SSOAR

(No New) Lessons Learned

Busygina, Irina

Verdffentlichungsversion / Published Version
Zeitschriftenartikel / journal article

Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:

Open Access Repository

Busygina, I. (2022). (No New) Lessons Learned. Russian Analytical Digest, 276, 2-3. https://doi.org/10.3929/ethz-

b-000533116

Nutzungsbedingungen:

Dieser Text wird unter einer CC BY-NC-ND Lizenz
(Namensnennung-Nicht-kommerziell-Keine  Bearbeitung) zur
Verfligung gestellt. Ndhere Ausklinfte zu den CC-Lizenzen finden
Sie hier:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/deed.de

gesis

Leibniz-Institut
fiir Sozialwissenschaften

Terms of use:

This document is made available under a CC BY-NC-ND Licence
(Attribution-Non Comercial-NoDerivatives). For more Information
see:

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0

Mitglied der

Leibniz-Gemeinschaft ;‘

Diese Version ist zitierbar unter / This version is citable under:
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-87030-2



http://www.ssoar.info
https://doi.org/10.3929/ethz-b-000533116
https://doi.org/10.3929/ethz-b-000533116
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/deed.de
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-87030-2

RUSSIAN ANALYTICAL DIGEST No. 276, 18 February 2022

INTRODUCTION

The Ukraine Crisis in Context

The recent months have been dominated by a military and diplomatic crisis centred on fears about a Russian military
attack on Ukraine and the Russian government’s demands that diplomatic negotiations are required to address its
long-standing grievances with regard to prevailing European security arrangements. Against this backdrop, the Rus-
sian Analytical Digest (RAD) invited a range of scholars and commentators to write short comments. The comments
in this edition were completed on or before 14 February 2022, and thus reflect the authors’ perspectives at this time.
The views outlined in these comments are those of the named authors and not the RAD editorial board. The inten-
tion is that the comments cover a wide range of prevalent opinions, perspectives and thematic foci of relevance to the
ongoing crisis. The next RAD issue, which is planned for next week, will present further comments.
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ussia’s continuing military buildup on the border

with Ukraine makes it clear that the stakes are much
higher now than any time since 2014. As a result of the
events of the last months, have we learned anything new
about Russian foreign policy? The decision-making proc-
ess in Russian foreign policy remains a “black box”, we
still do not know exactly which elite groups make cer-
tain decisions. So, analysts can only formulate informed
guesses. I would say that, although we probably have not
learned anything fundamentally new, the processes of
recent months have allowed us to clarify some percep-
tions and possibly reaffirm certain guesses.

One of the most widespread conclusions (especially
in the Western expert community) in recent years has
been that Russian foreign policy is a tool of domestic
politics, and moreover a mostly successful one in this
regard. In other words, loud foreign policy statements
and high-profile Russian foreign policy activism oper-
ate to maintain the incumbent president’s popularity.
This popularity is the main pillar for the stability of
the political regime in Russia, and the guarantee of the
political survival of its incumbent leader. So, it is not the
West that is the addressee of the present “big ruckus”,
but rather the internal Russian audience. Indeed, this
interpretation used to be a rather convincing argument.

However, the domestic demand for a “small victo-
rious war” has evidently fallen in Russia. As recent polls
by the Levada Center show, the majority of Russian cit-
izens blame the West for the current escalation in ten-

sions, almost entirely absolving their political leadership
from responsibility. At the same time, however, there is
no mobilization of public opinion around the Russian
leader, and the approval ratings of the president and the
government have not been growing in recent months.
The authorities cannot fail to understand and see this.
Consequently, the argument about foreign policy as
a continuation of domestic policy loses its cogency. I sug-
gest that Russian foreign policy has indeed become
“detached” from domestic politics.

Another conclusion that many experts have drawn
from Russia’s past foreign policy actions is that Russian
President Putin likes to leave himself space to choose,
and relies on the unpredictability of his external behav-
ior. Indeed, if building a stable relationship of trust
with the West is not the goal, then the unpredictable
behavior may offer some advantages. However, these
advantages are not strategic, but tactical. In other words,
an approach that cannot be used in the long term. After
2014, Western countries no longer consider Russia to
be predictable in any case, that is, in their calculations
they already factor in Russia’s unpredictability. The 2014
Ukrainian crisis is often described as a “game changer”
for Russia’s relations with the West. But this was also
a “critical juncture”—a moment when Western policy
towards Russia was radically changed, and new institu-
tions—sanctions regimes—have emerged, and Russia’s
unpredictability became an indispensable premise on
which Western expertise on Russia is framed.
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Finally, the current crisis demonstrates how much
importance Russia really (not declaratively) attaches to
the different dimensions outlined in its foreign policy.
In official declarations, the Russian leadership states
that the post-Soviet space is an unconditional prior-
ity for Russian foreign policy. The current crisis shows,
however, that it is not like this at all. By building up its
military on the border to Ukraine, President Putin in
fact sends the West a signal that he would like to see the
fate of Ukraine discussed directly between Washington
and Moscow, in a so called “Yalta 2.0”.

From this perspective, the current escalation is a part
of Russia’s great power repertoire, based on the idea
that major powers get together and decide the fate of
smaller nations in Europe and elsewhere. However, Rus-
sia’s great power agenda is inconsistent with its regional
agenda—the aim of playing the role of a regional leader
for its post-Soviet neighbors. The attempts to build up
the image of Russia as a “great power” provokes a reduc-
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tion of its actual influence in the post-Soviet region.
The more Russia acts as a “great power”, the less cred-
ible are Putin’s promises to respect the national sover-
eignty of the former Soviet republics. In other words,
Putin’s global ambitions principally hinder the inte-
gration of the post-Soviet space and significantly limits
its scope. To put it simply: if Russia deliberately ped-
dles its great power agenda, it gives up its ambitions to
dominate and control in the post-Soviet space, because
it will be impossible to reconcile these two agendas in
a consistent manner.

Russian foreign policy is internally inconsistent,
whether in its domestic purposes, its neighborhood, or
in relation to the West. The crucial question that remains
open is: Will such a foreign policy pay off for Russia?
Bases on the insights gained over the last few months,
Russia’s foreign policies efforts seem to be misaligned
with its aims to act as both a great power and the leader
in the post-Soviet space.

Irina Busygina is Professor at the Department of Politics and International Relations at Higher School of Economics,
Saint Petersburg, and Director of the Center for Comparative Governance Studies. Her research interests include Rus-
sian Politics, Russian Foreign Policy, Post-Soviet Space, Russia—EU Relations.
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he talk is of war and an imminent Russian invasion

of Ukraine, but this prospect hasn’t come out of the
blue. Russian President Vladimir Putin has been com-
plaining about NATO’s expansion for more than a dec-
ade, which he says threatens Russia’s security.

From the Kremlin’s point of view, Russia has been
excluded from the current European security arrange-
ments, which de facto defines it as “the enemy”. Indeed,

amongst the eight point list of demands that the Rus-
sian Foreign Ministry sent the west in December was
one asking for an acknowledgement that “we are not
enemies”, as well as the better known “no more NATO
expansion eastwards and especially not for Ukraine”
demand.

Some have argued that Putin has turned his guns on
Ukraine as he abhors a democracy and sees a flourishing
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