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OPINIONANDLETTERS

A s we mark two years since the 
start of Russia’s ongoing war 
against Ukraine, we are reel-
ing from the shocking news 

that Alexei Navalny, Vladimir Putin’s 
foremost critic and political opponent, 
died while serving a prison sentence.  

Sadly, Navalny is not the first political 
opponent to have died. 

Navalny himself was also poisoned 
with Novichok in 2020, and later re-
turned to Russia because he believed 
that his political campaign needed to be 
fought inside the country rather than 
from outside. The charges brought 
against him, and his subsequent incar-
ceration, was also seen as a way to im-
pede his political role and future.  

Whatever the cause of death was or 
turns out to be, Navalny was ultimately 
a victim of Russia’s shattered democ-
racy and broken political system.  

Nonetheless, it is clear that Navalny 
will remain an important political fig-
ure and continue to unite support and 
hope, even in his death, while his wife, 

Yulia Navalnaya and other family mem-
bers and colleagues will become all the 
more important political figures. 

Navalny’s death coincided with the 
Munich Security Conference where 
Putin had once given a landmark 
speech. During the 2007 Munich Secu-
rity Conference, Putin criticised the 
unipolarity of the United States, com-
plained that Russia was being con-
stantly lectured about its democracy 
and repeated his criticisms about NATO 
enlargement. It is the speech that is 
time and again referred to as a turning 
point in the decline of Russia’s relations 
with the West. 

This took place in parallel with do-
mestic policy shifts. When Putin came 
into office in 2000, the re-centralisation 
of political control and greater stability 
in Russia was needed, following the po-
litical and economic collapse of the 
State during the 1990s. However, over 
the years, the State became increasingly 
authoritarian while several constitu-
tional reforms were introduced that ul-
timately made it possible for Putin to 
remain as president and has left the 
door open for him to remain in office 
for another 12 years. The country 
moved away from liberal democracy 
while espousing its own brand of 
“sovereign democracy”.  

2024 is defined as the ultimate elec-
tion year, and Navalny’s death also 
comes a month before presidential 
elections in Russia. Unfortunately, 
there are serious doubts surrounding 
the extent to which elections in Russia 
will be free and fair.  

We often speak about Russia’s politi-
cal culture as being characterised by 
having a strong central political figure 
that dominates the political scene. And, 
to a certain extent, this tradition or cul-
ture has been true. But this does not 
mean that a rich political debate has 
been absent, and opposition and chal-
lenges to the central authorities have in-
deed been present. Navalny used to 
speak about the beautiful Russia of the 

future. This is the hope that many inside 
and outside of Russia cling to. 

We cannot detach Russia’s rejection 
of liberal democratic principles from 
the foreign and security policy develop-
ments that also have taken place.  

Two years later, Ukraine has main-
tained its resistance in defence of its 
sovereign integrity, liberal democratic 
principles, and its own vision of a fu-
ture fully integrated within European 
and transatlantic political and security 
frameworks.  

Russia has held its ground and also 
made territorial gains in recent weeks. 
But the cost of this war has been 
signifi cant for Russia: politically, eco-
nomically, militarily and in the loss of 
human life. The transatlantic commu-
nity must recognise that the costs that 
Russia is willing to bear far outweigh 
the territorial and political gains it may 
ever make and will sustain its position 
in the long term. Yet, this will in-
evitably impact domestic political 
morale and stability in the country. 

In the meantime, Ukraine’s allies 
must sustain their own domestic and 
political will and stamina in their sup-
port for Ukraine’s defence of liberal 
democracy and territorial integrity. 
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