46

essay

Why neutrality
Is dangerous for
Ukraine’s statehood

And why Ukraine may have to seek security agreements outside NATO

n September 30, 2022, after hastily organized pseudo

“referendums”, Russia formally annexed the ter-

ritories of four more Ukrainian regions in addition to

the territory of the occupied Crimean peninsula. On
the same day Ukraine formally applied for NATO membership,
announcing its objective of “accelerated accession”.! The state-
ment issued by NATO was predictable and did not differ from
many similar statements issued in the previous decade. While
mentioning that the alliance continued its open door policy, no
direct endorsement of Ukraine’s bid for membership was issued
by Jens Stoltenberg, the alliance’s Secretary General, who stated
that such an endorsement would depend on the support of all 30
member states.

abstract

In this essay it is argued that membership of a military
alliance with clear security guarantees is a fundamental
factor for safeguarding Ukraine's statehood. The neutrality
solution advocated for Ukraine by the so-called “realists”
in both academic and political environments does not
apply to the Ukrainian-Russian war. Realist readings, as
the author demonstrates in the essay, are problematic and
cannot explain the fully complex nature of the conflict. On
the other hand, an insight into Russia’s imperial identity
provides a more convincing outlook of the situation.

KEY WORDS: NATO, Ukrainian statehood, security
agreements.

by Dzmitry Pravatorau

Even if Ukraine wins the war, it will most likely not be guar-
anteed peaceful co-existence with Russia if the latter does not
“de-imperialize”, that is, reject pseudo-historical myths about
Ukraine being part of Russia and an object of Russia’s imperial
ambitions. Equally important will be the rejection of Russian-
generated political narratives about Ukraine, and of the tradi-
tional mode of interaction with Russia by the West, specifically,
Western Europe, which has contributed to the full-scale invasion
by directly collaborating with Putin’s regime, despite multiple
warnings.

Whose delusions?

A popular stance on the origin of Russia’s designs and hostility
towards Ukraine portrays the war as a consequence of Ukraine’s
Western orientation which, together with potential European
Union (EU) and NATO membership, presented an immediate
threat to Russia’s legitimate national interests in its “backyard”.
The solution, according to supporters of this stance, is to stop
“provoking” Russia, and find a “compromise” with Putin’s
regime, such as a peace agreement aimed at making Ukraine a
neutral state.? This opinion has been shared by many left and
right-wing politicians and journalists alike, both in Europe and
across the pond, including open pro-Putinists, corrupt elites, the
so-called “useful idiots”, Putinversteher politicians advocating
for more respect for Russia’s interests, Eurosceptics, as well as all
kinds of anti-elitists supporting Putin’s agenda to challenge the
Western-dominated order.? Even the Pope emphasized NATO’s
purported role in precipitating Russia’s feeling of insecurity on
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its borders. His statement caused controversy in Europe and,
understandably, outrage in Ukraine.4

IN THE ACADEMIC REALM, the mainstream of such “Putin apolo-
gists”, as Horvaths has designated them, are “realists”. They
are analysts and academics attempting to pinpoint the origin
of the conflict using academic theory rather than speculation,
conspiracy theories or Russian propaganda. Unfortunately, this
is increasingly not the case, as some realists eagerly participate
in Russia’s propaganda shows or events, or publish pseudo-
academic research that attempts to whitewash Russia’s aggres-
sion.® In international relations, realism together with liberalism
have been described as “rationalist” theories which, for realists,
present states as the main actors in the international system,
acting on the basis of a cost-benefit analysis with survival as the
primary goal that cannot be altered in an international system
that has no global hegemon policing the world order.” According
to one of the most vocal proponents of realism and its influential
theorist, John Mearsheimer,? this has
not been taken into account by “de-
lusional” liberals, who tried to bring
Ukraine closer to Western institutions
that were allegedly provoking Moscow
to respond violently to Western actions
by annexing Crimea and igniting the
conflict in Eastern Ukraine.

Nevertheless, as demonstrated by
the empirical data that accumulated
during eight years of Russian aggres-
sion, it is not only “liberals” that might have been “delusion-
al” in their accounts of Russian behavior in the post-Soviet
area. As Horvath® noted in 2015, Russia’s actions were far from
rational. Instead, they jeopardized the future interests of the
state and seriously weakened Russia’s security, instead of
boosting it. No prospect of NATO membership ever was or is
in sight now for Ukraine, and the EU Association Agreement
was never a promise to join the bloc itself. While Ukraine did
not present an immediate threat to Moscow, Russia’s aggres-
sion, however, generated a response from NATO countries,
which increased their military spending, and resulted in the
deployment of new battalions in Central and Eastern Europe.
China has become more influential in its relationship with
Russia the latter gaining the moniker of “China’s vassal”.*° The
recent destruction by bombs of entire cities with a predomi-
nantly Russian-speaking Ukrainian population that used to
vote for pro-Russian parties, as well as atrocities committed
by the Russian army in Ukraine’s Bucha, Izium and Liman
regions, have further increased popular antagonism towards
Russians, and united the nation. Finally, planning a blitzkrieg
in Ukraine, whose population was supposedly ready to greet
its “liberators” with flowers, does not seem to have been an
action planned on the basis of rational calculation, but rather
on the total misinterpretation of reality."

It is not only empirical data that render realist accounts of
Russia’s aggression problematic.

“THEMAP OF
PUTIN'SRUSSIAIS
LARGELY ARESULT
OF INTENTIONAL
IMPERIAL TERRITORIAL
EXPANSION.”

As D’Anieri”indicates, the realist theory embraces several tradi-
tions, which differ in their prognoses for peace and lead to mul-
tiple foreign policy outcomes. The aforementioned Mearsheimer
himselfis a theorist of offensive realism, an offshoot of the
neorealism theory, which posits states as not seeking a “status
quo” to achieve sufficient security but being ready to constantly
accumulate as much power as possible. In this case, as D’Anieri
notes, even if the West were to tune into Russia’s sensitivities
and explicitly refused to expand into the post-Soviet area, this
would not mean that Russia would give up its assertiveness and
hostility. It is also not clear whether it is Russia as an analytically
non-divisible state actor, Putin’s chekist mafia regime, or anoth-
er sub-state element that perceives an alleged threat from NATO.
Moreover, realist analysts are frequently reluctant to engage

in their research or opinion pieces with the legitimate security
interests of Ukraine and Eastern Europe, focusing exclusively
on Russia and its “sphere of influence”. Realists do not take into
account the agency of Ukrainian civil society and its pro-Western
orientation either, dismissing the ef-
forts made as Western induced, and
frequently retransmitting conspiracy
theories disseminated by Russian
propaganda. As Kuzio argues,“ many
Western realists and scholars of Russia
engage in a discursive Orientalism of
Ukraine and the post-Soviet area by
adopting an uncritical approach to
Russian narratives. They deny the le-
gitimate rights of these states to select
their own geopolitical orientation and restrict their role to Rus-
sia’s “backyard” or “buffer state”.

IN THE NEXT SECTIONS I will demonstrate why realist accounts of
Ukrainian-Russian relations are problematic and cannot explain
the fully complex nature of these interactions. Yet, envisaging
Russia’s hostility and expansion in the context of Russia’s impe-
rial identity and the objectification of the post-Soviet area allows
for deeper insights into the origins of Russia’s behavior and po-
tential solutions to alter it in the future. I will also address how
different historical experiences of Western Europe with Russia
have led to the devastating consequences of today, when a full-
scale war has erupted in Europe.

I would also like to clarify that this essay does not aim to dis-
credit the theory of realism in international relations. Instead,
the aim is to draw attention to highly problematic realist read-
ings of the specific Ukraine-Russia case, which have been widely
used by Russia to disseminate anti-NATO and anti-Ukrainian nar-
ratives in the West.

Imperialrevanchism

Realists often advocate for the neutral status of Ukraine,
which would allegedly alleviate the tensions between
Ukraine, the West and Russia, diminishing the latter’s per-
ceived sense of insecurity. The cases of Austria and Finland
are routinely cited. For example, according to prominent



Kremlin apologist Anatol Lieven, during the Cold War these
states “moved towards the West economically and politically
rather than militarily”.’s

However, a problem can be identified in such reasoning.
Although Finland was part of Russia’s Tsarist Empire (to-
gether with Poland), it had never played such a significant and
sacral role in Russia’s identity as Ukraine, Austria having been
the core of a rival empire altogether. Russia claims that Kyiv
is the origin or “cradle of Russian cities”. However, Putin’s
pseudo-historical claims that Ukrainians and Russians were
spiritually united, and “were a single country, bound by a
shared origin”*¢ do not easily align with the realist argument
about Ukraine: if it is one country, would it really make sense
to offer Ukrainian neutrality to Russia? When Finland recently
joined NATO, Putin announced Russia would not object to the
former’s bloc membership as Ukraine’s case was different to
Finland’s." It is also hard to imagine Russia engaging in the
irrational erasure of all things Finnish, Polish or Austrian, as
it currently does when it comes to Ukraine: removing refer-
ences to Ukraine from Russian school textbooks, repainting
and changing Ukrainian street signs and stelae, or demanding
to “solve the Ukrainian question” using clear Nazi under-
tones.® The Kremlin’s objective is rather the full capitulation
of Ukraine, which will have no sovereignty at all and will be
entirely controlled by Moscow.'

An insight into Russia’s state identity, whose significant trait,
imperial mentality, was historically cultivated on all levels of the
state, including the ordinary population and the government,
provides a more convincing outlook on Russia’s behavior in the
post-Soviet area. As Laenen® highlights, the identity of a state
and the formation of its national interests is largely a result of
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negotiation between societal values and the government, not
merely a “top-down” phenomenon. What is now called the Rus-
sian Federation was never a nation state but an amalgamation of
different ethnic territories, including many non-Slavic ethnicities
into whose lands the empire, with its core in Moscow, expanded.
Thus, the map of Putin’s Russia is largely a result of intentional
imperial territorial expansion, which distinguishes it from for-
mer Western European empires. The culturally heterogeneous
population was united by a social agreement with the sovereign,
who was obliged to protect vast and insecure imperial lands
from potential attacks from invaders, and the population agreed
to live under internal despotism. Security, however, was under-
stood by Russia’s sovereigns as “control of space”, or expansive
and offensive actions against non-Russian lands.*

According to Van Herpen,? internal oppression for many
different ethnic groups living in the territories of the modern
Russian Federation was balanced by a personal connection to
the imperial power and the fear it projected abroad.» Nalbandov
notes that Putin’s regime has similar expectations of the Russian
population. He identifies the social agreement between the state
and the population as one “based on reciprocal fears”:? the
fear of the population’s rebellion on behalf of the state, and the
fear of losing autocratic control over the country on behalf of a
population that is frightened of mutiny, internal disorder, exter-
nal intervention, or a “color revolution”. Fear of Russia abroad,
therefore, serves the purposes of international prestige, highly
appreciated by the internal population.

TOBORROW ANN LAURA STOLER’S CONCEPT,* apart from the Tsar-
ist Russian Empire, Russia’s historical instances of statehood,
such as the USSR and the current Russia of Putin, can be des-
ignated as imperial formations. An imperial formation utilizes
selected imperial practices in a specific historical period. For
example, during the period of active decolonization, the USSR
contrasted itself with the “imperial” West as a “federation” of So-
viet national republics. The Soviet Union was, nevertheless, built
on clearly hierarchical political, military, economic and cultural
relationships between the metropolitan center in Moscow and
the Soviet republics. Motyl calls such imperial interactions the
relations of “incomplete wheel”,* where interactions between
the republics had to be mediated by the authorities in Moscow.
Contemporary Russia largely follows this model, with the center
in Moscow overseeing the regional interactions and appointing
regional governors in a nominally “federal state”.

Many scholars have indicated that since the breakup of the
Soviet Union, the previous Russia’s imperial formation, the
country has suffered from an imperial syndrome, shared widely
on all levels of Russian society from the government to ordinary
citizens and only briefly masked by Yeltsin’s democratic “fa-
cade”. The invasion of Georgia in 2008 and the annexation of
Crimea in 2014 saw Putin’s support skyrocketing, even among
former critics, including the so-called Russian “liberals”.?” A
mediated blend of imperial ideas drawn from the Tsarist and
Soviet periods, including anti-Westernism, the idea of the “tri-
partite” Russian nation allegedly comprising Great Russians,
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Little Russians (Ukrainians) and White Russians (Belarusians),
was met more than favorably by the audience.? Thus, a myopic
tendency on the part of some Western European leaders to des-
ignate Russia’s invasion of Ukraine as purely “Putin’s war” does
not match the reality of the Russian population, whose absolute
majority might not be in favor of fighting in Ukraine after Putin
announced “partial mobilization”; but nevertheless shares Rus-
sia’s pseudo-historical view of Ukrainians.?

Timothy Snyder argues that Putin’s Russia objectifies Ukraine
in a vividly imperial fashion: the Kremlin views itself as an ac-
tor “with purpose” — reclaiming the lands allegedly belonging
to Russia that were “separated” by the Bolsheviks.3° The role of
Ukraine is reduced to an instrument
“to realize the imperial vision”3' — to
become a territory controlled by a new
Russian imperial formation, which is
constructed to attend to the imperial
syndrome of the elites and the popula-
tion. The views and orientations of the
Ukrainian population itself, which, un-
like Russians, has participated in free
elections for the last three decades,
are dismissed. This is strikingly similar
to how realists analytically reduce the
role of Ukraine’s civil society to being proxies of some other ac-
tors such as the US or “Western Ukrainian nationalists”.>* The
objectification of Ukraine was also a trait demonstrated by the
Russian Empire and the USSR in political, economic and cultural
spheres. Great Russia, with its center in Moscow since Tsarist
times, is a clear example of a self-constructed primus inter pares
(first among equals) actor. It developed the implicit and explicit
contempt of the government and the population for Belarusian
and Ukrainian ethnic cultures and dismissed any possibility for
those nations to have any autonomy or independence outside
Moscow’s political orbit.3? Economic objectification revealed
itself in the Stalinist period, when Ukrainian peasants suffered
an artificially induced genocidal famine to facilitate Soviet indus-
trialization.34

THUS, THE CONFLICT has a clear clash between the two identities:
Russian imperial identity and Ukrainian independent identity.
As Portnykov3 argues, as far as the Kremlin is concerned Presi-
dent Volodymyr Zelenskyy is not the head of an independent
state but the mere governor of a “rebel province” (buntivna
provintsiia) of Russia. However, the current identity of Ukraine
as an aspiring “European” independent country has not always
been mainstream. Ukraine did not have enough time to estab-
lish a stable independent state in the interwar period, unlike

the Baltic states. Apart from the repression, the Soviet regime

in the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic left an impact on the
identity of a considerable number of Ukrainians who adjusted to
the hierarchical imperial relations. Emerging as an independent
state in 1991, Ukraine had to traverse different variants of its own
understanding of Ukrainianness. The country went in various
directions during the three decades of independence with differ-

“THEBALTIC
STATES WERE THE
FIRST TOPREDICT

RUSSIA’'S RENEWED
IMPERIAL AMBITIONS
AND PREPARE
ACCORDINGLY.”

ent presidents in office, looking either towards the West, Russia,
or remaining somewhere in between. Because of this, Portnykov
argues,’* Ukraine failed to exploit a “window of opportunity”
that opened straight after the breakup of the USSR, when it
would have been possible to start bringing the state closer to the
West and NATO. The popularity of Ukraine’s NATO ambitions
was initially quite low and reached roughly one-fifth of the popu-
lation before 2014, only increasing to two-thirds of the popula-
tion after Russia annexed Crimea and occupied Eastern Ukraine
under the auspices of pseudo-republics.?” Even after 2014 the de-
mand for pro-Russian political parties in Ukraine did not vanish
and remained stable, although it was much lower because most
traditional supporters of such parties
remained in the Russian-occupied
regions of Ukraine. Most Ukrainians,
however, excluding admirers of the
“Russian world” doctrine, even if they
considered Russia a “brotherly” na-
tion or an important political partner,
believed that Ukraine was not Russia,
which could not be understood in
Moscow.* When the “brotherly” na-
tion started erasing Mariupol, Kharkiv
and other Russian-speaking cities

in Ukraine, the population’s identification with Ukraine only
started to increase.

The following section will focus on how the West, in par-
ticular, Western Europe, contributed to the creation of circum-
stances that facilitated the outbreak of a new full-scale war on
the European continent.

The West’s collective responsibility

Western European states such as Italy, France, Austria, and,

in particular, Germany have received a lot of criticism since

the beginning of 2022 for assisting Russia by engaging in trade
that led to accumulation of Russia’s material power to invade.®
Having not experienced the Soviet Empire’s direct control and
all its consequences during the Cold War, these states failed to
predict and actively prepare for Russia’s imperial revanchism in
21%-century Europe, unlike the newer members of the bloc. For
Russia, as Sherr argues,“ the new “West” of Central and Eastern
European members is “unnatural” as it used to be integrated
into Russia’s sphere of influence and has never played a serious
role in Moscow’s historical interaction with the great powers of
“traditional” (or Western) Europe. It appears that Western Eu-
rope has similarly adjusted to interact with Russia directly, as it
(specifically Germany) used to during the Cold War, without pay-
ing much attention to the weaker and less economically power-
ful “new” members of the EU.# Thus, continued warnings from
the new members were simply ignored, as was acknowledged by
European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen in Sep-
tember this year.+

OF ALL THE FORMER parts of the Soviet Empire, the Baltic states
were the first to predict Russia’s renewed imperial ambitions and



prepare accordingly. Unlike Ukraine, Estonia, Latvia and Lithu-
ania managed to establish their own internationally recognized
states, which were orientated towards the West in the interwar
period. Soviet occupation and the imposed communist regime
were never considered “normal” by the majority of the popula-
tion, which emphasized its strong “Western” or “European”
identity. After the breakup of the USSR the newly independent
countries ignored Russia’s offers of security guarantees and
firmly started their journey towards NATO and the EU.# Thus,
unlike Ukraine, the Baltics successfully realized the “window of
opportunity”, which was enabled when Russia was still weak
and could not yet demonstrate its assertiveness in the former
Soviet region. However, Russia’s re-emerging imperial aspira-
tions, such as the “Yeltsin Doctrine” of 1993 and Medvedev’s Law
of 2009, which enabled the state to intervene in former Soviet
republics to “protect” Russia’s national interests and citizens,
were taken by the Baltic leaders as a signal to remain vigilant.
These concerns mostly fell on deaf ears in Western Europe and
in the US where the Obama administration even engaged in the
“resetting” of relations with Putin’s regime only one year after
Russia had invaded Georgia.* With the annexation of Crimea,
and the invasion of Eastern Ukraine, the Baltic states together
with Poland have become the core of the “New Cold Warrior”
camp, as Kurecic*® has designated them. They have actively sup-
ported the strictest sanctions on Russia, which, nonetheless,
were not supported by the camp of “pragmatics” in Western
Europe (this also applies to the Visegrad Group States, excluding
Poland). Instead, those countries continually expressed doubt
about the effectiveness of sanctions. With the full-scale invasion
on February 24, the two “pragmatics” of the Visegrad Group
joined the Baltics and Poland and confirmed their support of
Ukraine, while another Visegrad member, Hungary, has instead
effectively become Russia’s agent in Europe.

THE “NEW COLD WARRIORS” have traditionally considered the US
to be their most reliable and important ally in security matters.*
The “pragmatics” of Western Europe, on the other hand, have
never played such arole. They have been continuously criticized
by the Baltics and Poland for their close economic cooperation
with Putin’s regime, making the unity of Europe exceptionally
vulnerable. Having never experienced the burden of Russian
occupation, the former great powers of Western Europe have
formed their own vision of dealing with the Kremlin, which has
been radically different from the Baltic and Polish approaches.
In fact, Western Europe’s behavior towards Russia has been
more in line with rationalist postulates than many realists would
acknowledge. While routinely expressing “concerns” about Rus-
sia’s behavior in Ukraine since 2014, and evoking European “val-
ues”, two of the most influential countries in the bloc, Germany
and France, instead pursued their own interests by engaging in
arms trade with Russia via a loophole in the sanctions regime.
This continued even after the mostly symbolic sanctions had
been introduced by the EU in response to the annexation of
Crimea.*

The actions of German leaders observed during the last de-
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cade remain a great puzzle, which might equally be resolved
by an investigation of corruption and foreign influence among
German elites, in addition to their “political naiveté” .+ In 2008,
Germany and France vetoed possible NATO membership for
Ukraine and Georgia, essentially giving Putin a green light to
invade. In the strategically important sphere of energy supplies,
Germany blindly persisted in making itself and Europe highly
dependent on Russia’s gas, despite continued warnings from the
“New Cold Warriors”. A clearly geopolitical project of the Nord
Stream 2 gas pipeline was described by Berlin as a “commercial
venture”, rather than being seen as a way to facilitate a full-scale
war against Ukraine, whose infrastructure would no longer be
required.*° This was, for example, transmitted by Frank-Walter
Steinmeier, the current president of Germany, who reiterated
the importance of business partnerships with Russia and blamed
NATO’s exercises in Eastern Europe for provoking Russia.*!
Recent years have even seen the US questioning Germany’s
credibility as a reliable ally.5? However idiosyncratic Trump’s
foreign policy may have been, his complaint that Germany had
become a “captive” of Russia and its energy resources actually
sounded very legitimate.> The response of German Foreign
Minister Heiko Maas to the US sanctions against the Nord Stream
2 pipeline was that energy issues should be resolved by Europe,
not the US. The fact that not all EU states supported Germany in
its enthusiasm for the pipeline apparently did not prevent Maas
from speaking on behalf of “all of Europe.” This behavior on
the part of Germany was echoed in August 2022, when Poland’s
Foreign Minister Zbigniew Rau accused the most powerful EU
state of “imperialism within” the bloc. In particular, Rau stated
that Germany was attempting to impose new gas reduction poli-
cies on all member states, including those that had continuously
warned about the geopolitical risk of the dependence on Russian
gas.>

Nor did Germany demonstrate much credibility in the wake
of the full-scale Russian invasion, blocking Estonia’s arms
shipment to Ukraine, and refusing to send its own arms. And
although the “new” European states welcomed an open ac-
knowledgement of the failure to listen to them, this is unlikely to
lead to any visible results in the near future. Russia has already
received billions in revenue
from selling its gas to the
EU, which has been used
to kill Ukrainians, and the
Western and Eastern flanks
of the EU have still not
agreed on a common future
policy towards the aggres-
Sor.%

THE “PRAGMATICS” OF EU-
ROPE have participated in
the discursive objectifica-
tion of Ukraine by prioritiz-
ing Russia’s narratives over
those of its neighbor, there-
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by openly preferring the reality constructed by the aggressor.
Particularly Germany, with its historical “guilt” for World War

11, has tended to highlight Russia as the main victim of the war,
although the most significant losses were in the territories and
population of Ukraine and Belarus. Russian propaganda media,
which continued operating in Europe even after 2014, has been
quite successful in representing Ukraine as a state in which West-
ern Ukrainian “fascists” took control. This was eagerly parroted
by many European left-wing political groups and media outlets,
as well as local useful idiots and Putinists.5 The fact that more
Ukrainians fought against the Nazis than all the Western allied
forces combined is not widely known in Germany.s® Neither has
the fact that Ukrainians’ support for nationalist parties has re-
mained negligible compared to Western Europe, where support
for radical right-wing nationalist parties has grown steadily.®
Openly pro-Russian parties have also been actively participating
in elections in Ukraine since 2014 and have enjoyed popularity in
Kharkiv, Mariupol and other eastern regions, which are now be-
ing destroyed by Russian army shelling.® Vividly fascist tenden-
cies in the Kremlin, including Putin’s admiration of Ivan Ilyin,

a Russian fascist philosopher, have been generally highlighted
by analysts and specialists, but not by the mainstream media of
Western Europe.® In this case, as Hill and Stent argue,® the label
of “Nazism” that is imposed on Ukrainians does not have any-
thing in common with national socialism, but rather refers to the
reluctance of Ukrainians to be controlled by Russia. An eloquent
summary of everything mentioned above has been provided by
Snyder in one of his tweets: “For thirty years, Germans lectured
Ukrainians about fascism. When fascism actually arrived, Ger-
mans funded it, and Ukrainians died fighting it”.%3

Conclusion

It is impossible to completely predict what direction the situa-
tion in the battlefield will take, given how swiftly the events of
the Ukrainian-Russian war have been changing recently. Howev-
er, it is also clear that a neutral Ukraine should not be one of the
potential options for resolving the conflict. The Kremlin’s objec-
tive is to control all Ukraine, not make it a neutral state, let alone
a state that is politically associated with the West. The imperial
identity of Russia, shared widely between the population and
the elites, will inevitably lead to another conflict, unless Russia
rejects imperial myths of the past and internalizes democratic
values, which doesn’t seem likely to happen in the near future.
To increase the chances of safeguarding its statehood,
Ukraine will therefore need to join a military alliance that offers
clear mutual guarantees. Whether it will be NATO depends not
only on how effectively the Ukrainian Armed Forces demon-
strate their skills and approach to NATO standards, but how
Ukraine’s bid is viewed by some of the alliance’s members. As
membership issues are reached by consensus, the weakest link
in the alliance remains the group of states that have been relying
on Russian-generated narratives about Ukraine, specifically Ger-
many, Italy and France; open Putin’s agents in Europe, such as
Hungary; countries trying to demonstrate a degree of ‘neutral-
ity’ in relations with Russia and Ukraine such as Turkey; or coun-

tries whose population and governments have traditionally been
sympathetic to Russia (e.g. Bulgaria). Unless these obstacles are
overcome, Ukraine is unlikely to join NATO in the near future,
and will need to search for other alliance options or state-to-state
defense agreements. E

Dzmitry Pravatorau is an independent researcher based
in Brisbane, Australia.
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