










































































Sarkis 26

that Yanukovych intended to seek a $15 billion loan from Russia as a substitute for the
Association Agreement (Plokhy 2018,115). Furthermore, Russia became frightened that Ukraine
might become a Western stronghold. In a bid to prevent Ukraine’s membership in the EU, Putin
accused Kyiv and the West of staging a coup by not honoring their agreement with Yanukovych
(Plokhy 2018, 115).

Shortly afterward, on February 27, 2014, Putin authorized the annexation of the Crimean
Peninsula. On the same day, an unmarked detachment of armed men seized the government and
Supreme Council of Crimea (Plokhy 2018, 116). In a closed session, the Crimean parliament
dissolved the government and appointed Sergei Aksenov—the head of the Russian Unity Party—
as prime minister. On March 1, 2014, Aksenov requested Putin’s assistance in restoring stability
to the peninsula, and Putin answered the call by having Russian troops seize the entire peninsula.
A referendum was held on March 16 where a majority of voters allegedly voted to join Russia
(Plokhy 2018, 116).

Putin’s land grab did not stop at the Crimean Peninsula. In April 2014, undercover
intelligence officers, nationalists, and veterans from the Crimean campaign left the peninsula to
seize government buildings in cities like Luhansk, Kharkiv, and Donetsk in an attempt to form
Novorossia, or New Russia (Plokhy 2018, 117). However, by mid-April, Ukraine succeeded in
preventing the formation of Novorossia. Yet, in the ensuing weeks, “People’s Republics” were
declared in the Luhansk and Donetsk provinces of the Donbas after Russian-led militias seized
most of the region’s administrative buildings (Chrzanowski 2021, 16; Plokhy 2018, 117). Since
then, Ukraine has struggled to reestablish its control over the region.

Putin’s reasoning for intervening in Ukraine was multi-layered. First, Putin’s support for

pro-Russian separatists in Eastern Ukraine and annexing Crimea was an attempt to dissuade
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Ukraine from joining NATO (Mearsheimer 2014, 77, 82). Furthermore, Ukraine’s move away
from Russia’s sphere of influence and towards the West generated a perceived threat by
undermining the Kremlin’s hubristic great power identity (Zevelev 2016, 13). While no concrete
steps were taken towards Kyiv’s ascension into NATO, Moscow’s anxiety stemmed from the
popular support for the proposed Association Agreement between the EU and Ukraine. As argued
above, wherever the EU expands into post-Soviet states, NATO’s sphere of influence expands
with it and undermines Russia’s sphere of influence. The Kremlin hoped to use its military
intervention in Ukraine to resolve the threat of NATO expansion and gain recognition for its
traditional great power status by reasserting Russian influence over Ukraine. Additionally, Putin
further justified his annexation of the Crimean Peninsula by contextualizing its significance in
Russian history (Akchurina and Della Sala 2018, 1645). Prince Vladimir the Great was baptized
in the Crimea, and his baptism is seen by Russian nationalists as the birthplace of Russian
civilization. Thus, the annexation of Crimea became an attempt to protect the cradle of the
Russian world.

However, Russia’s bid for recognition of its sphere of influence over Ukraine failed. After
the Kremlin’s annexation of Crimea and support for rebels in Eastern Ukraine, the Minsk
Protocol was signed on September 5, 2014 (Powirska 2022). While not legally binding, the
agreement consisted of 12 points addressing several topics such as the decentralization of power,
the status of the self-declared republics, and elections in those republics. However, following an
intensification of fighting in Eastern Ukraine, a new version of the protocol was signed in
February 2015 known as Minsk II (Powirska 2022). The new protocol specifically required

Ukraine to adopt a constitutional amendment to decentralize power. Regarding the self-declared
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republics, Kyiv had to adopt a special status law which would be subject to approval by the
republics.

Despite agreeing to the protocol, the Ukrainian leadership under Poroshenko and later
Zelensky did not make a serious attempt to implement the provisions of Minsk II concerning the
Donbas (Mankoft 2022, 9). Furthermore, the West’s adherence to the Minsk agreements
demonstrated inconsistency. While supporting the full implementation of the accords, diplomats
often shifted between trying to change Russia’s position, seeking a compromise, or wanting
Ukraine to accept Moscow’s demands (Allan 2020). In contrast, the Kremlin consistently stated
that it wanted Kyiv to implement its interpretation of the agreements. In addition to Western
inconsistency regarding the Minsk Protocols, NATO reiterated in 2016 its pledge that Ukraine
and Georgia would join the alliance (Mankoftf 2022, 10).

Rather than accept that Russia’s hubristic great power identity did not line up with reality,
Moscow abandoned any attempt at cooperation and embraced a confrontational, anti-Western
attitude. The 2014 Ukraine crisis pushed Russia to play up the civilizational discourse
(Tsygankov and Tsygankov 2018, 12). Shortly before his invasion of Ukraine, Putin published an
article articulating his views on the historical relationship between Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine.
The thesis of his article stipulated that Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians were one people
(Putin 2021). Dredging up old tsarist accusations, Putin alleged that Ukraine’s pro-Western turn
resulted from Western meddling to keep the two peoples divided (Kuzio 2021, 44-45; Putin
2021). Furthermore, Ukrainian and Western intransigence and inconsistency towards the Minsk
Protocols led Moscow to believe that the West was not serious about accommodating Russian

needs.
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By 2022, Russia no longer viewed the West as a difficult but potential partner. It became
the root cause of Russia’s problems in Ukraine. As dictated by the struggle for recognition, the
West and Russia entered a state of mutual hostilities. Neither party recognized the identity of the
other, and both wanted the other to submit to their identity. Russia’s willingness to pursue war is
reflected in Putin’s 2022 invasion speech where he expresses feeling pressured by the West to
invade Ukraine.

In his invasion speech, Putin discussed Russia’s previous attempts to work and reach a
compromise with the West in the 1990s. Rather than reciprocate Moscow’s olive branch, he
believed the West tried to squeeze and finish Russia off. In contrast to his previous willingness to
work with the West, Putin accused them of painting everything that does not serve their interests
as “archaic, obsolete, unnecessary” (Putin 2022). Not only is NATO not interested in cooperating
with the Kremlin, but it is also advancing a policy of containment towards Russia. Furthermore,
Putin alleged that NATO is creating a non-Russian entity within Russia’s historical territories
(Putin 2022). Thus, for Putin, while Moscow accepted the post-Soviet reality, it could not accept
the alleged security threat posed by Ukraine.

While his speech primarily focused on the perceived threat of NATO expansion, Putin’s
speech is littered with references to civilizational struggle. After accusing the West of trying to
finish off the Kremlin, Putin claims that they are trying to replace Russia’s traditional values with
“pseudo-values” (Putin 2022). Furthermore, he describes the Western bloc as being made in the
U.S.’s image and likeness. Putin’s allude to civilizational discourse serves to place the decision
to invade Ukraine in the backdrop of a cultural struggle for the Russian World.

From 2008 to the current day, Russia began shifting from a homespace discourse to a

homeland discourse. Initially, it sought to continue cooperation with the West while pursuing a
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more confrontational and independent path. Moscow created its own economic institutions—the
EEU—and sought to militarily oppose NATO expansion—sparking the Russian invasion of
Georgia. Furthermore, regarding the struggle for recognition, the Kremlin’s new economic
institutions served to cultivate a Eurasian space where the Kremlin could craft a new identity that
would give it more leverage vis-a-vis the West.

However, the struggle for recognition transformed into a state of hostility following the
2014 Ukraine crisis and the failure of the Minsk agreements. These series of events pushed
Russia to believe that cooperation would not resolve its perceived misrecognition and lead to
recognition of its hubristic great power identity from the West. The U.S. and wider Western
world were no longer potential but difficult partners. They—along with NATO—were bent on
containing Russia and subverting its traditional values. The perceived Western threat culminated
in Ukraine. To assert Russian hubristic great power identity, the Kremlin believed that it had no
choice but to invade Ukraine and quell the threat of NATO expansion while asserting its

influence over Kyiv.

NATO Expansion: A Security or Psychological Problem?

Some scholars would contest my account of the Russian invasion of Ukraine by arguing
that ontological security and recognition theory do not have any explanatory cause in it. I am
merely restating Mearsheimer’s argument that NATO expansion constituted a security threat to
Moscow. If NATO limited its membership or did not condone the ascension of Ukraine into the
alliance, there would be no war today. While my argument is sympathetic to much of the NATO
argument, | differ from the traditional account, because I do not believe that the alliance’s

expansion is a tangible security threat.
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Despite repeated Russian claims about the threat posed by NATO, the alliance is not a
security threat to Moscow. Since the fall of the Soviet Union, the United States has not indicated
a desire to use military force against Russia. In fact, since the beginning of the Russian-Ukraine
War, the U.S. and NATO have stated their desire to avoid conflict with Russia. In February 2022,
U.S. President Joseph Biden stated the U.S. does not seek a confrontation with Russia (Wolf
2022). Similarly, NATO stated that it does not want a war with and does not pose a threat to
Russia (NATO 2024). Yet, the Kremlin remains obsessed with NATO despite the alliance’s and
the U.S.’s assurances that they do not want to attack Russia. As the former Russian Prime
Minister Yevgeny Primakov said, NATO’s expansion ‘is not a military problem; it is a
psychological one’ (Narozhna 2022, 89). The psychological problem referenced by Primakov is a
problem of misrecognition.

NATO’s expansion into Ukraine threatens to undermine Moscow’s very sense of being.
First, in Russian civilization discourse, Ukraine is the foundation of Russian civilization. The
Crimean Peninsula was the site of Prince Vladimir the Great’s conversion to Christianity
(Akchurina and Della Sala 2018, 1645). Russian nationalist would view the loss of this site to
Western influence as an attack on the very core of Russian identity. Yet, despite its importance,
Russia initially accepted Ukrainian independence on the implicit belief that they would continue
to exert influence over the country.

Aside from its cultural significance, maintaining a sphere of influence over Kyiv and
other post-Soviet states allowed Russian nationalists to maintain the image of Russia as a great
power. The collapse of the Soviet Union left many Russians feeling that they were living in a
truncated state (Kazharski 2019, 6). Additionally, Russian leaders were not willing to accept that

Russia was no longer a great power. To get around their truncated state, Moscow sought to exert
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its influence over post-Soviet states. Thus, when NATO began expanding into post-Soviet space,
the alliance threatened Russia’s ability to maintain a sphere of influence and therefore its ability
to claim great power status. NATO expansion inflicted misrecognition onto Russia by generating
a gap between Moscow’s hubristic great power identity and how it was treated by the alliance.

To resolve its perceived misrecognition, the Kremlin initially sought to contain NATO
expansion by expressing its opposition to it. When the alliance refused to acknowledge
Moscow’s concerns, Russia was content to contest this non-recognition by creating its own
geographic spaces and cultural narratives to gain its sought-after recognition. However, when
NATO offered Ukraine membership, a line was crossed. Not only was the alliance not
recognizing the Kremlin’s hubristic great power identity, but NATO was threatening the
perceived heart of Russian civilization. Alongside the perceived attack on the “Russian World,”
the failure of the Minsk agreements and NATO’s continued support for Ukrainian membership
led Moscow to believe that only force would allow it to gain the recognition it desired. Thus, the
Russian invasion of Ukraine was caused by Moscow’s desire to resolve its perceived

misrecognition by reasserting its sphere of influence over Kyiv.

Conclusion

Understanding the development of Russian ontological security and recognition needs
vis-a-vis the West and Ukraine provides the key to understanding why Moscow felt compelled to
invade Ukraine. Post-Soviet Russia self-identified and sought recognition for its hubristic
identity as a traditional great power with a sphere of influence. Its self-identity manifested
through its influence over post-Soviet states, but this identity did not require antagonism towards

the West or Ukraine. In the 1990s, Russia embraced a homespace discourse to gain recognition
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for its self-identity while managing its anxiety through integration and cooperation with the
West. However, the West did not recognize Russia’s claim to traditional great power status.
Despite repeated Russian protests, NATO expanded without hindrance. The alliance’s expansion
put pressure on Russia’s self-identity. Traditional great powers have their sphere of influence
respected, but the West did not recognize Russia’s sphere of influence. Russia needed a way to
gain great power recognition.

Thus, Russia shifted away from seeking integration with Europe to embracing a more
confrontational and independent course while remaining open to cooperation with Europe. For
example, in line with the image of the traditional great power, Russia no longer tolerated
unwanted NATO expansion as demonstrated by its annexation of Crimea. Furthermore, it began
creating its own economic and political frameworks, such as the Eurasian Economic Union and
Russian World Foundation. Despite this shift away from Europe, Russia still sought to cooperate
with the West.

However, despite Moscow’s willingness to work with the West, its attitude changed
following the Maidan Square protests. Yanukovych’s flight from Kyiv stoked Moscow’s anxiety
that Ukraine would move away from its orbit and join NATO. To prevent this and assert its
sphere of influence over Kyiv, Russia annexed Crimea and backed separatist forces in the
Donbas, leading to a protracted war in Eastern Ukraine. However, Moscow failed to achieve its
aim. NATO double downed on Ukraine joining the alliance in the future. Furthermore, attempts
to resolve the conflict between Russian-backed separatists and Kyiv in Eastern Ukraine through
the Minsk Protocols faltered.

Following the failure of the Minsk agreements and NATO’s refusal to swear off

expansion, Russia completely embraced homeland discourse. For Moscow, diplomacy cannot
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provide a just settlement between Russia and the West. Additionally, the Kremlin believes that
any attempt at negotiations will be used by the West to exploit Russia and subvert traditional
Russian culture. As a result, Moscow now believes that force is the only way to force the West to
recognize Moscow as a great power. Therefore, the invasion of Ukraine is an attempt by Russia
to gain recognition for its hubristic identity as a great power by asserting its sphere of influence

over Kyiv.
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