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e Abstract ®

The collapse of the Cold War order led to
a change in the geopolitical environment of the
Russian Federation. The declarations of inde-
pendence of the former Soviet republics and the
emergence of the post-Soviet area had weakened
the country’s position. As a result, the Russian
Federation has been perceiving this new area as
a zone of its ‘vital interests’, and attaining and
maintaining dominant position in those territo-
ries has been considered crucial for the state’s se-
curity, its strength and position on the interna-
tional arena. Russia has been pursuing its goals
in the area through numerous reintegration at-
tempts on political, military and economic lev-
els. To achieve the main political goal, which is
the control over the post-Soviet area, the Rus-
sian Federation has been also using military in-
struments. The focal point and purpose of this
article is to show the internal and external caus-
es of military intervention of the Russian Fed-
eration in eastern Ukraine.

Keywords: post-Soviet area; Russian Federa-
tion; Ukraine; foreign policy; military conflicts;
geopolitics

e Abstrakt e

Upadek pojattadiskiego porzadku na $wiecie do-
prowadzit do zmiany w geopolitycznym otocze-
niu Federacji Rosyjskiej. Pozycja tego paristwa
ulegta ostabieniu m.in. z uwagi na ogloszenie nie-
podlegtosci przez poszczegdlne republiki zwiaz-
kowe. Jednoczesnie powstal tzw. obszar postra-
dziecki. Dla Federacji Rosyjskiej wskazany obszar
stanowi ,,strefe Zywotnych intereséw”, a zdobycie
i utrzymanie dominujacej pozycji ma zapewni¢
pafistwu bezpieczeristwo, wzrost sily i umocnie-
nie pozycji na arenie migdzynarodowej. Rosja re-
alizuje swoje cele gtéwnie przez probe reintegracji
obszaru postradzieckiego na plaszczyznie poli-
tycznej, militarnej i gospodarczej. Do realizacji
gléwnego celu politycznego, jakim jest kontrola
nad obszarem postradzieckim, Federacja Rosyj-
ska wykorzystuje elementy militarne. Central-
nym punktem rozwazan i celem niniejszego arty-
kutu jest ukazanie wewnetrznych i zewngtrznych
przyczyn interwengji militarnej Federacji Rosyj-
skiej na wschodzie Ukrainy.

Stowa kluczowe: obszar postradziecki; Fede-
racja Rosyjska; Ukraina; polityka zagraniczna;
konflikty zbrojne; geopolityka
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Introduction

The political activity of states constantly changes in response to the dynamic na-
ture of the surrounding environment. The collapse of the USSR led to geopolitical
changes on the Eurasian continent and the collapse of the bipolar balance of pow-
er in international relations. The newly established states in the post-Soviet sphere,
and especially the Russian Federation, had to redefine their identity, role and po-
sition in the international arena. When analyzing this issue, reference should be
made to qualitative research, which, while not being easy to formulate, is necessary
when examining the complexity of factors impacting a state’s strategy in the inter-
national environment. It should be noted that for the Russian Federation, the size
of its territory is of paramount importance and is the key criterion that determines
its position in the world (Bryc, 2012, p. 23). For this reason, it is not surprising that
the President of the Russian Federation, V. Putin, who, during his address on the
state of affairs before the Federal Assembly in 2005, said that: “Above all, we should
acknowledge that the collapse of the Soviet Union was a major geopolitical disas-
ter of the century. As for the Russian nation, it became a genuine drama. Tens of
millions of our co-citizens and compatriots found themselves outside Russian ter-
ritory” (Annual Address. .., 2005; Panov, 2010, p. 90).

For Russian society, the collapse of its great empire constituted a humiliation.
Additionally, during his speech V. Putin stated that the collapse of the USSR meant:
“Millions of people went to bed in one country and awoke in different ones, over-
night becoming ethnic minorities in former Union republics, while the Russian na-
tion became one of the biggest, if not the biggest ethnic group in the world to be
divided by borders”. He continued: “[Russia] humbly accepted the situation. This
country was going through such hard times then that realistically it was incapable
of protecting its interests” (Obrashcheniye Prezidenta Rossiyskoy Federatsii, 2014).

When analyzing the activities (military and non-military) that the Russian Fed-
eration engages in with regard to the post-Soviet states, one can identify them as
a priority of the Russian Federation’s foreign policy, and the maintenance of influ-
ence (political, military and economic) in this region is perceived as one of the key
elements determining Russia’s status in the international arena. The authorities of
the Russian Federation are of the opinion that without exerting influence on its
immediate environment, the state will not be able to guarantee its security and, as
a consequence, to increase its strength. Due to its interest in the post—Soviet area,
Russia reacts on multiple fronts to actions which are perceived as attempts to reduce
its importance in the region, and the military option is often taken by Russian de-
cision-makers to achieve their current goals (Romanczuk, 2015).
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An example of such a policy is the military action taken by the Russian Federa-
tion against Ukraine (the annexation of Crimea and the war in eastern Ukraine).
It has resulted not only in a change in this region’s security system but has also
had an impact on international security through the involvement of (mainly diplo-
matic) actors of international politics. As D. Trenin points out, the impact of this
conflict on international relations has brought about: “the end of a more general
phase of cooperation in international relations and the beginning of a new period
of increased rivalry and even confrontation between former Cold War opponents”
(Trenin, 2014). The Russian Federation was seriously concerned by the expansion
of the European security zone through the integration of Central European coun-
tries into the EU and NATO structures, and especially by the pro-European aspi-
rations expressed in Georgia and Ukraine.

The thesis put forward in this article is the following: the Russian Federation
initiates armed conflicts in the post-Soviet area (the ‘policy of destabilization’ — in
the case of Ukraine this destabilization took the form of a hybrid war) in order to
secure its political, military and economic interests, and, in a longer term, to ben-
efit from the imposed conflict settlement model. In addition, Russia has the po-
tential to create and manage conflicts in the post-Soviet area (a policy of escalation
and de-escalation, as needed), which it uses to coerce the countries of the region to
forsake plans of integration with the Euro-Atlantic structures. This policy makes
it impossible to begin constructive talks which will end these conflicts. The activi-
ties of the Russian Federation are the result of both geopolitical conditions and the
Russian concept of state development through territorial expansion (the Eurasian
identity of the Russian Federation).

When analyzing the activities of the Russian Federation with regard to Ukraine,
it is necessary to refer to the theories of rivalry in international relations. In order
for there to be rivalry, there must be a conflict of interests which could (but does
not have to) lead to violent conflicts. In the case of Ukraine and the Russian Fed-
eration, the government in Kiev feels threatened by the government in Moscow. Yet
at the same time it is difficult to view Ukraine as a threat to Russia. In the case of
Ukraine and the Russian Federation, the conflict of interests revolves around the
former’s sovereignty, namely Ukraine wants to be able to pursue independent, in-
ternally-decided polices and Russia wants to control this country, manage its politi-
cal structures, and questions its right to the existence as independent entity.

In this context, it is necessary to address the rivalry through employing the cri-
teria of planes or spheres. As A. Wlodkowska-Bagan points out, rivalry can be di-
vided according to the sphere in which it occurs: political (maintaining or chang-
ing the status quo; maintaining or expanding influence), military (maintaining or



48 Historia i Polityka ¢ No. 36(43)/2021
Papers

strengthening military presence, e.g., in a given region), economic (access to mar-
kets or natural resources), or cultural-ideological (broadening the sphere of influ-
ence of the state’s values and ideas, political system, religion) (Wtodkowska-Bagan,
2012). However, different types of rivalry should not be examined in isolation, as
they may overlap or occur in parallel. In addition, competition for dominance in
the region may entail international competition, as increasing the regional position
may also have the effect of increasing the global position. An example here may be
the regional activities of the Russian Federation in the post-Soviet area, which then
have an impact on its international position.

The theoretical approach to researching rivalry in international relations to
which A. Wlodkowska-Bagan refers to is the approach of socialization, which has
its roots in sociology. In terms of international relations, socialization may concern
states (as either current or prospective members of the system). This type of situa-
tion arises in particular (but not only) when there are changes in the international
order, as a result of which new states are often created. The most important mem-
bers of the system are primarily those who build it, i.e., the great powers. They are
the most important socializers, as it is they who create the system, its principles and
norms. Since there are several great powers, they all want to play the role of social-
izer in order to gain influence over countries similar to themselves (expansion of in-
fluence), over other countries, and to spread their culture and values. This, in turn,
can lead to rivalry between the powers (Wlodkowska-Bagan, 2012).

A second concept employed by A. Wtodkowska-Bagan is that of punctuated
equilibrium, which is taken from the natural sciences and applied to research on ri-
valry. According to this author, stable and conflict-free relations between a dyad of
states are disrupted by a specific event or events, known as political shocks. Follow-
ing such shocks, the states enter into a relationship of rivalry, which often endures.
A political shock (a violent change in the international system) can be a world war,
the collapse of a superpower, the emergence of new states, a change in the political
system, or a civil war.

Post-Soviet Space in Russian Collective Imagination

and Strategic Thinking

After the collapse of the USSR, it was difficult for the Russian society to accept
the separation of Ukrainian and Belarusian territories, which had been the key ele-
ment of the power of the tsarist Russia, and later the USSR (Bieleni, 2006, p. 125).
The idea of the unity of all the lands inhabited by the Eastern Slavs was shaped by
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the concept of the “Third Rome”. This myth had previously been exploited by the
Romanov dynasty, which was credited with the unification of all Russian lands
and the defense of the Orthodox faith. It was also connected with the belief that
the true Christianity existed in the Russian lands: the Orthodox faith in its uncon-
taminated form and a fair social system. This concept was born in Slavophile cir-
cles and became the official state ideology in the mid-19" century (Swider, 2016,
pp- 35-58). The ideology of Holy Rus also played a significant role in the efforts
to assimilate and incorporate Ukrainian and Belarusian lands into Russia, which
are united by the common Russian language (Russians considered Belarusian and
Ukrainian languages as simply two dialects of their own language) and shared Or-
thodox religion. Restoring the unity of the Slavs was the goal of the Russophiles,
while reunification was to take place under the leadership of Russia, which was
synonymous with Holy Rus (Osadczy, 2007, pp. 98-99).

The idea of “Holy Rus” derived from the belief in Russian messianism. It was
later developed by Lev Gumilev, who defined Holy Rus as synonymous with the
super-ethnos of Eurasian civilization', in which the Orthodox Church plays pri-
mary role in the society, and its spiritual functions are second to the political ones.
Kirill, current Patriarch of Moscow and all Rus often invokes (or refers to) the idea
of “Holy Rus”, being of the opinion that today it consists of Russia, Ukraine, and
Belarus. He opposes the emergence of autocephalous Orthodox churches in these
countries, because in his view Belarusians and Ukrainians should remain under
the sovereignty of the Russian Orthodox Church (Olszaniski, 2018). During his
visit to Ukraine on the occasion of the 1020 anniversary of the baptism of Kievan
Rus, Patriarch Kirill publicly stated that: “Russia, Ukraine and Belarus are Holy
Rus. Holy Rus is the ideal of love, goodness and truth. Holy Rus is beauty, Holy
Rus is strength and we, together with you, are one Holy Rus” (Matrericzyk, 2008,
pp- 32-33).

' Lev Gumilev formulated the thesis that Russia in Eurasia should be perceived as an autono-
mous and self-sufficient cultural type. It was to be based on ethnogenesis, which combined natural
and geographical conditions with the political system of the state. However, each ethnos is formu-
lated in different physical and geographical conditions and microclimate. The beginning of a new
ethnos comes from the vicinity of several ethne and at their junction there is a cultural mutation,
while the development of a given ethnos is determined by its adaptation to geographical conditions.
The multiplicity of ethne enables historical rhythms in Eurasia and makes it unique. However, su-
perethnos as a system of many ethne is not a spiritual or political community, but a natural one.
Thus, the Eurasianists explained the possibility of the creation of the USSR as a superethnos. See
more: Shnirelman & Panarin (2001).
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The majority of Belarusian and Ukrainian people are Orthodox, and in Russia
their culture and language are treated as being close. Hence, the widely held be-
lief in Russia that there is a common ethnogenesis and unity of the Great Russians
(Russians and Little Russians), Ukrainians and Belarusians, and the territories in-
habited by them are considered to be “indigenously Russian” (Wierzbicki, 2012,
p- 97). At present, the belief in the civilizational, cultural and religious® unity of
the Eastern Slavs is very strong among the Russian intellectual and political elite,
despite the existence of independent Belarus and Ukraine. For this exact reason,
the Council of the Slavic Nations of Belarus, Russia and Ukraine was established
in June 2001. Another example of the institutionalization of cooperation between
these three nations is the establishment in 2007, by a decree of V. Putin, of the
Russkiy Mir Foundation, which is financed from the state budget. This organi-
zation was to be created not only by ethnic Russians, but also by all people from
the “near abroad™ who identify with the language, culture and history of Russia.
Its aim is also to promote the Russian language abroad and popularize Russian
culture by organizing courses and financing scholarships (Makarychev & Yatsyk,
2017, p. 29).

It is worth noting that Russian identity is not based on a clear ethnic compo-
nent, which is unusual as such components are often integrated into identity build-
ing processes. The reason for this is the “imperial identity”, which gave the Rus-
sians a very weak sense of “ethnic identity”. Ethnicity is also ignored in Russian
political discourse. For example, the Preamble of the Russian Constitution states
that: “We, the multinational people of the Russian Federation, united by a com-
mon destiny on our land [...]” (The Constitution of the Russian Federation, 1993).
This omission of clear ethnic ties can prevent antagonizing the peoples and dif-
ferent ethnic groups living in Russia, of which there are more than one hundred.
President V. Putin has also added aspects of “imperial and Soviet traditions” to
consolidate national identity, for building the image and international position of
the state.

After the collapse of the USSR in 1991, it was necessary for the Russian Fed-
eration to define its identity in the international arena. One of the most important
factors underpinning the ideology of modern Russia is the tradition of being a su-

2 The Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church, which in some areas of Western Ukraine claims the
majority of believers, cannot be treated as a national religion. The number of adherents in other
parts of Ukraine, Belarus and Russia is negligible.

3 The term is used to describe countries that were once part of the USSR, and are now consid-
ered to belong to the Russian sphere of influence.
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perpower and empire. The Russian Federation, by invoking the imperial past of
the USSR, attempted to create a contemporary model of identification appropri-
ate for a superpower with global aspirations. Today, Russia is creating an identity,
including the international one, which is first and foremost built on references to
the glorious history and past achievements, and not on present capabilities (Potul-
ski, 2005, p. 5). In the Russian Federation, the empires of tsarist Russia and the
USSR are being mythologized and assigned positive traits, and many Russians feel
they are the heirs of this great imperial tradition. Nostalgia for the empire has led
to the open expression in political and scientific circles of the view that the only
right way for modern Russia to develop is along imperial lines. The international
identity of the Russian Federation was shaped as an imperial identity, together with
a specifically understood territorial space. These factors — imperialism and territo-
rial space — interact and are interlinked because Russian viewed its power through
the prism of territory (Ignatowicz, 2011, pp. 37-50).

There are two types of objective in foreign policy: basic and specific. The ba-
sic objectives include: guaranteeing state security, increasing the state’s power,
strengthening its international position and prestige (Sulek, 2003). For the Rus-
sian Federation the post-Soviet area is a priority, in all political, social and eco-
nomic aspects. After the collapse of the USSR, this area was referred to as the “near
abroad” and as a “buffer zone” that served to protect Russia from external attacks.
The absolute objective of the Russian Federation’s foreign policy is to consolidate
the post-Soviet area, to strengthen loosened contacts with the states there and to
safeguard its interests by preventing third countries from gaining influence in the
region (Zigba, 2004, pp. 37-56). Russia seeks to eliminate any attempts made by
other countries to act in this area and treats their activities as being part of a zero-
sum game. Researchers describe the importance assigned to this region as sympto-
matic of a post-imperial syndrome. It is also worth noting that, unlike the British
and French colonies, the Russian “colonies” were located in the immediate vicinity

of the Russian state (Marten, 2015, pp. 190-191).

The Annexation of Crimea and War in Eastern Ukraine
in Terms of Domestic Purposes

The size and strength of Russian army plays a key role in the country’s security pol-
icy. This is the result of geographical location, since Russia has long land borders
and unstable neighbors. These factors contribute to the “besieged fortress” syn-
drome and the sense of being under constant threat and the need to assert its pow-
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er. In the Russian Federation, the army performs not only defensive functions but
is also tasked with cementing the bonds between society and the authorities. That
is why victories, such as the “Great Patriotic War”, are so loudly celebrated in Rus-
sia. In addition, the use of Russian armed forces during conflicts determines the
strategic directions of the Russian Federation’s internal policy, serving, for exam-
ple, to divert attention away from crises (political, economic and social). The Rus-
sian authorities, burdened with the responsibility for a bad political, economic or
social situation, look for an “external enemy”, thanks to which they can consolidate
the society around them. Nationalist sentiments and superpower yearnings become
popular when perception of looming threat is widespread (Laruelle, 2016, p. 55).

It is necessary to reiterate that the Russian Federation carried out a deliberate
and planned operation in Ukraine, which was aimed at the annexation of Crimea
and military intervention in Donbass. This operation was supposed to destabilize
Ukraine’s internal situation and change the security environment in Central and
Eastern Europe. The actions of the Russian Federation after the flight of President
Viktor Yanukovych — caused by Euromaidan, the largest ever pro-Western social
protests in Kiev’s Independence Square — were inevitable, because the Russian au-
thorities perceived the states created after the collapse of the USSR as being within
its exclusive sphere of influence, and subject to its national interest. On the oth-
er hand, the activities of Ukrainian society during Euromaidan were perceived as
a threat to Russia’s influence, because the Russian authorities had striven to main-
tain privileged political, military and economic relations with Ukraine. For Russia,
its dominant position in Ukraine was supposed to ensure the security of its Western
borders, as well as to strengthen its position in the international arena. In addition,
the military action taken by the authorities in the Kremlin was aimed at marginal-
izing Ukraine in the international arena and limiting the influence of other states.
This state of affairs was also influenced by Russia’s disappointment with the West-
ern countries and a conviction, held especially in Russian military circles, that Rus-
sia’s security interests were threatened by NATO’s expansion into Eastern Europe
(Davies, 2016, p. 721).

For the Russian authorities, and especially for President V. Putin, who is the
central figure of the authoritarian political regime in Russia, the annexation of
Crimea was undoubtedly a great military and propaganda success in domestic poli-
tics. In this system, which was created by the Russian President himself, V. Putin
has unlimited formal and informal power and is the main decision-maker and ar-
bitrator in Russia, which is increasingly centralized politically. A specific feature
of the Russian political system is that statements of leaders determine the actions
of state institutions, irrespectively of the division of powers and constitutionally-
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binding decision-making processes (Menkiszak, 2015, p. 84). When justifying the
reintegration of Crimea with Russia, V. Putin invoked historical memory and the
superpower status of Russia, and used his rhetoric to target the more emotional and
nationalistic moods of Russian society. The politics of mythologization is a politi-
cal strategy used by Russian political decision-makers. It is widely used in the Rus-
sian media, in which the annexation of Crimea was presented as the reconstruction
of a great empire and the consolidation of Russian lands, and these actions were to
restore the former prestige and position of the superpower (Clay, 2016).

After the Russian military invasion of Ukraine, V. Putin was hailed in the me-
dia as a defender of the Russian nation. Thanks to this, his popularity ratings in-
creased significantly, as did people’s trust in him, reaching a record level of 89%
in support in June 2015, despite economic difficulties (e.g., the dramatic drop in
ruble’s value) (Nardelli, Rankin, & Arnett, 2015). At the same time, according to
a study by the Levada-Center from August 2016, 52% of Russians respond posi-
tively to the slogan “Russia for Russians” (Levada-Center, 2016). The intensifica-
tion of nationalist attitudes is subject to fluctuations which depend on how it is
used in state propaganda. The increase in support for V. Putin should be explained
— as was mentioned earlier — by the fact that 41% of Russians, as well as V. Putin
himself, consider the collapse of the USSR as a “great geopolitical disaster” for Rus-
sia and that the Russian-speaking population abroad should be “protected” by all
possible means (Levada-Center, 2017).

The annexation of Crimea and the Russian Federation’s participation in the
war in Eastern Ukraine enabled the mobilization of society in a military-patriotic
direction, depicting Russia as a “besieged fortress”. The aim was to integrate so-
ciety around the Kremlin and protect its current political regime (Jedrzejewski,
2015, pp. 167-168). It became a successful propaganda tool for the authorities, who
wanted to show the increasing power of the Russian Federation in the world and
restore Russian society’s sense of national pride. The Minister of Foreign Affairs of
the Russian Federation, S. Lavrov, clearly emphasized this, stating that the priority
in the foreign policy of the Russian Federation would be to support the Russians
living outside the country’s borders, by all possible means. There is also a visible
degree of mobilization and militarization of society around military affairs and the
image of V. Putin as the leader of the nation (Motyl, 2016, p. 33). Additionally, for
domestic consumption, the Russian media created the image of the President of the
Russian Federation as a defender of the Russian nation and of its national interests
against the actions of Western countries, especially the USA and NATO, which are
said to be focused on weakening the power and influence of the Russian Federa-
tion in the international arena (Sperling, 2016, p. 17). The Russian media blamed
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the United States and the European Union for intensifying antagonism and inter-
national rivalry with the Russian Federation. It is also pointed out that the intro-
duction of economic sanctions was aimed at weakening Russia’s potential for global
competition. The Russian media also emphasized that Western countries were the
first to pursue an aggressive policy with regard to the Russian Federation, and that
President V. Putin was thus forced to defend national interests, including the use of
military force. In addition, the myth of the “besieged fortress” implies the need for
a strong leader — in the guise of V. Putin — to be the defender of the Russian nation.

According to surveys conducted by the Levada-Center in December 2014, 48%
of respondents stated that demonstrations in Ukraine and the following political
changes in this country were “an attempt to organize another color revolution”,
while 56% said that it was the Western states that were “trying to drag Ukraine into
the orbit of [ Western] interests” (Sperling, 2016, p. 18). In addition, when asked by
the Levada-Center in July 2015 whether “the USA is using Russia’s difficulties to
transform the country into a second-rate state and a supplier of raw materials to the
West”, 86% of the respondents agreed with the statement, while only 7% opposed
it (Levada-Center, 2015a). Moreover, in November 2015, only 21% of respondents
were concerned about the negative reactions of the West due to the role of Russia
in Crimea and Donbass, and 71% said that they were not worried at all (Levada-
Center, 2015b). It is evident from these studies that Russian society believes in the
political narrative presented by its ruling elites. President V. Putin has repeatedly
questioned, more or less openly, the territorial integrity of the Ukrainian state and
even its very right to existence. An example of this is the 2008 NATO summit in
Bucharest, during which he told G.W. Bush, the then US president, that Ukraine
is not a real country and, in his opinion, is an artificial creation: “[...] Generally
speaking, Ukraine is a very complicated state. Ukraine, in the form it currently ex-
ists, was created in the Soviet times, it received its territories from Poland — after
the Second World War, from Czechoslovakia, from Romania — and at present not
all the problems have been solved as yet in the border region with Romania in the
Black Sea”. And earlier he stated: “[...] in Ukraine, one third are ethnic Russians.
Out of forty five million people, in line with the official census, seventeen millions
are Russians” (Text of Putin’s Speech. .., 2008). In addition, at the annual meeting
of the “Valdai” Discussion Club on October 24, 2014, in which international and
national experts participated, the Russian president stated that Ukraine is made up
of pieces from other countries (Menkiszak, 2015, p. 93). Furthermore, V. Putin has
repeatedly and publicly stated that Russia has a historical right to the eastern and
southern regions of Ukraine, which were wrongly added to Ukraine because most
of the inhabitants of these regions are Russians (Kuzio, 2016, p. 3). After the an-
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nexation of Crimea, during his speech at the Russian Parliament V. Putin declared
that Ukraine had been in a state of continuous political crisis for over 20 years
(Menkiszak, 2015, p. 92) and “[...] that what was called Novorossiya (New Rus-
sia) back in the tsarist days — Kharkov, Lugansk, Donetsk, Kherson, Nikolayev
and Odessa — were not part of Ukraine back then. These territories were given to
Ukraine in the 1920s by the Soviet government. Why? Who knows. They were
won by Potyomkin and Catherine the Great in a series of well-known wars. The
center of that territory was Novorossiysk, so the region is called Novorossiya. Rus-
sia lost these territories for various reasons, but the people remained. [...]” (Direct
Line with Viadimir Putin, 2014).

For domestic consumption V. Putin articulates the message that pro-Russian
separatists not only fight against the regular army of Ukraine but also against
troops sponsored and trained by the United States and NATO. On the other hand,
he asserts that Russian activities in Eastern Ukraine and the annexation of Crimea
only serve to protect Russian national interests and limit the influence of Western
states which aim to deprive Russia of its status as a key player in the international
arena. Undoubtedly, this is an element of information warfare, which is of critical
importance in the era of hybrid wars (Khapaeva, 2016, p. 65).

Conclusion

For the Russian Federation, Ukraine, especially its south-eastern part, and the
Crimean Peninsula occupy a central place in the creation of its imperial identi-
ty, which dates back to the eighteenth-century Russian Empire under Catherine
the Great. V. Putin uses the historical name of Novorossiya when referring to this
area, and has repeatedly expressed his belief in the historical injustice of the trans-
fer of the Donbass in 1922, and the Crimean Peninsula with Sevastopol in 1956,
to the Ukrainian SSR (Freedman, 2014, p. 13). Such thinking definitely rules out
the possibility of an agreement being signed on the end of the conflict in Eastern
Ukraine, let alone the return of the Crimean peninsula by the Russian Federa-
tion, despite the economic sanctions imposed on Russia by the West. Additionally,
V. Putin stated during the annual meeting of the international “Valdai” Discus-
sion Club in October 2014 that “[...] Russia is not going to get all worked up, get
offended or come begging at anyone’s door. Russia is a self-sufficient country. We
will work within the foreign economic environment that has taken shape, develop
domestic production and technology and act more decisively to carry out trans-
formation. Pressure from outside, as has been the case on past occasions, will only
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consolidate our society, keep us alert and make us concentrate on our main devel-
opment goals. Pressure from outside, as has been the case on past occasions, will
only consolidate our society [...]” (Meeting of the Valdai. .., 2014).

Researchers belonging to the realist trend blame Ukraine itself and Western
countries, especially the USA, for the events that unfolded in Ukraine. In their
view, Ukraine should become a buffer state, like Finland, between Russia and
Western states, while Ukraine’s potential membership in the EU and NATO is
only a provocation to the authorities in the Kremlin. This is due to the fact that
Ukraine is treated only as an object in the rivalry between the stronger players of
international politics (Kuzio, 2016, pp. 8-9). However, the question arises as to
whether neutrality along the lines of Finland or Austria during the “Cold War”
had been really an option. It seems that neutrality under the auspices of the Rus-
sian Federation would be more like “vassalization”, similar to the relationship that
Belarus under Alexander Lukashenko has with Russia. However, one positive out-
come of the conflict in Ukraine is that it has resulted in a sense of national unity
forming in Ukrainian society.

It has to be said that viewing Russian actions, i.e., the annexation of Crimea and
the war in Eastern Ukraine, solely as a punishment of Ukraine for not following
the rules of the “game” is a mistake. These actions were driven by the ideological
goals of “rebuilding” the Russian Empire and restoring national pride for the sake
of domestic politics. In addition, Russian President V. Putin justified these actions
with geopolitical arguments, stressing Russia’s moral duty to protect the Russian-
speaking population living outside the Russian borders and their alleged willing-
ness to rejoin their motherland (Laruelle, 2015, p. 88). These arguments may be
a threat to neighboring states with large Russian-speaking minorities, such as Es-
tonia, Latvia and Kazakhstan. Russian authorities, under the pretext of defending
the ethnic Russians, may try to destabilize the internal situation in these countries.

In the medium term, it should be noted that there are two possible courses of
action that the authorities of the Russian Federation could follow with regard to
Ukraine. The first scenario is that the Russian government will not be interested
in putting the conflict to an end, and thus in embarking on compromise solutions
with Ukraine. This will then be another “frozen conflict” in the post-Soviet area,
along the lines of Transnistria, Abkhazia and South Ossetia. It will be used by the
Kremlin authorities as a tool for the political and social destabilization of Ukraine.
The second scenario is that the Russian Federation will agree to leave the Donbass
within the borders of the Ukrainian state as long as the government in Kiev agrees
to federalize the country and transfer more powers to the regions. Donbass, on
the other hand, would gain broad autonomy with guaranteed Russian influence.
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Thus decentralized, Ukraine would not be able to effectively manage its own state.
Thanks to its influence in the eastern parts of the country, Russia could thereby
exert influence over other parts of Ukraine.

Russia’s objective in the post-Soviet area continues to be to regain political and
economic control over the whole of Ukraine, while the minimal plan is to control
part of Ukrainian territory and to prevent integration into Euro-Atlantic struc-
tures. In all likelihood, the sanctions policy will not bring the intended results be-
cause V. Putin simply will not yield to the actions of Western states. Russia can
maintain such an adamant attitude towards the West partly thanks to the devel-
opment of relations with partners from the Far East, among others from the PRC.
It should also be noted that the macroeconomic difficulties associated with sanc-
tions, and thus the possible social unrest in Russian society, may lead to an escala-
tion of the Donbass conflict, deliberately managed by the authorities, in order to
divert the attention of the Russian population from internal problems. On the oth-
er hand, the aim of foreign policy is to force Western countries, and especially the
United States of America — through accompanying ideological confrontation — to
participate in talks on the creation of a new system of international security (in the
understanding of the Russian authorities this entails building a multipolar world
and creating so-called spheres of influence). Peace talks concerning Ukraine may
be one of the elements of such negotiations.
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