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IntroductIon

The present paper intends to prove that despite the current high tensions, an open war between 
Russia and Ukraine is very unlikely. The main reason lays in the political objectives of 
Russia, which Moscow is seemingly able to achieve even without launching a full-scale war 

against Ukraine.
Following the violent events both in Eastern Ukraine and Odessa on the long weekend of 1–4 May, 

many argue that the tensions between Russia and Ukraine have reached a new peak, and the danger 
of a real war is very high. Hence, the main research question of the paper is whether the present tense 
situation between the two countries may escalate into a full-scale, real war.

The paper is built on the concept of the well-known Prussian political thinker and soldier, Carl von 
Clausewitz (1780–1831), who stated in his famous work On War that “War is merely the continuation 
of policy by other means”,1 where the original German term Politik means both politics and policy 
together. However, the present study uses a broader interpretation of war, which includes not only 
the war itself, but also the possibility or threat to use military force. Besides, along with the original 
Clausewitzian text, it is important to keep in mind that the term ‘merely’ does not mean that waging 
war would, or should be a routine action in order to achieve one’s political objectives. Instead, war 
itself is an extraordinary action that should be taken only if the political objectives cannot be reached 
by other means.

This approach is actually in line with the original ideas of Clausewitz, who clearly recognised 
that war is just a tool, but not the objective itself, when he stated that “War is thus an act of force to 
compel our enemy to do our will.”2 Hence, the study argues that in order to assess the military actions 
of Russia, one needs to map out and understand the political motives behind the use of force.

The paper is structured into four main parts. First, the political objectives of Russia are analysed, 
based mainly on the available primary sources. Second, the differences between the Crimea and 
Eastern Ukraine are enumerated briefly, in order to support the statement that repetition of the Crimea-
scenario in the eastern regions of Ukraine is unlikely. In the third part numerous arguments are listed 
against a possible Russian military attack on Ukraine, including both political and military ones. The 
study ends with a final, concluding part.

Regarding the sources used, while studying the current developments of the Russia–Ukraine 
crisis, the researcher needs to be aware of both the hard accessibility of exact information, and the 
risks of getting misled by information warfare and propaganda used by both sides. This is particularly 
true concerning the daily news, especially from directly the conflict region. Hence, the author intends 
to build his argument mainly on primary sources and also on academic analyses and studies assessing 
the strategic questions of the crisis.

Besides, one needs to add that the paper focuses almost exclusively on the political objectives of 
Russia, because Moscow has the upper hand during the whole crisis, as it was seen first during the 
Crimean crisis and now also in Eastern Ukraine. In addition, concerning the main research question, 
Ukraine will obviously not attack Russia, thus the possibility of a war initiated by Ukraine does not 
need to be examined.

1 Carl von Clausewitz: On War. Project Gutenberg E-book. Available at Project Gutenberg, http://www.gutenberg.
org/files/1946/1946-h/1946-h.htm. Accessed: 19 April 2014.

2 Ibid.

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/1946/1946-h/1946-h.htm
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/1946/1946-h/1946-h.htm
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the PolItIcal objectIves of russIa and reactIons of ukraIne

The political objectives that Russia intends to reach in Ukraine have been surprisingly 
clearly – one may even say: bluntly – defined by the speech of Russian President Vladimir 
Putin delivered in the Kremlin on 18 March 2014.3 The Russian president used extensive 

argumentation to justify, why the Crimea should belong to Russia. Regarding the future of Ukraine 
(already without the Crimea), he voiced his opposition to Ukraine ever joining NATO. Besides, he 
spoke up for the support of the Russian-speaking people in Ukraine, demanding the full respect of 
their minority rights and urging for their proper political representation. Putin openly said that “But 
it should be above all in Ukraine’s own interest to ensure that these people’s rights and interests 
are fully protected. This is the guarantee of Ukraine’s state stability and territorial integrity”,4 
implicitly threatening with the use of force in case of non-compliance.

Slightly later Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergey Lavrov added one more concrete demand, namely 
to increase the autonomy of the Ukrainian regions vis-á-vis the Kyiv central government. According 
to the Russian official position, the federalisation of Ukraine could serve as a proper – and the only – 
guarantee that these demands are to be fulfilled.5

An interesting and important development is that the Kyiv central government, under the pressure 
of the ongoing separatist actions in Eastern Ukraine and pushed also by the Russian military buildup 
along the border has gradually agreed to comply with all these demands. Regarding the NATO 
accession, Interim Prime Minister Arsenniy Yatsenniuk declared that “This is not on our radars”.6 
Later he made it clear that the assistance of NATO in modernising the armed forces of Ukraine 
is welcomed, but membership is not planned.7 The same was confirmed by influential presidential 
candidate Petro Poroshenko.8 NATO officials also made it clear that the accession of neither Ukraine, 
nor Georgia is actual.

Concerning the rights of the national minorities, one needs to say that the Russian claims were 
based on the fact that one of the first measures of the new Ukrainian government was to cancel 
the earlier, more liberal law on minority languages. Though Interim President Oleksandr Turchynov 
finally did not sign the bill, thus it did not come to force, it was indeed an important warning sign. 
It is an important development compared to this worrying start that on 18 April Turchynov and 
Yatsenniuk made a joint statement that local authorities will receive the right to decide on the use of 
minority languages as second official languages.9

3 For the English transcript, see: “Address by President of the Russian Federation”. President of Russia, http://eng.
kremlin.ru/transcripts/6889, 18 March 2014.

4 Ibid.
5 “Russia Sets Terms for Ukraine Deal as 40,000 Troops Mass on Border”. The Guardian, http://www.theguardian.

com/world/2014/mar/31/russia-ukraine-deal-troops-lavrov-kerry, 31 March 2014.
6 “Yatsenyuk: Ukraine Not Considering Joining NATO”. ITAR-Tass News Agency, http://en.itar-tass.com/

world/722477, 6 March 2014.
7 “Yatsenyuk: Prospects of Ukraine’s Membership in NATO Are ‘outside Field of Vision’”. KyivPost, https://

www.kyivpost.com/content/ukraine/yatsenyuk-prospects-of-ukraines-membership-in-nato-are-outside-field-of-
vision-341985.html, 3 April 2014.

8 “Ukraine’s Accession to NATO Not on Agenda – Presidential Candidate”. ITAR-Tass News Agency, http://en.itar-
tass.com/world/726254, 2 April 2014.

9 “Local Authorities in Ukraine to Receive Right to Decide on Official Regional Languages – Joint Statement by 
Turchynov, Yatseniuk”. Interfax-Ukraine, http://en.interfax.com.ua/news/general/201438.html, 18 April 2014.

http://eng.kremlin.ru/transcripts/6889
http://eng.kremlin.ru/transcripts/6889
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/mar/31/russia-ukraine-deal-troops-lavrov-kerry
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/mar/31/russia-ukraine-deal-troops-lavrov-kerry
http://en.itar-tass.com/world/722477
http://en.itar-tass.com/world/722477
https://www.kyivpost.com/content/ukraine/yatsenyuk-prospects-of-ukraines-membership-in-nato-are-outside-field-of-vision-341985.html
https://www.kyivpost.com/content/ukraine/yatsenyuk-prospects-of-ukraines-membership-in-nato-are-outside-field-of-vision-341985.html
https://www.kyivpost.com/content/ukraine/yatsenyuk-prospects-of-ukraines-membership-in-nato-are-outside-field-of-vision-341985.html
http://en.itar-tass.com/world/726254
http://en.itar-tass.com/world/726254
http://en.interfax.com.ua/news/general/201438.html
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Regarding the federalisation, the gradual developing of the Ukrainian position was visible. On 18 
March Yatsenniuk spoke only about a possible decentralisation of the country,10 while a month later, 
on 14 April, Turchynov already promised the transformation with a concrete, three-month deadline,11 
and he mentioned the possibility that a referendum could be organised on the federalisation of the 
country together with the 25 May presidential elections.12

All in all, it seems to be that the Ukrainian government is reacting positively to the political 
demands of Russia. Of course, from the Russian perspective the implementation of these promises 
is of key importance. In case of non-compliance, along with the quoted 18 March speech of Putin, 
threatening with the use of military force and endangering Ukraine’s territorial integrity are integral 
parts of the Russian political inventory. These concerns may be particularly relevant following the 
violent events that took place in Eastern Ukraine on 3–4 May.

the dIfference of the crImea from eastern ukraIne

However, there are a number of key differences that make a Crimea-scenario unlikely to 
happen in Eastern Ukraine. Though for many the separatist movements in the Crimea and 
Eastern Ukraine may appear to be similar, in reality the two regions strongly differ from each 

other. The Crimean peninsula has always had a special position in the Russian identity. The region, 
which had been long part of Russia, was attached to Ukraine only in 1954. Though during the Soviet 
times this was only of symbolic importance, at the collapse of the Soviet Union the Soviet Socialist 
Republic’s borders became national borders. Thus the Crimea remained part of Ukraine, even though 
the peninsula had very close relations with Russia. Both in the Tsarist and the Soviet era the region 
was a favoured holiday resort of the elites. Besides, the Crimea also had a strategic importance for 
Russia, due to the naval bases located there. Moreover, following the ethnic cleansings and forced 
relocations in the Stalin era, Russians, earlier a minority, became the majority ethnic group in the 
peninsula.

Contrary to the Crimea, the industrialised southern and eastern regions of Ukraine have much 
looser historical and social ties to Russia, though, of course, the economic and people-to-people 
contacts inherited from the Soviet times should not be ignored. However, one needs to be aware that 
the Southern and Eastern Ukrainian regions do not have such a strong tradition of being separate 
from Ukraine as the Crimea has. Moreover, the question of ethnicity and state loyalty is much 
more complicated than the frequently used, over-simplifying perception that automatically qualifies 
Russian-speakers as pro-Russians. Generally speaking, in Eastern Europe national identity may often 
be separate from state loyalty, or even from the mother tongue. The same is true for Eastern Ukraine: 
a part of the Russian-speaking population here define themselves as Ukrainians, and most of them are 
actually loyal to the Ukrainian state, despite their own Russian mother tongue.13

10 “Yatsenyuk: Ukraine Will Conduct Decentralization”. KyivPost, http://www.kyivpost.com/content/ukraine/
yatsenyuk-ukraine-will-conduct-decentralization-339785.html, 18 March 2014.

11 “Ukraine to Adopt Laws on Decentralization of Power within Three Months”. KyivPost, http://www.kyivpost.com/
content/ukraine/ukraine-to-adopt-laws-on-decentralization-of-power-within-three-months-343388.html, 14 April 
2014.

12 “Turchynov Agrees on Referendum on Federalization”. YHIAN Information Agency, http://www.unian.info/
politics/907541-turchynov-agrees-on-referendum-on-federalization.html, 14 April 2014.

13 “70% of Southeast Ukraine Opposes what Could Happen next with Russia”. Business Insider, http://www.
businessinsider.com/ukraine-population-doesnt-want-russia-2014-5, 1 May 2014.

http://www.kyivpost.com/content/ukraine/yatsenyuk-ukraine-will-conduct-decentralization-339785.html
http://www.kyivpost.com/content/ukraine/yatsenyuk-ukraine-will-conduct-decentralization-339785.html
http://www.kyivpost.com/content/ukraine/ukraine-to-adopt-laws-on-decentralization-of-power-within-three-months-343388.html
http://www.kyivpost.com/content/ukraine/ukraine-to-adopt-laws-on-decentralization-of-power-within-three-months-343388.html
http://www.unian.info/politics/907541-turchynov-agrees-on-referendum-on-federalization.html
http://www.unian.info/politics/907541-turchynov-agrees-on-referendum-on-federalization.html
http://www.businessinsider.com/ukraine-population-doesnt-want-russia-2014-5
http://www.businessinsider.com/ukraine-population-doesnt-want-russia-2014-5
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Besides, in the South and East of Ukraine – unlike the Crimea – a new group of rich businessmen, 
the so-called oligarchs have emerged.14 Oligarchs have a decisive influence on Ukrainian politics, and 
most of them are actually interested in preserving the territorial integrity of Ukraine, if faced with the 
problem of getting Eastern Ukraine attached to Russia. Their motivation is easy to understand: in the 
last two decades oligarchs have been the main players and main beneficiaries of Ukrainian politics, 
but getting annexed to Russia would surely deprive them of these convenient and profitable positions. 
With other words, Eastern Ukraine has a business elite that is influential both on regional and national 
level, and is mostly interested in keeping the country together, in order to preserve its own privileged 
status. In the Crimea there was not such a local elite that would have been able to stop, or slow down 
the separatist tendencies.

Donetsk People’s Republic?

Considering the factors mentioned above, it was quite surprising when on 6 April in Donetsk 
– a city in Eastern Ukraine with approximately one million inhabitants – a few hundred 
pro-Russian demonstrators dressed in civilian clothes seized the building of the regional 

administration in the city centre. They met practically no resistance, as that day was a Sunday, and 
there were only a few guards in the building. After seizing the building, the mob declared to establish 
the so-called ‘Donetsk People’s Republic’ and declared that they are going to hold a referendum on the 
secession of the Donetsk region from Ukraine and about its accession to Russia. Besides, they asked 
President of the Russian Federation Vladimir Putin to send Russian peacekeepers to the region.

Even though in many media reports it was mentioned that “Donetsk declared its independence”, 
this was very far from the reality. What happened was that a few hundred demonstrators armed then 
only with clubs and improvised weapons seized an undefended administrative building, they settled 
there, and put up the flag of a never-existent, non-recognised quasi-state. Similar events happened in 
two other Ukrainian large cities, in Kharkhiv and Luhansk, too.

However, since early April the situation has become much tense: several death cases happened, 
and separatists completely took over considerable parts of the Donetsk region, particularly around the 
cities of Slovyansk and Kramatorsk.

Of course, in all affected cities there are some people in the local population, who sympathise 
with the idea of seceding from Ukraine, or at least with the possibility of a federal transformation of 
the country. However, the visible public support behind the violent actions of the Donetsk separatists 
is very-very low. There are no large, pro-Russian demonstrations taking place, the local people are 
hardly out in the streets; in most public gatherings only a few hundred, maximum one-two thousand 
people are present, which is not too significant in Donetsk of one million. In the countryside only a 
few hundred locals are actively supporting the separatists.

All in all, there are no such massive pro-Russian demonstrations which happened in the Crimea, 
and the idea of secession has very few active supporters. Hence, it is not true that only Russian agents 
would generate the tensions, as the Ukrainian propaganda often states, as there are indeed some 
locals present as well. However, the picture provided by Russian media channels about the ‘people of 
Donetsk’ rising up collectively is also false, as the active local support of the violent events is very 
low.

14 For more information, see Slawomir Matuszak: “The Oligarchic Democracy. The Influence of Business Groups 
on Ukrainian Politics”. OSW Studies, No. 42. (2012). Available at: OSW, http://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/
prace_42_en.pdf. Accessed: 24 April 2014. pp. 13–20.

http://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/prace_42_en.pdf
http://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/prace_42_en.pdf
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how not to fIght a conventIonal war?

In order to support the argument why a full-scale, conventional war between Russia and Ukraine 
is highly unlikely, first the opposing forces are compared. Thereafter, numerous other military-
related factors are considered as well, which all point to the assessment that at present Russia is 

not preparing to launch a conventional attack on Ukraine.

Comparison of Military Forces

By comparing the conventional military forces of Russia and Ukraine, the superiority of Russia 
is evident. Based on the data of The Military Balance 2013, Russia has an active armed forces 
composed of approximately 845,000 soldiers, supported by almost 20 million (!) reservists, if 

necessary. The army itself has some 205,000 soldiers, out of which there are seven special operations 
(Spetsnaz) brigades and one special reconnaissance regiment, while the heavy weaponry is composed 
of more than 2800 tanks, 7360 armoured fighting vehicles, almost ten thousand armoured personnel 
carriers and some 5500 pieces of artillery. The air forces have 630 fighters, 184 strategic bombers, and 
more than 500 ground attack airplanes, in addition to almost 400 attack helicopters.15 The Black Sea 
Fleet element of the Russian Navy has five larger surface units, 19 coastal and patrol boats, a number 
of amphibious and landing crafts, and even one submarine.

Ukraine has much smaller armed forces. Altogether 129,950 personnel serve in the Ukrainian 
armed forces, in addition to some 85,000 paramilitary forces that may also be used in case of an 
outside attack. Approximately one million reservists can be mobilised. The ground army has roughly 
71,000 soldiers, equipped with 1100 tanks, some 3000 armoured infantry fighting vehicles, and 1432 
armoured personnel carriers, in addition to 3351 pieces of artillery. Ukraine has two regiments of 
special forces. Concerning air power, Ukraine can rely on altogether 211 combat-capable aircrafts, 
out of which there are 162 fighters, 72 ground attack airplanes and 139 attack helicopters.16 Regarding 
the navy, following the loss of the Crimea bases and the Russian capture of Ukraine’s most warships, 
at present Ukraine has practically no functional navy at all. In addition to the numerical differences 
compared to Russia, the Ukrainian army has been seriously affected by the continuous shortage of 
funding, which results in ageing equipment, very low aircraft availability, few aircraft flying hours, 
and a number of other problems.17

Based solely on the numerical superiority of Russia it would be tempting to conclude that defeating 
Ukraine would be an easy task for Russia. However, when assessing the military capabilities, skills 
and experiences also need to be taken into account in addition to the sheer numbers of military 
hardware.

First and foremost, despite the evident weaknesses of the Ukrainian armed forces particularly in 
the first weeks of the crisis, there are indeed a high number of able and well-trained soldiers in the 
Ukrainian army. Ukraine has a long record of participating in various international crisis management 
operations, ranging from UN and OSCE missions to EU and NATO-led ones.

15 “The Military Balance 2013”. IISS, http://www.iiss.org/en/publications/military%20balance/issues/the-military-
balance-2013-2003, 14 March 2013. pp. 225–230.

16 Ibid., pp. 239–240.
17 Ibid., p. 239.

http://www.iiss.org/en/publications/military%20balance/issues/the-military-balance-2013-2003
http://www.iiss.org/en/publications/military%20balance/issues/the-military-balance-2013-2003
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According to the UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations (UNDPKO), in the last fifteen 
years Ukraine has been a remarkable contributor to UN operations.18 In the first half of the 2000s, 
Ukraine was the No. 1. European contributor to UN-led operations. Besides troop contributions, 
special Ukrainian aviation detachments are serving in Liberia and in the UNOCI in Côte d’Ivoire, 
operating both Mi-8 transport and Mi-24 attack helicopters.19

In addition to UN missions, currently Ukrainian soldiers are serving in Afghanistan, in the NATO 
Training Mission in Iraq, and more than 130 Ukrainian servicemen are working in the KFOR in 
Kosovo, in addition to a Ukrainian warship that has participated in the NATO Operation Active 
Endeavour in the Mediterranean until the Crimean crisis.20 Earlier, in 2003–2008, Ukrainian soldiers 
participated in the Operation Enduring Freedom in Iraq as well. For three years, from 2003 to 2005, 
Ukraine was the third largest contributor to the operation with its altogether 1700 soldiers.21

All in all, there are indeed a high number of Ukrainian professional soldiers that have gained 
considerable mission, and often fighting experience as well. This is particularly true for those soldiers 
who served in high-intensity missions, such as in Iraq or in Africa.

Hence, though in case of a full-scale Russia–Ukraine war the final outcome would obviously be 
the military victory of Russia, it would indeed not be a similarly bloodless operation, like the one 
in the Crimea was. Ukrainian forces defending their homeland would most probably rely on urban 
warfare, where the sheer numerical superiority of Russia counts much less.

Besides, Acting President Oleksandr Turchynov has reinstated conscription with immediate effect 
on 1 May.22 This measure may further boost the territorial defence capabilities of Ukraine, as well as 
the so-called National Guard self-defence battalions formed in a number of Ukrainian cities. Already 
in mid-March approximately 40,000 people volunteered: half of them were assigned to the armed 
forces, while another 20,000 serve in the National Guard.23 Similar battalions have been recently set 
up in the Zaporizhye and Kirovograd regions as well.24

Additional Factors that Make a War Unlikely

There are many elements indicating that Russia uses its conventional military to put political 
pressure on Ukraine, but is not preparing for an actual attack. First and foremost, contrary 
to the Crimea crisis, now Ukraine has a stable, functioning central government that is much 

more able to lead and control the country than in late February. Besides, most of those in the ranks 
of the Ukrainian armed forces who sympathised with Russia have already changed sides, like the 

18 “Troop and Police Contributors”. United Nations Peacekeeping, http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/resources/
statistics/contributors.shtml, April 2014.

19 “Current Participation of the Armed Forces of Ukraine in Peacekeeping Operations”. Ministry of Defence of 
Ukraine, http://www.mil.gov.ua/index.php?part=peacekeeping&lang=en. Accessed: 24 April 2014.

20 Ibid.
21 Rodney Foliente: “Ukrainians Complete Mission in Iraq”. www.army.mil, http://www.army.mil/article/15056/

ukrainians-complete-mission-in-iraq/, 11 December 2008.
22 “В. о. Президента України Олександр Турчинов підписав указ про заходи щодо підвищення обороноздатності 

держави”. Виконуючй обов’язки Президента України, http://president.gov.ua/news/30329.html, 1 May 2014.
23 “До Нацгвардії і ЗСУ мобілізують близько 40 тисяч осіб – Сюмар”. YKP, http://www.ukrinform.ua/ukr/news/

do_natsgvardiii_i_zsu_mobilizuyut_blizko_40_tisyach_osib___syumar_1917222, 12 March 2014.
24 “На Запоріжжі та Кіровоградщині сформовані батальйони територіальної оборони”. Мiнiстерство Oбopoни 

України, http://www.mil.gov.ua/index.php?lang=ua&part=news&sub=read&id=34365, 3 May 2014.

http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/resources/statistics/contributors.shtml
http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/resources/statistics/contributors.shtml
http://www.mil.gov.ua/index.php?part=peacekeeping&lang=en
http://www.army.mil/article/15056/ukrainians-complete-mission-in-iraq/
http://www.army.mil/article/15056/ukrainians-complete-mission-in-iraq/
http://president.gov.ua/news/30329.html
http://www.ukrinform.ua/ukr/news/do_natsgvardiii_i_zsu_mobilizuyut_blizko_40_tisyach_osib___syumar_1917222
http://www.ukrinform.ua/ukr/news/do_natsgvardiii_i_zsu_mobilizuyut_blizko_40_tisyach_osib___syumar_1917222
http://www.mil.gov.ua/index.php?lang=ua&part=news&sub=read&id=34365
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former Navy commander General Denys Berezovsky did.25 From the perspective of readiness to war, 
this means that now Ukraine has a much more coherent political and military leadership than in the 
beginning of the crisis. Consequently, now the Ukrainian government would be able to act against a 
Russian military attack, unlike during the Crimea crisis.

Second, by the lasting presence of Russian forces along the northern and eastern borders of 
Ukraine Moscow has clearly given up the advantage of a surprise attack. As the various Russian 
military exercises have been ongoing since February, Ukraine has had enough time to mobilise and 
prepare its forces to defend the border, and if not to repel, but at least to slow down a Russian attack. 
Initially, during and after the Crimean crisis the lineup of considerable Russian forces along the border 
of Ukraine could indeed serve as the ‘Sword of Damocles’ over the heads of the Kyiv government, 
threatening with a rapid and devastating surprise attack. The new Ukrainian government then was 
just freshly formed, and was both unprepared and unable to defend the territory of the country. 
However, during the two months that have passed since then, Ukraine was able to mobilise and 
regroup considerable forces from the western side of the country to the eastern regions. Hence, the 
element of surprise is clearly lost.

Third, unlike in the Crimea, there is no legitimate Russian military presence in Eastern Ukraine. 
Hence, Russia cannot rely on any existing, stable military positions in Eastern Ukraine. In case 
of an invasion, everything should be brought in by the advancing Russian forces themselves, all 
infrastructure, logistics, supplies, etc. This would make such an operation much more complicated 
than the capture of the Crimea was.

Fourth, according to NATO sources,26 in April Russia has stationed approximately 40,000 soldiers 
along the border. Though these forces are of considerable size, they are surely not enough to completely 
destroy the defensive capabilities of Ukraine and to overrun the whole country. Moreover, taking into 
account the series of Ukrainian measures to strengthen territorial defence, even the takeover of the 
Eastern Ukrainian territories would not be necessarily easy. It could have been so four or six weeks 
ago, but not anymore. This is particularly so because in the framework of the ongoing ‘anti-terrorist’ 
operation in and around Slovyansk, the Ukrainian government has grouped professional units to the 
region that may be able to show considerable resistance against an outside attack as well, besides 
fighting the separatists. These new forces are much more capable in countering the resistance of the 
local separatists than the first ones put in action were.27

Fifth, the problem of ‘shooting at brothers’, e.g., it may be hard for the Ukrainian forces to fight 
Russians also due to emotional reasons, may equally affect the Russian army as well. Anyways, many 
commanders of both armed forces have studied together in the Soviet times, they worked together 
in various frameworks of the Commonwealth of Independent States, people-to-people contacts are 
intensive, etc.

Sixth, though the international dimension is out of the focus of the current analysis, launching an 
open war would surely result in much stronger sanctions from the West, including economic ones, 
as well as the deepening isolation of Russia. Moscow is well aware of the risks: that is why leading 
Russian officials, including Putin himself declared many times that Russia does not intend to invade 
Eastern Ukraine. Even following the terrible events in Odessa on 2 May, when more than 40 people 

25 “New Head of Ukraine’s Navy Defects in Crimea”. BBC News, http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-26410431, 
2 March 2014.

26 “Satellite Images Reveal Russian Military Buildup on Ukraine’s Border”. The Guardian, http://www.theguardian.
com/world/2014/apr/10/satellite-images-russian-military-ukraine-border, 10 April 2014.

27 “A Day of Humiliation as Ukrainian Military Offensive Stalls, Six Armoured Vehicles Seized”. KyivPost, http://
www.kyivpost.com/content/ukraine/insurgents-in-kramatorsk-in-armored-personnel-carriers-fly-russian-flag-live-
update-343745.html, 16 April 2014.

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-26410431
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/apr/10/satellite-images-russian-military-ukraine-border
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lost their lives in the violent clashes and the burnout of the Trade Unions Building, the Kremlin 
delivered condolences and blamed the Ukrainian government,28 the Russian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs strongly condemned both Kyiv and the West29 – but no invasion, or any counter-action was 
mentioned at all.

Russia’s Non-Conventional Non-Warfare – and Its Limits

Demonstrated first in the Crimea, Russia has invented a brand new, earlier unseen tactics that 
has been used in Eastern Ukraine as well. Members of Russian special forces and various 
intelligence services, who entered the Donetsk region probably much earlier, were able to 

mobilise a considerable number of locals against the Kyiv central government already in January–
February. Local separatists are partly paid thugs – quite similar to the titushkis seen during the Kyiv 
events – but many of them are peaceful local people who dissent the policies of the central authorities.

These separatist forces were very efficient in taking over various governmental buildings in 
Eastern Ukraine, primarily in the cities of Donetsk, Slavyansk and Kramatorsk. In most cases they 
did not meet any resistance, the main reason of which has been the critically bad moral status and 
command of the local police.30 First in Donetsk, and then in various other locations separatists declared 
their own ‘Donetsk People’s Republic’, and immediately received intensive support from the Russian 
media.

The use of Russian special forces – often dressed in civilian clothes – together with local militants 
had a number of advantages. First, even though many separatists wore Russian uniform, had very 
modern Russian weapons and demonstrated being well trained, the official Russia could long deny 
any alleged relations with them. This was very similar to the Crimea crisis, where initially even 
Putin has denied any Russian involvement there, but in mid-April he suddenly admitted that Russian 
soldiers helped the local separatists31 – a fact that was evident to many observers since the very 
beginning of the Crimean crisis.

Second, because of the alleged non-relatedness the separatist forces to Russia, no one could 
be held accountable for their deeds. They are not bound by any rules and conventions of warfare. 
A brilliant article of The Washington Post called them “Putin’s hybrid of soldiers and terrorists”.32 The 
use of such forces contributed to the intended legitimacy of the ‘Donetsk People’s Republic’ as well, as 
its leaders could claim that the militants were really local people who acted on their own. Third, this 
non-belonging made it very hard for both the Ukrainian government and the international community 
to address them, as there was no one with whom official negotiations could have been conducted.33

28 “Владимир Путин выразил соболезнования семьям погибших в Одессе”. Пpeзидeнт Poccии, http://kremlin.
ru/news/20898, 3 May 2014.

29 “Заявление МИД России о трагических событиях в Одессе”. Министерство Инocтpaнных Дeл Poccийcкой 
федерации, http://www.mid.ru/brp_4.nsf/newsline/17AE5C8FB27DD32944257CCC006F507E, 2 May 2014.

30 Simon Shuster: “Ukrainian Policemen Stand by as Pro-Russian Separatists Seize Control”. Time, http://time.
com/81475/ukrainian-policemen-stand-by-as-pro-russian-separatists-seize-control/, 29 April 2014.

31 “Transcript: Vladimir Putin’s April 17 Q&A”. The Washington Post, http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/
transcript-vladimir-putins-april-17-qanda/2014/04/17/ff77b4a2-c635-11e3-8b9a-8e0977a24aeb_story.html, 17 April 2014.

32 Molly K. McKew – Gregory A. Maniatis: “Playing by Putin’s Tactics”. The Washington Post, http://www.
washingtonpost.com/opinions/playing-by-putins-tactics/2014/03/09/b5233b90-a558-11e3-a5fa-55f0c77bf39c_story.
html, 9 March 2014.

33 Éva Vándor: “Putyin valami egészen új dolgot talált fel”. Origo, http://www.origo.hu/nagyvilag/20140416-vlagyimir-
putyin-ukrajnaban-atirta-a-21-szazadi-hadviseles-szabalyait.html, 16 April 2014.
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Fourth, the fact that the separatists often acted in civilian clothes made the job of Ukrainian law-
enforcement authorities extremely hard. In case of any violent steps taken, Russia could claim that 
the Ukrainian government was conducting military action against Russian civilians. The Kremlin 
could use this as a pretext for a military intervention, in order to protect Russian nationals abroad. 
This intention has long been present in Russian foreign policy.34 A similar argumentation was used by 
Putin to justify the annexation of Crimea as well.35

Fifth, parallel to the takeover of governmental buildings, Russian special forces on the ground 
could conduct also precision attacks against leaders of the Ukrainian armed forces attempting to 
regain control of the lost territories. When the first anti-terror operation of Kyiv has started, on 15 
April, one of the very first Ukrainian losses was a captain of the Alpha Group special unit Hennadiy 
Bilichenko, while the commander, Colonel Kuznetsov and another Colonel, Kuksa of the SBU were 
seriously wounded36 in a well-planned ambush.37 On 25 April on the airfield of Kramatorsk a Ukrainian 
helicopter was destroyed reportedly by a single sniper, who shot the vehicle’s fuel tank.38 These were 
obviously thoroughly planned and executed attacks on the vulnerable points of the Ukrainian armed 
forces. Later it actually turned out that there was at least one Russian double agent working in the 
Alpha Group, who compromised another action as well.39

Downfall of Militant Resistance in Eastern Ukraine?

The combination of using mostly untrained, lightly armed local volunteers with the control of 
a few professional Russian special forces personnel has a structural weakness, namely that 
it cannot stop the advance of a committed regular army. Lasting resistance would require 

large numbers of properly trained forces, organised supply and evacuation lines, reinforcements, and 
last, but not least, strong morale. This weakness has become clearly visible during the anti-terrorist 
operation of the Ukrainian government on the 1–4 May weekend. Militant separatists showed harsh, 
but all in all not too efficient resistance, and could not stop the advancing pro-Kyiv forces anywhere.

The analysis of the reported losses supports the above assessment. So far the advancing pro-
Kyiv forces suffered only relatively small losses, both in personnel and equipment. For example, 
despite the high number of anti-tank weapons seen on many pictures in the hands of the ‘Donetsk 
People’s Republic’ combatants, so far not a single Ukrainian military vehicle was knocked out by 
such a weapon, and all separatist roadblocks were broken through without any personnel loss on the 
government side. Though the downing of the two Mi-24 attack helicopters by shoulder-fired missiles 

34 Igor Zevelev: “Russia’s Policy toward Compatriots in the Former Soviet Union”. Russia in Global Affairs, Vol. 
6. No. 1. (2008). Available at: Miami University, http://www.units.miamioh.edu/havighurstcenter/russianstudies/
documents/compatriots.pdf. Accessed: 24 April 2014.

35 “Transcript: Putin Says Russia Will Protect the Rights of Russians Abroad”. The Washington Post, 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/transcript-putin-says-russia-will-protect-the-rights-of-russians-
abroad/2014/03/18/432a1e60-ae99-11e3-a49e-76adc9210f19_story.html, 18 March 2014.

36 “President Turchynov’s Address to the People of Ukraine”. Euromaidan PR, http://euromaidanpr.com/2014/04/13/
president-turchynovs-address-to-the-people-of-ukraine/, 13 April 2014.

37 The communication of the pro-Russian forces with Moscow was captured and eventually leaked: Bohdan Holub: 
“Leaked Recording: Russian Paramilitary in Ukraine on the Phone with Moscow”. Foreign Policy News, http://
foreignpolicynews.org/2014/04/15/leaked-recording-russian-paramilitary-ukraine-phone-moscow/, 15 April 2014.

38 “Sniper Shoots at Mi-8 Helicopter in Kramatorsk, Its Captain Injured, Says Anti-Terrorist Center Head”. Interfax-
Ukraine, http://en.interfax.com.ua/news/general/202293.html, 25 April 2014.

39 Shuster: i. m.
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on 2 May40 made it to the world news, using such weapons does not require an open standoff; on the 
contrary, they are perfect for ambush actions.

One may be even tempted to say that it looks like as if there would be only very few people ready 
to face-to-face fight – and possibly die – against the advancing Ukrainian army. Those ones did not 
even perform too well, taking into account that they were unable to stop the governmental forces, if 
they keep on advancing.

However, there seems to be another group of combatants present as well, who use a very efficient 
‘hit and run’ tactics. The ambush of helicopters with anti-aircraft missiles and the killing of Ukrainian 
soldiers guarding checkpoints41 both seem to support the argument that the ones who resist the 
advancing governmental forces are professional military people – most probably Russian special 
forces personnel. The statement of the Ukrainian Security Service that they were fighting “highly 
skilled foreign military men”42 seems to support the statement that Russian special forces are present 
in the battlefield.

One needs to be aware though that despite the fierce resistance, without external help the militants 
in Kramatorsk and Slavyansk obviously cannot hold their position for more than a few weeks more. 
As governmental forces surround the separatist-controlled cities, food and medical supplies will soon 
run out, as well as ammunition. Local residents already complain about the shortage of food, fuel, as 
it is reported by many news channels.

At this point, if the Ukrainian army keeps moving forward, local militant separatists are left only 
with limited choices. If they do not wish to die against the advancing Ukrainian army, they have only 
two options: either to surrender, or to go underground and hope to remain unpunished. In any case, 
Kyiv will soon regain control over the territories held by militant separatists almost for three months. 
The success of the 1–4 May anti-terrorist operation is likely to boost both the moral of the Ukrainian 
armed forces and also improve the domestic position of the government.

Another option is, however, that in order to avoid urban combat against the separatists and serious 
collateral damages done to the civilian population – something that the Russian propaganda would be 
happy to use –, the Ukrainian government may decide to surround the occupied cities with the armed 
forces, but not try to actually recapture them. In this case, the military objective of the governmental 
offensive could more be the isolation of the separatists than the destruction of them. Thus checkpoints, 
roadblocks and various improvised fortifications are to be set up around the separatist-held cities and 
the armed forces will remain in place, but instead of continuing the offensive, the Kyiv government 
would try to look for a diplomatic solution. By the time of closing this article, it cannot be yet defined 
which option Kyiv is going to choose.

Concerning Russia, the ongoing successful anti-terror operation seems to narrow the Kremlin’s 
freedom of movement as well. No action at all would obviously result in the defeat of the local separatists 
and also the loss of the Russian special forces units operating in the region. If Moscow intends to help 
the surrounded separatists in Kramatorsk, Slavyansk and later probably also in Donetsk, a rapid and 
decisive military action would be necessary to break through the encirclements and resupply the 
militants. However, this is highly unlikely, taking into account the reasons listed above.
40 Adam Taylor: “Videos Appear to Show Ukrainian Military Helicopter Being Shot down over Slovyansk”. The 

Washington Post, http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/worldviews/wp/2014/05/02/amateur-videos-appear-to-
show-ukrainian-military-helicopter-being-shot-down-over-slovynask/, 2 May 2014.

41 “Reuters: Ukraine Says Two Soldiers Killed near Sloviansk after Rebel Attack”. KyivPost, http://www.kyivpost.
com/content/ukraine-abroad/reuters-ukraine-says-two-soldiers-killed-near-sloviansk-after-rebel-attack-346049.
html, 2 May 2014.

42 “Russian Separatists down 2 Choppers, Fighting Spreads to Odessa as Ukraine Teeters”. Fox News, http://www.
foxnews.com/world/2014/05/02/gunfire-blasts-in-insurgent-held-ukraine-city/, 2 May 2014.
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Moreover, a Russian military action to relieve the separatists besieged by governmental forces is 
not only unlikely, but increasingly unnecessary as well. As demonstrated above, Kyiv is willing to 
fulfil the most important Russian demands on the neutrality of Ukraine, on organising a referendum 
on the federalisation, and also on the minority rights. At this point, the logical action of Moscow would 
be to tacitly withdraw its special forces from Ukraine and abandon the local militant separatists, thus 
let Kyiv regain control over the Donetsk region. The tacit and gradual withdrawal of the Russian 
special forces may well be in line with John Kerry’s message delivered to Lavrov during their phone 
conversation that Russia should withdraw its support for the separatists,43 and also with the statement 
of Spokesperson of Vladimir Putin Dmitry Peshkov who stated that Russia has lost its ability to 
influence the separatists in Eastern Ukraine.44 This latter statement may already be interpreted that 
Russia distances itself from the subsequent events. At the same time, it would be necessary to make 
it very clear to the Kyiv government that Russia is able to re-ignite tensions at any time in case of 
non-compliance with the above-mentioned demands.

If Kyiv opts for the less violent tactics of isolating the separatists and keep on trying to find a 
diplomatic solution, Russia is most likely to uphold the status quo and keep supporting the separatists, 
at least in order to prevent the Ukrainian government from an easy victory. In this case, tensions may 
well last even until the presidential elections to be held on 25 May 2014.

conclusIons

The key objectives of the Russian policy towards Kyiv have been clearly set in the 18 March 
2014 speech of President Putin. Besides perceiving the annexation of the Crimea as a finished 
fact, Moscow wants lasting guarantees that its main demands are going to be fulfilled. The 

most important one of them is the lasting, permanent neutrality of Ukraine, so that Kyiv should never 
become member of the NATO. Second, the interests of the Russian-speaking regions of Ukraine 
should be properly represented in the Kyiv central government. Besides, Russia wants to ensure that 
the rights of the Russian-speaking minorities in Ukraine will be respected, and the Kyiv government 
will keep down the various radical nationalist groups. Moscow perceives that the fulfilment of all 
these demands could be ensured by the constitutional federalisation of Ukraine. In a federalised 
Ukraine the regions would have enough influence to prevent the central government from any moves 
that would meet with the dissent of large groups of the population.

Despite the original resistance, to early May the Kyiv government seemed to be ready to fulfil 
these demands. Both Acting President Turchynov and Prime Minister Yatsenniuk declared that 
NATO accession is not on their agenda, and together with the 25 May presidential elections a 
referendum may be held on the federalisation. The use of minority languages as second official 
languages is promised to be decided on local level. All in all, the Kyiv government has promised 
basically everything that Moscow has demanded. From the Russian perspective, however, the most 
important is the actual implementation of these promises, thus one cannot expect Moscow to simply 
put an end to the tensions before the reforms really take place.

Concerning the main research question of the article, namely that whether a full-scale war is likely 
between Russia and Ukraine, these developments above are indeed positive, though with certain 

43 “Kerry, Lavrov Discuss Ukraine Crisis as Offensive Continues”. Radio Free Europe, Radio Liberty, http://www.
rferl.org/content/ukraine-violence-east-odesa/25371346.html, 3 May 2014.

44 Ibid.
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distinctions. According to the Clausewitzian logic, a war is necessary to compel one’s enemy to do 
one’s will only, if other measures are not successful.

Until the launch of the 1–4 May anti-terrorist operation of the Ukrainian government Russia 
could be sure that its political objectives may well get reached without actually launching a war. The 
combined threat of a military attack and the stir-up of local separatists in Eastern Ukraine seemed to be 
enough to compel Kyiv to fulfil Moscow’s demands. For more than two months the Kyiv government 
was unable to find the necessary countermeasures against Russia’s new type of warfare.

However, the long weekend of 1–4 May has considerably changed the situation. During the anti-
terror operation of the Ukrainian government a structural weakness of Putin’s new type of warfare 
has emerged: the militant separatists cannot stand against an advancing regular army, at least not 
without immediate and solid external support. Besides, taking into account the breakthrough reached 
in the eastern region, the Kyiv government may get tempted to maintain the military track, and try 
to crush all pro-Russian separatist actions. Another option is that they exercise self-restraint and try 
to only isolate the separatists instead of destroying them. This variant would necessarily extend the 
duration of the conflict, but would prevent heavy civilian losses resulting from the urban fighting 
between the separatists and the government forces.

This leaves Moscow basically two choices. The first one is launching a full-scale war against 
Ukraine. However, a lot of changes have taken place since the annexation of the Crimea. The Kyiv 
central government is much more functional than it was in February, and the international environment 
is also more aware. The Ukrainian armed forces have had time to strengthen their positions and 
prepare to fight back. Besides, many surveys prove that the popular support of getting annexed to 
Russia is critically low in the Donetsk region. At this point, though in theory, a full-scale attack could 
surely crush the Ukrainian army at the end and Eastern Ukraine could be forcefully annexed, the 
very political objectives could be seriously compromised, as the remaining Ukraine would become 
the most antagonistic enemy of Russia.

Hence, according to the Clausewitzian principle about the primacy of political objectives, the 
second option is much more likely to be chosen by Moscow: return to the negotiating table and do its 
best for the realisation of the Geneva agreements. At the same time, limited tensions will probably 
be upheld in the eastern regions (and probably also in Odessa) in order to maintain the pressure on 
Kyiv. This is particularly true if the Ukrainian government opts for the self-restraining tactics of 
isolating the separatists. However, the very territorial integrity of the post-Crimea Ukraine is unlikely 
to be seriously endangered, because a cornered Ukrainian government may get too radical. The main 
advantage of the second approach for Russia is that in case of a failure, Moscow may still any time go 
back to the first scenario, and try to continue Politik with other means.
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