, not in this house, not in your European External Action Service. It is amazing to me what does not get asked.
So all of this is to say that the West, and let us hope we do not blow ourselves up in the interim, will not run the world. It does not run the world now. The United States obviously cannot defeat Iran. It probably cannot defeat Yemen. And you cannot defeat Russia. We are just in a different kind of world, and the best thing would be to say: we are all stuck in this world together, so what are we going to do? That would be far better than demanding “Western values” and the “rules-based order,” which is farcical. The rules-based order is the United Nations, the very one that the United States has walked out of. There is no U.S.-based or Western-based order, period. There is a UN-based order. We should defend it, make it work, and have a concert of nations that says we are all in this together, and then figure out what we are going to do about some very, very serious problems.
Having said all that, what does it mean for Europe? Nothing bad. There is nothing bad about being 4 percent or 8 percent or 12 percent of the world population. The question is the quality of life that we have. Are we living in peace? Are we living with education, with culture, with decency, with real values? Are we able to feed ourselves reliably? Can we enjoy the wonderful civilization that has been created here? Those are the real issues.
When I got into this line of work many decades ago, even before there were spreadsheets, I could have told you that our share of the world would go down. That seemed quite natural to me; the last 200 years were something that was not going to repeat in the same way. And I always thought about what the United States should do with its power. I said to myself in the 1990s that it should use its power now to build the kind of world we want to live in by the time the United States is no longer so powerful. We never got around to that, because we got the idea instead that we were going to rule the world forever, for as far as the eye can see. Now we are playing out this game with a comic-book president, though that is unfair to comic books, and a very dangerous one because of how completely incapable he is of understanding anything. So we are losing time. What we should be doing, while we still have the relative weight, is helping to build the world that we want to live in in the future. We have a lot of say right now.
Europe has the highest living standards in the world, and it has the highest evaluations of quality of life in the world. I help produce the World Happiness Report each year,[endnoteRef:61] and helped get it started, and European countries make up almost the whole of the top twenty. That is quality of life. Teach the rest of the world how to have a good quality of life. That does not mean going to war with Russia; it means quite the opposite. That is a great vocation, and everyone wants to come here. We are staying in Rome this month, and it is packed with people from the rest of the world pouring in to enjoy the food, the history, the beauty, the climate, the concerts and everything else, because the quality of life is very, very high. That can be kept and even enhanced, but not the way we are going right now, and not by breaking relations with China, breaking relations with Russia, and so forth. [61:  John F. Helliwell, Richard Layard, Jeffrey D. Sachs, Jan-Emmanuel De Neve, Lara B. Aknin and Shun Wang, eds., World Happiness Report 2026 (Oxford: Wellbeing Research Centre, University of Oxford, 2026).] 
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Just one more point, though I think I have been absolutely clear. Maybe in three weeks the clouds will break a little in the United States.[endnoteRef:62] I hope we have an election, that it is peaceful, and that the votes are honestly counted. Nothing can be taken for granted anymore, but I think that is likely. If it happens, Trump will lose at least one house of Congress, and that will make a very big difference. It will be a dangerous period, because Trump will become even more erratic and more hostile to our constitutional norms and institutions, but it will weaken him very significantly in terms of actual power. That is something to keep in mind. [62:  The U.S. midterm elections are scheduled for 3 November 2026.] 

But what I want to say is that the United States is going to be in a political crisis for the next ten to fifteen years. This is not just a Trump phenomenon that we will get past. We are so confused, as confused as you are. We do not have a coherent discussion of anything in the United States right now. So do not count on things returning to “Western normal.” That is over. Europe needs to find its own way now. You do not need to make an enemy of the United States, but this transatlantic alliance and this NATO business are not your interests. Your interests are with China, with India, with Russia and with Africa, and that is different. And do not depend on the United States for your diplomacy. If a European leader says one more time, “You need to let us at the table; you can’t negotiate without us,” ladies and gentlemen, there is no table. Just call Mr. Lavrov and say that you would like to talk. The United States cannot stop that. That is what you should do, and you do not need the United States for it. In fact, I will not give you an hour on Mr. Kushner and Mr. Witkoff, but this has nothing to do with diplomacy. So make your own diplomacy, please.
Fidias Panayiotou: We are running out of time, so I want to make one or two points, because you brought up Africa and education in Africa. One thing I did in the past was at an orphanage in Burundi, the poorest country in the world. We equipped it with about 20 computers and an internet connection, powered by solar panels, and now hundreds of children there have access to the internet. I did this personally, with my own money and with a GoFundMe, and if anyone watching is interested in opening more projects like that, they can write to me at my email as a Member of the European Parliament, to kick-start more of them. And one more thing about education: I think education is one of the most important things that we should look at in Europe. Our educational systems mostly fail. I will speak for my country, Cyprus. The children are suffering. They are growing up in a new era with phones, they are getting so much information from the internet and elsewhere, and then they go to school and it feels like a prison. So we need to step up and improve the educational system a lot.
Jeffrey Sachs: How interesting. Look at the PISA study that the OECD released last month. It is very interesting. Number one in the world rankings in mathematics and science is China, though of course not all of China: Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu and Zhejiang, four regions, number one by far. All of the top rankings are in East Asia. That is not a matter of income or GDP level; that is education, measured by objective examinations of reading, science and mathematics. Europe is in the second tier, much lower. And then, of course, there is disaster, because PISA does not include almost any of Africa. African countries are not even at the bottom of the list.
Fidias Panayiotou: Exactly. So we have a lot of very practical, basic things to do. As you say, this should be a no-brainer. How did you enjoy your time here in the European Parliament, Jeffrey?
Jeffrey Sachs: I hope that I still get invited back sometime in the future, but I love being here. Thank you, Danilo. Thank you, and thank you all for being here.
Fidias Panayiotou: Thank you for spending your time with us. Good night.
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