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Abstract 

 

This essay examines the Ukrainian Crisis, from the Euromaidan revolution to the annexation of 

Crimea and the Conflict in the Donbas, paying especial attention to the role of Russia and 

attempting to shed some light on the reasons driving Russian actions. The essay tries to place those 

reasons within the wider Russian foreign policy which has been consistent in trying to regain and 

preserve its weight in the post-soviet space, arguing that the intervention can be understood as a 

backlash against growing western influence, particularly in the form of NATO and EU membership 

initiatives. In this sense, the conflict in Georgia serves as clear precedent of the events in Ukraine 

and helps to understand the confrontational nature of Russo-Western relations. The essay concludes 

with some suggestions for a different approach to be taken by both Russia and the West.  
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1. Introduction  

 

The ongoing crisis in Ukraine is now 3 years old and what started as a peaceful demonstration in 

Kiev on the night of November 21st, 2013, has had unexpected consequences, including the Russian 

annexation of Crimea and an armed conflict that has devastated the Donbass region. While it is now 

clear that Russia is deeply involved in the conflict, a lot of questions arise as to its real intent. To 

understand the logic behind Russian actions one must look back from the beginning of the crisis to 

the fall of the Soviet Union and the nature of the relationship between Russia and its former client 

states.  

 

2. Russia-Ukraine relations 

 

Ukraine falls into Russia’s traditional sphere of influence. The term “Russia” itself comes from the 

“Kievan Rus”, the first significant pan-Slavic entity which preceded the Russian Empire and 

comprised large parts of current Ukraine. Only in the 20th century did Ukraine begin to exist as an 

independent country, and for very brief periods of time. Both the Russian Tsardom and the Soviet 

Union cracked down on Ukrainian nationalism. Following the Holodomor, a famine induced by 

Stalin´s policy of collectivization which caused millions of deaths, large numbers of Russians settled 

in Ukraine. When the country became independent in 1991, ethnic Russians made up 22% of the 

population.1 Despite being well integrated, they were not entirely assimilated, and Russian 

remained their mother language especially in the south-eastern part of the country where they had a 

significant presence.  

 

While Ukrainians saw the fall of the Soviet Union as their chance of breaking away and voted 

overwhelmingly for independence,2 for Russia it was a real drama that meant giving up spaces that 

had traditionally been under its control. Regardless of its new status, Ukraine was still considered by 
                                                                 
1 “Ukraine,” CIA World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

factbook/geos/up.html 
2 Chrystyna Lalpychak, “Over 90% vote yes in referendum” The Ukrainian Weekly, December 8, 1991, 

http://www.ukrweekly.com/old/archive/1991/499101.shtml 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/up.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/up.html
http://www.ukrweekly.com/old/archive/1991/499101.shtml
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many in the Kremlin as a de facto client state and therefore a special interest was given when it came 

to its internal affairs.3 Within Ukraine there were always tensions between those who rejected 

Russian influence and those who welcomed closer relations. (President Yanukovich representing the 

latter) 

 

The data from the last census (2001) shows the differences between the western and the south-

eastern parts of the country. The areas in blue have traditionally been the stronghold of 

Yanukovich´s Pro Russian “Party of the Regions”. The same areas presented a lower turnout than the 

rest of country when in 1991 the referendum on independence was held. Especially relevant is the 

case of Crimea where the local ethnic Tartar population was replaced with Russians after WWII, 

under Stalin’s policy of mass deportations. 

 

3. Russian Foreign Policy 

 

Because of its geopolitical position 

Russia has always found itself 

between the East and the West. 

Historically an important sector of 

the Russian intelligentsia saw a 

conflict between the need to 

borrow western cultural traditions 

and the struggle to preserve its 

eastern legacy and its genuine 

identity. The differences grew 

after the Russian Revolution and 

the implementation of a state 

model opposed to western 

                                                                 
3 Theuinis Bates, “Ukraine's fraught relationship with Russia: A brief history,” The Week, March 8, 2014, 

http://theweek.com/articles/449691/ukraines-fraught-relationship-russia-brief-history 

Source:  Kuban kazak "Results / General results of the census / National 
composition of population". 2001 Ukrainian Census. 

http://theweek.com/articles/449691/ukraines-fraught-relationship-russia-brief-history
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capitalism. This confrontation peaked during the Cold War but did not end with it.4 

 

After decades of tied competition, the collapse of the Soviet Union left Russia in a weaker position 

vis a vis its traditional opponents. Since attempts of bringing the two blocks together required 

reforms in Russian institutions that threatened the status quo of the narrow ruling elite, the breach 

was hardly sealed. Inherited mistrust and an aggressive, now reassured, US foreign policy made 

Russian policy makers wary of Western economic and military penetration in the “Post-Soviet” 

space.5 

 

During the negotiations for the reunification of Germany, Russia agreed to withdraw its troops and 

renounce to their still held legal rights of occupation after being assured that NATO would not 

expand any further east. This was conceived as a gentlemen’s agreement that would leave a 

demilitarized zone in former Warsaw Pact countries to act as “no man’s land” between Russia and 

the West.6However the arrangement, which was the result of ambiguous diplomatic messages rather 

than a legally binding agreement, was broken by the Clinton Administration actively intervening in 

Europe. When Hungary, Poland and the Czech Republic joined NATO in 1999, Russia felt 

betrayed. In the words of an outraged Gorbachev “the West have probably rubbed their hands, rejoicing at 

having played a trick on the Russians.”7 Ever since, Russia has seen every enlargement of NATO at the 

                                                                 
4 Mary Elise Sarotte, 1989: The Struggle to Create Post-Cold War Europe, (NY, Princeton University Press, 

2009) pp 107-115. 
5 In his essay “Structural Realism after the Cold War” Kenneth N. Waltz argues that NATO´s eastern 

expansion strengthened the hardliners in the Kremlin, weakening those inclined towards liberal democracy 

and market economy. See Kenneth Waltz, “Structural Realism after the Cold War” International Security, Vol. 

25, No. 1 (2000), p. 18, https://doi.org/10.1162/016228800560372 
6 Uwe Klußmann, Matthias Schepp and Klaus Wiegrefe, “NATO's Eastward Expansion” Der Spiegel, 

November 26, 2009. http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/nato-s-eastward-expansion-did-the-

west-break-its-promise-to-moscow-a-663315.html 
7  Dave Majumdar, “Newly Declassified Documents: Gorbachev Told NATO Wouldn't Move Past East 

German Border” National Interest, December 12, 2017,  http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/newly-

declassified-documents-gorbachev-told-nato-wouldnt-23629 (This source was not available at the time of the 

publication of the original article but has been included to solve the debate on the veracity of the claims). 

https://doi.org/10.1162/016228800560372
http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/nato-s-eastward-expansion-did-the-west-break-its-promise-to-moscow-a-663315.html
http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/nato-s-eastward-expansion-did-the-west-break-its-promise-to-moscow-a-663315.html
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/newly-declassified-documents-gorbachev-told-nato-wouldnt-23629
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/newly-declassified-documents-gorbachev-told-nato-wouldnt-23629
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expense of its “buffer zone” as a provocation and a threat. The natural reaction was to strike back, 

and Russia did so in a rather aggressive manner. 

 

The line of action adopted was best exemplified by the 

Russo-Georgian war, a clear precedent for the conflict 

in eastern Ukraine. In 1991, when Georgia declared 

its independence, a conflict broke out in its bordering 

region of South Ossetia. Previously, ossetian 

nationalism had been fuelled by the Kremlin in order 

to difficult the Georgian independence process. A 

similar situation occurred in the region of Abkhazia, 

also bordering with Russia. Separatist militias, aided 

by former soviet units under Russian control, fought 

the Georgian government and launched a campaign of 

ethnic cleansing. A fragile peacekeeping agreement resulted in a stalemate overviewed by a Russo-

Georgian peacekeeping force but with the separatists having de facto control over the contested 

territory. 

 

In 2002 the Putin administration started a policy of issuing Russian passports to the residents of 

South Ossetia and Abkhazia and staffing top positions in local institutions with Russian nationals, 

strengthening the opposition to the central government. In 2004, Saakashvili a pro-western 

president came to power in Georgia promising to crack down on separatism and to work on both 

NATO and EU integration, therefore pushing away Russian influence. Tensions escalated during the 

following years until in August 2008 open war broke out again. This time the Russian army launched 

a full-scale intervention in Georgian territory.  

To justify its actions the Kremlin claimed it was a peace keeping operation to protect civilians from 

a Georgian offensive trying to regain control of South Ossetia. However, the truth is the Russian 

intervention had been planned months in advance, as a result of the Bucharest Summit. During the 

Summit, NATO representatives stated that Ukraine and Georgia were to become members of the 

Source: The Economist 
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Alliance and pledged to start the application process. In his response Putin made it clear that another 

expansion of NATO to Russia’s borders would not be tolerated. Shortly after Russia started 

preparing for a military offensive, the goal of which was not to take over the contested territories 

but to make a show a force, sending a message to the West and regaining influence in the country 

through hard power.8 

 

When a ceasefire was signed, Russia had inflicted serious loses to the Georgian army and 

consolidated its permanent military presence in the territory of the two breakaway republics, which 

remained under separatists control. NATO integration, which seemed a matter of fact before the 

war, was then a long way down the road for Georgia and its government has ever since taken a more 

cautious approach with Russia to avoid confrontation. The war with Georgia was meant to set an 

example, showing that Russia would react aggressively whenever its geopolitical interests were 

threatened. When the Euromaidan Revolution caused the fall of Yanukovich, who was Putin´s proxy 

in Ukraine, a strong Russian response was everything but unpredictable.  

 

4. The Euromaidan Revolution 

 

When former president Viktor Yanukovich backed off from signing an Association Agreement with 

the EU in November 2013 a small group of activists from civil society and opposition parties 

gathered in Maidan Nezalezhnosti (Independence Square) to protest the decision. Their numbers 

skyrocketed during the following days as a result of the general discontent with corruption scandals, 

power abuses and poor rule of Law in the country.9 In the riots that followed it became clear that 

this was the biggest popular uprising since the Orange Revolution, a series of protests that had 

                                                                 
8 In his book “Putin's Wars: The Rise of Russia's New Imperialism” Marcel H. Van Herpen presents detailed 

evidence of a planned ahead Russian operation (p. 210-222) contradicting the official version which states 

Russia intervened as a result of Georgian security forces attacking ossetian civilians. 
9 Transparency International Ukraine, Monitoring report (Accessed January 7th, 2017) 

https://www.transparency.org/country/UKR 

https://books.google.com/books?id=TC8EAwAAQBAJ
https://www.transparency.org/country/UKR
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succeeded in keeping Yanukovich from power back in 2005 after a presidential election tainted with 

intimidation and fraud. 10 

 

Throughout December and January Kiev´s centre was a constant turmoil with demonstrators 

camping in the square, occupying public buildings and clashing with riot police. After a long tug of 

war, a turning point was reached in February 2014 when live ammunition started being used and 

dozens of people were shot dead by snipers. Following an ultimatum from protestors, and fearing he 

might be held accountable, Yanukovich left office and fled to Russia. Immediately after, an interim 

government was formed, and elections were set for May 2014. These events caused great concern in 

the Kremlin, where the toppling of Yanukovich meant losing a valuable ally but also created a 

dangerous precedent of civil society stepping up against the status quo. This is something that 

threatened the position of Russian elites, who had been trying to crack down on dissent and 

opposition at home. Also because of his background, Putin and his circle were prompt to see 

western manoeuvres behind the regime change, as part of a broader strategy to drive countries in the 

region away from Russian influence.11 

 

5. Annexation of Crimea 

 

Only a week after the interim government came to power, and following pro-Russian 

demonstrations in Sebastopol12, Russian troops, masked and without insignias, started taking 

strategic positions in the city and throughout the rest of Crimea. Local elements from the Ukrainian 

army and the security forces were disarmed with almost no violence and a pro-Russian Prime 

minister of Crimea was appointed after Pro Russian Forces took over the building of the Supreme 

Council with MP’s inside. 

                                                                 
10 Nadia Diuk, “EUROMAIDAN: Ukraine's Self-Organizing Revolution,” World Affairs, Vol. 176, No. 6 

(April, 2014), pp. 9-16, http://www.jstor.org/stable/43555086 
11 John Grady, “Two Brands of Russian Nationalism Drive Kremlin Policy,” USNI news, July 20, 2016, 

https://news.usni.org/2016/07/20/authors-two-brands-russian-nationalism-driving-kremlin-policy 
12 Howard Amos, “Ukraine crisis fuels secession calls in pro-Russian south” The Guardian, 23 February, 2014, 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/feb/23/ukraine-crisis-secession-russian-crimea 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/43555086
https://news.usni.org/2016/07/20/authors-two-brands-russian-nationalism-driving-kremlin-policy
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/feb/23/ukraine-crisis-secession-russian-crimea
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These actions were in blatant violation of Ukraine’s sovereignty, protected by International Law. 

However Ukrainian officials chose to avoid direct confrontation and pulled their troops out Crimea, 

fearing the superiority of Russian forces which were being quickly stationed in the peninsula and 

along the eastern border.13 Russian military strength, and Putin’s reputation for boldness, deterred 

the otherwise plausible resistance. In March 2014 a referendum on Crimea’s independence was held 

(and rigged)14 followed by a request to be admitted into the Russian federation before a seemingly 

helpless Ukraine. 

 

While Russian representatives initially refused to admit direct involvement, attributing the 

initiative to local self-defence groups, once denial no longer plausible they declared Russian troops 

were acting “to ensure proper conditions for the people of Crimea to be able to freely express their 

will”. However, later on Putin himself recognized the decision of “returning Crimea to Russia” was 

taken back in February 2014, right after Yanukovich’s fall.15 Putin’s words, aired in State 

Television for the annual anniversary of the annexation, were only a statement of facts. 

 

Prior to this event, Russia had a treaty with Ukraine regulating the status of Russian military bases 

and Vessels which remained at Crimea after the fall of the Soviet Union. The treaty, of strategic 

importance for the Russian Black Sea Fleet, had a limited duration and was clearly incompatible with 

Ukraine aspiring to be an EU and NATO member but was nevertheless prolonged by Yanukovich in 

2010. The fear that the agreement would be terminated by the new Ukrainian government, was one 

of the main drivers behind the decision to strike. Although, it was a very aggressive bet, the Kremlin 

                                                                 
13  James Marson, Thomas Grove “Russia Builds Up Army Near Ukraine Border” The Wall Street Journal, 27 

March, 2014, http://www.wsj.com/articles/russia-builds-up-army-near-ukraine-border-1471537008  
14 For evidence of the fraud in the referendum see: Ilya Somin, “Russian government agency reveals fraudulent 

nature of the Crimean referendum results” The Washington Post, May 6, 2014, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/volokh-conspiracy/wp/2014/05/06/russian-government-agency-reveals-

fraudulent-nature-of-the-crimean-referendum-results/?utm_term=.20c1e97350d5 
15 “We did what we had to do: Putin opens up on Crimea reunification plan,” Russia Today, 10 March, 2015, 

https://www.rt.com/news/239197-putin-crimea-referendum-decision/ 

http://www.wsj.com/articles/russia-builds-up-army-near-ukraine-border-1471537008
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/volokh-conspiracy/wp/2014/05/06/russian-government-agency-reveals-fraudulent-nature-of-the-crimean-referendum-results/?utm_term=.20c1e97350d5
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/volokh-conspiracy/wp/2014/05/06/russian-government-agency-reveals-fraudulent-nature-of-the-crimean-referendum-results/?utm_term=.20c1e97350d5
https://www.rt.com/news/239197-putin-crimea-referendum-decision/
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counted on a weak international response; Previously Russia had tested the red line of sovereignty in 

Georgia, challenging the international community with little consequences.16 

 

6. Western response 

 

The international community was caught off guard and failed to deliver a solid response in time to 

stop the annexation of the territory. The Russian government simply ignored the concerns expressed 

from multiple countries and blocked a UN Security Council Resolution condemning the 

occupation.17One of the strongest reactions came from the EU, which interrupted bilateral relations 

with Russia and established a set of economic sanctions targeting both Crimea and listed 

persons/entities in Russia who participated in the annexation or benefited from it.18 Similar 

sanctions were adopted by the US, Canada and other countries. These measures damaged the already 

hurt Russian economy but failed to weaken the Kremlin’s stance. In fact they had the opposite 

effect; following the enactment of the first sanctions, the Russian Parliament passed a ban on several 

imported goods, striking back against sanctioning countries, and all Duma members expressed their 

support for the intervention by volunteering to be included in the list of sanctioned.19 

 

 

 

                                                                 
16 Dmitri Trenin. Post-Imperium: A Eurasian Story, (Washington DC, Carnegie Endowment for International 

Peace, 2011) pp. 29-36.  
17 “UN Security Council action on Crimea referendum blocked,” UN News Centre, 15 March 2014, 

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=47362#.WnRDVqigLIU 
18 “EU sanctions against Russia over Ukraine crisis,” European Union Newsroom, Highlights, 

https://europa.eu/newsroom/highlights/special-coverage/eu-sanctions-against-russia-over-ukraine-

crisis_en 
19 Daniel Gros and Federica Mustill, “The Economic Impact of Sanctions 

against Russia: Much ado about very little” CEPS Commentary, October 2015, 

https://www.ceps.eu/system/files/DGandFM_RussianSanctions.pdf also see Edward Christie, “Sanctions 

after Crimea: Have they worked?” NATO Review Magazine, July 2015, 

http://www.nato.int/docu/review/2015/Russia/sanctions-after-crimea-have-they-

worked/EN/index.htm 

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=47362#.WnRDVqigLIU
https://europa.eu/newsroom/highlights/special-coverage/eu-sanctions-against-russia-over-ukraine-crisis_en
https://europa.eu/newsroom/highlights/special-coverage/eu-sanctions-against-russia-over-ukraine-crisis_en
https://www.ceps.eu/system/files/DGandFM_RussianSanctions.pdf
http://www.nato.int/docu/review/2015/Russia/sanctions-after-crimea-have-they-worked/EN/index.htm
http://www.nato.int/docu/review/2015/Russia/sanctions-after-crimea-have-they-worked/EN/index.htm
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7. Conflict in the Donbas 

 

Following Crimea’s annexation Pro Russian militants rose in the eastern regions of Donetsk and 

Luhansk taking over the local administration buildings during March and April 2014. In April 7 

armed militants led by retired Russian Colonel Igor Girkin,20 occupied the regional administration 

centre in Donetsk and officially rejected Kiev’s authority proclaiming the Donetsk People’s 

Republic. A parallel governmental structure controlled by separatist’s groups started being formed. 

On April 9 the Ministry of Internal Affairs launched a 48-hour plan to resolve the crisis. However, 

the intervention was met with resistance from Pro Russian militants who refused to back down. 

Soon the confrontations started growing into an armed conflict. 

 

On April 28 Insurgents in Lugansk proclaimed the Lugansk People’s republic. The leaders of the 

self-proclaimed republics made a series of demands to the central government in Kiev (Basically to 

grant amnesty for rebel militants to establish Russian as an official language and to hold a referendum 

on the region’s status) After Kiev’s refusal a referendum was organized by the separatists rebels 

themselves and held on May 11. 

 

Unsurprisingly, the results turned out in massive support for self-rule in the region. Like the 

previous referendum in Crimea it lacked democratic guarantees and was tainted by allegations of 

fraud.21 The referendum was declared illegal by the Ukrainian government and the outcome was not 

recognized by the international community. Only Russia demanded respect for the results. 

 

On May 24 the leaders of the self-proclaimed republics established a confederation under the name 

of Novorossiya (New Russia). The term originally named an historical region of the Russian 

                                                                 
20 See: “Russia’s Igor Strelkov: I am responsible for war in eastern in Ukraine” The Moscow Times, Nov. 21, 

2014, https://themoscowtimes.com/articles/russias-igor-strelkov-i-am-responsible-for-war-in-eastern-

ukraine-41598  
21 Atika Shubert and Ben Brumfield, “Polls close in eastern Ukraine amid allegations of fraud and double-

voting” CNN, May 11, 2014, http://edition.cnn.com/2014/05/11/world/europe/ukraine-crisis/  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Igor_Strelkov_(officer)
https://themoscowtimes.com/articles/russias-igor-strelkov-i-am-responsible-for-war-in-eastern-ukraine-41598
https://themoscowtimes.com/articles/russias-igor-strelkov-i-am-responsible-for-war-in-eastern-ukraine-41598
http://edition.cnn.com/2014/05/11/world/europe/ukraine-crisis/
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Empire and had been recycled by those who supported an independent or federal territory, 

constituting a Pro Russian buffer state.22 

 

However, when the moment came, the Kremlin declined the petition to integrate the DPR and the 

LPR into the Russian federation. This was a great disappointment for pro-Russian militants who 

aspired to follow the same scheme as Crimea and created doubts about the future statehood of the 

territories. 

 

8. What is there real extent of Russian Involvement? 

 

The Kremlin’s official line has backed the rebel’s motives but denied Russian involvement 

repeatedly,23 however evidence points out that pro-Russian militants are receiving not only help, but 

also instructions from abroad. When asked, 

Russian officials described the conflict as a 

“Ukrainian matter” and pointed to dialogue 

between Kiev and separatist leaders as the solution 

of the crisis. They insist on distancing Russia from 

the DPR and the LPR, arguing they had an 

autonomous role. Yet it is common knowledge 

that both the DPR and LPR rely heavily on Russia 

for diplomatic, economic and military support and 

therefore it is hard to imagine them having a policy 

of their own, independent from Russian dictates. 

On May 5th, before the Donetsk independence referendum, the SBU (Ukrainian Security Service) 

released a recorded phone call between militia leader Dmytro Boitsov and Alexander Barkashov a 

                                                                 
22 Dmitri Trenin. Post-Imperium: A Eurasian Story, (Washington DC, Carnegie Endowment for International 

Peace, 2011) pp. 88-101. 
23 Sergey Utkin, “The Ukrainian Crisis: Russia’s Official Position and How the Situation Can Be Resolved,” 

Russian International Affairs Council, http://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/analytics/the-

ukrainian-crisis-russia-s-official-position-and-how-the-/ 

Source: The Economist Source: The Economist 

http://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/analytics/the-ukrainian-crisis-russia-s-official-position-and-how-the-/
http://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/analytics/the-ukrainian-crisis-russia-s-official-position-and-how-the-/
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Russian politician from the far right. The recording suggested that referendum was orchestrated, and 

the results were completely forged.24 This is more than plausible considering the degree of Russian 

involvement. 

 

From the very beginning of confrontations (May-June 2014) groups of volunteers were assembled 

and sent to defy Ukrainian authority. Their members were mainly Russian nationals but also citizens 

of former soviet countries and foreigners. While the Russian government denied any relation with 

them, they were trained and equipped in the Russian side of the border before joining pro-Russian 

locals. Very often it was them rather than the residents who filled up the higher positions of the 

separatist’s structures.25 

 

It is unclear to what extent they were part of a Kremlin organized plan. Some, of course, were 

volunteers from abroad who fought for ideological reasons26 but there were also mercenaries and 

professionals under government payroll, including Russian military and FSB agents.27 This means the 

Kremlin had regular contact with the rebels and at the very least a great deal of influence over them. 

                                                                 
24 In the phone call Barkashov orders Boitsov to hold the referendum despite the Ukrainian offensive and 

instructs him to forge the result to show 89% in favour of autonomy. He promises further support from 

Russia and gives several names of politicians in favour, including the head of the main parties and Chechen 

strongman Ramzan Kadyrov. Despite claims of the recording being fabricated, the outcome of the 

referendum happened to be exactly 89% in favour, the same percentage indicated in advance in the phone 

call. Listen to the recording at http://ukrainianpolicy.com/sbu-audio-links-donetsk-republic-to-russian-

involvement/ 
25 Gabriela Baczynska and Aleksandar Vasovic, “Pushing locals aside, Russians take top rebel posts in east 

Ukraine” Reuters, July 27, 2014, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ukraine-crisis-rebels-

insight/pushing-locals-aside-russians-take-top-rebel-posts-in-east-ukraine-idUSKBN0FW07020140727 
26 Throughout the conflict several groups of foreign nationals have joined the ranks of the rebels out of 

sympathy for their cause. Amongst the volunteers are Russian Cossacks, Pro Russians from Abkhazia, South 

Ossetia, Chechnya as well as Serbian Chetniks, anti-fascists from countries like Spain, Italy or France and 

even US citizens. See Alexandre Litoy, “Putin’s international brigades” Open Democracy, 2 October, 2014, 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/od-russia/alexandr-litoy/putin%E2%80%99s-international-brigades 
27 For instance, Igor Girkin , a hard-line Russian nationalist, who served in Chechnya and has close ties with 

the FSB. He oversaw the Crimean takeover and moved on to lead a militia in Donetsk where he became the 

commander of the self-proclaimed republic armed forces and paramilitary structures. His name is on the list 

of international sanctions and he is believed to be responsible for the downing of the Malaysian airlines plane 

http://ukrainianpolicy.com/sbu-audio-links-donetsk-republic-to-russian-involvement/
http://ukrainianpolicy.com/sbu-audio-links-donetsk-republic-to-russian-involvement/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ukraine-crisis-rebels-insight/pushing-locals-aside-russians-take-top-rebel-posts-in-east-ukraine-idUSKBN0FW07020140727
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ukraine-crisis-rebels-insight/pushing-locals-aside-russians-take-top-rebel-posts-in-east-ukraine-idUSKBN0FW07020140727
https://www.opendemocracy.net/od-russia/alexandr-litoy/putin%E2%80%99s-international-brigades
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Igor_Strelkov_(officer)
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Another line of proof was the amount of Russian military equipment being used by separatist forces. 

Arguably, things like uniforms and light weapons could have come from different sources but heavy 

equipment such as armoured vehicles or the air system used to shoot down the Malaysian airlines 

flight28 had distinctive traits pointing out that they could have only been supplied by the Russian 

army. 

 

Following the escalation of the conflict (August-September 2014) Russian involvement grew to 

an unprecedented extent. Whole units from the regular army were sent in to counter a strong 

Ukrainian offensive that could have putted an end to the rebel’s standoff. Russian officials persisted 

in denying everything, but at this point there was irrefutable evidence. 29  Several independent 

reports concluded Russian training camps had been the staging ground for the rebel’s offensives, 

with Russian military units and equipment crossing into Ukraine concealing their insignias and 

disguising themselves as separatist volunteers. Russian artillery bombed Ukrainian positions across 

the border and Russian intelligence worked hand in hand with separatist leaders. 30  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
(MH17) for which he has been formally accused. Shortly after that incident he was pulled out of Ukraine by 

the Kremlin. He has been calling for further intervention in Ukraine, criticizing Putin for stopping after 

annexing Crimea. Previously he had been involved in the Russian backed secession of Transnistria, 

(Moldavia). 
28 According to the Joint Investigation Team led by the Netherlands, the flight MH17 was shot down with a 

Russian BUK missile system fired from rebel held territory. See the report at 

https://www.om.nl/onderwerpen/mh17-vliegramp/presentaties/presentation-joint/ 
29 Researchers Jakub Janda and Adam Cech used documented sightings of military equipment operating in 

eastern Ukraine to conclude beyond any doubt that the Russian military was present in Ukraine, refuting the 

Kremlin’s arguments. See Jakub Janda and Adam Čech, “Caught in the act, proof of Russian military 

intervention in Ukraine,” Wilfried Martens Center for European Studies, July 2015. 

https://www.martenscentre.eu/publications/caught-act-proof-russian-military-intervention-ukraine 
30 Maksymilian Czuperski, John Herbst, Eliot Higgins, Alina Polyakova, and Damon Wilson “Hiding in Plain 

Sight: Putin's War in Ukraine” The Atlantic council, October 2015.  

http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/publications/reports/hiding-in-plain-sight-putin-s-war-in-ukraine-and-

boris-nemtsov-s-putin-war  

https://www.om.nl/onderwerpen/mh17-vliegramp/presentaties/presentation-joint/
https://www.martenscentre.eu/publications/caught-act-proof-russian-military-intervention-ukraine
http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/publications/reports/hiding-in-plain-sight-putin-s-war-in-ukraine-and-boris-nemtsov-s-putin-war
http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/publications/reports/hiding-in-plain-sight-putin-s-war-in-ukraine-and-boris-nemtsov-s-putin-war
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Today we know the whole Russian counter offensive was a very risky move taken out of a sense of 

urgency to prevent the Donbas from falling. It showed the Kremlin would rather raise the stakes, at 

the expense of its credibility, than allow a Ukrainian victory. This did not mean Russia was looking 

to engage in open war with Ukraine. In fact, regular Russian units were pulled out after the front 

was stabilized and efforts were made to disguise their presence. 31 

 

After the stalemate, the intensity of the fighting decreased. Russia participated in the OSCE 

promoted peace talks, meeting with Ukraine and with DPR and LPR representatives in Minsk 

during September 2014. The resulting protocol established a bilateral cease and paved the way for 

integration of Donetsk and Lugansk as self-governed regions within Ukraine. However, the ceasefire 

was violated from the very first weeks with both sides accusing the other of initiating the outbreaks. 

Tensions rose to a peak when in November, separatist authorities decided to hold elections in 

violation of the protocol, and the central government launched a military offensive in response.  

 

Once again Russian troops and equipment started crossing into Ukraine to support the rebels.32 By 

January 2015 the ceasefire had completely collapsed, and fighting went on as before. A new 

Protocol (Minsk II) was adopted in February 2015 decreasing the intensity of the fighting, however 

the still warring parties failed to implement most of the provisions. Another ceasefire was adopted in 

September 2016, but minor skirmishes continued. As of today, the conflict seems to have reached a 

point of stagnation although there are still outbreaks of fighting throughout the front. 

 

 

 

                                                                 
31The estimated number of Russian forces in Ukraine reached 10.000 soldiers at the peak of the fighting; 

this does not include Russian troops in Crimea which can be estimated to number 26.000-30.000. Also, 

there were around 42.000 troops rotating near the border, providing support, artillery fire or directly 

participating in operations on Ukrainian territory. See Igor Sutyagin “Russian Forces in Ukraine” RUSI, 

March 2015, https://rusi.org/sites/default/files/201503_bp_russian_forces_in_ukraine.pdf 
32 “Ukraine crisis: Russian troops crossed border, NATO says,” BBC, 12 November 2014, 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-30025138 

https://rusi.org/sites/default/files/201503_bp_russian_forces_in_ukraine.pdf
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-30025138
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9. An explanation 

 

The situation in the Donbas resembles the case of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. After years of frozen 

conflict, the two breakaway territories remain under rebel control despite being de iure part of 

Georgia. Right now, both Donetsk and Lugansk, legally belonging in Ukraine33 are still partially 

controlled by separatists with the Kremlin’s support. 

 

Putin´s goal is not to annex the territories, despite having plenty of chances to do so, because Russia 

is not after more land, unless it has a strategic value like Crimea. This explains why the Russian 

Federation has not integrated Abkhazia and South Ossetia after all these years and will not integrate 

Donetsk and Lugansk. This raises the question. Why would Russia get so involved if it has no 

intention of taking over? The explanation lays at the core of Russian foreign policy. 

 

After the fall of the Soviet Union, Russian policy makers encountered the challenge of redefining 

Russia out of the URSS. For many of them this meant engaging in a search of identity that would 

bring Russians together and provide an alternative for the Western-dominated European discourse. 

The answer to that search was the idea of the “Russian world” an ideological concept of Russian 

culture and its mission which underlines the supranational character of Russian identity and its 

traditional role as powerful player beyond the constraint of post-soviet borders. 34 This conception 

was the perfect foundation for the new Russian nationalism which evolved from its chauvinistic 

origins to become main stream in Russian politics as the core of the “state-sponsored ideology” 

promoted by the Putin administration. Like any other, Russian nationalism is confrontational by 

nature and aims to build an identity defined in terms opposed to “the other”, in this case the 

                                                                 
33 See Ralph S. Clem “Why eastern Ukraine is an integral part of Ukraine” The Washington Post, March 7, 

2014 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2014/03/07/why-eastern-ukraine-is-

an-integral-part-of-ukraine/?utm_term=.1f2e854284c6 
34  Oleksii Polegkyi “Changes in Russian Foreign Policy Discourse and Concept of Russian World”, PECOB’s 

Papers Series, No. 

16, Oct. 2011. http://www.pecob.eu/changes-russian-foreign-policy-discourse-concept-russian-world 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2014/03/07/why-eastern-ukraine-is-an-integral-part-of-ukraine/?utm_term=.1f2e854284c6
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2014/03/07/why-eastern-ukraine-is-an-integral-part-of-ukraine/?utm_term=.1f2e854284c6
http://www.pecob.eu/changes-russian-foreign-policy-discourse-concept-russian-world
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West.35Like it did in Georgia, Russia reacted to a change of government that would shift Ukraine’s 

positioning. To respond to growing influence from the West and retaliate against perceived threats 

Russia deliberately destabilized Ukraine by creating and fuelling a conflict in a bordering region. This 

is part of a wider strategy to counter geopolitical advances from the West.  

 

To justify these actions against sovereign countries Russia has built a narrative of its own, appealing 

to its responsibility in the region and the needs of compatriots abroad. This narrative opposes 

predominant discourse in the international community which tends to point out Russian 

wrongdoings while denying its own. Of course, every conflict at the international level comes with 

opposing narratives for every side claiming to be acting rightfully. The problem here is the gap 

between two conflictive narratives and the facts of the ground has reached unprecedent dimensions, 

which leaves very little room for dialogue. Indeed, the number of platforms for dialogue has also 

been reduced. For instance, following the annexation of Crimea, the G8, one of the main forums of 

dialogue between the leading Western countries and Russia, cancelled Russia’s membership, under 

US pressure. Shortly after Russia abandoned the International Criminal Court after it condemned 

the annexation of Crimea. Previously the ICC had refused to prosecute Georgian officials for alleged 

crimes during the 2008 Russo Georgian war, which lead Russia to claim the tribunal lacked 

impartiality and had a pro-western bias. Russian withdrawal from international structures and the 

rhetoric at the international arena are signs of the growing distance between the two already 

opposing blocks.  

 

10. What’s going to happen next? 

 

If consistent with his foreign policy, Putin cannot allow a Ukrainian military victory in the Donbas or 

an end of the conflict that is defined in any terms other than its own. In fact, it is in its best interest 

to prolong the current situation to use the breakaway regions as leverage in its relations with 

Ukraine. This seems to be the pattern applied in Georgia, where at some point Russia even offered 

                                                                 
35 Charles Clover, Black Wind, White Snow, The Rise of Russia of Russia’s New Nationalism, (NY, Yale University 

Press, 2016) pp. 161-189.  
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to withdraw and restore bilateral relations in exchange for Georgian non-alignment.36 Given the lack 

of compromise between the Kremlin and the current Ukrainian government the logical consequence 

is an increase of the already existing internal division in Ukraine, which makes dialogue between the 

warring parties even more difficult. 

 

However further escalation is unlikely with both sides showing signs of exhaustion. The Ukrainian 

army, lacking man power, has turned to mandatory drafting which has increased the opposition to 

the war. A massive number of the drafted have gone into hiding to avoid military service or simple 

refuse to fight. Of those who end up in the frontlines many perform very poorly. President 

Poroshenko himself has admitted that the army has lost more than half of its equipment during the 

fighting and soldiers often have to rely on private donations and fundraising for provisioning.37 On 

the rebel’s side, separatists are getting less support from the locals, fed up with the war and divided 

in their loyalties. Infighting between rebel factions proves there is little cohesion even among pro-

Russian forces. The internal power battles have led to a wave of assassinations and detentions within 

the rebel’s ranks, suggesting a Kremlin inspired purge.38 

 

Nevertheless, a peaceful solution is also unlikely, at least in the near future. The conflict has 

aggravated the differences and tensions to a point where a united Ukraine seems impracticable. In 

the best-case scenario, if the peace talks continue and the results are implemented, the regions might 

remain in the country with a special status that makes them autonomous from the central 

government. Worst, and most likely, case scenario the country will stay divided and the DPR and 

the LPR will become ¨states¨ within a ¨state¨ run like private feuds by the Kremlin´s proxies. Such is 

                                                                 
36 Simon Saradzhyan, “Does Russia Want War with Ukraine? Not Really—Or Not Yet” The National Interest, 

August 18, 2016, http://nationalinterest.org/feature/does-russia-want-war-ukraine-not-

really%E2%80%94or-not-yet-17404?page=3 
37 Alexander Mercouris, “Details of Ukrainian Equipment Losses Confirm Scale of Ukraine’s Defeat,” The 

Duran, May 24, 2016, http://theduran.com/confirmation-ukrainian-equipment-losses-confirms-scale-

ukraines-defeat/ 
38 Jack Losh, Ukrainian rebel leaders divided by bitter purge, October 3, 2016, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/ukrainian-rebel-leaders-divided-by-bitter-

purge/2016/10/03/2e0076ac-8429-11e6-b57d-dd49277af02f_story.html?utm_term=.38885ae44635 

http://nationalinterest.org/feature/does-russia-want-war-ukraine-not-really%E2%80%94or-not-yet-17404?page=3
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/does-russia-want-war-ukraine-not-really%E2%80%94or-not-yet-17404?page=3
http://theduran.com/confirmation-ukrainian-equipment-losses-confirms-scale-ukraines-defeat/
http://theduran.com/confirmation-ukrainian-equipment-losses-confirms-scale-ukraines-defeat/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/ukrainian-rebel-leaders-divided-by-bitter-purge/2016/10/03/2e0076ac-8429-11e6-b57d-dd49277af02f_story.html?utm_term=.38885ae44635
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/ukrainian-rebel-leaders-divided-by-bitter-purge/2016/10/03/2e0076ac-8429-11e6-b57d-dd49277af02f_story.html?utm_term=.38885ae44635
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the case of Transnistria in Moldavia or South Ossetia and Abkhazia in Georgia. As for Crimea it will 

be very hard for Ukraine to regain control, and Russia might very well succeed in consolidating its 

dominium over the peninsula. 

 

If we were to oversimplify and talk about winners and losers, it would be very clear who is who. To 

its perennial problems with the economy and issues like corruption and organized crime, Ukraine 

has to add the cost of the ongoing conflict and the loss of its territories. This makes the situation 

much worse than it was 3 years ago when the Euromaidan protests started. According to EU 

Commission president, Juncker, the country will not be able to join EU or NATO for the next 20-

25 years, if there is such a thing as the European Union by then. 

 

Meanwhile Russia is still present in Ukraine and the intervention has contributed to Putin’s 

popularity, reinforcing his authority and building trust in his foreign policy. Russia has proved red 

lines drawn by the international community can be crossed with little consequences and therefore is 

very likely to keep doing so. In the years that follow we will see Russia stepping up to consolidate its 

role as a global power like it is doing right now in Syria. 

 

11. Conclusions 

 

A better understanding of Russia´s motives reveals that the West had a clear responsibility in 

building a confrontational scheme, therefore mutual concessions will be necessary to solve the crisis. 

However, this does not mean the West should back down before Russia’s aggressive foreign 

policy.39 The Kremlin´s repeated violations of International Law should not be condoned in any way. 

In the case of Ukraine, Russia should at the very least restrain from further intervention in the 

Donbas, but that will not happen without a bargain that recognizes Russians interests in the region. 

For the Ukrainian government and the international community to understand the sort of thinking 

behind Moscow’s manoeuvres can help to deal with the conflict in a way that does not aggravate it. 

                                                                 
39 Stephen Blank, “Threats to and from Russia: An Assessment” The Journal of Slavic Military Studies Vol. 21:3 

(2018) pp. 511-516, http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13518040802313746 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13518040802313746
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The way these events are developing shows cold war mentality is very much alive today. There are 

several issues that should be tackled to put an end to that line of thinking and develop a better 

understanding with Russia.  

 

The first is the clash of mutual misperceptions, which perpetuates the current state of affairs. One 

must know that despite its actions, Russia does not perceive itself as the aggressor, on the contrary 

Russian policy makers talk constantly about reactions. For Russia growing NATO capabilities at its 

borders are a blatant provocation. On the other hand, the West sees them as a deterrent to protect 

neighbouring countries from Russian aggression, which they argue is still very likely.40 Clearly, 

efforts of self-examining must be done by all parties to recognize their role and their responsibilities 

but also to clarify their intents and their demands.  

 

There is also the disparity of values between Russia and the West. While western policy makers have 

grown accustomed to a political spectrum that is open and plural, authoritarian rule is still a reality 

in Russian politics. Russian decision makers, who have secured personal power and wealth, take 

great pride in values like masculinity and toughness rather than restraint and ability to compromise, 

Putin being a very good example. Russian culture also places great importance in the prestige of the 

state and its leaders. When dealing with Russia, western diplomats should keep in mind that results 

are much more likely to come from incentives than from threats or punitive measures.41 In this sense 

a particular problem comes from the different approaches to state sovereignty and the freedom to 

choose alliances. This issue has been at the core of almost every crisis between Russia and the West. 

On the one hand, Russia has repeatedly opposed military interventions in places like Iraq seeing 

them as pretexts for advancing particular agendas. In turn the desire to have and retain a Russian 

                                                                 
40  Klion, David. “Baltic Military Drills, Russia and NATO Test Each Other’s Limits” World Politics Review, 

February 26, 2015, https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/trend-lines/15180/with-baltic-military-drills-

russia-and-nato-test-each-other-s-limits 
41 Marek Menkiszak. “Russia and the West: What Went Wrong and Can We Do Better?”  Center for Transatlantic 

Relations. (2016) pp 110-118, https://dgap.org/en/think-tank/publications/further-publications/russia-

and-west-what-went-wrong-and-can-we-do-better 

https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/trend-lines/15180/with-baltic-military-drills-russia-and-nato-test-each-other-s-limits
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/trend-lines/15180/with-baltic-military-drills-russia-and-nato-test-each-other-s-limits
https://dgap.org/en/think-tank/publications/further-publications/russia-and-west-what-went-wrong-and-can-we-do-better
https://dgap.org/en/think-tank/publications/further-publications/russia-and-west-what-went-wrong-and-can-we-do-better
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sphere of influence has clashed with the choosing of alliances by neighbouring countries such as 

Georgia or Ukraine, making Russia adopt a rather contradictory stance towards the principle of 

sovereignty. It is essential for Russia to be consistent on the matter and start recognizing the agency 

of countries at its borders, instead of competing over them.  

 

At last it is also conflicting interests what creates confrontation. The reality is that both Russia and 

the West have expansive interests going in different directions. Russia has felt excluded from the 

European project and international ventures in the Middle East and abroad. To pursue common 

interests, for example in the energy sector or in counterterrorism, is key for building a relationship 

with Russia. Also, Russia should be included or considered at international initiatives, especially 

those affecting former Soviet spaces. Of course, this will require some changes in Russian foreign 

policy and the western approach to it. Those changes must come from individual efforts by educated 

decisions makers who understand the true nature of the problem and realize that, as long as the 

Russo Western confrontation continues, crisis like these will remerge at the expense of third 

countries which already have enough problems of their own. 
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