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Russia’s annexation of the Crimea, hybrid war and military interventions in Eastern Ukraine caused a dramatic
transformation of the international landscape, especially in Europe, ushering in what some regard as a new Cold
War. In summer 2017, just after new, tougher sanctions against Russia were adopted by the US, the traditionally
liberal Washington Post ran an editorial entitled ‘We’re on the road to a new Cold War’ which placed the blame for
the deterioration in relations entirely on Russia. The article went on to say that: “Twenty-five years after the Cold War
ended, relations are back in a deep freeze. What happened? The current tension did not come about because the
United States suddenly wanted its old adversary back. What happened is a response to bad choices taken by
President Putin of Russia. These choices were made deliberately in Moscow, perhaps for Mr. Putin’s own reasons of
domestic politics and foreign policy. They are the main reason for the tension that now exists.”[1] In Russia, the
feeling was mutual.
By summer 2017, Russians viewed the US and Ukraine as the two countries with the most unfriendly relations
towards Russia.[2] Similarly, 75–80% of Ukrainians held negative views of Putin, the State Duma and the Russian
government. This chapter reviews the international ramifications of Russia’s annexation of Crimea and hybrid war
against Eastern Ukraine. We begin by surveying the dramatic changes in attitudes prompted by the conflict. We
summarise the Minsk I and Minsk II agreements, showing why the Minsk process is needed to manage the conflict,
but cannot resolve it. We then examine the politics of sanctions, stressing that the symbolic impact was more
important than the economic effects. We then pull back to examine the dynamics of the new Cold War, which
includes not only this conflict, but the one in Syria and the broader Russian information and cyber war against the
West. Ukraine is the central battleground in this new Cold War, and the weakness of its government’s commitment to
reform causes difficult dilemmas for its supporters in the West. Finally, we examine the prospects for settling the
conflict, concluding that there is little likelihood of an improvement, because the different sides differ so profoundly in
their goals.
Changing Attitudes
On top of its intervention in Ukraine, Russia’s interference in European and US elections consolidated the view in the
West of Russia as an adversary that could not be trusted and needed to be confronted. For Russia, complaining
about Western behaviour was replaced with confronting it, and the ostracism that resulted strengthened old fears
about Western hostility and consolidated domestic support for confrontation.
These dire consequences did not result automatically from the annexation of the Crimea and interventions in Eastern
Ukraine. While those military actions spurred a rapid hardening in the US, Europe remained much more hesitant. In
Germany, for example, many across the political spectrum were sympathetic to Russian claims on Crimea[3].
German-Ukrainian relations in the decade prior to the crisis had been poor, largely due to Germany’s prioritisation of
ties with Russia, such that in 2009, Ukrainian national security adviser Horbulin told the US ambassador that there
are two Russian Embassies in Kiev, one of which speaks German.[4] Even after the annexation of Crimea, many
German elites supported a pragmatic policy of accommodating a great power rather than sacrificing for a small one
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with little independent history.[5] This drew both upon the legacy of West Germany’s Ostpolitik during the Cold War
and upon an earlier German geopolitical tradition of discounting the smaller countries lying between itself and Russia.
Germans had a tendency, Timothy Snyder warned the German Bundestag, ‘to overlook a people which was not
regarded as a people. All of the language about Ukraine as a failed state, or Ukrainians not as a real nation, or
Ukrainians divided by culture – in the German language – that is not innocent. That is an inheritance of an attempt to
colonise a people not regarded as a people’.[6]
Putin’s dissembling and dishonesty regarding Crimea shifted German elite and public attitudes even among many
who had been inclined to compromise. In March 2014, Chancellor Merkel, noted for her pragmatic relationship over
many years interacting with Putin, described him as ‘in another world’ after a phone call discussing the Crimea
invasion. Merkel now sees Putin as an existential threat to the European and Trans-Atlantic institutions that have
constrained German nationalism and made it one of the strongest European supporters of devolving sovereignty to
supra-national institutions.[7]
The downing of Malaysia Airlines Flight MH17 in July 2014 cemented the change in opinion. Because the flight had
taken off from Amsterdam, and because many of the passengers were Dutch, the war was brought home for many in
Western Europe. The fact that Russia supplied the weapons and the crew that downed the plane made it much
harder to ignore Russia’s role in Eastern Ukraine. Putin’s implausible denial stoked outrage. In Western Europe, it
was now much harder for respectable politicians to counsel compromise with Russia. By autumn 2014, Western
Europe and the US were more united on Russia than they had been since the days before West Germany’s Ostpolitik
in the late 1960s.
International Mediation: From Normandy to Minsk
In early June 2014, at a celebration of the anniversary of the D-Day invasion in World War II, Russian, Ukrainian and
EU leaders agreed to form a Trilateral Group consisting of Russia, Ukraine, and the OSCE to try to negotiate an end
to the violence. The group began meeting within days, but not much progress was made until September, when
battlefield developments forced everyone’s hands. In August, Ukrainian forces nearly succeeded in separating
Russia’s Donetsk proxies from those in Luhansk and threatened to completely surround and defeat them. Russia
responded by invading with regular Russian army units. The Russian army and its proxies routed Ukrainian forces at
Ilovaysk and pushed toward the Ukrainian port city of Mariupol, seizure of which would be a major step in linking
Russia with Crimea. When this attack was blunted, the military basis existed for a ceasefire: Russia was ready to
consolidate its gains and Ukraine to cut its losses.
The agreement was based on a plan that President Poroshenko had advanced in June, calling for a ceasefire, a
buffer zone from which heavy weaponry would be excluded, and OSCE monitoring. Two political provisions were to
cause considerable acrimony in the following months. One committed Ukraine to giving the Donetsk and Luhansk
increased self-rule. This would require a change in Ukraine’s constitution, which Poroshenko could not unilaterally
deliver, even if he wanted to. The second was for new elections in the contested regions, which could not be carried
out in conditions of war, and which were certain to provoke conflict over what constituted ‘free and fair’ (elections
organised by DNR and LNR leaders in early November 2014 were recognized by Russia but not by Ukraine or the
international community). In the short term, however, the priority was to stop the fighting before it got out of control. In
this, the agreement was only partly successful, but the international community breathed a collective sigh of relief that
the recent escalation had been stopped.
The agreement was violated frequently in the coming months, particularly as Russia’s proxy forces attempted to
improve their positions. It broke down completely in December 2014/January 2015, when DNR proxy forces waged a
new offensive that seized the Donetsk airport from Ukrainian government forces. The offensive effectively killed the
first Minsk agreement, but once the insurgents achieved their goal of seizing the airport, there was again potential for
a ceasefire, and the Minsk II agreement was negotiated. The terms were largely similar to those of Minsk I, but the
ceasefire would be based on the new territorial reality. The negotiations were challenging in part because Russia
claimed no control over the DNR and LNR forces, and therefore said it could not be a party to the agreement (taking
instead the position of an external mediator). The fact that Russia has continued to claim the role of mediator rather
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than party to the conflict continued to hamper efforts to negotiation a solution, but that claim was central to Russia’s
disinformation campaign and allowed it unusual leverage: when convenient, it could control forces on the ground, and
when convenient, it could disown them. This was Soviet-style maskirovka in a contemporary setting.
The Minsk II agreement has been in place formally since February 2015, though violations continued to occur on a
daily basis, along with a public relations war in which each side tries to draw attention to the other’s violations. It is
difficult to tell how much effect the Minsk process has had. The fact that Minsk I was jettisoned when one of the
actors saw a military advantage indicates that its power to restrain the actors is weak. At the same time, as a way of
signalling a willingness to accept the prevailing lines of control, it may have some stabilising effect. Politically, there
appear to be costs for being seen as violating the agreement. In particular, Ukraine is constrained from abandoning
Minsk, even if it is widely viewed as dead, because doing so would likely trigger a move among some in the EU to
remove sanctions on Russia.
In many respects, the West was a peripheral actor, with much of the impetus for ceasefires being driven by the
interests of Russia and Ukraine. Prior to both Minsk agreements, Russian proxy forces were making gains at the
expense of the Ukrainian government. When those gains had been achieved (saving the DNR in summer 2014 and
seizing the Donetsk airport in January 2015), the Russian side was willing to consolidate its gains via a ceasefire.
The West’s role was to encourage the ceasefire, to help broker the deal, and probably most important, to disabuse
the Ukrainian leadership of the hope that significant Western military assistance would be forthcoming.
The OSCE also played an important role, providing the observers who were meant to report on whether heavy
weapons had been pulled back in accordance with the agreement and whether the ceasefire was being followed. It is
important to recognise that these were observers, not peacekeepers, and they struggled to do their job effectively
and safely. Especially in Russian held areas, they repeatedly found themselves denied access and in some cases
detained.
Sanctions
The most notable Western response to the conflict has been the sanctions enacted against Russia by the EU and the
United States. The diplomacy around the enacting and maintaining of the sanctions has been complicated, and the
fact that a relatively far-reaching regime of sanctions was enacted and has been maintained is testament to the
breadth and strength of feeling in the West concerning Russia’s actions. While the general consensus is that the
sanctions have had only a modest effect on the Russian economy, we contend that symbolically the sanctions have
been very important. As much as Putin and Russia sometimes seem to relish being cast as outlaws in the West, their
reaction to the sanctions shows that they are very sensitive about their perceived international legitimacy.
The sanctions enacted over the Russia-Ukraine conflict were narrowly targeted on specific individuals in the Russian
government and on three sectors of the Russian economy: finance, oil and gas, and defence.[8] They identified
specific entities in these sectors for whom access to Western capital was limited, and placed travel bans and asset
freezes on specific individuals identified with the annexation of Crimea. These sanctions were the result of
considerable bargaining within the EU and between the EU and the United States.
Most analysts agree that the effects on Russia’s economy have been limited[9], and that the decline in the Russian
economy in 2014–15 was driven primarily by decreases in global petroleum prices, not by the sanctions. As Richard
Connolly notes, measures aimed at the energy sector were not intended to have a short-term effect, but rather to
deprive Russia of the capital and technology it will need to bring new sources of oil and gas on line in the long
term.[10] Obviously, the sanctions have not compelled Russia to withdraw from Crimea or from Eastern Ukraine.
Whether they have deterred other actions by Russia – such as further intervention in Ukraine, is a matter of
speculation.
In some respects, the sanctions may strengthen Putin’s grip on Russia. Russia’s countersanctions, which focused on
food imports, may make Russia more self-sufficient and boost prices for domestic producers at the cost of increased
prices for consumers. To the extent that trade decreases, Russian oligarchs will be more dependent on the Russian
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economy, and therefore on Putin. For particular individuals, the effect might be larger. Those officials no longer
allowed to travel to Europe or to buy property will find it much harder to develop a ‘Plan B’ in case they fall out with
Putin, leaving them more dependent on him. Moreover, many have argued that the sanctions have actually helped
Putin by providing an excuse for the economic stagnation that has resulted from the absence of reform in the Russian
economy. Oddly, both Western governments and the Russian government have incentives to exaggerate the impact
of the sanctions. Connolly concludes that the likely long-term effect of the sanctions will be to turn Russia further
away from a Western-style (market oriented and open) economy to one that is more closed and statist.[11]
This does not mean that the sanctions have not had an important impact. Because they have incurred significant
costs for some Western businesses (both directly and as a result of Russian counter-sanctions), they are a ‘costlysignal’, which is taken more seriously because it has been expensive to send. While simply declaring opposition to
Russia’s actions is inexpensive (‘talk is cheap’) the sanctions signal both to Russia and within the West the
seriousness with which Russia’s actions are regarded, and provides a message that more actions might be taken if
the situation worsens. Economic sanctions thus represent a middle point between ‘cheap talk’ and a military
response, which would be a costlier signal. Most importantly, the sanctions demonstrated that the West would come
together rather than fragmenting. Whether that unity can be maintained is a question, and for those reasons the
symbolic importance of the sanctions will endure.
Finally, it is important to recognize what has been left out of the sanctions. The German government has continued to
support the Nordstream-2 gas pipeline project, which is wholly owned by Russia’s Gazprom, despite the impact it will
have on EU and NATO members Poland and the three Baltic States as well as on Ukraine’s energy security. When
completed, Nordstream-2 will allow Russia to completely circumvent the Ukrainian pipeline network for its gas
deliveries to Germany and much of Western Europe, thus removing the only lever Ukraine has against Russia in
general, and making it possible for Russia to shut off gas to Ukraine without harming its customers further west.
Nordstream-2 will achieve a strategic goal that Russia has sought since the early 1990s. This project demonstrates
the strong interest that Germany and other European states still have in commercial relations with Russia, and the
strong incentive they have to sacrifice Ukraine’s interests for their own. In one of the earliest and most successful
efforts by Putin to gain influence inside Western governments, he established a very close relationship with Merkel’s
predecessor, Gerhard Schroeder, and then hired him to lead the original Nordstream project. Schroeder’s Social
Democratic Party, Merkel’s coalition partner, has continued its support for Nordstream despite opposition from both
Merkel’s Christian Democratic Union and the Green Party.[12]
A New Cold War?
There is no agreed definition for a ‘cold war’, but the application of the label to the current era seems appropriate,
despite the differences between the present era and that between 1945 and 1991. The change is in large part one of
perceptions: in both the West and Russia, the perception is now widely shared that, at the strategic level, the contest
is a zero sum game: what is good for Russia is bad for the West, and vice versa. A report from the UK’s Royal
Institute of International Affairs (Chatham House) captured a typical Western view:
Until 2003, it was widely believed that a modernising Russia might be accommodated into the international system as
a constructive and benign actor. Variations on this view have given way to the realisation that Russia, on its present
course, cannot be a partner or ally, and that differences outweigh any common interests.[13]
Similarly, the Russian analyst Dmitri Trenin states:
The change that the Ukraine crisis has brought about is not territorial, but rather strategic and mental. Russia has
finally quit its policy of trying to integrate into the West and become part of the Euro-Atlantic system. It has returned to
its home base in Eurasia and has prioritised links to non-Western countries.[14]
That does not mean that there are not issues on which collaboration will be mutually beneficial, as with the extensive
array of arms control and crisis prevention efforts during the first Cold War. It does mean that rather than agreeing on
the basic norms and rules of the game, and assuming that at the strategic level the two sides’ goals are compatible –
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the assumption that prevailed prior to 2014 – leaders and citizens on both sides now advance incompatible norms
and believe that at the strategic level, the two sides’ interests conflict. One wonders whether in the future the period
from 1991 to 2013 will be regarded not as a period between two cold wars, but as a temporary lull, analogous to the
era of détente in the 1970s, in one long cold war.
The dynamics of the present era resemble those of the first Cold War in other respects as well. The West is widely
seen as defending a status quo that, depending on one’s view is either beneficial to international security and
democracy or represents a US effort to maintain its hegemony at the expense of others. Russia once again is seen by
many as a revisionist power seeking to overthrow widely accepted norms, and by some as a threatened state trying
to defend its security. Again, the conflict has a strongly domestic and normative component, with the West claiming
that the conflict is in large part about the battle between democracy and autocracy, while Russia points at various
elements of hypocrisy in the West’s position.
In another sense, the current era shares a dynamic not only with the post-World War II era, but of the much deeper
history of politics in Central and Eastern Europe. At the end of World War II, as at the end of World War I and as
during the era of Catherine the Great, the question was where the line between Russia and the West will be drawn. In
each of those cases, it was determined by primarily troops on the ground. A Russian commentary published in 2017
took the positive position that ‘Russia used a favourable situation to launch an active policy and thereby moved the
frontier of its confrontation with the West further away from its border’.[15] Geography offers few natural borders in
this region, and bounded by the powerful states of Germany (Prussia) and Russia, the in-between states have
struggled for centuries to maintain their independence. Unsurprisingly, each side tends to see as normal or as the
status quo the dividing line that best serves its interest today. When Russia invokes distant history, it focuses on the
period after Russia seized Crimea in the late eighteenth century, not before (and in this context, it is worth noting that
from 1815 until World War I, the Russian empire included Warsaw and much of present day Poland). The West
focuses on the status quo post-1991, when Russia was pushed from territory that it had held since the 17th century.
From the realist perspective, all the rhetoric about self-determination and history is simply ammunition in a contest for
territory.
Several important dynamics of the Cold War have returned, even if the boundary between Russia’s ‘sphere of
influence’ and the West has moved eastward several hundred kilometres. First, NATO is once again a very important
organisation. Russia complained bitterly about NATO’s eastward movement, and some Western authors blame
NATO expansion for Russia’s military intervention in Ukraine. That remains in dispute, but it is clear that Russia’s
actions in Ukraine have ensured a renaissance of NATO and the deployment of more NATO forces to regions closer
to Russia’s borders.[16]
Second, as was the case in the Cold War, Western strategy today is based largely on the assumption that in time,
Russian autocracy will be replaced by democracy, and a less aggressive regime will come to power. While there may
have been good reason to assume that a post-Soviet regime would be less implacable that the Soviets were, there is
less reason to be optimistic that a post-Putin government will be friendlier. The available evidence is that Russia’s
actions in Ukraine, and especially its annexation of Crimea, are highly popular in Russia, and not merely the project
of an unpopular and autocratic government. The majority of Russian opposition leaders and groups, including Alexei
Navalny, support the annexation of the Crimea. In a summer 2017 television debate with proxy leader Igor Girkin,
Navalny did not criticise Putin’s military policies towards Ukraine on principle but only in terms of the cost to the
Russian economy.
More broadly, nationalism appears to be genuinely popular in Russia, as it is in many other states. Thus, many have
asserted that one reason for Russia to annex the Crimea was that doing so bolstered Putin’s popularity in anticipation
of the 2018 presidential elections. ‘Russia’s longer-term interests would best be served by structural reforms at home
and mutual accommodation with outside powers, small as well as great. But such policies would threaten the ability
of Putin and his circle to hold on to power’.[17] Moreover, with Putin’s power relatively well consolidated, he probably
has more room to manoeuvre and to make deals with the West than would a successor seeking to build popularity
and defend him or herself against nationalist challengers. Overall then, given what has happened in post-Soviet
Russia, we may have less reason to believe now than we did during the first Cold War that a change in regime will be
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sufficient to improve relations between Russia and the West. Putin’s view that Ukraine is ‘Russian’ and is rightfully
part of the Russkii Mir and Eurasia Union – rather than Europe – reflects a broad consensus among Russians. NATO
and the West may therefore need a long-term strategy that does not depend on Russian democracy solving the
problem.
The EU Response
The EU was inadvertently at the epicentre of the Ukraine conflict. The EU’s offer of an Association Agreement to
Ukraine was seen in Brussels as a benign engagement with an important neighbour, but this ignored how Putin had
come to view EU enlargement into Eurasia, like NATO expansion, as creating a potentially irreversible loss in the
geopolitical contest in Central Europe. It is worth noting that the Eastern Partnership did not envision offering its
participants EU membership, and indeed was seen as an alternative to it.[18] The same norms that blinded
European diplomats to the danger Russia saw in Ukraine joining an Association Agreement led EU leaders to be
outraged that Russia deployed naked force to seize Crimea. ‘[T]he EU brought a low-politics toolbox to a high-politics
construction site’.[19]
The EU was the central arena through which the West discussed economic sanctions and efforts to broker a
resolution to the conflict. These two issues were linked in a March 2015 resolution making the implementation of the
Minsk II agreement a prerequisite for lifting economic sanctions. While the measure was intended to promote Minsk
II, the fact that Minsk II is widely viewed as dead means that the sanctions now look semi-permanent. This is
especially the case following the adoption of tougher US sanctions in summer 2017.
Arkadiy Moshes argues that the reason that the EU rejected a Georgia-style response (‘complain and then move on’)
is not because of Ukraine’s particulars, but because Russia’s behaviour in this case appears to be a much more
fundamental challenge to the European order. ‘There is currently a much better understanding that the era of Yaltatype partitions of Europe is long gone and that Ukraine is no one’s to ‘give away’, whatever classical realpolitikers
may say’.[20]
Despite broad agreement on the unacceptability of Russian conduct in Ukraine, Europe is not entirely unified on how
to approach Russia and Ukraine going forward, and considerable effort has been expended finding positions that can
obtain consensus. In part this is about Russia, because there is considerable opposition in some quarters to entering
a long-term conflict with Russia, which so recently seemed like a partner. At the extreme, sympathy for Putin’s style
of rule among the left and populist nationalists in various countries engenders opposition to sanctions and other
measures. Latent anti-Americanism probably contributes to that sentiment. In part, however, scepticism about a hard
line is about Ukraine, for which many Western Europeans are disinclined to sacrifice.
The NATO Response
The annexation of Crimea and hybrid warfare in Eastern Ukraine prompted European leaders to take a fresh look at
their militaries, and to think about how to strengthen them. Much of that conversation has naturally focused on NATO.
The end of the Cold War and the presumption of a new order in which violence was ‘off the table’ in Europe allowed
European states to focus on the non-military aspects of security, such as migration. That changed rapidly in 2014, in
particular for those states directly bordering Russia. In response to the Ukraine conflict, NATO and its members have
rededicated themselves to strengthening the organisation and to reinforcing the part of its mission that consists of
‘keeping the Russians out’. As NATO itself has acknowledged, while NATO sees its response to the Ukraine crisis
as just that – a response, Russia is likely to see it as further proof of a Western plan to expand NATO at Russia’s
expense.[21]
Russia’s use of ‘little green men’ in Crimea prompted an immediate concern about what could happen in the Baltic
States, which had small armies, large Russian-speaking populations, and NATO Article 5 security guarantee. Were
Russia to engineer a rapid invasion in this region, NATO would be hard pressed to defeat it with conventional forces.
That reality had led many to oppose membership for those states to begin with, and the fact that they were admitted
shows again the extent to which Western leaders believed the rules of the game had fundamentally changed. Now,
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they had to face the imminent possibility of being unable to resist Russian invasion and hybrid warfare against a
NATO member state. Such a scenario was played out in a 2016 BBC drama where NATO forces responded to
Russian hybrid warfare in Eastern Latvia.[22] A 60-mile-wide stretch of rural land called the Suwalki Gap between
the Russian enclave of Kaliningrad and Russia’s ally, Belarus, is NATO’s weakest spot. From the Russian
perspective, the Russian enclave of Kaliningrad is isolated being surrounded on all sides by NATO members.
The first major NATO response (after the suspension of collaboration via the NATO-Russia Council in April 2014)
was the adoption of a series of ‘assurance measures’ beginning in May 2014 that evolved into a broader ‘Readiness
Action Plan’ adopted at the September 2014 Wales summit. The assurance measures were aimed at convincing
allies in the East, as well as Russia, that NATO could and would defend all of its members, including the three Baltic
States. In the immediate aftermath of the Crimea annexation, there was a particular fear that Russia might not take
the Article V commitment to the Baltic States seriously, which could lead to a major war. NATO increased fighter jet
patrols, naval patrols, and training exercises in the region. The Readiness Action Plan added a set of ‘adaptation
measures’ intended to materially improve NATO’s ability to provide the defence to which it has committed. This
envisioned expansion of the NATO Response Force, a rapid-deployment force, from 13,000 to roughly 40,000
troops, and creation of a new ‘Very High Readiness Joint Task Force’ of roughly 20,000 troops, intended to be
capable of deploying a brigade of 5,000 ground troops within a few days.[23] Critics pointed out that the force was
small and lightly armed compared to what Russia could rapidly deploy (for example, from Kaliningrad) and that more
broadly, the gap between NATO’s deterrent posture and its actually military ability to counter a Russian attack was
growing, not shrinking.[24]
In the longer term, further actions are being contemplated. Among the proposals has been Germany’s ‘Framework
Nations Project’, an idea which predated Russia’s military actions but has become much more relevant because of
them. The idea is to strengthen the relationships by which the smaller militaries in Europe, many of which have
specialised in particular missions, could be operationally integrated into the larger ones, which have a broader range
of capabilities but are thin in many specific areas.[25] The centrepiece of this more coordinated army would be
Germany’s Bundeswehr. If these proceed, Russia’s military interventions in Ukraine would have undermined a key
Soviet and Russian goal in place since 1946, namely to limit the military power of Germany.
While Russia’s military interventions in Ukraine have increased a sense of urgency within NATO, they have not
solved the long-standing problems that have eroded the alliance’s military capabilities. Two essential weaknesses
interact. First, many of the member states spend relatively low shares of GDP on defence, an issue that has been
raised in visibility by US President Donald Trump. Until the crisis, only five out of 28 NATO members spent two
percent of GDP on defence. German social democrats are opposed to increasing German military spending to reach
the goal of two percent.[26] Second, because NATO consists of over two dozen separate militaries, the whole is less
than the sum of the parts. That is a major reason for the Framework Nations Project, but the issue, which has been
salient since the 1960s, will not be resolved any time soon.
Russia’s Policy
Russia has met the West’s outrage over the Ukraine conflict with defiance. It has continued to maintain the legality of
the annexation of Crimea, its non-involvement in what it terms a ‘civil war’ in Eastern Ukraine, and the fault of the
West for both conflicts. It has also continued to sustain the conflict in Eastern Ukraine and to increase its capacity to
act elsewhere. Moreover, it has upped the stakes by increasing the extent and transparency of its influence
campaign in Western capitals and by seeking to interfere in several Western elections. From Russia’s perspective,
its interference in Western politics is no different than the transnational support for democracy promotion in the postSoviet region, including the colour revolutions, but this initiative has galvanized resolve in the West and contributed to
the further deterioration in relations between Russia and the West.
Russian scholars and leaders focused for years on Joseph Nye’s concept of ‘soft power’, but interpreted it differently
than did Nye. Whereas Nye conceived of ‘soft power’ largely as a resource that increased one’s prestige and
attractiveness,[27] Russian thinking on the topic tended to focus on it as an instrument, to be deployed to advantage
in a conflict. Therefore, rather than increasing Russia’s prestige or raising the likelihood that others would choose the
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policies that Russia wanted without being coerced, Russia’s deployment of its version of soft power has had the
opposite effect. Russia’s and Putin’s standing in the international community have been weakened, not augmented
by its deployment of ‘soft power’.[28]
Two important questions about Russian policy require some speculation, because the policy itself is not transparent.
First, what is Russia’s envisioned strategy concerning Ukraine? What are its ultimate goals, and how does it believe
it will achieve them? Second, to what extent does Russia consider the new status quo – in which Russia has gained a
slice of Ukraine but is isolated from and opposed to the West – to be a favourable outcome that it is content to
prolong and defend?
One of Russia’s central assertions that continues from the Soviet period is that as a great power it expects to have a
veto on major international questions. That helps explain its outrage at cases (such as Kosovo and Iraq) where the
US and NATO deployed force without UN Security Council approval. In the Ukraine conflict, Russia has the de facto
veto it seeks. Any solution, or any change from the status quo, must be something that Russia considers an
improvement, because Russia has a great deal of ability to maintain the current situation, or to respond to something
it cannot control by making things much worse.
On Crimea, there appears to be no room for bargaining. Russia’s annexation of the territory and its rhetoric indicate
that Russia intends to retain the territory permanently. It is hard to imagine what would convince it to change its mind,
or how Crimea’s status could change over Russia’s objections. If there is to be normalisation at some point, it will
almost certainly have to come via a Western and Ukrainian willingness to accept that.[29] Ukraine has tacitly
admitted the weakness of its position by not fighting to reclaim the territory.
On Eastern Ukraine, it is much less clear what Russia’s preferences are. The status quo, that of a low-level conflict
that can be escalated at any time provides Russia much leverage, and prevents Ukraine from tackling many of its
domestic issues. The Minsk provision that Ukraine’s constitution would be modified to provide for extensive regional
autonomy and local elections also appears very good for Russia, as this would keep the most-pro Russian regions of
Ukraine, over which Russia could likely retain extensive influence, within Ukraine. The insistence upon autonomy for
Ukraine’s Eastern regions has been one consistent aspect of Russian policy. Either way, Ukraine would be prevented
from doing anything to which Russia strongly objects. But it is not clear whether Russia prefers a (mostly) ‘frozen
conflict’ or a reintegration of the territories into Ukraine with a high degree of autonomy and Russian influence.
Similarly, if the justification for the conflict was the possibility of Ukrainian membership in NATO or the EU, would
some formal agreement for Ukraine to remain outside of one or both of those organisations be sufficient? In the short
term, it does not appear that Ukraine, NATO, or the EU would agree to this, but it may be possible in the future to
include such a provision in a deal. Several Western commentators have recommended such a move.
Michael O’Hanlon has proposed the creation of ‘permanent neutrality’[30] for countries currently not in NATO
stretching from Finland and Sweden through Ukraine to Serbia. While an interesting proposal, it relies on the
questionable assumption that Russia views all of its neighbours in a similar manner. While Russia does not contest
Finnish or Serbian sovereignty, this is not true of Ukraine, making it highly unlikely that Putin would withdraw from the
Crimea and abandon the Donbas. O’Hanlon believes that in return for Ukraine dropping the goal of NATO
membership, Russia should acquiesce in it joining the EU. That does not address the problem that joining the
DCFTA with the EU would rule out joining the CIS Customs Union. In 2014, Russia intervened in Ukraine when only
this EU ‘enlargement-light’ was on offer. A completely different problem with proposals to make Ukraine neutral is
that doing so would rewrite the norms of European politics in a way that the EU has staunchly opposed. Europe
would be accepting a return to a world in which ‘great powers’ imposed rules and territorial revisions on the smaller
states.
A third problem is that ‘non-bloc’ status is economically unviable in a globalised world economy. After 1945, free
trade areas were not so important, but in the last two decades, with the EU on one side and Eurasian Union on the
other, the countries in the middle would be left in an untenable economic position. Switzerland and Norway are
members of the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) while the UK maybe seeking to remain in the EU’s
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customs union after it has withdrawn from the EU. All recognise that access to reduced barriers to trade is essential,
even if they do not want to participate in the deeper integration of the EU.
A reasonable conjecture is that the Russian leadership has a better sense of its tactics than of its goals. Both in
Crimea and in Eastern Ukraine, Russia played a long game, waiting and preparing until the time was right to move.
That tactic may continue to be attractive. In this view, even if Russia does not have a specific strategy, it may have a
belief that with time, a more favourable settlement will be possible than now. In terms of resolving the Ukrainian
conflict, this may mean that Russia sees no need to make concessions. In terms of conflict management, this would
be beneficial, because an actor that believes the tide is turning in its favour has less incentive to disrupt the status
quo than one who believes that its chances are eroding.
The larger question for Russian strategy is whether another several decades of cold war is in its interest. Is there a
viable strategy in building an alliance with others who reject the status quo in international affairs? Do those actors
have much in common other than a desire to disrupt what they see as US hegemony in the world? In particular, one
wonders whether, as China’s power continues to grow, Russia will perceive as much threat from China, with which it
shares a very long border, as it does from the US and Europe. Currently, and most likely for the indefinite future,
Russia needs China more than China needs Russia.[31]
According to prominent Russian scholars and commentators, Russia indeed has a strategy based on and supported
by broad changes underway in international affairs. Andrei Kortunov elaborates a new era in world politics, which he
calls ‘neo-modern’, in which older tenets of international politics, such as nationalism and the focus on the nationstate, are replacing ‘global universalism’.[32] A similar conception of the changed world guides the 2016 Foreign
Policy Concept of the Russian Federation: ‘The world is currently going through fundamental changes related to the
emergence of a multipolar international system. The structure of international relations is becoming increasingly
complex. Globalisation has led to the formation of new centres of economic and political power. Global power and
development potential is becoming decentralised, and is shifting towards the Asia-Pacific Region, eroding the global
economic and political dominance of the traditional Western powers. Cultural and civilizational diversity of the world
and the existence of multiple development models have been clearer than ever’.[33]
While some of this rhetoric may be aimed at convincing various domestic audiences of the rightness and the likely
success of Russian policy, there is no reason to think that many Russians (and many outside Russia as well) do not
believe the basic outline of the argument. The notion that the US and the West are declining relative to Asia, and that
the liberal agenda of democracy and free markets is on the wane, is not limited to Russian thinkers. As a result, it
appears likely that Russia, believing that it holds a hand that is strong and growing stronger, does not feel much
urgency to resolve the Ukraine crisis.
The US and the EU
For much of the post-Soviet era, the United States has been more active in supporting Ukraine than has been the
EU. As noted above, however, progress toward an EU-Ukraine Association Agreement and a DCFTA placed the EU
in the key spot in the run-up to the crisis. During the Euromaidan itself, the US and EU struggled, generally
successfully, to adopt common positions regarding a resolution of the crisis.
Both the EU and the United States sought an outcome to the protests that maintained constitutional and legal
processes in Ukraine. The EU, represented by foreign ministers from Germany and Poland, brokered a deal at the
height of the crisis on 21 February that appeared to deescalate the crisis, as Yanukovych agreed to restoration of the
2004 constitution and holding of early presidential elections in December 2014. The US supported that deal, but
opposition leaders on the Euromaidan (in contrast to the leaders of opposition political parties) rejected it, insisting
that after the killings of protestors Yanukovych must leave office. When Yanukovych subsequently fled and was
stripped off his office, both the US and EU accepted the act, rather than insisting on obeying the 21 February deal, a
decision that Russia saw as evidence of bad faith.
Generally, the US has supported a more strident response than has the EU. This is consistent with the long-term
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differences in policies and with the fact that the EU had to find a solution amenable to its 28 members. Thus, the US
supported further-reaching sanctions than did the EU, although the differences were not insurmountable, and the two
sides were able to agree on a common front. Similarly, the US and EU were able to arrive at common positions on
economic and financial support for Ukraine.
Following the imposition of sanctions, discussion in the US turned to what kind of military assistance the US should
provide Ukraine. Some policymakers and think tank experts supported supplying military equipment to Ukraine, in
order to counter the advantage in weaponry that the Russian military was deploying and making available to its
proxies in Eastern Ukraine. Lethal weaponry might directly support Ukrainian fighters on the ground, and indirectly
raise the costs of Russian intervention, making it less sustainable. Such a policy would echo US support for the
Afghan resistance after the 1979 Soviet invasion, leading to high casualties and eventually forcing the USSR to
withdraw. While the annexation of Crimea boosted Putin’s popularity, the intervention in Donbas is much less
popular, and devoting more soldiers and money to the conflict might be unpopular.
Many others in the US opposed providing military assistance to Ukraine. Russia, it was argued, could match any
increase in the quality or quantity of weapons being deployed in the conflict, so the only result of providing weaponry
would be to increase the number of casualties from the conflict. Many felt that increased US involvement would
validate Putin’s arguments about US aggression and increase, rather than decrease, Russian resolve. Moreover,
opponents argued, Ukraine and the United States had to accept that Ukraine did not have a military path to resolving
the conflict, but instead would have to rely on diplomacy. On this question, the US ended up choosing a policy that
matched where the EU already was.
For the US, the Ukraine conflict became subsumed in a much larger set of conflicts with Russia, which together
constituted the new Cold War. Even before 2014, the US and Russia were supporting opposite sides in the Syrian
civil war, and that disagreement only worsened. Then, Russia’s actions surrounding the 2016 US presidential
election toxified the relationship dramatically. Ukraine was increasingly a battleground in a larger conflict, rather than
an objective of policy in itself. Most important, perhaps, was the belief that Russia’s support for Trump’s election
made it politically very dangerous for his administration to do anything that might be seen as a concession. The US
Congress, generally bitterly divided along party lines, nearly unanimously passed a law requiring Congressional
approval to lift sanctions. Trump was reportedly inclined to veto the law as an encroachment on executive
prerogatives, but feared being seen as soft on Russia. Bipartisan support in the US for a hard line on Russia is
stronger than it has been in many years, perhaps since the divisions that emerged in the 1970s over détente.
Ukraine and the West
If the conflict began in part because of Ukraine’s pivotal position between the West and Russia, the war has only
increased Ukraine’s salience. Perhaps the most dramatic impact has been on the EU. For many years, the EU took a
back seat to the United States in dealing with Ukraine, but following the Orange Revolution and the launch of the
Eastern Partnership in 2009 it took a greater role. In particular, the EU began more seriously applying in Ukraine the
same strategy it had applied in the remainder of post-communist Europe; namely, using the attractiveness of a closer
relationship with the EU as a means of promoting and consolidating democratic transformation. For the EU, Russia’s
opposition to the agreement contradicted a dearly held belief, namely that no other country could veto the
independent choices of a European state. This notion was crucial to European notions of the post-Cold War order in
Europe. Russia’s insistence on this point, and its subsequent military intervention, therefore provoked opposition in
Europe even among those generally sceptical about Ukraine’s European credentials and supportive of good relations
with Russia. As a result, following Russia’s military intervention, the EU became more committed to Ukraine’s
success than it had been previously.
The US position was compatible to that of the EU, though with different emphasis. The US was less focused on the
principle of Ukraine’s freedom of choice, and more focused on the broader challenge that Russia’s action appeared
to present. The result was largely the same: both the US and the EU, along with NATO, have made the success and
stability of Ukraine a high priority. ‘The critical element in the new geo-economic competition between the West and
Russia is the extent of Western economic support for Ukraine’.[34]
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The West’s efforts have continued to be undermined by the same patterns of backsliding on corruption and the rule
of law that have characterised Ukraine since the early post-Soviet period, led to ‘Ukraine fatigue’ after the Orange
Revolution and could happen again. In short, Western efforts to bolster Ukraine domestically have run into a huge
moral hazard problem: because they are so dedicated to combatting Russia’s efforts to undermine Ukraine, the West
feels compelled to sustain the Ukrainian economy. However, that aid has likely helped the Ukrainian government to
persist in power without seriously tackling either the general problems of corruption and the rule of law or the specific
commitments it has made to its donors. Under normal circumstances, donors, represented by the IMF, would stop
aid programmes on the grounds of non-compliance. The West has hesitated to do this in the case of Ukraine for fear
of the government collapsing.
In 2014, there was some hope that the threat from Russia would change the political game in Ukraine and some
promising steps were taken, including the appointment of Mikhail Saakashvili as governor of Odesa oblast and the
formation of new anti-corruption bodies, such as the National Anti-Corruption Bureau. But Saakashvili did not last
and the anti-corruption bodies have been prevented from prosecuting high-level officials. More progress has been
made on economic, social, fiscal-monetary and energy reforms. Efforts are underway to transform the Soviet-era
Militsiya into a European-style Politsiya and Interior Ministry Internal Troops into a National Guard. President
Poroshenko has presided over the creation of a powerful army. Nevertheless, Ukraine continues to lag in the fight
against corruption.
A crucial question for the future is whether Ukraine fatigue will resurge to the point where it seems more pragmatic to
write off Ukraine than to continue an open-ended commitment to keeping it afloat. A related question is whether a
new round of protests might again induce turmoil in Ukrainian politics.
Prospects for Settling the Conflict
The prospects for peace in Ukraine appear to be dim. The minimally acceptable outcomes for the various sides are
too far apart to bridge until something significant changes. Moreover, the Ukrainian conflict is now subsumed in the
broader cold war between the West and Russia, making it even harder to address. None of the actors can reach a
better solution without the acquiescence of other parties who have different preferred outcomes. In such a situation,
only the exercise of greater power, and the inflicting of higher costs, might persuade one side or another to change
courses.
For Russia, the optimal solution appears to be that the DNR and LNR are re-joined with Ukraine, but with a high
degree of autonomy, and with a political leadership controlled by Russia. Russia seeks a kind of ‘federalisation’ in
which the regions would have extensive veto powers over the country’s domestic and foreign policies, including the
power to block Ukraine joining NATO and the EU. At a minimum, this would provide Russia with a direct and
legitimised way to interfere in Ukrainian politics, which Ukraine would see as a threat to its sovereignty. Moreover,
any such deal would encounter stiff resistance from Ukrainian public opinion, including veterans of the war and their
families and friends, who are growing in number. In August 2015, violent riots broke out outside parliament when it
discussed the question of autonomy for the DNR and LNR. Barring Ukrainian capitulation to this regional autonomy
plan outcome, Russia appears to be well served by a conflict in which it can ratchet up or down the level of violence
as it pleases, without having to take any responsibility for results, claiming the DNR and LNR are breakaway regions
of Ukraine over which Russia has no control.
Ukraine’s government holds to the implausible position that it is going to retake control of the Donbas and Crimea as
well. Both politics and principle prevent Ukraine from dealing with the situation realistically. Politically, the notion of
recovering the territory is popular, and leaders cannot admit that the territory is lost. In terms of principle, it seems
wrong to acquiesce in what was a clear violation of international law. However, Russia is exceedingly unlikely to give
back Crimea, and Ukraine has never shown any inclination to fight for it. The prospects in the Donbas are better, in
that Russia has not formally annexed them. But while Ukraine’s army is now much stronger than in 2014, Ukrainian
officials and think tank experts are concerned that in the event of an outbreak of full hostilities, Russia might annex its
two Donbas proxy enclaves – as it did with the Crimea and de facto has undertaken in South Ossetia and Abkhazia
after its 2008 invasion of Georgia. Two other long-debated scenarios have been that Russian forces might seek to
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forge a ‘land bridge’ from Russian territory east of Mariupol to Odesa, which was widely discussed by Western
commentators in 2015-2016, or that Russian forces invade Ukraine from Belarus.[35] The latter scenario was widely
discussed in Kiev and the West before and during the September 2017 Zapad military exercises in Belarus, one of
the largest held by Russia since the disintegration of the USSR in 1991.
An increasing number of commentators within and outside Ukraine have recommended that Ukraine adopt what
former US Secretary of State Colin Powell, in a different context, called the ‘Pottery Barn’ policy: ‘you break it, you
own it’. The idea would be for Ukraine unilaterally to acknowledge the separation of the DNR and LNR from Ukraine,
which would allow Ukraine to move forward with a much more cohesive polity and would leave Russia to deal with
the mess in the Donbas. This policy has been repeatedly advocated by Alexander J. Motyl.[36] Some steps were
taken in this direction in early 2017, when trade between the occupied regions and the rest of Ukraine was
significantly diminished, forcing Russia to step in. Similarly, the cutting off of water to Crimea forced Russia to come
up with a plan to address the peninsula’s water supply. Such a strategy would include changing the legal definition of
the war from that of an ATO to recognising the Crimea, DNR and LNR as ‘temporarily occupied territory’ with the
concept of Russia as the ‘aggressor’ state introduced for the first time. The new approach will permit the Ukrainian
authorities to use the army in the ATO outside anti-terrorist legislation. Defining these three regions as ‘temporarily
occupied territories’ provides the legal basis for Kiev to be not held responsible for the political, economic and social
situation in the Crimea, DNR and LNR.
From this perspective, for the same reason that Russia would like to see the Donbas reintegrated into Ukraine,
Ukraine would be better off without it. In particular, the loss of Crimea and the Donbas dramatically shifts the balance
of electoral politics in Ukraine away from Eastern Ukraine and Russia and toward Central Ukraine and Europe.
Again, however, both politics and principle make such a strategy implausible. Therefore, Ukraine is in a position of
pursuing a strategy of reintegration which cannot possibly succeed and would weaken Ukraine and its European
foreign policy vector if it did.
A variety of other possible settlements have been put forward by commentators in Ukraine and elsewhere in the
West. Many include a similar set of pragmatic proposals, such as a cease-fire that freezes the existing lines of
control, the delaying of consideration of the permanent status of occupied regions and Crimea into the more distant
future, and the neutralisation of Ukraine, in some form. [37] The first of these makes sense, and has been embodied
in both Minsk agreements, but has so far been impossible to make stick. The second of these seems inevitable, but
on both sides, there are strong feelings that these questions are already answered and are non-negotiable. Russians
tend to believe that the annexation of Crimea is an established fact while many in Ukraine and in the West cannot
accept the idea of legitimising it. The third suggestion is potentially most interesting because it exposes a profound
divide within the West about how to approach the problem, and because, oddly, it is an issue on which many in
Europe are more intransigent about than many in the US.
Former US Ambassador to Ukraine Steven Pifer has argued that one danger for Ukraine is that Russia will actually
implement its side of Minsk II, withdrawing heavy weaponry and returning the border to Ukraine’s control. This would
obligate Ukraine to fulfil its side of the deal, including revising the constitution to greatly increase regional autonomy.
If the Ukrainian government could not deliver on that, Ukraine would be in breach of the agreement while Russia was
not. This might tip support in Europe toward normalising relations with Russia. Pifer speculated that Russia has not
chosen this gambit because it may get what it wants without any concession, given that US President Trump seemed
favourably inclined, that the EU would likely be occupied with Brexit, and that Marine Le Pen was expected to do well
in French presidential elections in 2017. [38] With Le Pen having lost to Emmanuel Macron, and Trump constrained
from making concessions to Russia, this strategy is unlikely but will depend on how much Russians become
dissatisfied with the current level of conflict.
Ukrainian oligarch Viktor Pinchuk suggested that Ukraine commit to not joining the EU or NATO, separate the issue
of Crimea from the Donbas conflict (acquiesce for the time being in Russian control of Crimea) and allow local
elections in the occupied regions, even if they cannot be free or fair.[39] He also suggested that Ukraine support the
removal of sanctions on Russia. What is less clear is whether all of those steps, which are not politically viable in
Ukraine, would prompt Russia to withdraw and stay withdrawn. A major pitfall of Pinchuk’s proposal is that Ukrainian
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distrust of Russian leaders is at an all-time record high.
A complicating factor for Ukraine is that its position is heavily dependent upon economic and financial support from
the West, which may not last forever. The West has a wide range of interactions with Russia, and it is not beyond the
realm of possibility that Russia could offer something to the West that it wants more than Ukraine. For example,
credible and meaningful help with Iran’s latent nuclear programme or North Korea’s active programme, or support for
ousting Bashar al-Assad in Syria would be tempting to US leaders in particular. Russia has numerous possibilities to
foment new problems, which it can then offer its help in solving. So far, the heavy-handed way that Russia has played
its cards, especially in interference in Western elections, has made a deal between Russia and the West at Ukraine’s
expense unlikely, but that could change.
Because it seems inconceivable that Russia will return Crimea to Ukraine, a difficult diplomatic task for the various
players in the coming years will be to find a way to accept Russia’s ownership of Crimea while not seeming to reward
its aggression or undermine the principle that invading one’s neighbours and changing borders by force is not
acceptable. Put differently, if Russia, Ukraine and the West are ever to move beyond the Crimea annexation, some
means must be found to legitimise what seems entirely illegitimate. One alternative would be to follow the policy that
the US took relative to the Baltic States during the Cold War. The US never recognised the annexation of the three
Baltic States by the USSR, and therefore treated their looming independence differently in the waning months of the
Soviet Union. At the same time, the US did not allow the illegality of the Soviet annexation of the Baltic States to
block normal relations with the USSR on a wide range of other issues.
Finding a solution of this nature will be much harder on the Donbas question, in large part because Russia, which can
veto any arrangement, appears to want neither to annex the territory nor to completely give up control. In other words,
Russia’s preferred solution is not to have a solution. Trans-Dniestr, the status of which has been in limbo since
Russia assisted its proxies to separate it from Moldova in 1991–1992, may be a precedent. Similarly, Russia
supported the de facto independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia for several years before recognising their
independence after it had invaded Georgia in 2008.
Russia’s policy of supporting proxy dependencies around its borders is in some respects reminiscent of the Cold
War, in which nominally independent governments in Eastern Europe were wholly or largely controlled from Moscow.
As that example shows, it is sometimes hard to sustain that control over time. In other respects, Russia’s policy
represents a throwback to a much earlier period, before the twentieth century, when sovereignty was often
incomplete and contingent on deals with great powers, and the borders of states like Poland were revised repeatedly
according to the shifting balance of power and the diplomatic needs of more powerful neighbours. It is precisely that
system that the EU rejects, and that Russian scholars believe is returning.
Ukraine in the New Cold War
Perhaps the best reminder we can apply from the first Cold War to the second is that it endured for 45 years. The
dividing line between East and West was determined largely by the disposition of forces in May 1945. Regardless of
whether anyone regarded that line as fair, legitimate or ideal, it endured because no one could change it unilaterally,
and the changes that one side would have preferred were unacceptable to the other. A major difference between the
Cold War and the new Cold War is that there is no ‘iron curtain’ separating the sides. Information, cyber and to some
extent hybrid warfare can be conducted in the ‘enemy’s’ territory much more easily than when the Warsaw Pact
faced NATO in Central Europe.
In the absence of some new disruption, the current division of territory could last a very long time, with Ukraine
playing a role roughly analogous to that of Berlin. Trans-Dniestr has already persisted for a quarter of a century, and
could not be resolved even when Russia and the West were at the height of post-Cold War comity or when Moldova
elected a communist president.
However, just as the Hungarian revolution in 1956 and Prague Spring of 1968 threatened to undo the post-World
War II status quo, the situation in Ukraine could still be disrupted, perhaps suddenly. Among the possible scenarios
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are these: A new contest for power in Ukraine could lead to the fragmentation of the Ukrainian state, as in the
Euromaidan Revolution. Poor economic performance or disgruntlement at high casualties on the frontlines could
trigger a new political crisis, and military veterans and nationalists might seek regime change through another
Maidan.
Protests in Russia could give Russian leaders increased incentives to pursue a new adventure in Ukraine to rally
domestic unity. Alternatively, the growing popularity of the opposition could lead to declining support for Russian
military involvement in Eastern Ukraine. Russian efforts to foster separatism and terrorism in Ukraine beyond the
Donbas could be renewed with the aim of pressuring Ukraine to acquiesce to changing the constitution to provide the
DNR and LNR with special status and the holding of elections in Russia’s two proxy republics. The DNR and/or LNR
could unilaterally restart full-scale hostilities, dragging Russia with them. This scenario would be similar to that in
Georgia where provocations from South Ossetia led to Georgia’s attempt to militarily return South Ossetia to
Georgian sovereignty. Georgia’s leadership wrongly believed in the likelihood of US military support, failed to
appreciate Tbilisi had weak support within the EU and did not foresee that its actions would trigger a Russian
invasion.
Western governments (either some or all) could move towards tacitly acknowledging Russian sovereignty over
Crimea, as Trump hinted at during the 2016 election campaign. The West could seek to broker a deal whereby
Ukraine drops its claim to sovereignty over the Crimea in return for a deal on the Donbas. Having claimed that there
are no Russian forces in the Donbas, Putin could quietly withdraw them without being publicly backing down. Putin
might be threatened by a nationalist backlash from nationalist groups who already believe that he ‘betrayed’
NovoRossiya.
What we should probably not expect is a repeat of 1991, which was a historically unique event. Even if Russia were
to have an anti-authoritarian revolution, it does not necessarily follow that a pro-Western government would result,
and it is just as likely that Russian nationalists would take power. One major difference between the first Cold War
and this one is that in the first Cold War, the conflict appeared to be inexorably linked with communism as an
ideology and form of government, so that leaders on both sides could assume that with communism gone, the
grounds for conflict were gone. Putin’s government is pragmatic rather than ideological; or rather its ideology is that
of power politics. There is therefore less reason to hope that a new Russian regime would want to give up territory
that Russia has long claimed.
Moreover, we should also remember that Ukraine became independent not because Soviet or Russian leaders
acquiesced, but because they could not prevent it. While such weakness in Russia could emerge again, there is no
good reason to expect it. Moreover, in contrast to 1991, there is no obvious reason to expect that Crimea or the
occupied parts of the Donbas would seek to return to Ukraine, even given the opportunity. The longer they remain
outside Kiev’s control the more difficult it will be to re-integrate them. A strong, prosperous Ukraine closely connected
with Europe might be more attractive, and that provides additional incentive for Russia to stymie progress that could
someday emerge in Ukraine’s domestic politics.
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