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Ukraine: What Russia Wants, What the West Can Do
For those who understand Moscow’s establishment and view of their country’s
vital interests, none of this should be a surprise.
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Today, the dangers of military escalation are beyond description.

What is now happening in Ukraine has serious geopolitical implications. It could lead us into
a World War III scenario.

It is important that a peace process be initiated with a view to preventing escalation. 

Global Research condemns Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

A Bilateral Peace Agreement is required.

The illegal Russian invasion of Ukraine has shocked the West and many ordinary Russians.
But for those who understand the Russian establishment and its view of Russia’s vital
interests, it should not have come as a complete surprise.

Since  NATO  expansion  first  began  in  the  mid-1990s,  Russian  officials  and  other
establishment figures have been warning that if the West tried to turn Ukraine into an ally
against  Russia,  this  would  lead  to  confrontation  and quite  possibly  war.  As  the  great
international relations scholar Hans Morgenthau taught, to craft a viable U.S. policy towards
other major states, it is essential to understand from within how they see the world and
their country’s place in it. Today, we need to do this if we are to craft a policy towards
Russia that will bring about an end to this war, a Russian withdrawal from Ukraine, and a
restoration of Ukrainian sovereignty.
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The foreign and security establishments of all major states operate on the basis of what
might be called doctrines concerning their countries’ vital interests and place in the world.
The Russian establishment believes that Moscow must be one pole of a multipolar world. If
you do not believe in that, you do not belong to the Russian establishment, just as if you do
not believe in U.S. global primacy, you do not belong to the U.S. establishment.

Ukraine is critical to that vision. A Ukraine hostile to Russia and strongly linked to the West
negates any possibility of Russia leading a reasonably strong regional bloc of states. From
this point of view, most Western observers have not understood just how severe was the
defeat  suffered  by  Russia  when  Ukraine  experienced  the  revolution  of  2014  and  rejected
membership of the Eurasian Union. Seizing part of the Donbas, and even annexing Crimea,
were very miserable consolation prizes by comparison.

Ukraine is by far the biggest former Soviet republic apart from Russia, with 44 million people
to Kazakhstan’s 18 million and Belarus’ nine million. Ukraine has by far the largest Russian
ethnic minority outside Russia. Without a largely Russian-speaking Ukraine, Russia loses
most of its status as an international language. Without Ukrainian membership, the Eurasian
Union is a pathetic shadow. At the very least, the Russian establishment — going back to
Boris Yeltsin’s administration in the 1990s — has been absolutely determined that Ukraine
should not join an anti-Russian alliance.

Russia’s  interest  in  Ukraine  however  goes  far  beyond the  economic  and strategic.  As
emphasized in Putin’s articles and speeches, Russians see their own cultural and historical
identity as closely bound up with that of Ukraine. This owes something to the origins of the
Russian state and Orthodox religion in Kievan Rus, and something to the role of Ukrainians
in modern Russian culture, as symbolized by Nikolai Gogol (Mykola Hohol in Ukrainian), a
great Ukrainian writer who identified with the Russian Empire and wrote in Russian.

This factor imparts a strong element of historically-based nationalism to the Russian and
Putin attitude towards Ukraine. There is some understanding in Russia of why Ukrainians
would want their  own state,  but  almost  none of  why Ukrainians would want to define that
state against Russia. Hence the Russian demonology of “Nazism” and “U.S. manipulation.”
In other words, while Russian officials use the term “Monroe Doctrine” to explain and justify
their desire to prevent Ukraine joining a hostile alliance, their interest in that country has an
emotional force wholly absent from U.S. attitudes to Mexico.

Whether  Russia  would  have  accepted  a  Western  offer  of  compromise  (if  one  had  been
made) involving a moratorium on NATO expansion and mutual arms limitation, we will
probably  never  know,  and  this  question  is  now  academic.  L’appetit  vient  en  manger
(“appetite grows with eating”) as the French say, and the more of Ukraine Russia now
occupies, the more ambitious its goals in Ukraine are likely to be.

The point is, however, that these goals are now overwhelmingly focused on Ukraine. Nobody
in Moscow now appears to believe that there is any possibility of an agreement with NATO
on conventional arms limitation, or on some form of new European security architecture.
The most that can be hoped for by Moscow is a Cold War-style treaty on nuclear arms
reductions, and perhaps some agreement on cybersecurity. When the Russian government
decided to invade Ukraine, it chose to accept that relations with the West would be basically
hostile for a long time to come.

http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts
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The Russian government aims to establish a Russian sphere of influence, not a new version
of the Soviet Union. Putin has stated that “whoever does not miss the Soviet Union has no
heart, but whoever wants it back has no brain.” The Eurasian Union falls vastly far short of
the USSR. Kazakhstan for example is a member, and has always sought good relations with
Russia. But Kazakh officials have stated publicly and repeatedly that it is not some form of
super-state; and Kazakhstan has repeatedly refused to follow Russia’s lead in international
affairs — including most recently by refusing to recognize the independence of the Donbas
republics. The Eurasian Union and Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) are loose
partnerships.

As for Russian domination of Eastern Europe beyond the borders of the former USSR, this is
vastly beyond Russia’s ambitions and capability. Not merely would it involve Russia in an
attack on NATO, with all the hideous risks that this would entail (whereas the United States
and NATO have declared explicitly that they will  not fight to defend Ukraine);  but it  would
require Russia to subjugate and hold down Poland. Russian officials and commentators with
whom I have raised this possibility have simply burst out laughing at the absurdity of the
idea.

Concerning Ukraine, there are two possible paths for Russia to take. Which one will be
chosen  will  become  apparent  in  the  next  days,  or  possibly  hours.  The  first  would  be  an
agreement  with  the  existing  Ukrainian  government  (as  publicly  demanded  by  Russia
immediately after the invasion) that would guarantee Ukrainian neutrality and the exclusion
of  Western  armaments.  Moscow  will  almost  certainly  also  demand  that  the  Donbas
republics, and any other Russian-speaking areas occupied by the Russian army, receive fully
autonomous status within a federal Ukraine. Moscow would likely present this to the West as
an expanded version of the Minsk II agreement of 2015 on autonomy for the Donbas within
Ukraine.

The  second  path  would  be  for  Russia  to  occupy  Kiev  itself,  replace  the  Ukrainian
government with Russian puppets, and draw up a new Ukrainian federal constitution by
Russian diktat. At this point, Moscow might also try to force its Ukrainian client state to join
the Eurasian Union and CSTO. This would be a vastly more dangerous project for Russia.

Unlike local governments in the Russian-speaking areas, which Moscow at least hopes could
gain a measure of local legitimacy, a puppet government in Kiev and the Ukrainian ethnic
heartland  would  only  survive  with  the  permanent  presence  of  a  Russian  army.  The
government and army would face permanent mass unrest and violent resistance,which it
only could quell through savage repression.

This would be atrocious for the people of Ukraine, and very dangerous for NATO. If the
United States decided to arm a guerrilla war in Ukraine, such a force could only be supplied
through Poland — which Russia then might directly target, which likely would expand and
escalate the conflict dramatically. Furthermore, this guerrilla war would inevitably turn into
an ethnic conflict of Ukrainian nationalists against the local Russian population, making any
long-term unity of Ukraine next to impossible and probably lead to the eventual Russian
annexation of the Russian-speaking areas of Ukraine.

The purpose of Western sanctions against Russia should be to press Russia to withdraw its
army  from  Ukraine  and  restore  Ukrainian  sovereignty  and  territorial  integrity  (minus
Crimea). This however will inevitably now require some form of compromise with Russia on
Ukrainian neutrality (but not membership of the Eurasian Union) and federalism. Short of
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the military defeat of the Russian army or the collapse of the Russian state, it appears
impossible now to achieve unconditional Russian withdrawal from Ukraine.

The alternative is for the United States to use sanctions not to change Russian policy in
Ukraine, but to overthrow the regime in Russia itself by crippling the Russian state and
economy. This would be a vastly more ambitious and dangerous project, and probably futile.
The  U.S.  use  of  sanctions  to  bring  about  regime  change  has  been  a  universal  and
unmitigated failure – in Cuba, Venezuela, Iraq, Iran and North Korea.

Russia is much stronger than those states, and will probably receive much greater help from
China, whose economy has now overtaken that of the United States. Such a strategy would
sooner or later also open up a gulf between the United States and its European allies,
involving as it would the indefinite sponsorship of an armed struggle in Ukraine, with all the
consequences of that for Europe.

Above all, Western sanctions should be intended to help the Ukrainian people. The latter
strategy  of  guerilla  warfare  would  instead  instrumentalize  Ukrainians  as  a  weapon  to
weaken Russia and recall some of the worst U.S. actions of the Cold War, when Washington
supported local insurgencies (sometimes led by evil figures like Jonas Savimbi and extremist
ideologies like that of the Afghan Mujahedin), with no regard whatsoever for the interests of
local peoples.

Outside Europe, the Cold War was waged over the corpses of innumerable Africans, Asians
and  Central  Americans,  and  there  was  often  no  moral  difference  at  all  between  the  “pro-
Western” and “pro-Soviet forces.” For America to go down this path would be a betrayal of
those very Ukrainians whom the U.S. administration says that it wants to help.
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