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Stay Calm 
Putin’s violence may still get worse. But Americans shouldn’t root for a dangerous escalation of 
hostilities. 
By Tom Nichols      March 3, 2022, 10:30 AM  ET 
 
A few days ago, I was watching footage of Ukrainian mothers, panicked and crying, trying to evacuate their 
children from a beautiful city that a paranoid dictator has now turned into a war zone. I looked over at my 
wife, sitting a few feet away from me, and saw the tears welling in her eyes. I felt helpless. And for once, I 
was at a loss for words. 

Night after night I find myself staring at the television, almost paralyzed with anger and grief. Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, after a catastrophic strategic miscalculation, is now embroiled in perhaps the 
greatest military blunder in modern European history. In his desperation, he is resorting to the classic 
Russian military playbook of indiscriminate and massive violence. His unprovoked war of aggression is 
rapidly escalating into war crimes. 

It’s going to get worse. The images and sounds from these first few days are a mere prologue to what will 
come once Putin realizes that he is on track to lose this war, even if he somehow “wins” by flattening 
entire cities. 

In my rage, I want someone somewhere to do something. I have taught military and national-security 
affairs for more than a quarter century, and I know what will happen when a 40-mile column of men and 
weapons encircles a city of outgunned defenders. I want all the might of the civilized world—a world of 
which Putin is no longer a part—to obliterate the invading forces and save the people of Ukraine. 

Others share these impulses. In recent days, I’ve heard various proposals for Western intervention, 
including support for a no-fly zone over Ukraine from former NATO Supreme Allied Commander 
General Philip Breedlove and the Russian dissident Garry Kasparov, among others. Social media is aflame 
with calls to send in American troops against the invading Russians. 

And yet, I still counsel caution and restraint, a position I know many Americans find impossible to 
understand. Every measure of our outrage is natural, as are the calls for action. But emotions should never 
dictate policy. As President Joe Biden emphasized in his State of the Union address, we must do all we can 
to aid the Ukrainian resistance and to fortify NATO, but we cannot become involved in military 
operations in Ukraine. 

I realize that this is easy for me to say. I am not in Kyiv, trying to spirit my child to safety. I am not 
watching the Russians approach my town. When I finish writing this, I will reassure my wife and sit down 
to share dinner with her in a quiet home on a peaceful street. 
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But public figures and ordinary voters who are advocating for intervention also do so from the comfort of 
offices and homes where they can sound resolute by employing clinical euphemisms such as no-fly 
zone when what they mean is “war.” For now, fidelity to history requires us to remember that this isn’t the 
first time we’ve had little choice but to stand by and watch a dictator murder innocents. 

In some cases we were unwilling to bear the costs of intervention. In others, we were deterred by the 
immense risks of a nuclear confrontation. During the Cold War, we did not face down the Soviets in 
Hungary in 1956 or Czechoslovakia in 1968. We did not send troops to drive them from Afghanistan after 
their 1979 invasion. (In Afghanistan, we provided material assistance to raise the cost of occupation, and 
we succeeded in helping the local population inflict serious wounds on the Soviet war machine, but 
hundreds of thousands of Afghans were dead and millions had fled as refugees by the time the Soviets 
threw in the towel.) 

In the 1990s, we allowed war crimes and ethnic cleansing to reach horrific levels in Rwanda and the 
former Yugoslavia. More recently, America chose to stand aside as the Syrian regime used chemical 
weapons against civilians in a war that has taken well over half a million lives (a disaster that I have argued, 
repeatedly, justifies global military intervention). We pointedly avoided too much criticism of the Russian 
war in Chechnya and now do the same with regard to Chinese crimes against the Uyghurs. 

I am recounting this litany of shame not as a device for consigning the Ukrainians to oblivion, but to 
remind us all that this is not the first humanitarian outrage we’ve seen. The day may come, and sooner 
than we expect, when we have to fight in Europe, with all the risks that entails. If we are to plunge into a 
global war between the Russians and the West, however, it needs to be based on a better calculus than 
pure rage. (It also will require a vote of assent from all 30 NATO nations, something that is not currently 
even a remote possibility.) 

Also, let’s remember that America is, in fact, taking action to help Ukraine and oppose Russia. Western 
sanctions will not save Kyiv or other Ukrainian cities tomorrow, but they are crippling the Russian 
economy and undermining Putin’s ability both politically and materially to seek a larger war. We are 
working with the rest of the world to get military assistance to the Ukrainians, who will be fighting a 
resistance for as long as the Russians are in their country. 

More important, we are sending more forces to our allies around Ukraine. If Putin reckoned on a quick 
victory and a dash to the West, that dream is over. He’ll win on the ground in the short run, but in the end 
he’ll be lucky to get out of Ukraine with his military intact—if he’s even still in power. 

Indeed, one more reason not to let our emotions get the better of us is that the only way Putin can save 
himself from his own fiasco is to bait the West into an attack. Nothing would help him more, at home or 
abroad, than if the United States or any other NATO country were to enter direct hostilities with Russian 
forces. Putin would then use the conflict to rally his people and threaten conventional and nuclear attacks 
against NATO. He would become a hero at home, and Ukraine would be forgotten. 

In thinking about all of this, I have been reliving a moment from 1991, when I was working on Capitol 
Hill as personal staff for foreign and defense affairs to the late Senator John Heinz of Pennsylvania. 
Saddam Hussein had invaded Kuwait and we were at war. The Iraqi dictator was launching Scud missiles 
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into neighboring states, including Israel. One night, Heinz and I were walking along North Capitol Street 
on our way back to the office. It was a lovely evening, but we had just been told—erroneously—that 
Saddam had struck Tel Aviv with chemical weapons. 

I was barely 30 years old. I had never been near a war. I had recently visited Israel, and I was practically 
shaking with rage. “Ever been to Tel Aviv, senator? Nice city.” It was an utterly inane comment; of course 
the senator had been to Tel Aviv. I was just trying to make conversation, because I didn’t know what else 
to say while thinking about Israelis dying in the street. 

Heinz paused. In a fatherly manner, he said: “Tom, I know that right now you’d like to rip Saddam 
Hussein apart with your bare hands. But this is when I need you to be calm and rational and helpful so 
that we can figure this thing out.” 

It was a reproach, but a gentle one. I never forgot it, and now I always try to keep in mind that in 
moments of crisis, we must reflect deeply and dispassionately before daring to act. 

I am as enraged today as I was on North Capitol Street more than 30 years ago. But I am trying to be calm 
and rational, and yes, helpful, as much as I can be. So should we all. 

Tom Nichols is a contributing writer at The Atlantic and the author of its newsletter Peacefield. 
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