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n the 18" of March, 2014, Russian

President Vladimir Putin signed into law

a treaty that formally absorbed the
Crimean Peninsula into the Russian Federation.
In the months following, Russian-backed
separatists in the Donbas region of Eastern
Ukraine purportedly waged a small war against
the Ukrainian state, which continues unabated to
this day. Predictably, Russia’s actions have
soured its relations with the West. General
Breedolove, the Supreme Allied Commander of
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
forces in Europe, stated in early 2014, “There is
absolutely sufficient [Russian] force postured on
the eastern border of Ukraine to run to
Transdniestria if the decision was made to do
that”' In light of the perceived threat to
Transdniestria and the rest of Eastern Europe, it
has been argued that the U.S. must reassure and
strengthen NATO to protect its European allies
and deter Russian expansionism.”  While
emotionally resonant, this line of argument
ignores the inherently threatening and
provocative nature of the NATO alliance and the
vulnerable strategic position occupied by the
Russian state. Those who fear unchecked
Russian aggression in Eastern Europe ignore
Russia’s accession to the post-Cold War status
quo, its pattern of loss and risk-averse behavior
in the two decades following the Cold War, and

' “NATO says Russia has big force at Ukraine's border,
worries over Transdniestria,” Reuters, March 23, 2014,
http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/03/23/us-ukraine-
crisis-nato-idUSBREA2M07020140323.

* Robert Spalding III, “America's Secret Weapon to Stop
Russia,” The National Interest, March 31, 2014,
http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/americas-secret-
weapon-stop-russia-10154.
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the structural features of the anarchic
international system that will continue to
incentivize its cautious behavior. When Russia’s
position in Eastern Europe is appraised in its
entirety, it becomes clear that confrontation,
especially under the auspices of NATO, will be
counterproductive. A measured and conciliatory
response from the United States and her NATO
allies will be the most prudent way to prevent
the situation from escalating further. I will
support this argument through the application of
prospect theory, neo-realist alliance behavior
theory, and the geopolitical theory of Halford
Mackinder.

When discussing how to interpret and react to
Russia's foreign policy in its near abroad, it is
essential to understand the manner in which
Russian policy-makers conceptualize their
position in the international system. By
examining the perspective from which Russia
views events in its near abroad, Russian efforts
to establish a degree of control over affairs in
Eastern Europe take on a far less sinister quality.
Furthermore, an understanding of the
geopolitical underpinnings of Russia's national
security strategy challenges the popular notion
that Russia is motivated by a desire to resurrect
the Soviet Union.

At the end of the Cold War in 1990, Russia's
strategic position in Eastern Europe collapsed.
The dissolution of the Warsaw Pact, combined
with the withdrawal of Soviet forces from
Eastern Europe, all contributed to a new status
quo in which Russia was objectively less
capable of protecting itself against external
threats.” To compound these issues, funding for
the armed forces plummeted, and by 1993,
Russia's standing military was operating at 50%

* William D. Jackson, “Encircled again: Russia's Military
Assesses Threats in a Post-Soviet World,” Political
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War, the Soviet Union defined its security
threats in ideological terms; NATO threatened
Russia's security because it in turn felt
threatened by the USSR's communist ideology."
In light of NATO's continued existence
following the dissolution of the Soviet Union,
Russian military analysts were forced to develop
a new theory to identify and rationalize the
persistence of security threats. The universal
theory of geopolitics first popularized by
Halford Mackinder in 1904 became the
foundation for Russia's conceptualization of its
security environment, and helps to explain its
attitude towards affairs in its near abroad.'

Mackinder's seminal work, The Geographical
Pivot of History, provides a comprehensive
explanation for the external threats Russia faces.
Mackinder accomplished this by focusing on the
one enduring feature of the Russian state: its
geography. Mackinder argued that the wvast,
unbroken expanse of land that makes up the
Russian state is the most strategically important
piece of territory in the world."” Referred to as
the ‘heartland’, or the ‘pivot area’, this region is
identified as the key to dominating the Eurasian
supercontinent, which Mackinder saw as the
greatest possible prize for any state actor and the
prerequisite for any attempt to conquer the
world.'”® The implication of Mackinder's
geopolitical theory for Russian security policy is
apparent: Russia's occupation of the pivot area
makes it a threat to the rest of the world."”
Accordingly, Russia must be constantly
prepared to defend itself against those who wish

" Ibid., 387.

' Ibid.

" Tbid.
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to diminish the advantages inherent to its
geographic position.?

The influence of Mackinder's heartland theory
provides an explanation for why Russian
strategists are preoccupied with territorial
defense. Sitting on the world's most valuable
piece of real estate, Russia has understandably
taken measures to secure it against external
interference. John Berryman observes that
Russia's expansive geography makes its military
defense difficult.®' This makes the imperative to
defend its borders even more salient to Russian
geo-strategy. Since no reasonable amount of
Russian military strength can effectively provide
for its physical defense, Russia has sought to
create an insulating ring of buffer states on its
periphery, as observed by former American
diplomat and Russia specialist George
Kennan.** Thus, Russia's geography defines the
threats that it faces, and it defines the manner in
which those threats can best be countered. In
light of this, NATO members can always expect
Russia to place great value on its alliances and
strategic assets in its periphery.”> This should
have a sobering effect on any who believe that a
stronger, more active NATO is the best antidote
to Russian military activity in its near abroad. In
fact, it 1s more likely that a dynamic NATO
would amplify Russia's desire to promote its
sphere of influence, since the alliance' is one of
the primary (perceived) threats Russia seeks to
defend itself against. NATO should be hesitant
to characterize Russia's assertive security policy
as necessarily hostile, even in light of recent
events in Ukraine. The following paragraphs
will demonstrate that Russia's actions in Ukraine
have been reactive, and consistent with its

** Tbid.
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geopolitical method of threat appraisal.
Furthermore, this paper will argue that Russia's
fundamentally defensive and restrained foreign
policy has been shaped, and will continue to be
shaped, by the traits inherent to the anarchic
international system.

Starting in November of 2013, the Euromaidan
Protests were highly damaging to Russia's
interests in Ukraine.”” The existence of a stable
and friendly Ukrainian state is essential for
Russia, who formerly derived significant
economic, geopolitical, and military advantages
from its relationship with Kiev.”> The vigorous
opposition to Viktor Yanukovych's fateful
decision to pursue closer economic and political
association with Russia highlighted the
insecurity of Russia's position in Ukraine.
Despite a concerted effort to stem the tide of
opposition in Ukraine, Russia was unable to
prevent the downfall of its client government.*
Yanukovych's February ouster cemented the
reality that Russia could no longer rely on
suzerainty over Ukraine to protect its interests
there. This was reinforced by recent calls in the
Ukrainian parliament to annul the Kharkiv Pact
of 2010, which guarantees Russia's access to its
naval and air facilities in Crimea.”” Faced with
the prospect of imminent losses, Russia quickly
marshaled its resources to prevent the loss of its
access to Crimea. In spite of its willingness to
take decisive action, Russia was unable to
prevent the accession of a vehemently anti-
Russian government in Kiev, which recently
signed the European Association Agreement, the

2 “Ukraine crisis timeline,” BBC News: Europe,
http://www.bbe.com/news/world-middle-east-26248275.
** George Friedman, “Perspectives on the Ukrainian
Protests,” Stratfor Global Intelligence: Geopolitical
Weekly, January 28, 2014,
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debate over which started the Euromaidan
movement in the first place.”® Thus, while the
annexation of Crimea changed the political
status of the peninsula, it did not improve
Russia's strategic position in the Black Sea
relative to the pre-Euromaidan status quo.
Instead, Russia partially reinstated the status quo
at great material and diplomatic cost, and
ensured that the rest of Ukraine would be even
more certain to pursue a pro-Western foreign
policy in the future.

Russia's military incursion into Crimea (and its
subsequent destabilization of Eastern Ukraine)
can be understood as a bold but calculated move
to mitigate Russia's losses in the face of ongoing
turmoil in Ukraine. While it is clear that Russian
action has merely preserved certain advantages
Russia already had in the region, many would
argue that Russia’s demonstrated willingness to
use military force to accomplish strategic goals
has ominous implications for Eastern Europe.
NATO Commander General Philip Breedlove
recently expressed his concerns regarding
further Russian action, claiming that Russian
forces massed on Ukraine's borders may be used
to annex Molodva's separatist Transdniestria
region.”” Tt is easy to see how he drew this
conclusion - conditions in Transdniestria
resemble the conditions in Crimea prior to its
annexation; Transdniestria's population is
primarily Russian speaking, and the speaker of
the Transdniestrian parliament had recently
called for the region to be absorbed into
Russia.®® Furthermore, as mentioned earlier,
Supreme Allied Commander General Breedlove
has judged Russian forces massed on Ukraine’s
border to be capable of prosecuting a military

% Adrian Croft, “European Union signs landmark
association agreement with Ukraine,” Reuters, March 21,
2014, http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/03/21/us-
ukraine-crisis-eu-agreement-idUSBREA2K0JY20140321.
# “NATO says Russia has big force at Ukraine's border,
worries over Transdniestria,” Reuters, March 23, 2014,
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campaign in Transdniestria “if the decision was
made to do that.”>' While the General's analysis
of the military feasibility of an incursion into
Transdniestria was likely accurate, his
understanding of Russia's decision-making
process is deeply flawed.

For the sake of argument, I will assume that a
potential Russian military incursion into
Transdiestria, or anywhere else for that matter,
has a risk/reward structure identical to the one
faced by Russia in Crimea. Operating under this
assumption, it may be unclear why Russia
would be willing to act in one case, but not in
the other; if Russia was willing and able to
annex a Russian-speaking separatist republic in
one instance, why not do the same in another?
This appears to be the assumption underpinning
much of the rhetoric regarding Russia's
intentions in Eastern Europe. If it is assumed
that Russia is equally likely to intervene in
Transdniestria as in Crimea, it becomes very
easy to justify a hardline stance to deter any
further Russian annexations. However, in spite
of the apparent parallels between the
circumstances in Crimea and Transdniestria,
Russia would view action in Transdniestria from
a more cautious perspective.

There is a clear explanation for this, provided by
prospect theory, a model of rational choice
under conditions of risk.’* Prospect theory posits
that decisions regarding the choice to pursue or
avoid a high-risk action are not made solely on
the basis of the expected net value of the
action.®® Instead, decision-makers are more
likely to take risks to prevent loss than to secure
a comparable gain.** This theory has been
supported by empirical evidence: the American
public and legislature were shown to

> Tbid.

32 Jack S. Levy, “Applications of Prospect Theory to
Political Science,” Synthese 135, no. 2 (2003): 216,
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*Tbid., 215.

¥ Tbid., 225.

30

consistently react more favorably to military
interventions framed as ‘protective’ of American
interests than those interventions presented as

‘promotive’. >

It is clear that Russia was willing to accept the
risks inherent to military intervention when the
decision to invade Crimea was made. However,
the decision to assume those risks was made
under conditions when losses appeared to be
imminent. The prospect of losing access to its
Crimean military facilities would have likely
been unpalatable for Putin. Not only would the
loss of Crimea represent a significant strategic
loss for Russia, it would also harm the
government’s reputation domestically. Thus, as
is predicted by prospect theory, risks were
assumed in order to prevent these losses from
occurring.®® In the case of Transdnistria, there is
nothing that Russia stands to lose, at least not in
the immediate future. Even if the annexation of
Transdnistria would confer gains equal to the
losses avoided by annexing Crimea, military
action would not necessarily be taken, due to the
disproportionate weight decision-makers assign
to prospective losses.

The application of prospect theory to Russia's
military interventions has significant
implications. It significantly alters the current
narratives regarding a “resurgent Russia” by
casting Russia as a reactive, rather than
aggressive power. This conceptualization of
Russia as a loss and risk-averse military power
can help explain Russia's invasion of Georgia in
2008 following Mikheil Saakashvili's decision
to attack the de facto Russian holding of South
Ossetia.®” It can also be applied to Russia's
diplomatically risky decision to continue
providing military support to the Assad regime

*Tbid., 226.

* Tbid.
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Russia's systematic efforts to increase its
influence in its near abroad have all been
pursued through diplomatic channels. They have
been relatively low profile, and more
importantly, low risk. Thus, it cannot be said
with confidence that Russia's efforts over the
past 20 years to increase its influence in the CIS
space have been informed by a feeling of loss
vis-a-vis the reference point of the Soviet Union.

There has not been any evidence of a systematic,
risk-accepting  strategy  oriented  towards
expanding Russian influence in the CIS space.
Furthermore, over the past 20 years, Russia has
not made any effort to annex Crimea, forcibly or
otherwise, which would have returned the
peninsula to its Soviet-era status. Had Russia's
reference point been the Soviet-era status quo, it
would have been willing to pursue the
acquisition of Crimea far sooner, through
diplomatic and military channels. Instead,
Russia chose to cautiously preserve its extant
interests in Crimea without invoking the Cold
War-era status quo, and did not take military
action in the region until the post-Cold War
status quo was threatened. The annexation of
Crimea does represent a nominal (and
incremental) return to the Soviet-era status quo.
However, it should not be understood as part of
an intentional effort to restore Russia's Soviet
sphere of influence in its near abroad. Instead,
the action should be seen as the post-hoc
preservation of Russia's pre-Euromaidan
strategic holdings in the face of uncontrollable
events. Russia seems to be pursuing a prudent,
risk-averse strategy to expand its influence in
the CIS space, which suggests that Russia has
reconciled itself to the post-Cold War status quo
and is thus unlikely to take risky military action
as part of an effort to secure strategic gains
relative to the post-Cold War status quo.

One key issue that has been ignored thus far is
Russia's uncertain intentions regarding the rest
of Ukraine. Based on the account of Russia's
risk and loss-averse decision-making process
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that has been put forth thus far, Russia would
see the ouster of Viktor Yanukovych and the
establishment of an anti-Russian government in
Kiev as a clear and immediate strategic loss, and
would be willing to take action to recover or
mitigate this loss, as it did in Crimea. Ongoing
events in Eastern Ukraine clearly support this
conclusion, as Russia continues to expend
human lives and material resources to
destabilize the area.*® Russia is clearly willing to
take material and political risks to prevent the
formation of a new, undesirable status quo in
Ukraine. However, there is a limit to the amount
of risks Russia will assume, regardless of
whether losses have been sustained. It is highly
unlikely that Russia will climb the ladder of
escalation further than it has so far. That is,
Russia will seek to minimize its military
footprint in Ukraine in order to maintain a
reasonable level of deniability amongst domestic
and international audiences. Furthermore, it is
nearly certain that Russia’s military will not
operate in any capacity outside of Ukraine due
to the patterns of risk-acceptance described
above.

When assessing the risk associated with overt
military action in Ukraine, Russia must consider
three factors. First, Russia must be ready and
able to assume the risks inherent to any military
conflict. As mentioned earlier, Ukraine would
present a significant military challenge to
Russia, especially when compared to other
recent instances in which Russia demonstrated a
willingness to deploy its military. In the case of
Crimea, Russia occupied a small isolated region
with a high concentration of Russian military
installations. Russia's earlier success against the
Georgian military in 2008 was due more to
Georgia's weakness than it was to Russia's

S Thomas Grove, “Over 100 Russian soldiers killed in
single Ukraine Battle — Russian rights activists,” Reuters,
August 28, 2014,
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state. A state's power, defined by Walt in terms
of its resources, offensive capabilities, and its
proximity to other states, is only one factor in
determining how threatening it is to other
states.” In defining a state's threat level, a fourth
variable must be accounted for: offensive
intentions.> If a state is believed to have
aggressive intentions, it will impel other states
to balance against it, even if the balancing
coalition is comprised of states with greater
resources and offensive capabilities. Walt cites
Nazi Germany as an example of how a state will
be countered by an overwhelmingly powerful
coalition if it demonstrates aggressive
intentions.™

The dominance of balancing behavior in the
international system has two very important
implications for policy-makers seeking to
prudently defuse the current tensions in Eastern
Europe. First, if one assumes the Russian
perspective, the immodest use of offensive
power on its part will compel other states to take
collective action to diminish Russia's ability to
influence affairs in its near abroad, which, as
mentioned earlier, is a necessity for Russian
strategists. Regardless of NATO’s response,
Russia will continue to exercise caution, as is
most prudent for a constrained power operating
in a world where counterbalancing is prevalent
and proportional to its level of military
activity.® Second, from the perspective of
NATO members, the prevalence of balancing
behavior implies that the United States' effort to
strengthen the NATO alliance by physically
‘reassuring’ members of its commitment is both
unnecessary and inflammatory, given the small
probability of Russian aggression outside of
Ukraine.”’

> Tbid.
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The balancing tendency can be observed
amongst vulnerable states in Eastern Europe.
Lithuania and Poland have increased their
capability to counter a potential Russian threat
on their borders, while other NATO members,
including the United States, simultaneously
decreased their own military commitments in
the region.”® There is little indication that
Lithuania and Poland's commitment will waver
in the face of Russia's assertiveness and
declining NATO commitment. Even if NATO
does not take a firm stance against Russian
aggression, it is evident that concerned states in
Russia’s immediate vicinity will. This provides
a natural and non-inflammatory deterrent against
any further action by Russia. Lithuania and
Poland have security concerns at stake in
Eastern Europe; any action that they take in
reaction to Russian behavior is far more likely to
be perceived by Russia as defensive and non-
threatening. States like Lithuania and Poland are
also more likely to be cautious in their treatment
of Russia than NATO’s leadership due to their
immediate proximity to Russia. Strengthening
the capabilities and cohesiveness of the NATO
alliance will be seen by Russia as a hostile act,
as was the case in 1994 and 1999. The more
Russia is made to feel insecure, the more likely
it will be willing to take destabilizing risks.

http://www.defense. gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=12194
3.
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One final issue that must be addressed regarding
Russia's annexation of Crimea is the fear
amongst a select group of commentators that
Russia's annexation of Crimea will jeopardize
the status of other contested territories, namely
Taiwan.” The validity of this fear rests on its
two implicit assumptions. First: the US
military’s deterrent underwrites peaceful cross-
strait relations. Second: the efficacy of the US
military’s cross-strait deterrent depends on its
willingness to intervene wherever and whenever
state sovereignty is at risk. The first assumption
can be accepted outright, for the sake of
argument. However, the second assumption is
problematic. Belief in the second assumption
has led commentators to conclude that, in order
to deter China from annexing Taiwan, additional
military resources must be deployed to the Black
Sea region.

By committing itself to an increased military
role in the Black Sea region, the United States
would downgrade its ability to provide tangible
security for Taiwan in the Western Pacific in
order to defend liberal principles on the opposite
side of Asia. The argument that China would
interpret the U.S!'s unwillingness to intervene
directly in Crimea as a sign that the U.S. would
not intervene directly in the case of Taiwan's
invasion is misguided. Similar concerns were
raised after Russia's unopposed military
invasion of Georgia in 2008, but in that same
year China actually increased diplomatic and
economic engagement with Taiwan.® China
undoubtedly understands that the annexation of
Taiwan would have a unique set of geostrategic
implications for the United States, completely
distinct from the geostrategic implications of

% J. Michael Cole, “Taiwan Watching Crimea with
Nervous Eye Toward Beijing,” The National Interest,
March 14, 2014,
http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/taiwan-watching-
crimea-nervous-eye-toward-beijing-10047.

% J. Michael Cole, “Is China and Taiwan's Diplomatic
Truce Over?,” The Diplomat, November 18, 2013,
http://thediplomat.com/2013/11/is-china-and-taiwans-
diplomatic-truce-over/.

Russia's annexation of Crimea. Thus, China is
aware that the measures that the U.S. is willing
to take in Crimea will have little relation to the
measures that it would be willing to take in
defense of Taiwan.

Russia’s recent and ongoing adventurism in
Ukraine has understandably produced fear and
uncertainty in the international community.
However, for the reasons outlined above, there
are many reasons to be relatively optimistic
about the current state of affairs. The possibility
that Russia prosecutes a wide campaign of
forcible annexations in Eastern FEurope is
negligible; it has neither the capacity nor the
desire to do so. Any further military activity by
Russia in its near abroad will be strictly limited
to the Ukrainian context, and even there, overt
military action by Russia will be minimal.
However, whether conflict in Ukraine escalates
depends on the ability of NATO to empathize
with Russia’s national security concerns.
Understanding the sources of Russia’s insecurity
is critical. As NATO members work to interpret
Russia's behavior and intentions, they must not
forget to regulate their own behavior, and
consider how Russian policy makers will
interpret it. Russia's actions in Crimea should be
an occasion to seriously evaluate the role that
NATO has played in the years following the
Cold War. It is apparent that NATO's continued
assertiveness following the break-up of the
Soviet Union has exacerbated Russia's perceived
insecurity, and produced a willingness amongst
Russian policy-makers to take destabilizing
risks. In light of this, NATO should assume a
passive stance, and avoid flaunting its unity and
military power at a time when Russia is
vulnerable and embroiled in conflict.


http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/taiwan-watching-crimea-nervous-eye-toward-beij

