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ARTICLE

Seeking Peace in the Borderlands:
How Can the Ideas of Conflict Resolution
Be Applied in Ukraine?

Hugh Miall

Emeritus Professor, University of Kent

Senior Research Fellow, Toda Peace Institute

Introduction

The Russian invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022 marked a
catastrophic return of war to the continent of Europe. The war has
become a deadly affair, consuming lives on both sides at a heavy rate.
The Russian invasion caused a refugee crisis with eight million Ukrainians
fleeing abroad and a third of the population displaced. Its economic
shockwaves have affected living standards around the world, especially

in the poorest countries.

It is vital to try to bring the conflict to an end, to avert the obvious
risks of the conflict widening and escalating. Yet at the moment there are
few expectations of an early peace and the conflict seems highly resistant
to resolution. How can the tradition of ideas and practice about conflict

resolution be applied to this conflict?



The obstacles to conflict resolution

One reason why conflict resolution seems difficult is that the stakes
appear existential for both sides. Ukraine was threatened by an
overwhelmingly larger and more powerful state, which seemed intent on
ending Ukraine’s independent existence. The Russian plan in February
2022 was to overthrow the Ukrainian government and put its leaders on
trial, on the pretext of an anti-fascist purge. Given the wilful attacks that
followed, on Ukrainian cities and Ukrainian civilians, it is easy to see why

for Ukrainians this as an existential conflict.

For President Putin and the clique that surrounds him, the stakes are
equally high. They see the West as intent on weakening Russia, absorbing
its assets, excluding it from international institutions and bringing about
regime change. As Putin said in his televised address on 24 February
2022: ‘For the United States and its allies, it is a policy of containing
Russia, with obvious geopolitical dividends. For our country, it is a matter

of life and death, a matter of our historical future as a nation.’

For President Biden, the conflict is one of values, with the US
supporting freedom and democracy against Putin’s autocracy and
aggression. The US and its allies see the stakes as the defence of the
rules-based international order. European leaders see themselves as
defending European values and principles, including the taboo against
acquiring territory by force, which has helped to keep the peace in
Europe for many years. Prime Minister Kishida of Japan, in his recent
visit to Ukraine said, ‘Russia must be held accountable. There must be no
impunity for war crimes and other acts of atrocities. Japan will continue

demonstrating its strong determination to uphold the international order
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based on the rule of law as the G7 Presidency this year.’

With the stakes so high, what room was there for compromise?

Even if a compromise of some kind between the West, Ukraine and
Russia was possible, each side would have difficulty in trusting the other
to abide by it. Since Putin made it clear at the beginning of the war that
his intention was to overrun all Ukraine, any settlement that gives Russia
control of part of Ukraine would be seen by Ukrainians as a prelude
to further dismemberment. Similarly, it may be hard for Putin to take
seriously a pledge of Ukrainian neutrality, since the NATO countries
directly supported Kyiv with weapons even before the start of the
invasion. The US wants to see Russia weakened, the Defense Secretary
Lloyd Austin has said. And President Biden said that the US wanted
to punish Russian aggression to avoid the risk of future conflicts. Such
statements tend to confirm Putin in his view that he is in a fight to the
finish with the United States.

Both sides have committed to maximalist war aims, with little common
ground between them. Putin did scale back the aims of his ‘special
military operation’, from occupying all of Ukraine to seizing the Donbass
and the land bridge in the south connecting the Donbass to Crimea.
Russian ambitions still outrun their actual control, notwithstanding
Putin’s declaration in late September of the annexation of Kherson,

Zaporizhzhia, Luhansk and Donetsk.

For the Ukrainians, as President Zelensky said, “Ukraine is all of
Ukraine. All 25 regions, without any concessions or compromises.”
Western leaders supported the Ukrainian aim of winning back all its

lost territory. The State Department declared that the US would support
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Ukraine's decisions at the negotiating table — there would be no ‘agreement
without Ukraine.” The US and its western partners thus tied themselves
to Ukraine’s terms. With the positions so far apart, at the moment few
observers held much hope of an immediate settlement. They expect a

long war.

A further obstacle lies in the very different ways in which the sides
frame what the conflict is about. Putin claims that Ukraine is not a
separate nation, Russians and Ukrainians are one people. According to
him, it is the West, and specifically the US, NATO and the EU, that have
driven a wedge between them. “I am confident that true sovereignty
of Ukraine is possible only in partnership with Russia:--. For we are one
people.” For most Ukrainians, however, the war has resolved any doubt
about this question. "We are the free people of independent Ukraine,”

said Zelensky.

The gulf between Putin and Western countries and their supporters
has grown wider as the war continues. Putin sees the war as a necessary
response to NATO expansion, Ukrainian genocide in the Donbass, and
what he sees as an attempt by the West to use control of Ukraine as a
means to attack and ultimately dismember Russia. In contrast the West
sees the war as a necessary means to reverse Russia’s illegal invasion
of Ukraine, to protect Ukrainians from Russian genocide and to halt
further Russian expansionism. The positions are similar but diametrically

opposed.

As the war has continued, the two sides have grown more locked into
their incompatible positions. The perceptions of the wrong done by the

other side grow, and compromise seems ever less tolerable. The war
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crimes committed by Russian troops in Ukraine, the killing of civilians
and the huge damage to property put any settlement short of victory out
of consideration for many on the Ukrainian side and in the West. As a
result, neither side is willing to compromise or back down.

Is the application of conflict resolution completely hopeless in these
circumstances? Certainly, the prospects for an agreement at the moment
could not be more challenging. Nevertheless, I want to argue that conflict
resolution principles could be applied if the parties were to move away

from their current positions.

What conflict resolution is

Conflict resolution can be understood in two senses — as an outcome,
and as a process. When we ask, ‘how can this conflict be resolved’,
we are exploring possible outcomes that might transform, dissolve or
mitigate the issues that are at the root of the conflict. Even though
the parties are currently pursuing objectives that are incompatible,
the underlying issues in the conflict may become tractable if the aims
and behaviour of the parties change and if a series of steps starts to
unravel the knot of conflicting issues. Conflict resolution aims to explore
alternatives to continuing or intensifying the conflict. In this sense, it is
not about exploring the most likely line of development, but analysing an

alternative future that could feasibly be brought into being.

There also needs to be a feasible process leading from the present
towards the desired outcome. The claim conflict resolution makes is that,
if the parties made changes in how they approach the conflict, the issues
in conflict could be modified and a path towards their resolution could be

found.
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The starting point for any attempt at conflict resolution is an analysis
of what the conflict is about, and what are its roots. When the Ukraine
conflict broke out, it was widely seen as a return of great power conflict
to the continent of Europe. Ukraine is certainly a proxy war between
great powers, but it can also be seen as a type of conflict that has been

increasing in recent years — an internationalised civil conflict.

Figure 1. Armed Conflicts 1946-2021
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Figure 1 shows the number of conflicts by type since the end of the
Second World War. The black line showing number of deaths directly
related to conflict, called battle deaths, has fallen from a peak in the
1950s at the time of the Korean War and is lower now than in the
past. However, there has been a significant increase in battle deaths
since 2021. What this graph also shows is the changing proportion of
different types of conflicts. The number of interstate wars (shown in
red) has been low and falling, although there is a small recent increase
since 2015. The number of civil wars (shown in pink) grew to a peak in
1991 and made up by far the biggest share of armed conflicts, but the
proportion has been falling since then. What has been increasing is the
proportion of internationalised civil conflicts (shown in blue), which has

going up especially strongly since 2010. Ukraine is an example of an
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internationalised civil conflict — a neighbouring state is intervening in a
civil war. This means there are both domestic and international issues

that need to be resolved.

The Ukraine conflict: three levels of analysis

It is helpful to analyse the conflict, and the prospects for conflict
resolution, at three inter-related levels. The first is the conflict over the
future of Ukraine. The second is the issue of Russians outside Russia —
how the Russian-speakers will live together with other ethnicities and
language groups in the former Soviet Union. The third is the wider
question of long-term relations between Russia, the European states and
the United States, which touches on the European security architecture,
the European international order as a whole and the nature of global

order in the international system.

A theoretical interpretation of the conflict: 1. bargaining theory

Realist scholars of international relations see conflicts like Ukraine as
a power contest between states with irreconcilable interests. If one side
wins, the other loses: it is a zero-sum conlflict. Figure 2 shows a simple

representation of two states in contention over the control of a territory.

Figure 2 A zero-sum conflict over an issue
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The horizontal line represents all the possible outcomes, from State 1
controlling all the territory, to State 2 controlling it, with outcomes in the
middle representing mixed outcomes, with one state controlling a certain

share of the territory and the other controlling the rest.

Figure 3. Conflict seen as a bargaining game
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payoffs

State B's
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Figure 3 shows another representation of the zero-sum conflict, with
the payoffs to State A on one axis and the payoffs to State B on the other.
Here the top left hand corner is the outcome where State A controls
everything and State B has nothing. The bottom right corner is where
State B controls everything and State A has nothing. International

relations scholars see conflicts as a bargaining game, where the possible

Figure 4 Coercive bargaining
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agreed compromises could lie on the diagonal line.

States also have the option of using coercion — of threatening to go to
war to achieve their objectives. War is costly, so the outcomes after a war
are on the dotted line which is lower and to the left of the outcomes that
could be achieved by negotiation. Here the status quo point is shown in
blue, which favours state A and not state B. But state B has the threat of
going to war, and after a war, both states expect the outcome to be at the
point marked in red on the dotted line. This is better for state B than the
status quo. So, knowing this, both states realise that the bargaining range
taking coercion into account lies on the part of the solid line that is above
and to the right of the red circle.

If either state can shift the balance of power and military advantage in
its own favour, it can move the bargaining range so that it does better and
the other state does worse. On the other hand, if state B uses coercion
to shift the expected outcome to the red spot, state A may respond with

even more coercion, and this will raise the costs of conflict for both sides.

A theoretical interpretation of the conflict: 2. Conflict resolution
theory

Scholars of conflict resolution argue that the bargaining perspective is
too limited a view of conflict. An expanded view of the possible outcomes

is shown in Figure 5.

This shows not only the win-lose points and the bargaining line that
connects them, but also the lose-lose point, where both parties lose
everything, and the win-win point, where they could both achieve their

objectives, if they find a way of reframing their goals and transforming
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the conflict.

Figure 5 Win-win, win-lose and lose-lose outcomes
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Figure 6 Positions, Interests and Needs
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Scholars of conflict resolution distinguish between the positions,
interests and needs of the conflict parties. In Figure 6, the positions,
interests and needs of the two states are represented as two triangles,
with positions at the top, interests in the middle, needs at the bottom. As
this diagram suggests, the positions of the decision-makers may be far
apart. But there may be common interests — such as common interests
in long-term economic stability and security. And the needs of the states
populations may be quite similar. Ordinary people need peace, security,
and sufficient conditions to be able to lead good life. These needs are
not zerosum. If I respect you and I don’t attack you, then we can both

be secure. This suggests that if it was possible to reframe the parties’
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positions — their stated goals — in terms of the underlying needs of their

populations, a solution that is good for everyone might be found.

Applying this to Ukraine, which of the parties’ goals are absolutely
essential for the survival and the wellbeing of the parties, and which are
not? Ending the occupation of the parts of Ukraine which are not held
by rebels is essential for the survival and wellbeing of the Ukrainian
population. It is not clear however that re-establishing Ukrainian rule over
Crimea and the rebel-held parts of the Donbass is necessarily essential
for the Ukrainians’ survival. Having Ukraine in NATO is not an essential
goal for the populations in NATO countries. Occupying Ukraine is not an
essential goal for Russians, especially if the threat of NATO membership
for Ukraine is removed. It would seem therefore that a resolution of the

conflict is there to be had.

Conditions for ending the conflict

A reasonable outcome is one that meets the needs of the peoples
involved in the conflict. A reasonable outcome for Ukraine thus has to
meet the needs of both the Ukrainian-speakers and the Russian-speakers
who live in Ukraine, including those who do and those who do not accept

the rule of the Ukrainian government.

Let us also assume the validity of the European norm that borders
cannot be changed by force and can only be changed with the mutual
agreement of the states involved. The interests of Russian and non-
Russian minorities inside and outside Russia should be secured, and

Europe would need a new agreed security architecture.
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According to the American political scientist William Zartman, conflicts
are ripe for resolution when there is a mutually hurting stalemate. In
a mutually hurting stalemate the parties are driven so far towards the
lose-lose corner that both can improve their situation by settling, so

negotiations come to be seen as worthwhile by both sides.

There appears to be a strategic stalemate now. Ukraine seems unlikely
to be able to win against a much more populous state armed with nuclear
weapons. Russia also seems unlikely to be able to defeat and occupy
Ukraine, a vast country determined to resist, while it is supported by
NATO countries. Both sides are hurting each other badly. However,
neither side has yet reached the point where it believes that the costs
of continuing the war outweigh the benefits they hope to gain from
continuing to fight. Both sides still expect to prevail eventually, and the
nature of a mutually acceptable settlement has yet to be adequately

explored between them.

Of course, win-lose outcomes are still possible. Russian forces could be
driven back or could collapse. The effect of the sanctions and the lack of
military success could perhaps result in the collapse of Putin’s regime. A

new government might then come to power that was ready to negotiate.

Equally the Ukrainian armed forces might get less support from the

West, and Ukrainian military resistance might collapse.

Both of these scenarios would be dangerous. If Russia collapses, its
president might be tempted to lash out with nuclear weapons. If Ukraine
collapses, NATO might be tempted to intervene with its own forces. This

would lead to direct fighting between NATO and Russia.
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The failure of conflict prevention

Before outlining some detailed options for conflict resolution, let us
turn back to the origins of the conflict and why opportunities were lost to
deal with it earlier on. Conflicts can be prevented by actors being careful
about their goals, sensitive to the needs of other actors, and willing to

discuss problems.

At the end of the Cold War, this sense of care was present in the
discussions about the unification of Germany. President Gorbachev was
consulted and the United States Secretary of State assured him that ‘not

an inch of NATO’s jurisdiction would expand in an easterly direction.’

After the disintegration of the Soviet Union, the Western leaders lost
this sense of care. They celebrated the victory of the West in the Cold

War and saw no need to accommodate Russia’s demands.

NATO expanded, taking in Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary in
1999 and ten more countries in central and eastern Europe between 2004

and 2019.

This was welcomed by the east European states, who were fearful
of Russian power, but Russian security analysts saw it as a real threat
and Russian leaders, including Putin, complained loudly about the

enlargement.

The West and Russia together failed to agree a new security
architecture. The OSCE could have been strengthened for this purpose,

but its role remained limited and the ‘hard security’ organisations on both
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sides were prioritised. In the 1997 ‘Founding Act on Mutual Relations,
Cooperation, and Security between NATO and the Russian Federation’,
the two sides had agreed that ‘NATO and Russia do not consider each
other as adversaries; the Founding Act is the expression of an enduring
commitment, undertaken at the highest political level, to build together
a lasting and inclusive peace in the Euro-Atlantic area.” Unfortunately,
this aspiration came to nothing. Russia was unwilling to join either the
EU or NATO from what it saw as a position of inferiority, thus losing the
opportunity to use these structures to transcend the security divisions
of Europe. And Putin made the conditions for an enduring peace with
Western partners increasingly difficult, through the brutality of his
military interventions in Chechnya, Georgia, and Syria, his treatment
of the domestic opposition in Russia and abroad, and his flagrant
interventions in western elections. On the western side, it was clear that
some of the leading policymakers still considered Russia as an adversary
and acted on that basis. President Bush’s ‘axis of evil’ speech in 2002
had left no doubt where he stood, and his lieutenant Dick Cheney ‘wanted
to see the dismantlement not only of the Soviet Union and the Russian
empire, but of Russia itself, so it would never again be a threat to the
rest of the world.” The Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014 marked a
turning point for most western leaders. It led to sanctions on Russia and
a deep freeze of relations between Russia and the West. Jake Sullivan’
s view as National Security Adviser to President Biden in 2022 was not
so different from Cheney’s. The US goal was ‘a free and independent
Ukraine, a weakened and isolated Russia and a stronger, more unified

West.’

At the same time, the Russians outside Russia got into internal conflicts

with the other ethnic groups which had taken control of the newly
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independent republics. This led to the growth of Russian nationalism,

which Putin exploited.

In some countries, like Estonia, the OSCE was successful in preventing
conflicts, but the EU pushed enlargement forward without waiting for the

implementation of full OSCE minority protections.

In Ukraine, a conflict developed between some of the Russian
speakers in the country, especially in the Donbass and in Crimea, who
supported pro-Russian Ukrainian politicians, and the Ukrainian speakers
who supported politicians who wanted to join European institutions.
Opportunities were lost to resolve this internal conflict through autonomy
arrangements, language reforms, proportional voting and similar
measures, which the Ukrainian nationalists were unwilling to concede.
The internal conflict in Ukraine then got caught up with the wider

international conflict between Russia and the West.

A process towards conflict resolution

A process is therefore needed to go from the present impasse towards
negotiations. I would suggest that as a stimulus to talks, and as a means
of undermining the Russian rationale for its intervention, the western and
Ukrainian side should do what they I think should have done before the
invasion began, namely stop NATO enlargement, and accept that Ukraine
will not be a NATO member and will instead declare its neutrality. This
could be accompanied by multii-track mediation and back-channel talks
to explore a possible settlement. Russia should agree to withdraw its
forces to their positions before February 24th, and negotiations should

then start on a peace settlement.
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This is not the most likely outcome. The more likely outcome seems
to be that the war will continue and gradually escalate. There are two
scenarios that could follow from continued fighting. One is a de facto
partition of Ukraine, with the dividing line depending on the balance of
military forces. The other is that the war could widen and intensify, in

the worst case turning into a war between NATO and Russia.

To avoid these risks, it is urgent that a settlement should be negotiated.
This should involve a settlement for the internal conflict in Ukraine,
steps to ameliorate the situation of Russians outside Russia, and a new

European security architecture.

The elements of a settlement for Ukraine

Previous peace settlements and peace negotiations in Ukraine to date

suggest the elements of a possible settlement process.

Russian troops would withdraw to the positions of before February
24. Ukraine would agree to either an enhanced autonomy arrangement
or independence for the regions of the Donbass held by rebels. Ukraine
would declare itself a neutral state. Ukraine and Russia could agreed
to a dual citizenship arrangement for people in Crimea, which could
be based on a co-sovereignty model or autonomy or independence for
the Crimea. Strong protections for minorities and inclusive language
rights and educational policies should be adopted and overseen by the
OSCE. There could be reciprocal security guarantees for Ukraine and
the new autonomous regions, guaranteed by outside powers. The two
sides should agree to accept an international peacekeeping force to stand

between them. They should also agree to demilitarise their border, and
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this could be accompanied by wider measures for demilitarisation and

disarmament in Europe.

Dealing with the Russians outside Russia

The roots of the European and Ukrainian crisis lie in the break-up of
the Soviet Union, in the context of the rise of nationalist movements
in the former Soviet republics. The dissolution of the Soviet Union left
large numbers of former Soviet citizens scattered in republics under the
control of a different majority nationality. Initially, the OSCE addressed
these issues through its High Commissioner on National Minorities, who
averted the crisis in Estonia and advised the governments of Latvia,
Lithuania and Ukraine on their language laws and citizenship provisions.
However, the EU decided to admit these states before the minorities’
status had been fully protected, and in Latvia, for example, half a million
Russian residents, who could not speak Latvian, remained as ‘non-

citizens’, denied full political rights.

For years, Putin has highlighted what he sees as the tragic fate of these
25 million ethnic Russians who found themselves living outside Russia in

newly independent states when the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991.

In September 2022 Putin approved a new foreign policy doctrine based
on the idea of the ‘Russian World’. The doctrine says that Russia should
“protect, safeguard and advance the traditions and ideals of the Russian
World  --- The Russian Federation provides support to its compatriots
living abroad in the fulfilment of their rights, to ensure the protection of

their interests and the preservation of their Russian cultural identity.”
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The West sees this as Russian revanchism and opposes what it sees
as Russian efforts to expand beyond the current borders of the Russian
Federation. But the West has got itself into an uncomfortable position
by extending NATO membership to states close to Russia’s borders,
like the Baltic States, which still fail to adequately respect the rights
of the significant Russian minorities. Requiring these states to fulfil
the recommendations of the OSCE should be an element of a larger
settlement, aimed at improving the long-term relationship between Russia
and the West. Reciprocally, Russian Federation should commit to OSCE
standards on the protection of its own minorities. OSCE members should
strengthen the organisation’s capacity to monitor and assist on minority

issues.

A new European and International Security Order

A resolution to the wider conflicts between Russia and the western
powers should be developed through consultation on a new framework
for the European security architecture and wider reforms to global

governance.

At the level of norms, European states including Russia should reaffirm
the principles and international laws that have been the basis of peace in

Europe.

At the level of institutions, new frameworks should be developed
to provide for consultation and coordination between European and
Eurasian states. It would be helpful to strengthen the existing pan-
European organization, the Organization for Security and Cooperation

in Europe, rather than pinning responsibility for European security on
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NATO, which will always be seen as a threat to Russia.

At the level of security, drastic cuts in nuclear weapons, de-alerting,
withdrawal of offensive forces on both sides from areas bordering Russia
and NATO countries, re-establishment of crisis management machinery
and re-commitment to transparency on military movements and no-first-
use policies should be among the measures required to avoid the risk of
deliberate or inadvertent war.

Wider reforms to global governance might include widening the
Security Council’s membership and changing its veto rules, as well
as strengthening the General Assembly, to make the UN work better,
and making other international institutions more internationally
representative. In the longer-term restrictions on the doctrine of unlimited
state sovereignty may be needed to reflect the interdependence of the

world’s peoples.

Some of these proposals may seem far-fetched, and the warring parties
have each rejected similar proposals for Ukraine in the past. While each
side pursues maximalist aims, however, a mutually acceptable resolution
will not be found. Failing to agree has caused massive and unacceptable
loss of life and damage on both sides and threatens to continue to exact
unbearable costs in human lives. The situation is also primed with risks

of escalation and widening of the conflict.

The Loizides Plan for a Peace Settlement

One of the key aims of conflict resolution is to learn from what has
worked in previous conflicts and try to apply the lessons to current and

new conflicts. My colleague Neo Loizides, director of the Conflict Analysis
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Research Centre at the University of Kent, came up with the following
set of detailed proposals for a settlement of the Ukraine conflict. It draws
on elements of peace proposals and settlements that have been tried in
other conflicts. This set of ideas would no doubt have to be modified in
practice, in the light of what has happened and will still happen since
they were drafted. The plan has the merit, however, of meeting the key
underlying interests of both sides, even though the current positions
and framings of the parties would have to change for it to be accepted.
It indicates that serious conflict resolution options for a settlement are

available even in such an intractable conflict as the war in Ukraine.

THE LOIZIDES PLAN

The preconditions of the plan are:

- Immediate ceasefire and gradual transition to pre- 24/02/2022 lines

- Commitment to broadly inclusive multi-region, multi-ethnic
Ukraine and to the principle of Security Council Resolution 1325,
which calls for increased participation of women and inclusion of
gender perspectives in peacebuilding

- Multi-party cross-issue negotiations aiming for a comprehensive

peace settlement

Territorial arrangements

- The Donetsk and Luhansk regions would have autonomous status
within Ukraine or to be negotiated in the next five years with
interim ad hoc status arrangement (as in the Kosovo agreement).

- Surrounding municipalities would be permitted to join new
Donetsk and Luhansk regions via municipal referendums and once

autonomous status is agreed (as in the Spanish autonomy model)
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- Crimea would have a dual citizenship model with strong economic
links to Ukraine, modelled on the arrangements between the
Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland.

- These arrangements would be governed by the principle of consent
(as in Northern Ireland) - that is, the Crimeans would be free to
decide to re-join Ukraine in a future referendum (for example, after
15 years, following an invitation from Ukraine’s parliament and
political authorities.

- Russian and Ukrainian co-sovereignty in Crimea would be

acknowledged by EU countries.

Security and Policing

- UN peacemaking mission with extensive powers by mutually
acceptable countries

- The areas surrendered by Russia would be demilitarized and there
would be reasonable limits set on the import of offensive weapons
(along the lines of the Annan plan for Cyprus)

+ There would be no NATO membership for Ukraine but reiteration
of existing security guarantees (Budapest memorandum) and
political guarantees

- Donetsk and Luhansk to have own mixed-ethnicity security/police
forces (e.g., US/Iraq)

- Police to be drawn equally from Russian and Ukrainian speaking
communities in regions with fewer than significant minorities

- A Cooperation and Security Council to include European countries,

Ukraine and Russia

Governance:

- Gender quotas in peace talks, government positions, and supreme
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court (50% across posts)

- A constitutional convention to consider a more inclusive political

system which could be presidential with vote pooling incentives, or

a consociational or semi-presidential system.

- Choice of level of autonomy for all Ukrainian oblasts (as in Spanish

model)

- Asymmetric autonomy with more powers for regions with

significant ethnic minorities. Each oblast/region in Ukraine free to

opt whether to keep its current status or choose

* autonomy

- The executives of these regions would be elected proportionally to

ensure representation of minorities on the model of d’ Hondt style

voting in Northern Ireland and Copenhagen)

- There would be arbitration powers in constitutional court (using

foreign judges and ICJ

Language, Representation of the Past, Justice, Reconstruction:

+ There would be two official languages, Ukrainian/Russian (on the

Canada model), and a Joint Cultural Heritage Committee

» There would be a Joint Holocaust Commission, and a ban on Nazi

parties/symbols (modelled on German legislation)

- Tribunals could consider war crimes committed on both sides

- EU and other donors would provide reconstruction support

Other Peace Plans

A number of other peace plans have been put forward at different

times.
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The Ukrainian government proposed a 10-point peace plan on
March 29, 2022, in the Istanbul talks. Ukraine would accept neutrality,
and nonalignment with any alliance, in return for international security
guarantees. It would not host foreign troops or bases. There would be
no military exercises on its territory without the consent of the guarantor
powers. Ukraine and Russia would hold bilateral talks over the future of
Crimea and the Donbass, with a view to resolving these issues over 15

years.

President Zelensky withdrew the plan following the discovery of the
massacre at Bucha. But it remains significant in setting out elements that

the Ukrainian government at one time considered acceptable.

The Italian government proposed a four-point plan to end the
conflict, which was presented to the UN Secretary General in May
2022. The plan called for (1) a ceasefire (2) Ukrainian neutrality and EU
accession (3) autonomy agreements for the Donbass and Crimea (4) a
treaty on European security, involving Russian withdrawal to the lines
pre-February 24, and Western sanctions relief on Russia. The plan was
dismissed by both the Ukrainian and the Russian sides and the Italian

foreign minister said the ‘time was not ripe’, and withdrew the proposal.

The billionaire Elon Musk offered a less detailed outline for a peace
settlement in October 2022. In his proposed settlement, Ukraine would
cede Crimea to Russia. There would be new UN-supervised referendums
to determine the future of the Donbas. And Ukraine would become

neutral. The Kremlin welcomed Musk’s proposal. Kyiv denounced it.
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The Lauterpacht Centre on International Law at the University
of Cambridge has a draft peace settlement for Ukraine on its website
which draws on existing precedents and international law. This includes
comprehensive proposals for a settlement, including, for example terms

for proposed security guarantees.

In July 2022, the UN Secretary General successfully negotiated the
Black Sea grain deal to protect the supply of food to countries in the
Arab world, Africa, India and Asia. The deal indicated that the views
of the developing countries and the rest of the world could have a

significant influence on the conflict parties.

In February 2023 President Xi Jinping of China proposed a 12-point
peace plan in Moscow. It called for respect for the sovereignty of all
countries and the UN Charter, an end to hostilities, resumption of peace
talks, no use or threat of nuclear weapons, an end to sanctions, continued

grain exports, and a vision of common co-operative security.

The Russian Federation has repeatedly stated that it wants a negotiated
settlement, but its terms so far include retention of territories that Russia
has annexed. This is a flagrant violation of international protocols
and remains unacceptable to Ukraine and to most of the international
community.

The ideas in these peace plans mostly relate to the issues that were in
dispute at the start of the conflict. However, in the course of the conflict,
new issues have emerged. In particular, there is the matter of Russia’s
liability for civilian loss of life, civilian displacement, war crimes and
massive property damage, and on a smaller scale Ukraine’s liability

for civilian loss of life in the Donbass, attacks on Russian territory, and
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damage to Russia’s bridge connecting Crimea to the mainland. Both
sides have wreaked heavy losses on each other’s military personnel and
equipment. These issues manifest themselves as demands for reparations
and war crimes tribunals. In order to meet the needs of justice, it seems
right that war crimes tribunals should operate and that both sides should
be held to account for war crimes they have committed. However, the
demands of peace and the demands of justice often have to be balanced
in peace settlements, and more typically donors meet the costs of

reconstruction, to avoid the risk of reparations starting new wars.

Peace plans are often constructed slowly and piecemeal, after many
reverses. If there is a peace settlement in this conflict, it may follow
a similar fitful course. Willingness to settle, and a gradual arrival at

mutually acceptable terms, is a key part of the process.

Conclusion

I have argued that, while the obstacles to conflict resolution are very
great at present, it is not impossible, if the parties become willing to move
away from their incompatible positions and think more flexibly about
the future. If NATO committed to stopping enlargement and if Ukraine
accepted neutrality, the stated reason for the Russian invasion would fall

away, and the Russian Federation could withdraw its forces from Ukraine.

Both sides could start to de-escalate the military conflict. Ceasefires

could then be agreed and open the way to negotiations.

While the fighting continues, third party mediators could explore

prospects for a settlement, through a multi-track process. Ultimately
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Ukraine needs a national dialogue as well as a deal agreed by the warring

parties.

The peace talks that opened in Istanbul in March 2022 stalled in
April. After Putin annexed the four annexed provinces in Ukraine,
President Zelensky signed a decree asserting the ‘impossibility of holding

negotiations with Putin.’

However, there could be political advantages to Ukraine in offering
a reasonable compromise agreement along the lines of the Loizides
Plan. Offering such a plan together with an agreement to halt NATO
expansion would undercut the basis for Russia’s fight against Ukraine.
The important things for the Russian people are their needs for long-term
security, prosperity and integrity. Given that the war is already unpopular
and unsuccessful and costly, it is not clear that the Russians would wish
to continue it if the justifications for Putin’s action were kicked away.
This could be the ‘off ramp’ needed to allow a reversal of the annexation.
Putin could then retire and make way for a new leader who could

negotiate the agreement.

Conflict resolution is not an easy path. But it is not impossible.
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The dominant international story since last year has been Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine. It marked the return of Europe to the centre of world
affairs, and the return to Europe of geopolitics, territorial disputes and
largescale force and ground wars not experienced since 1945. My talk
looks back on the crisis in a longer-term and broader reflective analysis

of seven intertwined threads:

1. The tension between geopolitical realism and normative idealism;
. Different framings of the Ukraine war;

. The core issues at dispute;

. The conflict parties;

. The possible different endings to the war;

. The principal lessons to be drawn from the conflict; and

N O O oWk W

. What happens next?
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Interplay between Geopolitical Realism and Normative Idealism

In the Melian Dialogue, Thucydides recounts the stern admonition from
Athens to Melos that questions of right and justice apply only to relations
among equals in power.” For others, ‘the strong do what they can and
the weak suffer what they must’. A matching Russian proverb holds that
‘rules are for servants, not masters’.”? ‘Realism maintains that universal
moral principles cannot be applied to the actions of states’, wrote Hans
J. Morgenthau. I rephrase his mantra thus: International politics, like all
politics, is a struggle for normative ascendancy: the establishment and
maintenance of the dominant normative architecture of international
order created and maintained by the interplay of power, principles and
ideas for the common good.

History is written by the victors. As an African proverb puts it: ‘Until
the lions have their own historians, the history of the hunt will always
glorify the hunter’.” For reasons of geography and history (think of
invasions of Russia by Napoleon and Hitler), Russians regard the prospect
of NATO troops in Ukraine as an existential threat to their security.
From Mikhail Gorbachev through Boris Yeltsin to Vladimir Putin, there
is unbroken continuity in the Russian grievance about NATO’s eastward
expansion. Ukraine is not a core strategic interest for the US and its
European allies but it is so for Russia’s security elite, not just for Putin.

After the US Senate ratified the decision to enlarge NATO in May 1998,
George Kennan, the architect of the Cold War containment doctrine, said:
‘I think it is the beginning of a new cold war ---. Of course, there is going
to be a bad reaction from Russia, and then [the NATO expanders] will
say that we always told you that is how the Russians are — but this is just
wrong’. In the 1999-2020 period, 14 countries from central and eastern

Europe, seeking security against future Russian threats, joined NATO,
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taking the alliance ever closer to Russia’s own borders and heightening
their paranoia. As Kennan foreshadowed, they reacted in Ukraine
in 2014 and again last year. And, as Kennan predicted, pro-NATO
enlargement enthusiasts describe Russia’s actions as ex post facto proof of

the correctness of the decision to expand NATO."

Four Frames

Democracy vs Autocracy

The MSM and all Western leaders have echoed President Joe Biden’s
Manichean framing of the war as a ‘great battle’ between democracy
and autocracy, liberty and repression and a rules-based order and ‘one
governed by brute force’.” President Volodymyr Zelensky has been
unexpectedly heroic, courageous and inspirational. But the ‘democracy-
autocracy’ narrative is seriously defective. Ukrainians are fighting for
their nation, not for universal freedoms.

The 2014 Maidan revolution was a de facto coup to oust the
democratically elected pro-Russian president, Viktor Yanukovych, with,
as The Washington Post put it, ‘a deep degree of US involvement’ in Ukraine’
s internal affairs.” David Roman covered the events as a correspondent
for the conservative Wail Street Journal. He wrote in 2018:”

... on the last days of February 2014, armed thugs — many, if not most, heavily
armed far-right and neo-Nazi activists from western Ukraine — stormed Maidan
square, killing and capturing police officers ....

... the EU envoy telling her bosses that she was pretty certain that far-right
Ukrainians had killed protesters in Maidan while posing as police to get us, the
gullible Western media, to hate the Russians even more ...

1 was struck by the image of a democratically elected president escaping his country

in the middle of the night, chased by hooligans holding Waffen-SS banners ....
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Ukraine remains mired in bankruptcy and corruption, led by a government that is
happily commemorating Nazis as heroes of the Second World War, while begging
for NATO membership and American cash.

In the annual report from Freedom House, Ukraine’s score of 61/100
put it in the ‘partly free’ category.” After the 2014 coup, the neo-Nazi
Azov Battalion - that’s a Daily Beast label” from 2019, not part of Putin’s
current propaganda — was incorporated into President Petro Poroshenko’s
military and security apparatus and has remained there.'” Zelensky seized
the opportunity of the war to ‘suspend’ 11 opposition parties, including
the biggest with 44 MPs in the 450-seat Parliament, and to nationalise
several media outlets to implement a ‘unified information policy’.'” In
Transparency International’s 2021 corruption index,'® Ukraine'” ranked
122/180 countries, making it Europe’s most corrupt country. (Russia is
even worse.)

Western countries have themselves witnessed grievous assaults on
freedoms and curtailment of civil liberties and democratic practices in
the last three years. In a longer timeframe, we have seen the liberal
democratic state succumb in successive waves to the national security,

administrative, surveillance and biosecurity state.

Rule of Law vs Rule by Force

A second framing alleges Russian violations of foundational global
norms on state sovereignty, territorial integrity and the use of force.
Unfortunately, every charge levelled against Russia applies also to the
US. It has used force overseas more often than any other country since
1945, including Iraq in 2003. It rejected the World Court’s judgment on
aggression against Nicaragua'? and threatened the International Criminal
Court" with sanctions for daring to investigate possible war crimes by

US soldiers in Afghanistan, but backs the two courts vis-a-vis Russia in
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Ukraine. The downing of a Malaysian Airline flight over Ukraine in 2014
is comparable to the downing of an Iran Air flight by a US warship in
1988.'” Both Moscow and Washington rejected the World Court’s 1996
opinion on the legal obligation on nuclear disarmament.'” Being a great
power means never having to say sorry for your acts of hypocrisy in

world affairs.

Recalibrating the European Balance of Power

The first two frames together, in combination with the global
dominance of Western media, explain why Westerners conflate their
local consensus into a global consensus that simply doesn’t exist."® The
countries that haven’t joined in the sanctions on Russia, starting with
China and India, represent more than half the world’s population. Much
of the non-Western world views the Ukraine conflict within a third frame
of an ongoing recalibration of the European balance of power since the
Cold War ended.

A continual readjustment of geopolitical frontiers along historical
fault lines and buffer states is part of human history. Afflicted by hubris,
the US and NATO effectively treated Russia as a permanently defeated
enemy instead of one in temporary retreat. As NATO kept incorporating
former Warsaw Pact members in a steady eastward expansion to Russia’s
borders, the repeated proclamation of redlines over Georgia and Ukraine
were contemptuously brushed aside.

+ According to declassified documents from the US National Security
Archive published in 2017, there were multiple assurances to
Soviet leaders from US, UK, French and German leaders against
NATO expansion, that were then serially violated.

- The current CIA director William Burns was posted in Moscow

when he wrote a memo in 1995: ‘Hostility to NATO expansion
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is almost universally felt across the domestic political spectrum
here’."”

- Burns returned to Moscow as ambassador. On 1 February 2008
he sent a cable to Washington entitled: ‘NYET MEANS NYET:
RUSSIA’S NATO ENLARGEMENT REDLINES’.”

- Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov warned Burns that the issue of
NATO membership for Ukraine ‘could potentially split the country
in two, leading to violence or even civil war, which would force
Russia to decide whether to intervene’.

- Despite the blunt warning, on 3 April 2008, NATO’s Bucharest
Summit Declaration affirmed that Ukraine and Georgia ‘will
become members of NATO’.”"

Americans also ignore their own history of breaches of international
law and principles: rejection of the World Court’s adverse verdict for the
destabilization of Nicaragua in 1986, invasion and occupation of Iraq in
2003, exit from the Iran nuclear deal. There are parallels between NATO
actions in Kosovo in 1999 and Russian actions in Crimea in 2014; and
between US rejection of Cuba’s sovereign right to enter into a security
alliance with the Soviet Union and station Soviet missiles in 1962, and
Russian rejections of comparable rights asserted for Ukraine.

In a speech to the Munich Security Conference in February 2007 that
filled many listeners with foreboding, Putin accused the west of breaking
assurances on NATO expansion.”” In 2008 in Georgia and again in 2014
in Ukraine, he made it clear that Russia had red lines that he would
not allow NATO and the EU to cross. In his address to the nation on 24
February announcing the military actions against Ukraine, Putin began by
highlighting the threat posed by ‘the eastward expansion of NATO, which
is moving its military infrastructure ever closer to the Russian border’.*”

In the event, NATO policy on Ukraine provoked but did not deter
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Russia. In the cable sent home on 1 February 2008, Burns, concluded:
‘While Russian opposition to the first round of NATO enlargement
in the mid-1990s was strong, Russia now feels itself able to respond
more forcefully to what it perceives as actions contrary to its national
interests’.*” South Africa’s President Cyril Ramaphosa said on 17 March
2022: ‘The war could have been avoided if NATO had heeded the
warnings from amongst its own leaders and officials over the years that
its eastward expansion would lead to greater, not less, instability in the

region’.”

Russia’s Place in Europe

The final frame is to examine the war as contestations over Russia’s
place in the European security, economic and political orders. Boris
Yeltsin was told in October 1993 by Secretary of State Warren
Christopher that the US was pursuing, not NATO membership for
selected European countries, but rather a Partnership for Peace for ail.
When Yeltsin interrupted to make sure he had understood correctly that
all Central and Eastern European countries and Russia would be treated
equally in an all-inclusive partnership, Christopher replied, ‘Yes, that is
the case’. Yeltsin responded, ‘This is a brilliant idea, a stroke of genius’.
Within a year the US changed policy and Russia was frozen out. The rest
is living history in which we are still trapped.*

Many Western commentators were quick to condemn India’s balancing
act in juggling its interests and values in relations with Russia, Ukraine
and the West. Foreign Minister S. Jaishankar pointedly remarked in
Washington on 11 April 2022 that since sanctions were imposed by
NATO on Russia, India’s monthly oil imports from Russia were probably
less than European energy imports in one afternoon.?” On 22 April,

The Telegraph (UK) reported that after the EU imposed an arms embargo
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on Russia in retaliation for the annexation of Crimea in 2014, France
and Germany had sold €273mn worth of arms to Russia that was likely
being used in the current war in Ukraine.*® Shivshankar Menon, India’s
former National Security Adviser (2010-14), wrote in Foreign Affairs that
the Ukraine war will transform Europe’s geopolitical landscape but is
not a transcendental conflict between autocracies and democracies,
will not reshape the global order and has only limited relevance for the
Indo-Pacific.”” China’s rise is far more consequential for reconfiguring
the emerging global order on both the geopolitical and normative axes
than the protracted death rattles of the Soviet empire that expired in

1990/91.%"

Issues in Dispute

Post—Cold War European Order

The issues involved in the Ukraine conflict can be broken into
structural and proximate. The big-picture structural issue is the post-Cold
War order in Europe and the place of a shrunken and much-diminished
Russia in the European security order and architecture. History did not
end with the defeat of the Soviet Union in the Cold War in 1990-91. Nor
was the power status of post-Soviet Russia settled. Wars may result from
misperceived slights by the fading power or miscalculation of relative
strengths by the falling-rising pair of powers.

As already noted, almost all Russian leaders believed that Russia had
consented to the peaceful terms of the ending of the Cold War on two
core understandings: NATO would not expand its borders eastwards and
Russia would be incorporated into an inclusive pan-European security
architecture. Instead, waves of NATO enlargement took it to the very

doorstep of Russia in an exclusionary post-Cold War order that in due
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course provoked a strong reaction from Moscow. The end result is that
the rupture of the Cold War European security order caused by the
collapse of Soviet power is a long way from being repaired.

For context, it’s worth recalling that the problem of growing German
power that had perturbed the existing European balance of power order
in early twentieth century was ‘solved’ by two world wars followed by
the division of Germany on either side of the Iron Curtain. By contrast
the great power competition in the Pacific, which was primarily maritime
unlike the chiefly continental contest in Europe, was not settled by the
Second World War. Instead the US, Russia, China and Japan are still
jostling in the crowded strategic space.

Initially, while Russia was militarily ascendant, many analysts rightly
worried about China copying Russia’s Ukraine template. With Russia
militarily on the defensive, it might be time to start worrying about the
US exporting the template of provoking a military conflict as a means
of diplomatically isolating and militarily weakening the only potential

strategic rival in the Pacific.

Rubbing Russia’s Nose in the Dirt of its Historic Defeat

The proximate causes of the war are the place of Ukraine between East
and West, NATO’s eastwards expansion, Putin’s lament of Soviet collapse
as a catastrophe and Russian revanchism, and his desire to exploit the
debacle of US withdrawal from Afghanistan and perceptions of Biden as a
cognitively challenged weakling.

The end of the Cold War set in motion the implosion of the Soviet
Union with accompanying impoverishment and collapse of Russian
power. Russia’s unchecked continued decline and loss of power,
influence, economic weight, diplomatic heft and status has provided

cover to the West’s neglect of satisfactory arrangements for Russia’s
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place in Europe. Instead Russia’s nose was rubbed repeatedly in the dirt
of its historic defeat with the ignominious retreat from Afghanistan, the
contemptuous dismissal of its interests and concerns in Kosovo, Iraq,
Libya, Syria and, most consequentially, around its western borders as
NATO inched ever closer.

Sweden and Finland joining NATO - not a cause but a direct
consequence of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine — will only intensify Russian
perceptions of growing strategic encirclement by a hostile military
alliance. How will Putin react? Doing nothing is not an option. The
best proof of this is the fact that he did react to the prospect of Ukraine
joining NATO. Another clue comes from his observation to Finland’s
president in 2016: ‘When we look across the border now, we see a Finn
on the other side. If Finland joins NATO, we will see an enemy’ (President
Sauli Niinisto in an interview with Der Spiegel, 14 February 2022).*"

Sweden and Finland’s entry into the alliance doubles the direct Russia-
NATO land border from 1,200 to 2,500km. It tightens the strategic
encirclement with a ring of steel around the Baltic Sea, complicating
access to the Kaliningrad and imposing fresh restrictions on the Russian
Navy. It intensifies the threat to St Petersburg, Russia’s second city after
Moscow. It exposes the strategically important Kola Peninsula which
hosts Russia’s Northern Fleet, including nuclear submarines armed with
intercontinental ballistic missiles (SSBNs) that are critical to a survivable
second-strike retaliatory capability. NATO operational-tactical missile
complexes located in Finland would represent threats to the military-
industrial complex in the Arkhangelsk region and transportation
infrastructure.

This is why Russia cannot and will not sit idly by, as well explained
by Nicholas Lokker and Heli Hautala (a Finnish career diplomat) on 30

March 2023.*” New Russian force posture and deployments are almost
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certain, including beefed up surveillance and patrolling operations.
Most concerningly, it might lead to an increased role of Russian nuclear
weapons, including stationing tactical nuclear weapons in Belarus. In turn
this will set off a fresh round of NATO countermeasures.”

Where will it all end?

Shortly after leaving office, former president Bill Clinton said that as
the top dog in the world, the US faced a fundamental choice.”” It could
make every effort to stay top dog. Or, it could use its unchallengeable
dominance to create a world in which it was comfortable living when
no longer top dog. Unfortunately, the US - including Clinton’s own
administration in the Balkans with the NATO intervention in Kosovo to
territorially dismember Russia’s ally Yugoslavia in 1999 - failed to heed
the wisdom of this analysis.

Fifteen years later the Kosovo ‘precedent’ was hurled at US and
European criticism of Russia’s actions in Crimea and eastern Ukraine by
President Putin in March and October 2014, and echoed by Foreign
Minister Lavrov, who in 1999 was Russia’s Permanent Representative
to the United Nations (1994-2004).°® The brittleness of international
institutional checks on the exercise of American power to attack a
sovereign UN member state in violation of international and UN Charter
law was brutally demonstrated again in Iraq in 2003. It’s still not clear
to me that NATO countries fully grasp the long-term damage these
precedents caused to the UN-centric normative architecture of global
governance.

In Libya in 2011, all five BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China,
South Africa) objected strongly to the shift from the politically neutral
posture of civilian protection, to the partial goal of assisting the rebels
and pursuing regime change.”” The price of NATO excesses in Libya was

paid by Syrians as China and Russia resumed the double veto of several
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draft resolutions.

To the leading Western powers, NATO enlargement was a natural
adjustment to the realities of the post-Cold War balance of power and
to the historical antipathy among eastern Europeans towards Russia.
To a Russia that does not see itself as a defeated and exhausted great
power, it was a threat to core security interests that had to be confronted
and checked. The only question was when and where. The prospect of
Ukraine joining NATO answered the last question. To a disinterested
observer outside the NATO-Russia conflict, it’s striking how most Western
analysts refuse to concede the direct parallels between Russia’s hostility
to potential NATO missiles based in Ukraine and the US willingness to
risk nuclear war in 1962 because of the threat of Soviet missiles being
based in nearby Cuba.

Imagine if you will:

+ The province of Quebec has seceded from Canada;

- Its elected government is overthrown in a coup in which Chinese
diplomats are actively involved and a pro-Beijing regime is installed
instead;

- English-speaking Quebecois are subjected to increasingly repressive
discrimination; and

+ Quebec’s growing commercial relations with China are followed
by a military alliance that results in Chinese missiles being sited in
Montreal.

The US would no more shrug this off as a matter for China and Quebec
as two sovereign states, than Russia could accept what was happening in

Ukraine.
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Conflict Parties

The immediate conflict parties are Russia and Ukraine, with
neighbouring eastern European states involved to varying degrees in
funnelling arms (Poland) and as staging posts (Belarus). But the main
conflict parties are Russia and the US-led West. In a very real sense,
Ukraine’s territory is the battleground for a proxy war between them
that reflects the unsettled questions since the end of the Cold War. This
explains the ambivalence of most non-Western countries. They are no less
offended by Russia’s war of aggression. But they also have considerable
sympathy for the argument that NATO was insensitively provocative in
expanding to Russia’s very borders. The Global South has been vocal
in saying firstly that Europe’s problems are no longer automatically
the world’s problems, and secondly that while they condemn Russia’s
aggression, they also sympathise quite heavily with the Russian complaint
about NATO provocations in expanding to Russia’s borders.

A study published last October from Cambridge University’s Bennett
Institute for Public Policy provides details on the extent to which the West
has become isolated from opinion in the rest of the world on perceptions
of China and Russia.”” In Western democracies, 75 and 87 per cent of
people hold negative views of China and Russia, respectively. But among
the 6.3bn people who live outside the West, positive views dominate: 70
per cent of China and 66 per cent of Russia. That said, the survey also
shows that the number of countries with more favourable views of the
US greatly exceeds those with favourable views of Russia and China.
This means that they have not been duped by Putin’s propaganda.
The Bennett Institute study was broadly replicated in a study from the
European Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR) in February 2023.*” In this

report, Timothy Garton-Ash, Ivan Krastev and Mark Leonard cautioned
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Western decision-makers to recognise that ‘in an increasingly divided
post-Western world’, emerging powers ‘will act on their own terms and
resist being caught in a battle between America and China’.

Given its history and geopolitics, the place of Kyiv in Russia’s cultural
and national identity, and the strategic importance of Crimea for Russia’s
security, neither a Russia with a ruler other than Putin, nor indeed a
democratic Putin and Russia, would have reacted differently to the
challenge to core interests posed by Ukrainian developments in and since
2014.

A great power does not retreat forever. Russia is a traditional European
great power that was comprehensively defeated in the Cold War. The
West has treated it as if it had been militarily defeated and conquered.
Instead it reacted like a wounded great power when NATO expanded its
borders to the limits of Russia’s territory. In terms of classical realism
and balance-of-power politics, Ukraine’s actions were dangerously
provocative to its great power neighbour and Russia’s reactions were
entirely predictable in its core sphere of influence.

That said, no one can credibly claim that Russia did not warn the West
to cease and desist. At the NATO-Russia Council in Bucharest in April
2008, an angry Putin was reported to have warned President George
W. Bush that were Ukraine to join NATO, Russia would encourage the
separation of eastern Ukraine and Crimea.’” Speaking at the Valdai
Club in Sochi on 24 October 2014, Putin delivered an extraordinarily
tough diatribe against Washington.*” In his initial 40-minute address
and then in the Q&A that lasted for over an hour, Putin insisted that US
policies, not Russia, had torn apart the existing rules of global order and
brought chaos and instability by violating international law and ignoring
international institutions when inconvenient.

The Ukraine crisis was the result of ‘a coup d’état carried out with the
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support’ of Western powers. They were also short-sighted in Afghanistan,
Iraq, Libya and Syria, such that Americans ‘are constantly fighting the
consequences of their own policies, throw all their effort into addressing
the risks they themselves have created, and pay an ever-greater price’.
Rejecting charges of wanting to recreate a Russian empire, Putin insisted:
‘While respecting the interests of others, we simply want for our own

interests to be taken into account and for our position to be respected’.

Possible Outcomes

In his influential book, The Anarchical Society (1977), Hedley Bull argued
that war has traditionally performed certain functions in international
relations as the arbiter of the creation, survival, and elimination of
actors in the system, especially the major powers; of the ebb and flow of
political frontiers; and of the rise and decline of regimes.

The exact course, costs and battlefield ebbs and flows of the war are
impossible to work out for independent observers. It seems reasonably
safe to infer that Moscow badly miscalculated its initial ability to shock
and intimidate Kyiv into submission with a surprise blitzkrieg, did achieve
significant military successes in eastern and southern Ukraine in the early
period, but then suffered substantial reverses as Ukraine regrouped with
more lethal and substantial Western military assistance and training. Yet,
it’s hard to say with any confidence if one side is clearly winning or if the
war has entered an attrition phase. John Mearsheimer is almost certainly
right to say that had Putin’s goal been to invade, conquer, occupy and
incorporate all of Ukraine into a greater Russia, the initial force would
have had to be closer to 1.5 million than 190,000."

If Russia fails to get its preferred outcome of a neutral Ukraine, it might

instead aim for a dysfunctional rump state with a wrecked economy
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and infrastructure. Putin’s political aim might also be to break Europe’s
political resolve and fracture the North Atlantic community’s cohesion
and unity with ‘rising prices, energy shortages, lost jobs and the social
impact of trying to absorb’ up to 10 million Ukrainian refugees.”” Even
so, the asymmetrical equation remains. As the undoubted aggressor with
pretensions to great power status, Russia will lose by not winning while
Ukraine as the weaker object of aggression will win by not losing.

There’s unlikely to be any settlement before a mutually hurting
stalemate is reached - the point where each side believes that the cost of
continuing with conflict will exceed the pain of a negotiated compromise
that meets bottom lines without satisfying all war aims. Russia has
imposed heavier costs on Europe by weaponising its dominance of
energy supplies than it has suffered from sanctions. A slow and gradual
escalation is still the more likely short and medium term trajectory. This
is where the probability of a nuclear endgame is non-trivial and why
‘realists’ like Mearsheimer still fear that the various conflict parties are
trapped in a game of nuclear Russian roulette.*”

The US has managed to bleed Russia heavily by arming Ukraine
without putting its troops into battle on land, sea or air. Ukraine has
surprised friends and foe alike by the success of its resistance. Putin
has exposed the hollowness of Russia’s image as a formidable military
power. But NATO military stocks have also been seriously depleted and
the weaponisation of trade, finance and energy has on balance thus far
proven costlier to Western peoples than to Russians, including a stronger
renewed interest in the de-dollarisation of global trade and finance that is
analogous to the G-7 pursuit of de-risking vis-¢-vis China.

Western sanctions on Russia in effect pitted the West just as much
against the rest, an unintended but predictable outcome.” Counteracting

persistent Western criticisms that India had somehow compromised on
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moral principles in sourcing oil imports from Russia, India’s Petroleum
Minister (and former Permanent Representative to the UN) Hardeep Singh
Puri made two key arguments in a CNN interview on 31 October.”® First,
he pointed out that Europe’s purchase of Russian energy in one afternoon
equated to India’s energy imports from Russia in three months. Second,
he insisted that India’s primary moral duty is to its own consumers."”
For high-income populations in the West, rising energy prices impose an
inconvenience. Amidst widespread poverty in India they can have life
and death consequences.

For all the criticisms of fence-sitting levelled at India since the start
of the war, this has arguably been the most successful exercise of an
independent foreign policy on a major global crisis in decades by India.
Foreign Minister S. Jaishankar even neatly turned the fence-sitting
criticism on its head by retorting a year ago that ‘I am sitting on my
ground’ and feeling quite comfortable there.”® His dexterity in explaining
India’s policy firmly and unapologetically, but without stridency and
criticism of other countries, has drawn widespread praise, even from
Chinese netizens.*”

All sides have been extremely careful thus far to avoid any direct
Russia-NATO clash. But will NATO be seduced by the temptation of
regime change in Moscow, or by Ukraine’s call for this, into rejecting
opportunities for an end to the conflict before costs begin to exceed
gains? Even short of that, it’s hard to see Russia giving up Crimea: it’s too
important from a purely strategic point of view. Both the timing of when
to commence serious negotiations, as well as the terms of a settlement
that’s minimally acceptable to all the main conflict parties, will depend
on the course of the war. Typically, negotiated ceasefires and peace
agreements are preceded by intensified fighting as all sides seek to create

facts on the ground to strengthen their bargaining positions when talks
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begin around the conference table.

The Lessons to be Drawn So Far

What lessons can be drawn from the war so far already? Among
the most important is the limited utility of nuclear weapons as tools of
coercion and blackmail. Russia has the world’s biggest nuclear arsenal
(5,889 warheads compared to 5,244 held by the US in March 2023),
Ukraine has none.” Despite this, Ukraine refused to be cowed by Putin’s
nuclear-tipped bellicose rhetoric and fought back with great skill and
grim determination. Nor has the nuclear reality prevented the West from
supplying Ukraine with extremely lethal and highly effective armaments.
Instead, here have been heavy political, economic and reputational costs
to Russia.

In an interview with US public broadcaster PBS, CIA Director William
Burns said that in his view, Russia’s nuclear ‘sabre-rattling is meant
to intimidate’, but: ‘We don’t see any clear evidence today of plans
to use tactical nuclear weapons’. He added that in addition to the US
communicating its concerns, China’s President Xi Jinping and India’s
PM Narendra Modi had also raised concerns with President Putin about
the use of nuclear weapons and this ‘is also having an impact on the
Russians’.”"

Items up for negotiation whenever talks begin will include: NATO
enlargement; Ukraine’s sovereignty and security; Crimea; and the status
of the Donbas region (eastern Ukraine) dominated by ethnic Russians.
Both Ukraine and Russia have justifiable interests and grievances tied
up in all four issues. Russia’s overriding goal most likely remains the
recreation of Ukraine as a hard geopolitical buffer state between NATO

and Russia. But the incorporation of eastern Ukraine (east of the Dnieper
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River) into greater Russia means that any future war with NATO will
be fought on Ukrainian territory and not Russian.”” Absent a decisive
defeat of a heavily nuclear-armed Russia this goalpost will not shift. This
is not a matter of ‘face’ but of hard strategic logic. Given Washington’s
well-known addiction to regime change stretching back several decades
— from the Mossadegh government in Iran in 1953 to the pro-Russian
Yanukovych administration in Ukraine in 2014 — why would Putin trust
any assurances of peaceful intent behind NATO troops and missiles based
inside Ukraine?

Russian military reverses confirm that greater numbers are of little
consequence against technological superiority, training, leadership and
morale. In addition, Ukraine has also demonstrated the limited utility of
war itself in modern conditions and reconfirmed (1) the continuing power
of nationalism in defending the homeland against an external attacker,
and (2) the extreme unpredictability of the course of conflict and the
outcome of war. The demonstration of the poor performance of Russian
arms on the battlefield will almost certainly cost Moscow dear in falling
arms exports. The worry is that Ukraine might have become a profitable

testing ground for Western weapons manufacturers.

Where to Next?

On 6 November, General Mark Milley, Chairman of the US Joint
Chiefs of Staff, gave an estimate of about 100,000 Russian and 100,000
Ukrainian soldiers killed and wounded in the war, with another 40,000
civilian deaths.”” If both sides have come to the conclusion that the
other cannot be defeated on the battlefield, then demanding de facto
surrender as the condition for a peace agreement makes no sense.

Instead they need to find opportunities and sites for diplomatic overtures.
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If negotiations is the most sensible and perhaps the only way to bring the
war to a close, then is it not better to begin talks sooner rather than later,
begin to seriously explore off-ramps, and limit the military and civilian
casualties? Just as prudent nations under wise leaders prepare for war
while at peace, so too they must prepare for peace even in the midst of
armed conflict.

Battles won and lost — hard military facts on the ground — will
determine the cartographic maps that delineate Russia’s and Ukraine’s
new borders, perhaps with some tweaking in post-ceasefire negotiations
to take into account demographic and other factors. That will still leave
open other big questions to be addressed:

- The nature and political orientation of the regime in Kyiv;

» The status of Crimea;

- The place of ethnic Russians in eastern Ukraine;

+ Ukraine’s relations with Russia, NATO and the EU;

- The identity of guarantors and nature of guarantees, if any, for
Ukraine;

+ The timing of exit from sanctions for Russia.

The most sobering thought of all is this: For genuine and lasting peace
in Europe instead of another armed truce pending a fresh flare-up of
hostilities, either Russia must be decisively defeated on the battlefield and
finished as a great power for the foreseeable future, or else Europe and
the US must experience once again the horrors of war on their own soil.
The brutal reality that very few Westerners are prepared to voice is that
no other country comes even remotely close to the United States on the
number of military bases and troops stationed overseas and the frequency
and intensity of its engagement in foreign military conflicts; the readiness
with which it weaponises trade, finance and the role of the dollar as the

international currency; and its history of regime change by means fair
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and foul.
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2HAhE REANAR SUFPRESHICSHITS (%)

BAY 562,168 A 8.52%
AYT—T 114,054 A 1.73%
A-—ARUT 53,0154 0.80%

Fzv 36,0134 0.55%
A7 32,598 A 0.49%

AAR 20,0774 0.30%
TR~ 19,964 A 0.30%

P 19,2654 0.29%
INAUT 17,8324 0.27%

~RYLF— 16,555A 0.25%
oz — 14,554 A 0.22%
ArA> 14,491 A 0.22%
AFUR 11,4228 0.17%

(World Vision: https://www.worldvision.jp/children/crisis_16.html)
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