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The paper studies Russia’s Ukraine policy since the Orange Revolution.
Russia’s policy toward its western neighbor has evolved from unhappy
relations with Victor Yushchenko to rapprochement with Victor Yanukovich
and then confrontation over the revolutionary power change inKiev in February
2014. The paper argues that Vladimir Putin’s actions following February
revolution in Kiev demonstrate both change and continuity in Russia’s foreign
policy. Although these actions constituted a major escalation, relative to
Russia’s previous behavior toward Ukraine, the escalation of relations with
Kiev also reflected a broader policy pattern of Russia’s assertive relations with
the Western nations adopted by the Kremlin since the mid-2000s. What made
Russia’s conflict with Ukraine possible, even inevitable, was theWest’s lack of
recognition for Russia’s values and interests in Eurasia, on the one hand, and the
critically important role that Ukraine played in the Kremlin’s foreign policy
calculations, on the other. The paper provides an empirically grounded
interpretation of Russia’s changing policy that emphasizes Russia–Ukraine–
West interaction and a mutually reinforcing dynamics of their misunderstand-
ing. It also addresses four alternative explanations of Russia’s Ukraine policy
and discusses several dangers and possible solutions to the crisis.

Keywords: Ukraine; Crimea; Russia’s foreign policy; Putin; Russia–West
relations

Introduction

[Western nations are] constantly trying to sweep us into a corner because we have an
independent position, because we maintain it, and because we call things like they
are and do not engage in hypocrisy. But there is a limit to everything. And with
Ukraine, our Western partners have crossed the line, playing the bear and acting
irresponsibly and unprofessionally. (Putin 2014a)

Russia’s annexation of Crimea and support for the eastern protesters in

Ukraine following the Euromaidan Revolution have led many observers to

conclude that a fundamental change took place in the Kremlin’s foreign policy.

The new conclusion was that Russia’s foreign policy has undergone a “paradigm

shift” from state-driven foreign policy to one driven by ethno-nationalist ideas
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(Rutland 2014; Zevelev 2014). Such change implied that one could now expect a

further radicalization of Vladimir Putin’s policy and his efforts to seize more

territories in Eurasia and Europe. Nationalists since the 1990s have advocated

defending Russians everywhere in Eurasia and “re-unification” of all Russian

lands in the former Soviet space. In addition to the annexation of Crimea, those

arguing the radical change in Putin’s foreign policy point to his new rhetoric as

evident in his Crimea speech of 18 March 2014 and possible links between the

Kremlin and Russian nationalists fighting in Ukraine for independence of its

eastern provinces. Putin’s advisor, Sergey Glazyev, was particularly outspoken in

supporting separatists and condemning the West. On that basis, some went so far

as to compare Russia’s actions to those of Nazi Germany (Applebaum 2014;

Snyder 2014a), which incorporated Austria in 1938 before breaking up

Czechoslovakia and igniting World War II. The implication is that the West

must not appease an aggressive Russia and that only tough actions may stop

President Vladimir Putin from further expansion into Ukraine or even beyond.1

This paper argues that Putin’s actions demonstrate both change and continuity in

Russia’s foreign policy. Clearly, the Kremlin’s treatment of the Ukrainian

government following the Euromaidan Revolution and change of power in Kiev

constituted a major escalation, relative to Russia’s Ukraine policy under Viktor

Yushchenko, let alone his successor Viktor Yanukovych. At the same time, the

escalation of tensions with Kiev reflected a broader policy pattern of Russia’s

relations with the Western nations adopted by the Kremlin since the mid-2000s.

In response to the West-supported color revolutions in the former Soviet region,

Putin engaged in an assertive foreign policy signaling that he views such revolutions

as an attempt to further undermine Russia’s role and status in Eurasia and insisting

on being treated as an equal partner in relations with the United States and the

European Union. Russia’s Ukraine policy, while worsening the already strained

relations with the West, reflected a foreign policy consensus in Russia over the

benefits of an assertive style of achieving the objectives of development, stability,

and security. The consensus was officially confirmed in a Foreign Ministry report

entitled “A Review of the Russian Federation’s Foreign Policy” released on 27

March 2007 that presented Russia as ready to actively shape international relations

by challenging the actions of others if they were “unilateral” and disrespectful of

international law (Obzor 2007).2 What made Russia’s conflict with Ukraine

possible, even inevitable,was theWest’s lack of recognition forRussia’s values and

interests in Eurasia, on the one hand, and the critically important role that Ukraine

played in the Kremlin’s foreign policy calculations, on the other.

In presenting this argument, I use a framework similar to one developed for

understanding the Russia–Georgia conflict in August 2008 (Tsygankov and

Tarver-Wahlquist 2009). The framework combines considerations of power and

values as perceived by Russia in relations with its neighbors and the Western

nations. In Georgia, the Kremlin sought to defend what it saw as legitimate

security interests in the Caucasus and was frustrated with lack of recognition by

the United States and NATO. In addition, Russia acted on a perceived obligation

to protect Russians and those gravitating to Russia in the former Soviet region and
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was determined to demonstrate that it has not forgotten those loyal to its values

and interests in the Caucasus. In Ukraine, the Kremlin also wanted to defend its

security interests by keeping the country out of NATO and protecting Russia’s old

historical and cultural ties with its neighbor. But in several respects, Ukraine was

even more important to Russia than Georgia. Russia and Ukraine share a long

geographic border and Slavic culture, as well as having closely interdependent

economies. The latter point can be supported, among other evidence, by 50% of

Russia’s energy exports to the EU going through Ukrainian pipelines once built by

the Soviet state as a unified energy system.

To review Russia–Ukraine relations, I begin with the Orange Revolution

and identify three stages, from unhappy relations with Viktor Yushchenko

to rapprochement with Viktor Yanukovych and then confrontation over the

revolutionary power change in Kiev in February 2014. I then provide an

empirically grounded interpretation of Russia’s changing policy by considering

both values and interests that guide the Kremlin’s actions toward Ukraine.

My interpretation emphasizes Russia–Ukraine–West interaction and a mutually

reinforcing dynamics of their misunderstanding. Justified by their own perceptions

of international relations, each of these actors (Russia and Ukraine/West) viewed

the other’s actions with suspicion by dismissing the other’s concerns and interests.

Following the Orange Revolution in October 2004, Russia’s perception of its

interests as conflicting those of Ukraine and Western nations deepened, and the

Kremlin began to discern a principal difference of Russia’s internal values from

those of the West. Under Yanukovych Russia improved relations with Ukraine

because Kiev renounced aspirations to join NATO, renewed Russia’s long-term

lease on stationing the Black Sea Fleet in Crimea, passed a new law on status of the

Russian language, and signaled a common understanding of Soviet history.

The Kremlin understood these changes as an opportunity to push forward with

incorporating Ukraine into Russia’s sphere of influence in Eurasia at the expense

of Western influence. In the meantime, tensions in Russia–West relations

continued to mount over issues such as the missile defense system (MDS), the

Middle East, and violations of human rights inside Russia. To Putin, the collapse

of Yanukovych’s government was the last straw, betraying Western nations’

designs of removing Yanukovych from power and installing a pro-Western

government in Kiev. The final substantive section of the article addresses four

alternative interpretations of Russia’s Ukraine policy. The concluding section

summarizes the analysis and its policy implications.

The zigs and zags of Russia’s Ukraine policy, 2004–2014

The frozen ties with Yushchenko, 2004–2010

In November 2004, Ukraine went through a peaceful yet revolutionary transfer of

power following the fraudulent parliamentary election. As in Georgia in the spring

of 2003, the results of rigged presidential elections in Ukraine were renounced

under pressure from both the opposition and the West. The Kremlin’s favored
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candidate, Viktor Yanukovych, was subsequently defeated in a new election. Putin

lost his sought-after political influence, but found a way to retreat and to remain

engaged with the Ukrainian leadership and the West. Over time, however, two

types of conflict developed in Moscow’s relations with Kiev. One concerned the

Ukrainian aspiration to gain membership in NATO, and the other involved issues

of energy trade.

Soon after ascending to power following the West-supported Orange

revolution, the new president Viktor Yushchenko proclaimed his commitment

to gaining membership in the Western security alliance. In April 2005, Foreign

Minister Borys Tarasyuk said that Ukraine hoped to begin discussions about

NATO membership in 2008 (Varfolomeyev 2005). Even though Ukrainian

authorities were well aware of the public’s unpreparedness,3 they worked to assure

the alliance’s officials about their commitment to their strategic course. Already in

December 2006 before the Riga summit, Defense Minister Anatoliy Hrytsenko

declared that Kiev’s defense and security policy, entailing NATO membership for

Ukraine, was unchanged and irreversible (Plugatarev 2006). The United States

indicated its support by developing contacts with former Soviet states (such as

Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Ukraine) that had expressed an intent to join NATO.

Despite the tense atmosphere of Russia–West relations following the clash over

Yugoslavia, the US supported extending NATO membership to Romania,

Bulgaria, and the three Baltic states, all former members of the Soviet bloc.

In March 2002, Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage endorsed the idea

during the alliance’s summit in Bucharest, and the process was completed in 2004.

Washington also announced plans to deploy elements of an MDS against Iran and

other unspecified dangerous states on the territory of Poland, the Czech Republic

and, possibly, Georgia and Ukraine.

In response, Russia indicated that it saw these developments as threatening its

national security. Although in the early 2000s, President Vladimir Putin chose not

to overplay his opposition to NATO expansion and sought to organize security

relations withWestern countries on the common basis of counterterrorism, in 2004

Russia’s foreign policy begun to shift away from the West. The Kremlin began to

apply pressures to those in the former Soviet region who wanted to gain

membership in NATO. In June 2006, Russia’s Foreign Minister said that

Ukraine’s or Georgia’s membership in NATO could lead to a colossal shift in

global geopolitics (RIA Novosti 2006). The Kremlin was determined to stop the

alliance’s further expansion, and at the summit in Bucharest in April 2008, Russia

managed to block the issuance of membership action plans (MAPs) to Georgia and

Ukraine. Moscow further expressed a strong criticism of an OSCE/NATO–based

security system in Europe, arguing against new “lines of division” between nations

with a common history (Medvedev 2008; Rogozin 2008).

Another area of growing tensions with Ukraine concerned energy trade.

Consistent with Russia’s attempts to strengthen its energy position in world

markets, the Kremlin sought to reduce export subsidies for oil- and natural gas–

dependent post-Soviet states. Already in February 2001, then-Secretary of the

Security Council Sergey Ivanov announced that previous attempts to integrate the
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region of the CIS came at a very high price and that Russia had to abandon the

integration project in favor of a “pragmatic” course of bilateral relations.4 As

explained by Putin (2006), “over the last 15 years Russia subsidized the Ukrainian

economy by a sum that amounted to $3 to 5 billion each year,” and “each year we

raised the issue of whether we should change to the European regime for

determining prices.” In December 2005, a Russia–Ukraine energy dispute

culminated in the Kremlin-controlled Gazprom’s decision to terminate gas

deliveries for its neighbor. The two sides then negotiated a contract for 1 year

according to which Ukraine would receive gas at a subsidized price in exchange

for a low pipeline transit fee.

Although tensions with Ukraine reflected in part the Kremlin’s transition to

market-based prices for energy supplies, they also demonstrated Russia’s

determination to strengthen its economic and political position in the region.

AsUkraine, Georgia, andMoldovamoved to challengeMoscow by questioning the

Russia-controlledCIS, theKremlinwas determined to secure economic gains in the

region. In particular, Moscow wanted to control pipelines that delivered gas to

Europe through Ukrainian territory and pressured Kiev to agree to joint ownership

of Naftogaz (Ivzhenko 2011), Ukraine’s state-controlled gas company. The

Kremlin wanted to avoid additional energy disputes with Ukraine by purchasing

controlling stakes in Naftogas. As articulated by Konstantin Kosachyev, chairman

of the International Affairs Committee of the State Duma, the idea was for Ukraine

and Russia to “become a single transit space between Europe and China, between

European and Asian markets” (Interfax, March 4, 2011). In early 2007, Gazprom

succeeded in acquiring a 50% stake in the Belarusian state gas pipeline company,

Beltransgaz, but it had no success with Ukraine.

In December 2008, another crisis culminated in the termination of energy

deliveries to Ukraine. By stopping gas supplies, Russia left without heat not only

Ukrainians, but millions of Eastern Europeans as well. This timeMoscow was able

to negotiate a beneficial agreement by exploiting domestic political divisions in

Ukraine. Putin in his capacity of Prime Minister negotiated directly with Prime

Minister Yulia Tymoshenko, whowas planning to run for presidency andwas eager

to demonstrate her ability to work with Russia. In January 2009, the two brokered a

10-year contract, as Yushchenko’s popularity declined further (Bloomberg,

January 20, 2009).

Overall, Russia failed to develop a partnership with Yushchenko and

increasingly built relations with other political forces in the country. Russia’s

frozen relations with Ukraine’s president culminated in President Dmitriy

A. Medvedev’s decision to delay sending a new Russian ambassador to Kiev in

August 2009. Medvedev (2009) denounced Yushchenko for conducting “anti-

Russian policies.” In particular, Russia’s president cited Ukraine’s interference

with Russia’s Black Sea fleet in Sevastopol, its support of Georgia during Russia’s

military conflict with that country in August 2008, its bid for NATO membership,

and its disruption of Russia’s gas deliveries to Europe, as well as mistreatment of

Russian investors and glorification of Nazi collaborators. As with the January

2009 gas contract, Medvedev’s decision and its public justification served to

Post-Soviet Affairs 283



influence the Ukrainian presidential elections by undermining the political

position of Yushchenko and his supporters.

The limited partnership with Yanukovych, 2010–2013

In February 2010, Viktor Yanukovych was elected the new president. As a result,

Russian–Ukrainian relations improved considerably, although not to the extent

that the Kremlin desired. By capitalizing on high oil prices and soft-power capital,

Russia contributed to the defeat of Yushchenko and reversed the color revolutions

in Ukraine, which the Kremlin viewed as dangerous for Russia and destabilizing

for the larger region. An anti-Kremlin government was replaced with one that

favored stronger ties with Russia. Following a change in government, Russia

negotiated new terms for its political influence. In April 2010, the two sides agreed

to extend the lease on Russia’s Black Sea Fleet for 25 more years in exchange for

the reduction of gas prices by 30% (Bloomberg, April 23, 2010). In October 2011,

following the idea of strengthening Russia’s ties with its neighbors, Putin (2011)

proposed to build a new Eurasian Union among CIS member states. With Ukraine

in mind, he emphasized the open nature of the proposed union and laid out the

economic incentives for joining it, including an increase in trade, common

modernization projects, and improved standards of living. In 2011, Russia

formally invited Ukraine to join a Customs Union, promising another major

discount for gas prices (Kommersant, April 7, 2011). While the former deal meant

to close the door to NATO for Ukraine, the purpose of the latter was to keep

Ukraine within the realm of Russia’s economic influence. The Customs Union was

created in 2010 and includes Russia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan – it became

operative in January 2012.

Despite the improvement of relations under Yanukovych, the Russia–Ukraine

partnership remained limited. The Ukrainian leadership reversed the previous

NATO membership course and indicated a willingness to accommodate Russia in

strengthening its presence in the Ukrainian economy. However, Yanukovych did

not sell controlling shares of Naftogas to Gazprom and declined the Customs

Union offer. Rather than following the example of Belarus and Kazakhstan,

Ukraine wanted to establish a special, 3 þ 1 format of relationships with the

organization that would allow it to continue its integration with the European

Union. In October 2013, in the hope of making Yanukovych change his mind,

Putin went so far as to extend Ukraine another major discount in energy prices and

pledged $15 billion in aid. In response, in November 2013, at the EU summit in

Vilnius, the Ukrainian president announced his decision to postpone an

Association Agreement with the EU.

The confrontation, February–August 2014

That decision proved to be fatal for Yanukovych. In response to what was

perceived as the leadership’s reversal of the drive to join the EU, mass

demonstrations took place in Kiev protesting Yanukovych’s decision. The protest
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was also about lack of internal economic and political progress in the country. The

post-Soviet years had led to the degradation ofUkraine’s economy,with the super-rich

controlling its various parts and themajority of the population having little prospect of

improving its living standards. Led by the opposition and supported by Western

nations,5 the Ukrainian protest gathered momentum and reached an unprecedented

level. The opposition was critical of Yanukovych’s policies at home and favored

the country’s pro-European development. The president not only refused to accept the

opposition’s conditions, but also declined to use force to restore order. As a result, the

country continued to slide toward violence and disintegration. In response, the leaders

of Germany, France, and Poland engaged in brokering a compromise between the

president and opposition. However, on 21 February 2014, the EU-brokered

compromise agreement collapsed. For unknown reasons, Yanukovych left office,6

decamped to the east of Ukraine and then to Russia.

The Kremlin blamed Western governments for the collapse of the compromise

agreement and refused to recognize the new government in Kiev. Russia seized

control over Crimea and, following a referendum on its status, recognized its

independence and then incorporated it within its own territory. The Kremlin

demanded that Kiev initiate new constitutional changes, guarantee the protection

of Russian speakers, and conduct a decentralization reform in the country. Russia

further provided various forms of assistance for protesters in the eastern Ukraine

who refused to recognize the authority of Kiev’s government. In addition, Russia

amassed around 30,000 troops on Ukraine’s border. Finally, the Russian

government retracted its energy discount and financial aid for Kiev, thereby

exacerbating its dire economic situation. Ukraine was already heavily indebted to

Russia’s Gazprom and was in no position to pay its debts.

Following the revolution and removal of President Yanukovych from power,

the situation in Ukraine quickly deteriorated. The new government in Kiev lacked

popular support and legitimacy in the absence of popular elections. In May,

Ukraine elected a new president, Petro Poroshenko, who received 54% of the vote.

That partly filled the institutional vacuum in the country, but the old parliament

remained in place until fall 2014. Meanwhile, inspired by Russia’s annexation of

Crimea, separatists in the east and south of Ukraine took control of government

buildings and refused to cooperate with the government in Kiev by appointing

their own “popular” governors in several regions (Donestsk, Lugansk, Nikolayev,

Khar’kiv, Odessa, and others). The government’s attempt to carry out “anti-

terrorist” operations against the protestors heightened mistrust in the government

and exacerbated tensions to the point of civil war. As Ukraine was descending into

a civil war, Moscow could no longer rely on soft power in defending its interests

and applied various modes of political and economic pressure on Kiev to start

negotiations with the protesters.

The Ukraine crisis challenged Russia’s position in the former Soviet region in a

fundamental way. The Eurasian Union would henceforth develop without

Ukraine. Russia’s relations with the Western nations have sunk to an

unprecedentedly low level. Unlike Russia, the United States and the EU leaders

endorsed the new government in Kiev, promising economic and political support,
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and demanding that Russia withdraw its troops and cease assistance for protestors

inside Ukraine. Western governments led by the United States imposed sanctions

against Russia’s key officials and threatened to apply stronger sanctions against

the Russian economy. In July, following the downing of a Malaysia airliner with

289 civilians on board, Western governments blamed Russia for the tragedy and

imposed additional sanctions against the Russian economy. This time, the EU

joined the United States by limiting access to European capital markets for

Russian banks as well as banning sales to Russia of energy-related equipment and

dual-use technologies that could be used for military purposes (Eremenko 2014).

The Kremlin reciprocated by implementing a package of food sanctions (import

bans) against Western nations specifically designed to negatively affect those

European economies dependent on trade with Russia.

In the meantime, violence and instability in eastern and southern Ukraine

continued and escalated. The Geneva accord negotiated on 17 April 2014

stipulated that all illegally armed units of Ukraine must disarm. However, the

agreement did not hold, as both the Right Sector and the protestors and separatists

refused to honor it. On 2May, 40 people were burned alive in Odessa. The summer

saw especially intense fighting between the eastern rebels and Ukrainian army.

Despite the latter’s successes in July through the first half of August, the rebels

persevered and in the second half of August, helped by Russia, launched a

counteroffensive. They encircled important divisions of the Ukrainian army and

paramilitary and regained control of territories to the south of Donetsk. Under

these conditions, the meeting by Putin and Poroshenko in Minsk on 26 August

produced no results. Both expected concessions from the other side based on their

show of force on the eastern front. However, a new military escalation soon took

place in the eastern Ukraine with likely involvement of Russian troops. The

Ukrainian army suffered crushing defeats, and on 3 September, Poroshenko called

Putin to negotiate a cease-fire and conditions for peace (Olearchyk and Buckley

2014). Table 1 summarizes the fluctuations of Russia’s Ukraine policy.

Explaining Russia’s Ukraine policy: values and interests

To explain Russia’s changing policy, one has to consider both the values and

interests that guide the Kremlin’s actions toward Ukraine.

Values, interests, and Russia’s foreign policy formation

International relations theory offers us several ways of thinking about values and

interests in foreign policy. Realism understands values in terms of power, status,

and prestige – either as a resource of national consolidation and support of state

policy abroad or a pretext for asserting state interests. Contemporary realism finds

values to be superfluous as a conceptual category by replacing national values with

the notion of national interests, or something that is shaped by the structure of the

international system and remains constant over a long period of time. Even if

values are sometimes important, they are viewed as secondary to considerations of
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power. For example, according to Samuel Huntington (1996, 310), who saw the

world in terms of a “clash of civilizations,” power precedes culture, not the other

way around.

However, the formation of values should not be reduced to considerations of

state interests and power. Values are developed historically and establish cultural

lenses through which nations form their international perceptions and assess their

interests. The power dimension comes into play when national values are

promoted externally or protected from outside interference. Attitudes of foreign

powers, especially those that are historically significant, are critical in determining

whether politicians will emphasize shared or distinctive dimensions of values in

international relations. When pressured from outside, nations tend to react

defensively by embracing ethnic prejudices, empowering nationalist voices, and

engaging in exclusionary practices at home and abroad. Because of the West’s

tendency to promote its values as “universal,” many nations across the world tend

to dismiss them as inappropriate and reflecting the West’s power ambitions.

This dual dynamics is common for Russia’s relations with the EU and the

United States. On the one hand, Russia has developed historically strong ties with

Western nations and aspires to their recognition of its values and interests. On the

other hand, the Russian system of values has been established as culturally

distinct. Russian values include an authentic concept of spiritual freedom inspired

by Eastern Christianity and the idea of a strong, socially protective state capable of

defending its own subjects from abuses at home and threats from abroad. Russia

cooperates with the Western nations when its fundamental values and interests are

not challenged. When they are challenged, Russia tends to turn to nationalist and

assertive foreign policy, especially if it possesses sufficient power capabilities

(Tsygankov 2012c).

With respect to Ukraine, the dominant Russian perception stresses strong

cultural and historical ties between the two peoples. Predominantly Slavic and

Table 1. Russia’s Ukraine policy, 2004–2014.

1. Frozen ties (2004–2010) Warnings against NATO membership
Blocking Ukraine’s MAP in NATO
Pressures to control Naftogaz
Termination of gas deliveries
Delay of sending new ambassador

2. Limited partnership
(2010–2013)

Lease for Russia’s Black Sea Fleet extended until 2035
Reduction of gas prices
Pressures to join the Customs Union
Pressures to control Naftogaz
Financial aid

3. Confrontation
(February–August 2014)

Non-recognition of new government in Kiev
Control and annexation of Crimea
Demands to decentralize power
Troops on Ukraine’s border
Support for protesters in the east
Retracted aid and energy discount
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Eastern Christian, they have fought against common enemies at least since the

seventeenth century and were members of the same imperial state. Russians

consider Ukrainian people to be “brotherly” and are resentful of what they view as

the Western nations’ attempts to challenge the established cultural bond or to

convert Ukraine into their own system of values. This view is only partly shared by

Ukrainians, and not at all shared by the EU and the United States. Polls register

that Ukrainians are deeply divided in their views of Russia and the Western world.

For instance, a poll taken in December 2013 showed that Ukrainians favoring

closer ties with Russia were equal in number to those favoring closer ties with

Europe (Charap and Darden 2013).7 As for the Western nations, their elites tend to

assume the universality of their values and reject those of Russia as old-fashioned

and not well suited for the modern world. In the context of the international

competition for power, these diverging perceptions have the potential to be

polarized further by leading the sides toward conflict.

In addition to values, Russia considers Ukraine to be vitally important for

geopolitical reasons. A large borderland territory, Ukraine serves to protect Russia

from potential military intervention by Western powers. Etymologically, ukraina

is close to the Russian word okraina, which means borderland. Indeed, the ethno-

territorial borders of Ukraine were drawn by Josef Stalin in cooperation with Nazi

Germany in order to establish a meaningful buffer zone protecting the Soviet

Union from the West. Ukraine also connects Russia with Europe economically, as

most Russian energy pipelines supply EU customers by traversing Ukrainian

territory. Many in the Kremlin perceive the connection to Ukraine as the last pillar

of Russia’s stability and power that could not be undermined if Russia were to

survive and preserve its sovereignty, independence, and authentic political

culture.8

The construction of conflict and why didn’t Russia intervene in 2004?

By the time of the Orange Revolution, Russia’s interests had already been largely

constructed as in conflict with those of the West and the pro-Western leadership in

Ukraine. Historical and cultural developments with roots in the Cold War

contributed to this, by generating Russia and the West’s mistrust in each other’s

intentions and strengthening the exclusionary value dynamics. Since the mid-

1990s, Russia viewed the process of NATO expansion as threatening its security

interests. The two sides went through several rounds of sharp rhetorical

disagreements that indicated lack of understanding and served to further their

separate identities.9 In addition to promoting a separate understanding of security

interests, the Revolution began the process of forming Russia’s values as

principally divergent from those of the West.

In Russia’s perception, Yushchenko failed to recognize Russia’s values and

interests by pushing Ukraine to gain membership in NATO, promoting the

memory of nationalist fighters against the Soviets during the World War II, and

elevating the status of the Ukrainian language at the expense of Russian. In the

Kremlin’s perceptions, not only did Kiev’s aspiration to join the Western alliance
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ignore Russia’s security interests, but it also had only weak domestic support.

According to public opinion polls at the time, the majority of the Ukrainian

population, and not just those living in the east, did not favor membership in

NATO. For instance, as late as in September 2008, roughly two-thirds (61%) of

Ukrainians opposed accession to the alliance, as compared with 24% supporting

the idea (Interfax, September 24, 2008). However, Kiev actively worked toward

gaining membership in the alliance by increasingly casting it as a pro-European

and pro-Western “civilizational” choice. In order to further promote such views,

Yushchenko’s government launched a propaganda campaign to undermine the

country’s historical and cultural ties to Russia. In particular, the Ukrainian

president called for the official recognition of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army

(UPA), known for its crimes against Soviet citizens during the war and condemned

during the Nuremburg War Crimes Trials (BBC Monitoring, October 14, 2007).

He insulted Russia’s memory of war by awarding the medal of Hero of Ukraine to

Nazi collaborators Stepan Bandera and Roman Shukhevich. Furthermore, Kiev

presented the Stalin-organized mass starvation of Ukrainian peasants (known as

Holodomor) not as a policy that aimed to break those resisting Soviet

collectivization, but as a genocide against Ukrainians as a nation. Finally,

Yushchenko continued policies of restricting the public space for the Russian

language. The requirement was introduced for Russian films to be dubbed into

Ukrainian or have Ukrainian subtitles. The Ukrainian Law “On Television and

Radio Broadcasting” stipulated that at least 75% broadcasts should be in

Ukrainian, compared with 50% before (Itar-Tass, December 27, 2009).

As explained by Yushchenko, the slogan “two languages – one country,” which

implied the official status of the Russian language in Ukraine, “is a capitulation

plan” (Itar-Tass, September 2, 2009).

What exacerbated the situation was that Western governments supported many

of the policies that Russia considered disrespectful of its values and interests.

While challenging Russia not to meddle in the Ukrainian elections in November

2004, the United States and the European Union played an important role in

removing Yanukovych from power. They did not limit themselves to political

statements about the “unacceptability” of the election’s results – a step in itself

unprecedented in the light of their previously much calmer reaction to

considerably less fair elections in Central Asia, the Caucasus, and elsewhere.

Through activities of various NGOs, the West also provided considerable financial

assistance for Yushchenko’s campaign. Western nations, especially the United

States, strongly advocated a MAP for Georgia and Ukraine. During the Bucharest

summit in April 2008, Condoleezza Rice and George Bush, supported by Poland

and the Czech Republic, argued the case against opposition from France and

Germany (Dempsey 2008).

Although Europeans were divided on incorporating Ukraine into NATO, they

were unanimous in supporting the EU Eastern Partnership program that was

proposed in 2008 to build special ties with Ukraine and five other nations –

Belarus, Moldova, Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan – yet failed to extend the

invitation to Russia. The fact that the program was initially proposed by Poland,
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Latvia, and Sweden, known to be especially critical of Russia, also did not help to

alleviate the Kremlin’s suspicion that, rather than helping Ukraine and others with

developing ties with the EU, the Eastern Partnership was a Trojan horse for getting

them into NATO. On the other hand, when Russia’s President Medvedev proposed

a new all-European treaty to move beyond NATO expansion following the war

with Georgia, Western nations largely ignored it. Russia’s hopes to engage the

Western nations in a joint security policy proved futile. The United States and

the EU also ignored Ukrainian historical revisionism and lack of respect for

language diversity.

As frustrated as the Kremlin was with Kiev’s policies, it never considered

using military force in Ukraine, instead relying on political and economic

pressures. Russia was still hoping to strengthen ties with Western nations based on

a common understanding of interests and the fight against global terrorism.

Although Putin miscalculated Yanukovych’s chances of winning, he was never

willing to sacrifice his relations with theWest over the crisis in Ukraine, and he did

not let his readiness to stand for Russia’s strategic interests be turned into

confrontation. In handling the crisis and developing relationships with the new

Ukrainian leadership, the Kremlin did not follow the advice of those who

recommended applying economic sanctions or supporting separatism in

Ukraine.10 Although the general public in Russia overwhelmingly supported

Yanukovych and many members of the political class felt cheated and betrayed by

the West (Torbakov 2014a), Putin sought an asymmetrical response by welcoming

any winner in Ukraine’s rerun of its presidential election and asserting that Russia

had no objections to Ukraine’s joining the European Union. In addition,

Yushchenko did not immediately indicate the extent to which he was willing to

proceed in challenging Russia’s interests and values. A certain inertia prevailed in

Russia–Ukraine relations by excluding, for the time being, any radical actions

on the part of the Kremlin. Rather than coercing and applying pressures, Russia

initially planned to co-opt Yushchenko by mobilizing Russia’s soft power and

the two nations’ economic, cultural, and institutional interdependence.11

Russia’s values and interests progress under Yanukovych

By the time of Yanukovych’s election as Ukraine’s president in early 2010, Putin

had grown skeptical of relations with the West. The policy of improving ties with

the United States under his designated successor Medvedev did not amount to

recognition of the Kremlin’s objectives. The USA continued to develop the MDS

jointly with the Europeans but separately from Russia. The Western nations

remained rhetorically supportive of the former Soviet states’ bid for NATO

membership and refused to consider Moscow’s initiative to negotiate a new

security treaty with European nations. Tensions over handling of the Middle

Eastern crisis that erupted in late 2010 and 2011 grew day by day. By the second

half of 2010, the Kremlin showed signs of frustration with the West’s lack of

acceptance of Russia’s interests and policies. In the meantime, Western criticism

of Russia grew in response to the Kremlin’s handling of protesters, the case of

A. Tsygankov290



Russian lawyer Sergey Magnitsky, who was arrested and died while in detention,

and many other violations of human rights.

In this context of growing criticism of Russia’s political system, Putin’s

discourse obtained a new, ideological dimension. Since his election campaign for

a third term as president in 2012, he began to promote the vision of Russia as a

culturally distinct power, committed to defending particular values and principles

relative to those of the West and other civilizations. In his 2012 address to the

Federation Council, Putin (2012a) stated that “In the 21st century amid a new

balance of economic, civilizational and military forces Russia must be a sovereign

and influential country . . . We must be and remain Russia.” He further defended

“independence and sovereignty in spiritual, ideological and foreign policy

spheres” as an “integral part of our national character” (Putin 2013). Inside the

country, the president advanced the idea of state-civilization by recognizing ethnic

Russians as “the core [sterzhen’ ] that binds the fabric” of Russia as a culture and a

state (Putin 2012b). Being especially concerned with national unity, Putin pointed

to the “deficit of spiritual values” and recommended strengthening “the

institutions that are the carriers of traditional values,” especially family and

schools. In multiple statements, he further criticized what he saw as Europe’s

departure from traditional religious and family values.

Russia’s relations with Yanukovych’s Ukraine should be understood in terms

of defending Russia’s security interests and advancing the newly defined system of

values. The Kremlin hoped to make progress in both. Results proved to be

impressive. Yanukovych soon renounced any aspirations to join NATO and

accommodated Russia’s desire to renew a long-term lease on stationing the Black

Sea Fleet in Crimea. He also cancelled the law awarding the medal of Hero of

Ukraine to Nazi collaborators and publicly renounced the interpretation of

Holodomor as genocide against Ukrainians. Finally, in 2012 the Rada passed a

new law that gave the Russian language the status of a “regional language” by

approving its use in schools and other public places in regions where Russians

exceed 10% of the total population. Although the Ukrainian language remained

the official one, the new law eliminated any grounds for discrimination in

predominantly Russian-speaking eastern and southern parts of the country.

The emboldened Kremlin saw these developments as signaling Kiev’s

movement toward the Russia-advocated Eurasian Union. Although Yanukovych

continued to conduct a dualistic foreign policy by refusing to join the Russia-

initiated Collective Security Treaty Organization or the Customs Union, Moscow

hoped to succeed in persuading him by applying its energy leverage over Ukraine.

The Kremlin saw the EU’s Eastern Partnership program as a geopolitical

competitor and was encouraged by Yanukovych’s refusal to sign an Associate

Membership Agreement with the EU in November 2013. The more the EU

presented Ukrainian membership in the organization as a “civilizational” choice,

the more Putin and his associates viewed the Eurasian Union as a values-based

community. To them, the Eurasian Union was not only not strictly an economic

arrangement, but also an alternative means of defending sovereignty and national

unity from political encroachment by the EU.
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Russia’s values and power confronted by Kiev

Putin viewed the revolutionary developments in Ukraine following Yanukovych’s

decision not to sign the agreement with the EU as the ultimate betrayal of Russia’s

interests and values by Kiev. The Kremlin saw the Euromaidan Revolution as one

instigated by the United States and following the series of other revolutions from

Serbia in 2000 to the Arab Spring in 2011.12 Given the depth of its cultural,

economic, and political ties to Russia, Ukraine was especially important. Putin

was convinced that the compromise agreement between the president and the

opposition on 21 February 2014 brokered by the EU collapsed because of

intervention by the United States and the EU’s unwillingness to reinvigorate the

agreement. Putin acted as if thwarting the American ambitions to influence Kiev

was his last stand against global American hegemony. By embracing a policy of

assertiveness and defiance vis-à-vis the United States since the mid-2000s, he

could no longer ignore those inside Russia who had long insisted on protecting the

country’s values and security from what they saw as dangerous encroachment by

the West.

The Ukrainian revolution and Western support for it mobilized support for

nationalism in Russia. The nationalist coalition behind Putin’s Crimean

intervention and tough stance toward the new government in Kiev included

security hawks known for their close ties with Putin and tough opposition to

NATO expansion. It was in close consultation with this group that Russia’s

president made his decision regarding intervention in Crimea.13 Security hawks,

including Sergey Ivanov and Secretary of the Security Council Nikolay Patrushev,

form a close circle of Putin’s old KGB friends who have had access to him since

his ascendance to power in 2000. In 2008, Ivanov (currently the head of the

presidential administration), was expected to become Putin’s heir to the

presidency, but was passed over for the more liberal and West-friendly Dmitriy

Medvedev. NATO intervention in Yugoslavia, two rounds of expansion in Europe,

and the United States’ decision to deploy elements of MDS in Europe convinced

Putin and his entourage that their system was also under threat. Although

Yanukovych scrapped his country’s NATO membership plans and signed a long-

term lease on Russia’s military bases in Crimea, the Kremlin remained suspicious

that his desire to strengthen relations with the European Union was a path toward

joining the Western military alliance. With the ascent of Arseniy Yatsenyuk’s pro-

Western coalition in Kiev, Moscow had reason to believe that Kiev would resume

its drive to join NATO and denounce the Black Sea agreement that allowed Russia

to keep its fleet in Crimea until 2042. Initial reports from Kiev were that

proponents of NATO under Yushchenko, such as Foreign Minister Boris

Tarasyuk, would be back in the government. By intervening in Crimea, Putin

acknowledged that his leverage against Kiev – largely based on natural gas

supplies and personal ties with Ukrainian pragmatists – was insufficient to ensure

Ukraine’s neutral status and preserve the Russian fleet in the Black Sea.

In addition to security interests, the Kremlin was concerned about historical

and linguistic ties between the two nations. For a long time, nationalist politicians,

A. Tsygankov292



such as Vladimir Zhirinovskiy and Dmitriy Rogozin, presented ethnic Russians as

the largest divided nation on earth and insisted on the imminence of national

re-unification. Rogozin had argued since the 1990s that Russians are the core of

the post-Soviet revival and the state must defend them everywhere in Eurasia

(Zevelev 2001; Laruelle 2009). Until the rise of political protest in late 2011, the

state ignored nationalists or banned them from participating in politics when they

were perceived as dangerous. In 2005, Rogozin’s popular nationalist party,

Rodina, was banned from participating in the election to the Moscow City Duma

on the basis of using ethno-nationalist slogans; most likely this was done to

undermine Rogozin, who was positioning himself as a candidate in the 2008

presidential elections. Since then Putin co-opted Rogozin into government and

restored his movement as a legitimate political organization, thereby recognizing

the growing importance of Russian nationalism.

During the Ukrainian revolution, Putin could not ignore those who turned to

Russia for protection. Even during the war in Georgia he defended not only

Russia’s security perimeters, but also Russian citizens and small nationalities in

the Caucasus. South Ossetia on a number of occasions expressed its desire to

reintegrate with Russia, and neither Abkhazia nor South Ossetia recognized their

membership in Georgia following the Soviet breakup. In addition, the

overwhelming majority of Abkhasians and South Ossetians obtained Russian

passports throughout the 1990s and 2000s. For example, according to Chairman of

Russia’s Duma Committee for the CIS and Compatriots Affairs Andrey Kokoshin,

“Russian citizens constitute a large share of population living on the territory of

South Ossetia and Abkhazia,” which means that “Russia must protect their lives,

health, property, honor and dignity by all available means, like the United States

and other Western nations are doing” (Illarionov 2009). Unable to offer such

protection earlier due to internal weakness, Russia was now determined to

demonstrate that it has not forgotten those loyal to its values and interests in the

Caucasus. Putin (2012b) further embraced some ethno-nationalist ideas in

response to nationalist and middle-class protests in 2011–2012. In Crimea, he

faced the highest concentration of people with traditional pro-Russian views

(Mal’gin 2014; Torbakov 2014b, 201). Inaction in response to the Ukranian

revolution would have come at a high cost of declining support for Putin’s claims

to leadership in Eurasia.

Steps that followed the Euromaidan Revolution galvanized Moscow’s

suspicions that Kiev would break cultural and historical ties to Russia, thereby

undermining its fabric of internal values. What confirmed the Kremlin’s fears was

that Kiev canceled the 2012 law on the status of Russian as a regional language.

Furthermore, in response to Ukrainians obtaining Russian passports, some

deputies in Rada proposed that second (Russian) citizenship be punished with 10

years jail time. The Rada also enacted legislation restricting Russian media

coverage and formed a new government with a heavy representation of nationalist

figures. Finally, prominent positions in the new cabinet were held by politicians

with ties to ultranationalist organizations that trace their political roots to Stepan

Bandera. Among them were the minister of defense, head of national security,
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prosecutor general, and minister of education – presumably to educate Ukrainians

in the spirit of Russophobic history. The revolutionary change of power in Kiev

prompted the Kremlin to view new Ukrainian values as incompatible with those of

Russia and Eurasia. In his press conference, Putin (2014b) referred to the

Ukrainian events as the “rampage of Nazi, nationalist, and anti-Semitic forces.”

Table 2 summarizes the record of recognition of Russia’s interests and values

by the Ukrainian government as it affected the Kremlin’s policy toward the

country.

Alternative explanations

There are several alternative explanations of Russia’s Ukraine policy that stress

Russian imperialism, the regime’s diversionary politics,14 divergent national

identities, and Putin’s ressentiment. These explanations are either wrong or

insufficient in accounting for Russia’s behavior.

Russia’s “imperialism” and power aspirations

The imperialist explanation assumes that the Kremlin is driven by instincts of

ethnic Russians to restore the country’s traditional or “historic” lands. There are

many observers in the West who, despite the end of the Cold War, continue to

interpret Russia as a traditionalist and expansionist power waiting to expand into

the former Soviet lands. To them, Russia’s international assertiveness in the wake

of the color revolutions in Georgia or Ukraine was predetermined by the West’s

lack of firmness in resisting Moscow’s power aspirations. For example, several

writers have charged that Putin is dependent on imperialist ideas articulated by

Russian nationalists such as Aleksandr Dugin and Aleksandr Prokhanov

(Barbashin and Thoburn 2014; Snyder 2014b). Both are members of the radical

nationalist think tank called the Izborsk Club and advocate restoration of empire in

place of the former Soviet territory as the only viable political and economic

entity. Crimea’s annexation and Putin’s new nationalist rhetoric seemed to point to

his conversion to nationalism. Nationalists since the 1990s have advocated

defending Russians across Eurasia and “re-unifying” all formerly Russian lands.

Putin’s exploitation of the nationalist rhetoric was unmistakable in his speech on

Crimea, which includes over 20 references to Russkiy, rather than the more

racially inclusive Rossiyskiy (Putin 2014a)

The problem with the imperialist argument is that it overstates Putin’s

ideological commitment and willingness to go as far as Russian nationalists would

Table 2. Recognition of Russia’s interests and values by Ukraine.

Period Security interests Economic interests Values

1. Frozen ties (2004–2010) No No No
2. Limited partnership (2010–2013) Yes Partial yes Yes
3. Confrontation (2014) No No No
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want him to go. Although Putin’s rhetoric is indeed increasingly nationalist, it is

designed more to reach out to traditional critics of the state, than to faithfully

follow their recommendations. Rhetoric aside, Putin has maintained a political and

ideological distance from radical nationalist organizations and ideas. The Kremlin

did not recognize Donetsk and Lugansk’s referendums, did not formally invade

Ukrainian territory, but instead worked to keep the rebellious provinces within the

Ukraine proper. Those who expected Putin to assemble the historic Russian lands

were disappointed. While appropriating key concepts from the nationalist

vocabulary, he continued to alternate them with ideas that nationalists find

objectionable. Preservation of the power of the state remained his true priority and

his exploitation of nationalism has more to do with American and European, rather

than domestic, pressures.

A meaningful historical parallel here might be Nicholas I’s relations with

Slavophiles during the Crimean War. Nicholas was sympathetic to the some of the

Slavophiles’ ideas, such as their vision of Russia as the only representative of “true”

Europe.15 He also favored providing more support for pro-Russian revolutionaries

in the Balkans. Nevertheless, the Tsar was not driven by those ideas in his actions

toward the Ottoman Empire. He never endorsed the Slavophiles’ urge to topple

Constantinople and did not provide the full-fledged assistance expected by the

Slavophiles for the Slav and Orthodox revolutionaries, just as Putin did not act on

nationalist expectations by sending troops to eastern Ukraine.

The imperialist argument suffers from essentialism by failing to appreciate the

interactive nature of Russia’s foreign policy formation. For instance, the argument

gives little consideration to the possibility that Putin’s policy evolved in a more

extreme direction in response to actions by the Western powers and their post-

Cold War advancement into what Russia perceives as the sphere of its cultural

values and geopolitical interests. Russia’s relationship with Ukraine evolved

through several stages, andMoscow’s objectives were defensive, aiming mainly to

prevent NATO expansion and the inclusion of Ukraine into the alliance. Western

nations and Ukraine also bear responsibility for Russia’s policy. As John

Mearsheimer (2014) argued, NATO enlargement became the central element of a

strategy to move Ukraine out of Russia’s orbit and, as such, could not be tolerated

by Russian leaders. The West also provided financial support for anti-Russian

groups in Ukraine, insisted on incompatibility of the Eurasian Union with the EU,

and invariably backed Kiev against Moscow. Mearsheimer (2014) is correct to

conclude that “U.S. and European leaders blundered in attempting to turn Ukraine

into a Western stronghold.”

Putin’s diversionary politics

The diversionary explanation reduces Putin’s actions to considerations of internal

stability and regime consolidation. Supporters of the explanation link the

Kremlin’s recognition of the Crimean referendum and its subsequent annexation

to the country’s domestic problems, especially growing political protest and

stagnation of the economy. In their debate with John Mearsheimer, Michael
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McFaul (2014) and Steven Sestanovich (2014) argued that Russian foreign policy

grew more aggressive in response to Putin’s authoritarian politics, not US policies.

Building on a correlation between presidential approval ratings and economic

growth rates, Daniel Treisman (2014) explained why Putin did not accept

outcomes of Ukraine’s revolution in February 2014 even though he was prepared

to work with those who came to power in Kiev following the Orange Revolution in

November 2004. To Treisman (2014), what has changed was that Putin now hoped

to use the conflict to ignite nationalist pride and anger at home, building a new base
of anti-Western support for his leadership as he loses the backing based on economic
performance. (With oil prices no longer rising, and global liquidity tighter since the
2008 financial crisis, Russia’s growth slowed to just 1.3 percent last year.)

What is lost in this explanation is analysis of Putin’s power structure and his

perception of the crisis and Russia’s economic development. Although Russia’s

internal problems are serious, Putin’s approval ratings were high before the

intervention and he hardly needed it to improve his domestic standing. By fall

2013, the Kremlin gained a new political confidence largely by locating what

experts identified as Putin’s conservative majority. By studying Russian reactions

to the Anti-Magnitsky Act (Dima Yakovlev Law), the trial over Pussy Riot, and

restrictions on the activities of protesters and NGOs, Putin’s regime concluded that

it had a sufficiently strong social base to avert destabilization. In December of the

same year, Putin pardoned 20,000 prisoners, including members of Pussy Riot and

his longtime critic, former oligarch Mikhail Khodorkovsky. Many of those

charged for disturbances during protests in early 2012 were either released or

received sentences lighter than expected. Russia’s successful hosting of the

Olympics further boosted domestic support for Putin. Despite the economic

slowdown, the Kremlin did not feel especially weak, particularly in the context of

then-ongoing crisis within the EU.

Divergent national identities

The divergent identities explanation stresses Ukraine and Russia’s historically

different experiences of colony and metropole, subject and ruler, periphery and

center, respectively. As the argument goes, Ukrainians along with other

nationalities decided to have a state of their own and began to fiercely contest the

Russian empire and imperial state-building project. While protesting at the

Maidan, Ukrainians defended the identity and “civilizational” values of

Europeanness – hence, the notion of the Euromaidan – against those of Eurasian

or the “East Slavic Orthodox civilization” as advocated by the Kremlin.16 The

latter simply could not accept Ukraine’s commitment to democratic Europe, for it

would severely undermine Russia’s own authoritarian identity.

The argument is a version of the above-considered Russian imperialism, yet is

distinct in emphasizing domestic foundations of the two nations’ differences.

While it is hard to dispute Ukraine and Russia’s historical differences, such

differences should not be exaggerated. Both nations have European roots, and both

are predominantly Slavic and Orthodox. In addition, Russia’s desire to build the
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Eurasian Union should not be viewed as an anti-European project. Judged by

official speeches and statements, the Eurasian Union aims to become a bridge

between the European Union and Asia Pacific to preserve a relative openness of

Russia’s economy to global influences. As to the democracy part, the Kremlin is

indeed fearful of popular democratic aspirations, but for reasons that are

insufficiently appreciated by advocates of the different identities argument. Given

Russia’s traumatic experience with revolutions in the twentieth century, the

country’s officials were especially fearful of violence and instability that the

EuroMaidan revolution could bring, and indeed brought.17 In addition to Russia’s

own experience with instability, the so-called color revolutions in the former

Soviet region failed to satisfy popular democratic aspirations to make government

less corrupt and more sensitive to people’s needs.18

Putin’s ressentiment

Finally, the often-cited explanation of Moscow’s Ukraine policy emphasizes

Putin’s mind-set of ressentiment, or the emotional complex associated with anger

and outrage that resulted from Russia’s loss of status and mistreatments by the

West following the USSR’s disintegration.19 The “angry guy” explanation differs

from the one that highlights rationally calculated tactical gains as stressed by the

diversionary politics argument.

One can grant emotionally colored arguments considerable plausibility, even

though such arguments are difficult to document empirically. Indeed, Putin’s

rhetoric and assertive policy since 2007 often betrayed emotions of frustration and

anger in relations with the West (Larson and Shevchenko 2014; Tsygankov

2014a). However, by themselves emotions-based explanations are not sufficient

and should be linked to domestic social structures, on the one hand, and external

influences, on the other. It is these structures and influences that serve as relevant

contexts that trigger emotions on which statesmen act.

Overall, the true motives of Putin’s intervention in Ukraine had little to do with

diversionary domestic politics, just as his intentions have nothing to do with trying

to recreate the USSR. Nor do perspectives from divergent identities of Russia

and Ukraine or Putin’s ressentiment suffice to explain Russia’s behavior. Rather,

the support for Crimea and hostility toward the Ukrainian revolution must be

understood as a reflective reaction to what the Kremlin views as neglect of

Russia’s values and interests and unjust treatment by the West. Putin could no

longer ignore those inside Russia who have been worried for years about

protecting the country’s security and values from what they view as a dangerous

encroachment by Western nations.

Conclusion

The values/interests nexus is helpful in understanding the foreign policy of great

powers such as Russia. In addition, one must consider interaction with other large

states that compete with Russia for influence in Europe and Eurasia. Involvement
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of national values and emotions complicates great power relations, and

perspectives that emphasize rationally defined state interests are potentially

misleading if they are not combined with analysis of mutually exclusive cultural

claims. In acting toward Ukraine, Russia has been guided by its understanding of

national interests and values, as well as the degree of their recognition by Western

powers. The absence of such recognition has contributed to confrontation and

violence in Ukraine.

Whether or not violence in Ukraine continues, the conflict has a larger

dimension of Russia–West confrontation. In the emerging post-Western world, it

will take time to establish new rules, while old and rising great powers will continue

to compete with the goal of shaping the international system to their advantage.

History teaches us not to exclude the possibility of wars as a byproduct of such

competition. Some analysts have suggested that such confrontation may lead in the

direction of a war between Russia and NATO (Vanden Heuvel and Cohen 2014).

Despite the sanctions imposed by the United States and the EU against the Russian

economy, the Kremlin is unlikely to back off when it feels that its core interests and

values are at stake. There must also be considerations of international honor and

prestige on Putin’s mind. The loss of influence in Ukraine would unquestionably

mean a major geopolitical defeat for the Kremlin, and Putin is signaling to the

outsideworld that Russia remains capable of defending its position even if this leads

to undermining Ukrainian statehood. Despite its weaknesses and vulnerabilities,

Russia continues to holdmajor advantages in Eurasia andwill not stop at exploiting

these when its core values and interests are at stake.

Establishment of common rules of behavior with respect to Ukraine and other

states in Eurasia has been long overdue (Tsygankov 2012b). Had Russia and the

West agreed on such rules, the Euromaidan Revolution, the Russia–Ukraine

confrontation, and the violence in the eastern and southern parts of Ukraine might

have been avoided.

Any vital solution to the Ukraine crisis must address three serious dangers.

The first stems from the rise of Ukrainian militant nationalism and the temptation

by Kiev and Ukrainian paramilitary forces to subjugate Donetsk and Lugansk by

force. Elections to the Rada in November 2014 weakened the more centrist-

minded President Poroshenko by increasing the number of radical nationalists and

field commanders in the parliament. The pressure on the president to sabotage

negotiations and refuse any form of recognition for the East will be great. Any

attempt to resume the “anti-terrorist operation” is the East will risk a serious

escalation and geographic spread of violence in the country.

The second danger is possible implosion of a Ukrainian economy that is very

close to bankruptcy and survives on outside assistance. In December 2014, Prime

Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk made economic progress in the country dependent on

securing $27 billion promised by Western bankers (Reuters, December 11, 2014).

Such progress will undoubtedly be further undermined by deeply unpopular cuts in

social services and preservation of a substantial military budget.

The final danger has to do with provocative behavior by Russia in response to

the West’s pressures. Too many in Western capitals think that a more a
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“pressured” Russia will become more compliant and cooperative. Such thinking

underlies sanctions and is gaining strength in the context of Russia’s approaching

recession and the ruble’s devaluation. On 10 December, the US Congress passed,

by an overwhelming margin, a resolution condemning Russia for its actions

against Ukraine and urging the US president to elevate sanctions and provide

lethal military assistance for Kiev in defending itself against the “aggressive”

Russia (Congress 2014). Counter to the prevailing expectation, sanctions and

military pressures are likely to strengthen the potential for anti-Western

nationalism inside Russia, thereby pushing Putin toward more hawkish and

provocative actions with regard to Ukraine or other Eastern European nations.

Sanctions and pressures on Russia mask the West’s lack of vision regarding the

stabilization of Ukraine and the larger region. Such stabilization must come

through a comprehensive package of political and economic steps including the

military neutrality of Ukraine, guarantees for its security and sovereignty,

considerable autonomy for its eastern and southern regions, and the ability for

Kiev to hold strong commercial ties with both the EU and the Eurasian Union.

Instead of placing all the blame on Russia, the Western nations should

acknowledge their own share of responsibility for the crisis, encourage Ukraine

and Russia to build on the Minsk process, and help negotiations between Kiev and

the eastern provinces. In the longer run, a new conference on European security

must be called to formally end the post-Cold War era and establish a security

system with Russia and Ukraine as key players.

Notes

1. For a critique of this thinking, see Tsygankov (2014b) and Webb (2014).
2. For details of this consensus, see Tsygankov (2011).
3. Yushchenko observed that only 2% of Ukrainians were certain that they knew what

NATO was about (Varfolomeyev 2005).
4. By the time this announcement was made, the CIS states’ debt to Russia had reached

$5.5 billion (Nezavisimaya Gazeta, February 7, 2001).
5. Both the EU and the US provided funds for political groups critical of the

government. Between 2004 and 2013, the European Commission gave e496 million
to “pro-European groups,” such as the “Center for European Co-operation” and the
“Donetsk Regional Public Organization with Hope for the Future” (Booker 2014).
The United States too had promoted independent political groups in Ukraine since
the 1990s. In April 2014, the US Assistant Secretary for European and Eurasian
Affairs, Victoria Nuland, stated that the United States had spent $5 billion “to
support the aspirations of the people of Ukraine to a stronger, democratic
government” (Voice of Russia, April 22, 2014).

6. The most likely reason was that Yanukovych was intimidated by the growing
violence and threats from the radical opposition. The negotiated agreement with the
opposition was not holding, as radicals occupied more buildings and threatened to
take the presidential administration and kill Yanukovych. When Yanukovych fled
Kiev for Kharkiv, the radicals stormed the parliament and oversaw the president’s
illegal impeachment in his absence (Hahn 2014).

7. For more on Ukrainian identity divisions, see Riabchuk (2012), Charap and Darden
(2013), and Torbakov (2014b).
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8. Author’s interviews with foreign policy experts, Moscow, 10–30 June 2014.
9. On the complicated relations between Russia and NATO, see Pouliot (2010),

Tsygankov (2013), and Sarotte (2014).
10. In Russia, nationalist State Duma members and Moscow’s Mayor Yuriy Luzhkov

visited eastern Ukraine to express their support for Yanukovych and for regional
autonomy. The eastern regions of Ukraine, particularly Donetsk, Luhansk, and
Crimea, vowed to pursue greater autonomy from Kiev after the nullification of
Yanukovych’s victory in the first presidential election.

11. On Russian-Ukrainian interdependence, see D’Anieri (1999) andMolchanov (2002).
12. Such thinking was further confirmed by Putin’s statement at the Security Council on

22 July 2014 (Ivanov et al. 2014) and the Council’s Secretary Nikolay Patrushev’s
(2014) interview on 15 October 2014.

13. Sergey Ivanov later explained that economic advisors did not participate in the
discussion on Crimea because of the decision’s urgency (Khamrayev 2014).

14. For a more general critique of imperialist and diversionary explanations, see
Tsygankov (2012a).

15. Unlike Westernizers, Slavophiles were convinced that the West was finished in its
role as the world’s leader and that Russia must now become the capital of world
civilization (Lincoln 1978, 250).

16. See Torbakov (2014b) for an excellent summary of this line of argumentation.
17. The activities of Ukrainian paramilitary organizations with Nazi roots were

documented in Hahn (2014), Luhn (2014), and Parry (2014) among others.
18. As Putin (2014b) stated in his press conference on 4 March 2014,

[T]his revolutionary situation has been brewing for a long time, since the first days of
Ukraine’s independence. The ordinary Ukrainian citizen, the ordinary guy suffered
during the rule of Nicholas II, during the reign of Kuchma, and Yushchenko, and
Yanukovych. Nothing or almost nothing has changed for the better. Corruption has
reached dimensions that are unheard of here in Russia. Accumulation of wealth and
social stratification – problems that are also acute in this country – aremuchworse in
Ukraine, radically worse. Out there, they are beyond anything we can imagine.
Generally, people wanted change, but one should not support illegal change.

19. For different versions of this theory, see Malinova (2014) and Remnick (2014). For
analyses of Russia’s emotions in response to relations with the West, see Forsberg,
Heller, and Wolf (2014).

References

Applebaum, A. 2014. “War in Europe Is Not a Hysterical Idea.”Washington Post, August
29. http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/anne-applebaum-war-in-europe-is-not-
a-hysterical-idea/2014/08/29/815f29d4-2f93-11e4-bb9b-997ae96fad33_story.html

Barbashin, A., and H. Thoburn. 2014. “Putin’s Brain: Alexander Dugin and the
Philosophy Behind Putin’s Invasion of Crimea.” Foreign Affairs, March 31. http://
www.foreignaffairs.com/141080/anton-barbashin-and-hannah-thoburn/putins-brain

Booker, C. 2014. “Fresh Evidence of How the West Lured Ukraine into Its Orbit.”
Telegraph, August 9.

Charap, S., and K. A. Darden. 2013. “Kiev Isn’t Ready for Europe.” New York Times,
December 21.

Congress. 2014. House Resolution 758. Washington, DC: The United States Congress,
House of Representatives, December 4. https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/113/
hres758/text

D’Anieri, Paul J. 1999. Economic Interdependence in Ukrainian-Russian Relations.
Albany: State University of New York Press.

A. Tsygankov300

http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/anne-applebaum-war-in-europe-is-not-a-hysterical-idea/2014/08/29/815f29d4-2f93-11e4-bb9b-997ae96fad33_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/anne-applebaum-war-in-europe-is-not-a-hysterical-idea/2014/08/29/815f29d4-2f93-11e4-bb9b-997ae96fad33_story.html
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/141080/anton-barbashin-and-hannah-thoburn/putins-brain
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/141080/anton-barbashin-and-hannah-thoburn/putins-brain
https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/113/hres758/text
https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/113/hres758/text


Dempsey, J. 2008. “U.S. Pushing to Bring Ukraine and Georgia into NATO.”
International Herald Tribune, February 24.

Eremenko, A. 2014. “Who Is Benefiting from West-Russia Sanctions War?” Moscow
Times, August 6.

Forsberg, T., R. Heller, and R. Wolf, eds. 2014. “Status and Emotions in Russian Foreign
Policy.” Special issue of Communist and Post-Communist Studies 47 (3–4).

Hahn, G. 2014. “The Ukrainian Revolution’s Neo-Fascist Problem.” Fairobserver.com,
September 23. http://www.fairobserver.com/region/europe/the-ukrainian-revolutions-
neo-fascist-problem-14785/

Huntington, S. 1996. The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order. New
York: Simon and Schuster.

Illarionov, A. 2009. “The Russian Leadership’s Preparations for War, 1999–2008.” In The
Guns of August 2008: Russia’s War in Georgia, edited by Svante E. Cornell and
Frederick Starr, 56–70. Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe.

Ivanov, M., S. Mashkin, I. Nagornykh, and S. Goryashko. 2014. “Global’nyye problemy
suverennosti.” [Global Problems of Sovereignty.] Kommersant, July 23.

Ivzhenko, T. 2011. “Ukrayina i Rossiya mogut izmenit’ gazovo-flotskiy dogovor.”
[Ukraine and Russia May Change the Gas-Fleet Treaty.] Nezavisimaya gazeta,
March 15.

Khamrayev, V. 2014. “Dlya Valdayskogo kluba zakryli krymsky vopros.” [For Valdai
Club Crimean Issue Is Settled.] Kommersant, October 24.

Larson, D., and A. Shevchenko. 2014. “Russia Says No.” Communist and Post-Communist
Studies 47 (3–4): 269–279.

Laruelle, M. 2009. In the Name of the Nation: Nationalism and Politics in Contemporary
Russia. London: Palgrave.

Lincoln, B. W. 1978. Nicholas I: Emperor and Autocrat of All the Russians. DeKalb:
Northern Illinois University Press.

Luhn, A. 2014. “Preparing for War with Ukraine’s Fascist Defenders of Freedom.”
Foreign Policy, August 30. http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/08/30/preparing-for-war-
with-ukraines-fascist- defenders-of-freedom/

Mal’gin, A. 2014. “Krymskiy uzel.” [Crimean Knot.] Rossiya v Global’noy Politike, no. 2.
http://www.globalaffairs.ru/number/Krymskii-uzel-Chto-privelo-k-russkoi-vesne-
2014-16591

Malinova, A. 2014. “Obsession with Status and Ressentiment: Historical Background of
the Russian Discursive Identity Construction.” Communist and Post-Communist
Studies 47 (3–4): 291–303.

McFaul, M. 2014. “Moscow’s Choice.” Foreign Affairs, November/December.
Mearsheimer, J. 2014. “Why the Ukraine Crisis Is the West’s Fault.” Foreign Affairs,

September/October. http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/141769/john-h-mearshimer/
why-the-ukraine-crisis-is-the-wests-fault

Medvedev, D. 2008. “Medvedev Doubts Effectiveness of OSCE/NATO-Based Security
System.” ITAR-TASS, June 11.

Medvedev, D. 2009. “Address to the President of Ukraine Victor Yushchenko.” Kremlin.
ru, August 11. http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/text/docs/2009/08/220759.shtm

Molchanov, M. A. 2002. Political Culture and National Identity in Russian-Ukrainian
Relations. Austin: University of Texas Press.

Obzor. 2007. “Obzor vneshney politiki Rossiyskoy federatsii.” [A Review of the Russian
Federation’s Foreign Policy.] March 27. http://www.mid.ru

Olearchyk, R., and N. Buckley. 2014. “How Russia Forced Ukraine into a Ceasefire with
Rebels.” Financial Times, September 12.

Parry, R. 2014. “Ukraine’s Neo-Nazis Demand Respect.” Consortiumnews.com, October
15. https://consortiumnews.com/2014/10/15/ukraines-neo-nazis-demand-respect/

Post-Soviet Affairs 301

http://Fairobserver.com
http://www.fairobserver.com/region/europe/the-ukrainian-revolutions-neo-fascist-problem-14785/
http://www.fairobserver.com/region/europe/the-ukrainian-revolutions-neo-fascist-problem-14785/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/08/30/preparing-for-war-with-ukraines-fascist- defenders-of-freedom/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/08/30/preparing-for-war-with-ukraines-fascist- defenders-of-freedom/
http://www.globalaffairs.ru/number/Krymskii-uzel-Chto-privelo-k-russkoi-vesne-2014-16591
http://www.globalaffairs.ru/number/Krymskii-uzel-Chto-privelo-k-russkoi-vesne-2014-16591
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/141769/john-h-mearshimer/why-the-ukraine-crisis-is-the-wests-fault
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/141769/john-h-mearshimer/why-the-ukraine-crisis-is-the-wests-fault
http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/text/docs/2009/08/220759.shtm
http://www.mid.ru
https://consortiumnews.com/2014/10/15/ukraines-neo-nazis-demand-respect/


Patrushev, N. 2014. “Vtoraya kholodnaya.” [Second Chill.] Rossiyskaya Gazeta, October
15. http://www.rg.ru/2014/10/15/patrushev.html

Plugatarev, I. 2006. “A u nas summit. Kak i u vas.” [We Had a Summit Too.]
Nezavisimoye Voennoye Obozreniye, no. 44. December 1.

Pouliot, V. 2010. International Security in Practice: The Politics of NATO-Russia
Diplomacy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Putin, V. 2006. “Transcript of Meeting with the Leaders of the News Agencies of G8
Member Countries.” June 2, Novo-Ogaryovo. http://president.kremlin.ru

Putin, V. 2011. “The New Integration Project for Eurasia.” Izvestia, October 3.
Putin, V. 2012a. “Poslaniye Prezidenta Federal’nomu Sobraniyu Rossiyskoy Federatsii.”

[Address of the President of the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation.],
December 15. http://president.kremlin.ru

Putin, V. 2012b. “Samoopredeleniye russkogo naroda – eto polietnicheskaya
tsivilizatsiya, skreplennaya russkim kul’turnym yadrom.” [Self-Determination of the
Russian People – This is a Multi-ethnic Civilization Bound Together by a Russian
Cultural Core.] Nezavisimaya Gazeta, January 23.

Putin, V. 2013. “Meeting of the Valdai International Discussion Club.” September 19.
http://president.kremlin.ru

Putin, V. 2014a. “Address by President of the Russian Federation, Moscow, Kremlin.”
March 18. http://eng.kremlin.ru/news/6889

Putin, V. 2014b. “Press-Conference.” March 4. http://eng.kremlin.ru/news/6763
Remnick, D. 2014. “Watching the Eclipse.” The New Yorker, August 11. http://www.

newyorker.com/magazine/2014/08/11/watching-eclipse
RIA Novosti. 2006. “Georgia, Ukraine NATO Accession May Cause Geopolitical Shift –

FM.” RIA Novosti, June 7.
Riabchuk, M. 2012. “Ukraine’s ‘Muddling Through’: National Identity and Postcommu-

nist Transition.” Communist and Post-Communist Studies 45 (3–4): 439–446. doi:10.
1016/j.postcomstud.2012.06.007.

Rogozin, D. 2008. “Global Security and Propaganda.” International Herald Tribune,
July 1.

Rutland, P. 2014. “A Paradigm Shift in Russia’s Foreign Policy.”Moscow Times, May 19.
Sarotte, M. E. 2014. “A Broken Promise? What the West Really Told Moscow about

NATO Expansion.” Foreign Affairs, September/October. http://www.foreignaffairs.
com/articles/141845/mary-elise-sarotte/a-broken-promise

Sestanovich, S. 2014. “How the West Has Won.” Foreign Affairs, November/December.
Snyder, T. 2014a. “Putin’s New Nostalgia.” New York Review of Books, November 10.

http://www.nybooks.com/blogs/nyrblog/2014/nov/10/putin-nostalgia-stalin-hitler/
Snyder, T. 2014b. “Ukrainian Extremists Will Only Triumph if Russia Invades.” The New

Republic, April 17.
Torbakov, I. 2014a. “After Ukraine Debacle, Kremlin Strategists Warn of Serious Rift

with the West.” Eurasia Daily Monitor, December 17. www.jamestown.org
Torbakov, I. 2014b. “‘This Is a Strife of Slavs among Themselves’: Understanding

Russian-Ukrainian Relations as the Conflict of Contested Identities.” In The Maidan
Uprising, Separatism and Foreign Intervention, edited by Klaus Bachmann and
Igor Lyubachenko, 183–205. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang.

Treisman, D. 2014. “The Two Putins.” CNN Opinion, March 4. http://www.cnn.com/
2014/03/03/opinion/treisman-two-putins/

Tsygankov, A. P. 2011. “Preserving Influence in a Changing World.” Problems of Post-
Communism 58 (2): 28–44. doi:10.2753/PPC1075-8216580203.

Tsygankov, A. P. 2012a. “Assessing Cultural and Regime-Based Explanations of Russia’s
Foreign Policy. ‘Authoritarian at Heart and Expansionist by Habit’?.” Europe-Asia
Studies 64 (4): 695–713. doi:10.1080/09668136.2012.671568.

A. Tsygankov302

http://www.rg.ru/2014/10/15/patrushev.html
http://president.kremlin.ru
http://president.kremlin.ru
http://president.kremlin.ru
http://eng.kremlin.ru/news/6889
http://eng.kremlin.ru/news/6763
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/08/11/watching-eclipse
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/08/11/watching-eclipse
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1016/j.postcomstud.2012.06.007
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1016/j.postcomstud.2012.06.007
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/141845/mary-elise-sarotte/a-broken-promise
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/141845/mary-elise-sarotte/a-broken-promise
http://www.nybooks.com/blogs/nyrblog/2014/nov/10/putin-nostalgia-stalin-hitler/
http://www.jamestown.org
http://www.cnn.com/2014/03/03/opinion/treisman-two-putins/
http://www.cnn.com/2014/03/03/opinion/treisman-two-putins/
http://dx.doi.org/10.2753/PPC1075-8216580203
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2012.671568


Tsygankov, A. P. 2012b. “The Heartland No More: Russia’s Weakness and Eurasia’s
Meltdown.” Journal of Eurasian Studies 3 (1): 1–9. doi:10.1016/j.euras.2011.10.001.

Tsygankov, A. P. 2012c. Russia and the West from Alexander to Putin. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Tsygankov, A. P. 2013. “The Russia-NATO Mistrust: Ethnophobia and the Double
Expansion to Contain the ‘Russian Bear’.” Communist and Post-Communist Studies
46 (1): 179–188. doi:10.1016/j.postcomstud.2012.12.015.

Tsygankov, A. P. 2014a. “The Frustrating Partnership: Honor, Status, and Emotions in
Russia’s Discourses of the West.” Communist and Post-Communist Studies 47 (3–4):
345–354.

Tsygankov, A. P. 2014b. “Stop the Hitler Comparison.” Moscow Times, March 20.
Tsygankov, A. P., and M. Tarver-Wahlquist. 2009. “Duelling Honors: Power, Identity and

the Russia-Georgia Divide.” Foreign Policy Analysis 5 (4): 307–326. doi:10.1111/
j.1743-8594.2009.00095.x.

Vanden Heuvel, K., and S. F. Cohen. 2014. “Why Is Washington Risking War With
Russia?” Nation, July 30. http://www.thenation.com/article/180825/why-washington-
risking-war-russia

Varfolomeyev, O. 2005. “Yushchenko Shares Plans with the Nation.” Jamestown
Foundation, May 16. http://jamestown.org/edm/article.php?article_id¼2369753

Webb, I. 2014. “Perception as Policy.” Eurasia Outlook, September 6. http://carnegie.ru/
eurasiaoutlook/?fa¼56558&reloadFlag¼1

Zevelev, I. 2001. Russia and Its New Diaspora. Washington, DC: The United States
Institute of Peace.

Zevelev, I. 2014. “Granitsy russkogo mira.” [The Borders of the Russian World.] Rossiya
v Global’noy Politike, April 27. http://www.globalaffairs.ru/number/Granitcy-
russkogo-mira-16582

Post-Soviet Affairs 303

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.euras.2011.10.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.postcomstud.2012.12.015
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1743-8594.2009.00095.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1743-8594.2009.00095.x
http://www.thenation.com/article/180825/why-washington-risking-war-russia
http://www.thenation.com/article/180825/why-washington-risking-war-russia
http://jamestown.org/edm/article.php?article_id=2369753
http://carnegie.ru/eurasiaoutlook/?fa=56558(reloadFlag=1
http://carnegie.ru/eurasiaoutlook/?fa=56558(reloadFlag=1
http://www.globalaffairs.ru/number/Granitcy-russkogo-mira-16582
http://www.globalaffairs.ru/number/Granitcy-russkogo-mira-16582

	Abstract
	Introduction
	The zigs and zags of Russia's Ukraine policy, 2004-2014
	The frozen ties with Yushchenko, 2004-2010
	The limited partnership with Yanukovych, 2010-2013
	The confrontation, February-August 2014

	Explaining Russia's Ukraine policy: values and interests
	Values, interests, and Russia's foreign policy formation
	The construction of conflict and why didn't Russia intervene in 2004?
	Russia's values and interests progress under Yanukovych
	Russia's values and power confronted by Kiev

	Alternative explanations
	Russia's ``imperialism'' and power aspirations
	Putin's diversionary politics
	Divergent national identities
	Putin's ressentiment

	Conclusion
	Notes
	References

