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Introduction 

 

The beginning of the special military operation
*
 in Ukraine on 24 February 2022 

caught a large part of the international community by surprise. However, International 

Relations scholars and Russian Studies scholars among them have long predicted that 

the sluggish Russian-Ukrainian conflict would undoubtedly enter a more active phase. 

Such perceptions were based on conceptualizing Russia’s foreign policy decisionmaking 

from historical, cultural, and political perspectives. Scholars have provided detailed 

explanations for Russia’s geopolitical and geoeconomic aspirations and for specific 

features of national identity, related to security perceptions. 

This review considers two books on Russia’s foreign policy, both published in 2022.  

The books under review examine a relatively broad range of topics, paying special 

attention to Russia’s foreign policy towards its neighbors and more distant European 

states. The first of the two reviewed book is a monograph by Angela Borozna, 

presumably related to her 2020 dissertation. The other book is an edited volume devoted 

to the conflict in Donbass.  

Importantly, the books under review were published right before Russia launched 

the special military operation in February 2022. Thus, going through the authors’ 

arguments and assumptions allows us to better understand the current conflict from a 

triangular perspective of Russia, Ukraine, and the so-called collective West.  

In the next sections, the main arguments, strengths, shortcomings, and limitations 

of the books are outlined. The first section is devoted to Angela Borozna’s monograph 

that explores Russia’s foreign policy assertiveness through the lens of Russian strategic 

culture and perceived threats. The second section reviews a volume on the war in 

Donbass edited by David Marples.  

 

Russia’s foreign policy assertiveness: a test of strength for Ukraine 

 

Trying to explain Russia’s foreign policy assertiveness and to anticipate Russia’s 

future actions, Angela Borozna takes an unusual approach: she departs from Russia’s 

strategic culture and threat perceptions as basic elements that determine the state’s 

external actions. “The Sources of Russian Foreign Policy Assertiveness” argues that 

Russia’s strategic culture and threat perceptions are the cornerstones of Russian foreign 

                                                 
* For consistency, the ongoing conflict between Russia and Ukraine is referred to here as a “special military 

operation” (the officially adopted terminology in Russia). 
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policy, which can be better understood at the levels of theoretical framework and 

empirical assessment. 

On the theoretical level, strategic culture and threat perception are analyzed 

through constructivist and realist perspectives. The author suggests that strategic culture 

corresponds to the idea of a social construct in international relations and to culturalism, 

or a “cultural turn” in comparative politics. The author further considers the strategic 

culture framework to explain the state’s foreign policy decisionmaking and behavior 

shaped by history, geography, and shared narratives. The author argues that strategic 

culture serves as a filter through which the security discourse in domestic and foreign 

policy narratives is interpreted and employed as a guide for the state’s actions (p. 10). 

Threat perception, on the other hand, is theoretically conceptualized in line with the 

realist tradition in the International Relations Theory. While considering security threats, 

the author relies on the following assumption. When the intentions of the other side are 

unknown, foreign policy decisionmakers perceive these intentions as aggressive, 

implying the threats of external interference in one’s domestic affairs, violating one’s 

sovereignty, weakening a targeted state’s economic system, and damaging this state’s 

international image (p. 12). 

At the empirical level, the author tests an approach that considers Russia’s foreign 

policy as the one informed by strategic culture and threat perceptions. Acknowledging 

the specific features of the Eurasian geography and their importance for Russia’s 

regional and broader international policy, the author finds that Russia is very vulnerable 

and that it exists in a hostile environment. The perceived Western aggression comes 

from the United States, NATO, and Europe in general. Following this logic, the author 

argues that NATO’s eastern enlargement makes Russia’s western frontiers vulnerable 

and provokes Russia’s aggressive response to targeting the buffer zones. Thus, the 

escalation of Russia’s conflict with Ukraine has been Russia’s response to perceived 

threats. 

The concepts of “strategic culture” and “threat perception” also explain the 

significance that military power and the great power status have for Russia. As the 

author mentions, Russia has been fighting wars throughout almost two-thirds of its 

history (p. 26). Relying on military strength is of crucial importance for waging both 

defensive and offensive wars, while Russia has consistently sought enhancing its military 

power that would support its pursuit of a great power status and eliminate potential 

threats. The logic of Russia’s strategic thinking implies that periods of military weakness, 

such as the one following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, are considered by the 

ruling elites as painfully shameful. The only way to overcome such weakness is to rebuild 

Russia’s military power and to achieve the great power status in international politics. 

Although Russia’s leadership hopes to avoid fighting wars in the Russian territory, the 

possibility of total and absolute war involving nuclear, conventional, and hybrid warfare to 

achieve foreign policy objectives is not discounted (pp. 37, 43).  

Applying strategic culture and threat perception concepts, the monograph then 

employs an explanatory methodology and assesses Russian foreign policy 

decisionmaking and behavior during the period since 1990s to the present. As the author 

argues, Russia’s assertive policy towards Ukraine, the closest and the most valuable 

neighbor with a shared cultural identity, has been based on a certain set of assumptions. 

Russia traditionally considers Ukraine as its backyard and a zone of historical influence. 

Since the early 2000s, Russia’s paternalistic relationship with Ukraine made it a region of 

privileged interest for Moscow and a buffer zone between Russia and the West. Thus, 

the conflict between Russia and Ukraine has started not in 2014 but earlier, and it was 

fueled by the pro-Western orientation of the Ukrainian political regime. To prevent 
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Ukraine from falling into the arms of the West, Russia offered Ukraine financial aid, state 

loans, and gas subsidies before the NATO initiated the membership talks with Ukraine in 

2006. In response, Russia sent Ukraine signals that turning to the West, especially trying 

to join the NATO, would have serious consequences (pp. 80–81). These warnings turned 

into actions when Russia started to bolster anti-NATO protests in Ukraine and applied 

economic pressure by ending gas subsidies and cutting off gas supplies. These actions 

were eventually followed by harder ones (p.199).  

As Ukraine persistently proceeded with its aspirations for integration with the West 

and as the Euromaidan indicated the seriousness of its pro-Western stance (Russia 

considers Euromaidan as a coup d’état orchestrated by the West), Russia has intensified 

its involvement into Ukrainian politics and turned to a more assertive foreign policy, 

seizing the Crimea and starting to support separatist movements in the Russian-

speaking territories of East Ukraine. The author emphasizes that Russia’s extensive use 

of coercive economic and military power by cutting off gas supplies and by employing a 

new hybrid warfare strategy to put pressure on Ukraine was a clear warning of potential 

conflict escalation in the future. 

However, the conflict with Ukraine has also manifested various deeper 

contradictions between Russia and the West spurred by mutual mistrust, misperceptions, 

and divergent views of the world order (pp. 126, 166). Russia is concerned about the 

deployment of the Ballistic Missile Defense System (BMD) that is perceived as a threat to 

Russia’s security (p. 109). 

According to the Borozna’s prognosis, risks and costs of conflict escalation in 

Ukraine, predictable international condemnation of Russia’s actions, and heavy 

economic sanctions would not prevent Moscow from assertive foreign policy and cannot 

be fully supplemented with offering Russia some viable diplomatic or economic 

alternatives (p. 130). Moreover, as the author argues, Russia’s turn for assertive policy 

does not correlate with its political authoritarianism. Assertiveness is a reflection on the 

changing architecture of the world order that, in Moscow’s view, should be a multipolar 

world without American or Western hegemony, but with Russia’s active involvement in 

the global decisionmaking (p. 229). Any Western attempts to exclude Russia from global 

decisionmaking only maximize Russia’s threat perception, activate its strategic culture, 

and enhance the importance of status and honor in Moscow’s eyes, while downplaying 

cooperation for creating European security mechanism in which Russia would be an 

equal member (p. 268). 

“The Sources of Russian Foreign Policy Assertiveness” represents a major 

advance toward understanding the issue. However, it also has its limitations. The 

absence of interviews with policymakers (whether former or present) does not allow for 

full understanding of the foreign policy decisionmaking process. While it is 

understandable that those people who make actual decisions might not be accessible, 

some former politicians or diplomats known for their publicity might be willing to talk and 

shed light on the foreign policy-making process. Another weakness is the absence of 

Russian archival materials, although they are available for researchers. Finally, the book 

is largely written just for the foreign audience, so Russian readers can find very little new 

or unfamiliar information. 

 

The Donbass powder keg of Ukraine 

 

“The War in Ukraine’s Donbas” endeavors to explain the origins of the conflict, its 

current course, and outcomes in terms of regional and international politics. The 

introduction to this edited volume sets the agenda for understanding Donbass as a 
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region that is substantially different from other areas of Ukraine. As the editor, D.Marples, 

argues, Donbass consists of “a large number of ethnic Russians and a majority of 

exclusively Russian speakers, and they prefer to do business with Russia rather than the 

European Union or the West”. It is also important that Donbass is an industrial region, in 

contrast to mostly agrarian parts of the rest of Ukraine. For Russia, Donbass is an 

integral part of “the Russian world” (Russkii mir) that extends towards the southern and 

eastern parts of Ukraine and should be protected (pp. 3–4). The rise of nationalist anti-

Russian forces and movements in Kiev during the 2013–2014 Euromaidan set the stage 

for an uprising of separatist movements and for Moscow’s more active involvement in the 

Ukrainian affairs.  

The chapters represented in “The War in Ukraine’s Donbas” are different in scope 

and detail of analysis. They fall into three main categories, devoted to political, social, 

and public issues in the conflict zone through the lens of the Russian and Ukrainian 

stances and involvement in the conflict. The scope of discussed topics includes negative 

impact of the Euromaidan on Donbass-related issues in Ukrainian politics, failure of the 

Minsk Accords due to Kiev’s unwillingness to implement them, personal motivations of 

combatants in Donbass, Ukrainian civil engagement in the conflict, and the role of 

Russian private military contractors. 

Bearing in mind a common disadvantage of almost all edited volumes, i. e. 

repetition of similar facts or issues in various chapters, I will focus hereinafter on a couple 

of chapters that might catch readers’ attention due to the novelty of issues considered 

and the divergence of findings from mainstream narratives. More specifically, I will 

address chapters focused on the combatants’ motivations and Ukraine’s limited 

statehood. Importantly, both are written by Ukrainian scholars who conducted field 

research. 

In the first of these two chapters, Oksana Mikheieva argues that Ukraine suffers 

from an internal division and sets the key question: “Who is fighting the war if both sides 

are just defending themselves?” (p. 81). This chapter investigates both sides of the 

military conflict and assesses motivations of pro-Russian and pro-Ukrainian combatants. 

The second select chapter is authored by Nataliia Stepaniuk who explores the 

phenomenon of civil volunteer engagement in the military conflict in the context of 

Ukraine’s limited statehood and its incapacity to sustain military power and protect its 

citizens. Both chapters rely on a similar methodology, employing the ethnographic 

approach and the analysis of in-depth qualitative semi-structured interviews.  

Departing from the argument that identifies the conflict in Donbass as a civil war in 

Ukraine, Mikheieva focuses on personal motivations of those who were involved in 

voluntary armed forces. While pro-Ukrainian volunteers sought to preserve the Ukrainian 

state, pro-Russian volunteers aimed at defending their regional interests and protecting 

the two quasi-states (DPR and LPR) that drifted towards Russia (p. 69). 

In terms of methodology, the author tests the theory of social action supplemented 

with empirical data based on 58 in-depth interviews, including 22 interviews with 

pro-Russian volunteers both from Donbass and Russia and 36 interviews with 

pro-Ukrainian volunteers from all of Ukraine’s regions. The interviews were conducted in 

the late 2015 – early 2016. The author points out the weakness of the Ukrainian state 

power. While pro-Ukrainian non-state military units emerged because of the weakness of 

the regular Ukrainian army, pro-Russian volunteers, including “vacationers” (professional 

Russian soldiers recruited by the Russian government), pursued regional interests 

(p. 67).  

Through the lens of security research, the author explicitly addresses personal 

motivations that prompted the interviewees to become voluntary participants in a military 
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conflict that involves the risks of either to kill somebody or to be killed or wounded. The 

author argues that these motivations could be rational and/or irrational and be 

predetermined by various psychological and social factors. Representatives of the two 

conflict parties have been driven by multi-layered incentives, which makes it hard to 

distinguish whether they are rational or irrational. However, there are some substantial 

shared patterns. The first one is financial standing, which is average. Second, most 

combatants speak Russian and identify themselves as (Orthodox) Christian (pp. 72–74). 

According to the author’s findings, the most significant difference between the two 

groups is national identity. In the case of pro-Russian representatives, the identity is 

rather blurred and reflects the “Russkii mir” approach which is not confined to Russia’s 

state borders and extends beyond them. It refers to the notion of a “Russian character” 

with both messianic implications and more rational Soviet-style understanding of the 

Eastern Slavdom. Pro-Ukrainian combatants identify themselves as Ukrainians without 

strict connection to ethnicity. The author notes that some Polish or even Georgian 

nationals would rather emphasize their emotional ties with Ukraine than citizenship 

(pp. 75–76). It seems that a more blurred identity of pro-Russian combatants is more 

inclusive than a strict attachment to the Ukrainian identification of the pro-Ukrainian 

combatants. 

The author argues that both groups display identical motivation patterns, such as 

“blaming” and “condoning”. However, pro-Russian responders’ “motivation is to 

concentrate activities within the regional group and on their own territory of Donbass, 

while pro-Ukrainian volunteers categorize the Donbass defenders as separatists and 

identify the aggression posed by Donbass as a threat to Ukrainian territory and 

sovereignty” (p. 82). 

The second chapter to be discussed here, written by N.Stepaniuk, continues the 

discussion on the Ukrainian state’s weaknesses and its incapacity to maintain healthy 

relations with Donbass and prevent the conflict. Instead, Kiev opted to wage a war 

against Donbass in the framework of the Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO). As an outcome 

of the Ukrainian limited statehood at the time of war, there was a boom in volunteering, 

charitable activities, and other civilian activities to substitute the state in the conflict zone. 

The methodology of the chapter includes a conceptual framework of limited 

statehood and collective action and an empirical analysis based on 95 semi-structured 

interviews with Ukrainian civilian volunteers (including 73 women) conducted in 2015. 

Departing from an ethnographical perspective, the author studies civil engagement and 

volunteer practices in the frontline regions of Ukraine – Odesa, Kharkiv, and 

Dnipropetrovsk (p. 84). The author’s main argument is that citizens are providing 

sustained assistance to those affected by war when a nation-state fails to do so. 

At the outset of the ATO, volunteer engagement was aimed at improving the 

access to welfare services for combatants. According to the author, poor funding of the 

Ukrainian army led to its decline, demoralization, and high suicide rates (p. 90). At the 

time when Russia incorporated the Crimea, the Ukrainian army suffered mass defections 

while the majority of internal security forces in the peninsular switched loyalties to 

Russia. The author emphasizes that the Ukrainian army lacked basic equipment due to 

immense injustices, corruption, and legally dubious bureaucratic practices, and that 

military personnel and drafted soldiers were “literally robbed by their superiors” (p. 101). 

As a civil response to Ukrainian state’s vulnerabilities, various volunteer groups and 

organizations emerged to address the needs of the Ukrainian army. For instance, the 

author mentions the volunteer network “Nebaiduzhi liudy” (“Caring People”) that 

supported combatants by fundraising and providing supplies for the army, carrying out 

public relations, dealing with food shortages, and also donating care packages, military 
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equipment, uniforms, camouflage nets, and even vehicles (p. 95). Volunteer 

organizations engaged in such activities sought recognition, a legal status, and an 

access to healthcare. Stepaniuk argues that legal obstacles for civic engagement were 

exacerbated by the state’s corrupt practices. However, volunteers were able to contest 

the state by, for instance, initiating court proceedings, launching educational campaigns 

against illiteracy, and overseeing policy implementation, thus expanding their capacity to 

provide services for Ukrainian soldiers. Technically, volunteers contested the Ukrainian 

state by privatizing public services, especially in the medical sector (pp. 102–104). 

The author concludes that volunteer services’ effectiveness in supporting 

combatants partly compensated for the state’s inability to provide care for its citizens and 

to fulfill its core functions. Civic engagement also made a difference in terms of building 

emotional attachments, showing care and affection, reciprocating physical labor, and 

fostering solidarity between combatants and other citizens of Ukraine. 

“The War in Ukraine’s Donbas” contains some interesting insights on the conflict in 

Ukraine from the Ukrainian side. Yet, a rigorous scholarly approach is only found in few 

chapters, while some other ones do not comply with academic standards, and it is hard 

to see what methodology was used. Multiple repetitions migrating from one chapter to 

another question the novelty of findings. Finally, the use of conflicting concepts regarding 

the same phenomena (e. g., in one case, the Donbass militia are framed as separatists 

while in another case they are depicted as citizens protecting their own territories) 

highlights either deficiencies in the editorial work, or polarized views of the contributing 

authors.  
 

Conclusion 
  

The books under review help to better understand the depth of the Russia–Ukraine 

conflict, which relates to the wider confrontation between Russia and the West against 

the background of changing international world order. The rationale behind Russia’s 

foreign policy assertiveness is the tensions with the United States as the main 

geopolitical rivalry. As it is highlighted in the first of the reviewed books, Russian foreign 

policy objectives include the issues of strategic culture, threat perception, global policy 

decision making, status recognition, and prestige. In this view, Ukraine is an essential 

part of narratives related to the Russian nation-building. Russia believes that the West-

backed uprising in Ukraine spurred Euromaidan and eventually paved the way for the 

armed conflict in Donbass. It is argued that, from the Russian foreign policy perspective, 

warfare became the last resort when other economic or diplomatic means to find a 

peaceful solution failed.  
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