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Envisioning Sustainable Peace  
 
While NATO’s 32 member states meet at the Hague summit, and many, rightfully so, consider this 
meeting historic since the Cold War, the unprovoked war Russia unleashed on Ukraine goes on. Cities 
are burning, people are dying, the world keeps collapsing, and there is neither a clear vision of the new 
international security framework, nor a roadmap for a way out of violence, chaos, and uncertainty.  
 
In the current geopolitical set it is a tall task to offer a vision of sustainable peace, or/and imagine 
Russia as a peaceful neighbour that poses no threat in the region or to its own citizens. And yet, 
reciprocating the perspective2 that Ukrainian colleagues formulated in the first year after the start of 
the full scale invasion, Russian antiwar activists3 came together to offer their Manifesto,4 conceived 
as an attempt to make sense of a vast and complex set of problems and to form a vision of Russia’s 
post-war future. Looking at it more broadly, it was an attempt to formulate a social contract that would 
answer the urgent philosophical task, articulated by Hannah Arendt and others: what is the solution 
to the human condition? 
 
The core of the Manifesto is rooted in three priorities: fostering an inclusive, horizontal participatory 
approach; redefining political culture; and building a social contract grounded in justice and human 
rights. 
 
The fundamental difference that this Manifesto poses in itself is the horizontal, inclusive principle of 
work, an example of a broad coalition – representatives of the anti-war community, grassroots civil 
initiatives, academia, the expert community, as well as representatives of vulnerable and 
underrepresented groups – cooperating to imagine the transition to a new political culture. It is not an 
abstract exercise in political imagination but a vision based on how we can contribute with the means 
available to us as civil society. Not just a conversation about democracy being horizontal, but an 

 
1 This paper was produced in the framework of the “Helsinki+50 initiative towards the 50th anniversary of the Helsinki Final 
Act: Reflection process on the future of the OSCE in the times of crises” project, implemented by the Civic Solidarity 
Platform with support of Finland, Germany, and the Netherlands. 
2 Sustainable Peace Manifesto. Never Again 2.0. https://sustainablepeacemanifesto.org/ 
3 Platform for Civic, Anti-War and Humanitarian Initiatives, see https://platforma.international/  
4 Sustainable Peace: Our View. Manifesto initiated by the Platform for Civic, Anti-War and Humanitarian Initiatives and 
prepared by a collective of authors, 20.02.2024 

https://sustainablepeacemanifesto.org/
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attempt of practicing it in many dimensions, going beyond the usual patterns of thinking, by seeing all 
groups and not just highlighting the topics that often get into the grey zone of public discussion – like 
environment, gender equality, inclusion, de-colonial perspective, or origins of violence – but showing 
the interconnectedness of it all.  
 
Transitional Justice as a Foundation for Sustainable Peace  
 
Achieving sustainable peace would be impossible without addressing the entrenched legacies of 
impunity, systemic violence, and authoritarian rule. For Russia, this involves a clear recognition of the 
unlawful occupation of Ukrainian territories, including Crimea, Donbas, and other regions seized 
through military force. While the path toward peace must begin with the de-occupation of these 
territories, restoring Ukraine’s internationally recognised borders, and addressing the damages 
inflicted by the aggression, the overarching goal is to articulate a comprehensive pathway that moves 
beyond mere ceasefire agreements toward the profound societal and institutional changes necessary 
for a truly democratic, free, and peaceful society.  
 
When looking at any conflict, especially when it comes to a chain of conflicts and large-scale human 
rights violations, it is important to understand the causes and preconditions of the situation. This 
process requires addressing the broader legacies of systemic violence, which have been historically 
overlooked.  In the case of the Russian aggression, it is necessary to clearly understand the extent to 
which today's aggressive war was predetermined.  
 
The Russian state, as the direct successor to the Soviet Union, inherited not only nuclear weapons, 
unreformed institutions, and an atomised, inert population unprepared for responsible citizenship, 
but also all the crimes of the Soviet regime, from repression of its own people to invasions of sovereign 
states, the deportation of peoples, and wars, which took place with virtually no reaction from the 
global community. The underdevelopment of civic consciousness and a lack of understanding of the 
principles of the rule of law were reflected in the inability of most citizens of the country to connect the 
events of the occupation of Crimea and Sevastopol and the seizure of large parts of the Donetsk and 
Luhansk Oblasts with the norms of international law and sovereignty, meaning thinking in feudal 
terms.  
 
The failures of the late Soviet and early post-Soviet period – particularly the neglect of transitional 
justice, the lack of acknowledgment of past crimes aided by Russia’s impunity, given that before 2022 
it had already waged wars in Chechnya and Georgia, and had occupied Crimea and eastern Ukraine – 
emboldened authoritarian tendencies within Russia. The deep entrenchment of authoritarian rule and 
the legacy of Soviet injustices – Holodomor, Asharshylyk, deportations, mass repression – must be 
explicitly recognised and enshrined in legal and cultural memory. Doing so would establish an ethical 
foundation for future justice.  
 
It is also vital to stress that the school system, colleges and higher education cannot replace civic 
education and an understanding of the norms of the modern world. Experts blame the failure of the 
transition on propaganda, carefully nurtured sense of national humiliation, and the collapse of 
people’s well-being, but there is more to it than that. The fact that the transition from the Soviet system 
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to a new political and economic system was not accompanied by transitional justice processes, apart 
from the efforts of the Memorial Centre5 and the Sakharov hearings,6 which can be considered the first 
truth commissions, but given the scale of violence that the country and its population inherited, they 
proved insufficient. The constitutional crisis of 1993 led to the transformation of the new Russia into a 
super-presidential republic, creating the preconditions for the formation of a totalitarian regime. 
Combined with strong elites, weak institutions, and zero understanding of how democracy works, 
Russia found itself at a point where it could wage war against a neighbouring state with impunity, 
finally turning away from the path of democratic development and becoming a totalitarian state. 
 
While transitional justice (TJ) is essential for any society to confront its past, acknowledge crimes, and 
lay the groundwork for a democratic society, the traditional view on it would depend on a resolved 
crisis: the fall of a regime, the end of war, or the emergence of transitional governance. The core 
paradox of the postwar order lies in the fact that military victory against evil became a form of moral 
indemnity – a lasting indulgence, a carte blanche. Additionally, in the case of Russia, democratic 
transit does not seem to be an immediate prospect.  
 
But can accountability still be reframed as a historical force that asserts itself even in the absence of 
courts – as a latent, internal reckoning that shapes the trajectories of states and societies? We need 
to rethink transitional justice processes, develop a political vision for the integrity of it, and envision 
the role of civil society in it. This includes promoting these processes in the public sphere, creating a 
political language for discussing them, and preparing the foundations for rebuilding the social fabric 
with guarantees for the rights of vulnerable groups.  
 
More to that, justice needs to be seen as more than just punishment of the perpetrators and 
compensation for the victims. It must entail addressing impunity and deconstructing institutions and 
customs that perpetuated violence. Truth commissions, for example, are instrumental in exposing the 
full scope of crimes – from war crimes and repression to discrimination and abuse – and ensuring that 
victims’ voices are heard. The work of truth commissions, as well as memorialisation at this point in 
history will eventually become the responsibility of civil society, aiming to break societal silence and 
promote healing.  
 
Crucially, TJ processes must be inclusive. Groups such as communities affected by repression and 
state violence, women, LGBTQ+ individuals, ethnic minorities, and persons with disabilities need to 
participate actively. Their testimonies and research will help document systemic discrimination and 
societal violence, thereby facilitating reconciliation and preventing the repetition of these crimes. 
 
If we proceed from the primacy of the legal aspects of transitional justice, such as trials and 
reparations, then the conditions for launching these processes are pushed back to the moment of 
democratic transition, which, in today’s Russia, appears to be a point quite far on the historical 
horizon. At the same time, it must be understood that there exists, if not mass, then at least significant 

 
5 Memorial Human Rights Defense Centre, see https://memorialcenter.org/en.  
6 The Fourth International Sakharov Hearing, October 1983. https://vtoraya-
literatura.com/pdf/sakharovskie_slushaniya_4sessiya_1983_1985__ocr.pdf  

https://memorialcenter.org/en
https://vtoraya-literatura.com/pdf/sakharovskie_slushaniya_4sessiya_1983_1985__ocr.pdf
https://vtoraya-literatura.com/pdf/sakharovskie_slushaniya_4sessiya_1983_1985__ocr.pdf
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potential for resistance, reflection on violence, and a demand for a transition to democracy within 
society. If this demand is not supported now, time may be lost, and a new generation will have to start 
all over again, without being able to draw on the practices that society still preserves now – from the 
work done by Memorial to the joint efforts of the civil and anti-war communities, which, although not 
consolidated, signify today’s society’s efforts to resist. 
 
Civic Education as an Indispensable Element for Sustainable Peace  
 
Thus any movement towards democracy will at this point land fundamentally on an informed, active, 
and conscious citizenry, making civic education an indispensable tool for Russia to transit into a 
democratic and peaceful society. Without a profound rethinking of historical narratives, the 
dismantling of stereotypes rooted in imperialism, militarism, and nationalism, patriarchal gender 
roles, xenophobia, homophobia, and racial or ethnic superiority, and the cultivation of a civic-minded 
citizenry, efforts to establish justice and peace will remain superficial or doomed to failure. This work 
has already been implemented by initiatives like Memorial, School of Civic Education,7 the Sakharov 
Centre,8 and others promoting understanding of international norms, history, and citizens’ 
responsibilities, fostering a societal culture that resists authoritarianism and values human rights and 
justice with a pivotal emphasis on inclusion – the active participation of diverse societal groups.  
 
Seeing inclusion no longer as a privilege but a necessity is crucial for democracy and peace and is a 
part of the new political culture that we aim to formulate and embrace. Inclusivity ensures that the 
grievances and aspirations of marginalised communities are acknowledged, legitimising social 
contracts and strengthening social cohesion.  
 
But civic education must go beyond mere promotion of democracy; it should cultivate analytical skills, 
promote understanding of global interconnectedness, instil a sense of responsibility and solidarity, 
and lay foundations for the new political culture, including the formation of a new emancipated 
political language. These processes must be deliberate, inclusive, and sustained, targeting the roots 
of societal conformity, misinformation, and intolerance. Only through empowering citizens with 
knowledge, critical thinking, and a sense of shared responsibility can Russia forge a new social 
contract rooted in justice, respect, and peaceful coexistence.  
 
International Architecture Reformed for Sustainable Peace  
 
For sustainable peace, it is not enough to have just a collection of peaceful states; there must also be 
a system of rules and agreements. After World War II, this system became international law – 
conceived as a framework for resolving disputes, regulating state behaviour, promoting cooperation, 
encouraging peaceful relations, and deterring conflicts. 
 
Due to the overall democratic decline, exponential growth in repression and conflict, disregard for 
international law, and the influence of technology, the entire rule-based international order is 

 
7 School of Civic Education, see https://civiceducation.online/  
8 The Sakharov Centre, see https://www.sakharov-center.ru/node/11663  

https://civiceducation.online/
https://www.sakharov-center.ru/node/11663
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collapsing, pushing the world to the brink of slipping into a political jungle. The principle that “might 
makes right” has long undermined efforts to maintain global stability.  
 
The current geopolitical climate, marked by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, reveals the destructive 
consequences of ignoring international norms, undermining the sovereignty of states, and doing 
“business as usual” in politics, reinforced by a lack of belief in universal human values. It emphasises 
the urgency of reinforcing a rules-based international order – one where borders are respected, 
conflicts are resolved through diplomacy, and violations are met with consequences.  
 
The UN remains the primary forum for multilateral diplomacy, but its effectiveness is often hampered 
by geopolitical deadlock – particularly in the Security Council where the veto power can block decisive 
action. For Russia and other Security Council permanent members, reform is crucial to prevent the 
misuse of the veto power in humanitarian crises or mass atrocities. 
 
While civil society genuinely lacks resources and remains underrepresented at the global level, thanks 
to the dedicated efforts of human rights, democracy, and civic initiatives, there are well-articulated 
attempts to reinforce democratic institutions through reforms. The core focus of these efforts is to 
place human rights at the centre of politics and international law, and to breathe life into the idea of 
global solidarity. 
 
The civic movement demanding the reform of the UN bodies is reflected in the global campaign “We, 
the Peoples”,9 that exemplifies innovative efforts to democratise international institutions. 
Establishing a UN Parliamentary Assembly – comprising elected representatives from member states 
– would serve as a direct link between citizens and international policymaking. Inclusion of civil society 
actors and citizens would ensure more transparent, democratic, and accountable global governance 
– an essential dimension for fostering peace and preventing unilateral actions that threaten stability. 
The transformation process must be supported by the international community – through diplomatic 
pressure, educational exchanges, and the promotion of human rights. 
 
The whole approach to the international justice system must be reviewed, and yet another attempt 
that earlier this year brought together more than 60 human rights and civic initiatives from Ukraine, 
Russia and beyond in the framework of the campaign “People First”10 demands not only an immediate 
release of war prisoners, unlawfully detained civilians, kidnapped children and political prisoners that 
ended behind the bars for their antiwar stance, but aims at placing the value of human life and the 
priority of human rights at the centre of not only the political process, but also public discourse.  
 
Faced not only with aggressive war and growing repression, but with a global crisis of ideas, where the 
defence of democracy and human rights is becoming too tall a task, deprived of resources, relying only 
on themselves, making every effort to draw attention to the problem not only of politicians, but also of 

 
9 We, the Peoples. For strong public participation at the UN. Supporting inclusive and accountable global governance. 
https://www.wethepeoples.org/ 
10 People First. International campaign for the release of captives held as a result of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 
https://people1st.online/ 

https://www.wethepeoples.org/
https://people1st.online/
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the international community and citizens in their own countries and across the globe, human rights 
defenders and other civil society groups are showing by their example that even in the absence of 
resources and under growing pressure, it is possible to present a vision of sustainable peace and move 
towards it, despite all obstacles.  
 
There is no slightest illusion that the road ahead is fraught with challenges, but there is also a clear 
understanding that only the solidary collective commitment of global and local actors – governments, 
civil society, international institutions, academia, human rights defenders – can foster a future where 
conflict gives way to reconciliation, authoritarianism to democracy, and violence to justice. The goal 
is not only to end current conflicts but to lay the foundations for a world where “Never again” is more 
than a slogan, but a reality grounded in the universal principles of dignity, sovereignty, and peace. 


