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Reckless and Ruthless? Yes. But Is Putin Insane? No.
Declaring someone irrational leads to a place in which no one wants to
negotiate, because, no one wants to talk to crazy people.
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***

A number of things about Putin’s invasion of Ukraine are not in doubt: that it was a deeply
criminal act; that it has been accompanied by great brutality on the ground; that it was
based on extremely faulty  intelligence;  and that  in  consequence it  involved extremely
serious political and strategic miscalculations.

It  would  be  nice  in  some  ways  to  think  that  this  reflected  insanity  on  Putin’s  part  —  but
outright  insanity in  international  affairs  is,  thank Heaven,  rare.  On the other  hand,  serious
miscalculations  based on  what  appeared at  the  time to  be  good evidence are  rather
common — though the mixture that led to Putin’s serial miscalculations over Ukraine was an
unusually toxic one, influenced by factors particular to the Russian-Ukrainian relationship.

The difference between miscalculation and lunacy is  an extremely important distinction to
draw. The portrayal of adversaries as driven by insane compulsions to reckless aggression
have been used again and again to block negotiations with those adversaries, and to argue
not just for the most militarized U.S. responses, but also for confronting those adversaries
everywhere, regardless of the importance of the actual issues involved.

During the later years of the Cold War, this line was used, absurdly, about the elderly, grey
bureaucrats of the Brezhnev leadership. But we should remember that when Soviet archives
were opened after the end of the Cold War, it turned out that much of the time the Soviet
leadership was at least as scared of us as we were of them — as indeed George Kennan had
pointed out in his memo setting out the basis of “containment” strategy.

I strongly believe that in view of climate change, a century or so from now most of the basic
preconceptions  underlying  the  strategies  of  leading world  powers  will  be  seen by  our
descendants to have been profoundly irrational. Whether they will see the Russian regime’s
obsession  with  Ukraine  as  having  been  more  irrational  than  the  Chinese  leadership’s
obsession with Taiwan or the U.S. Blob’s obsession with global primacy is another matter.
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Certainly the desire to keep a hostile military alliance away from Russia’s borders should be
understood by every American strategist — even if (like many U.S. analysts), Russians have
exaggerated the concrete threats involved. Russia’s motives for dominating Ukraine are
nationalist as well as strategic, and to that extent emotional — but so too are Indian motives
concerning Kashmir and Chinese motives concerning Taiwan, both of which we treat as
geopolitical givens.

The Russian establishment’s fear of the West contributed to a long series of miscalculations
over Ukraine, to which historical preconceptions about the Ukrainian-Russian relationship
and faulty intelligence about Ukrainian politics and society also contributed.

In terms of the sequence of events leading to the present war, the first mistake was made in
2013, when the Russian government persuaded President Yanukovych of Ukraine to join the
Russian-dominated  Eurasian  Union.  This  set  off  the  protests  in  Kiev  that  eventually  led  to
the U.S.-backed revolution of 2014 that toppled Yanukovych and took most of Ukraine firmly
into the Western camp.

This Russian policy was clearly a bad mistake that completely underestimated the depth
and extent of the desire of many Ukrainians to move towards the West. I and many other
analysts warned publicly back in the 1990s that any attempt to take Ukraine fully either into
the Russian or the Western camp would split the country and lead to civil war.

It was not however a completely irrational mistake on the part of Putin. After all, not only
had around half of Ukrainians (give or take a few percent either way) voted in every election
since  independence  for  good  relations  with  Russia  —  including  electing  President
Yanukovych — but until 2014, Russia’s aid to Ukraine in the form of subsidized gas had
vastly outweighed aid from the West.  Moreover,  Russian aid was upfront,  whereas the
European  Union  was  only  offering  in  competition  a  vague  form  of  association  with  no
promise  of  eventual  membership.

When the Ukrainian revolution occurred, the Putin regime’s response involved two very
serious miscalculations — but one of them, oddly enough, was a miscalculation in the
direction  of  restraint.  On the one hand,  Putin  annexed Crimea (as  opposed to  simply
occupying it in order to “defend the Russian population”), thereby putting Russia squarely in
the wrong as regards international law and global public opinion.

On the other hand, instead of sending in the Russian army to occupy all that half of Ukraine
that had elected President Yanukovych, and declaring him to be still the legal President of
Ukraine, the Putin regime opted to give semi-covert backing to a limited separatist revolt in
the Donbas region. Putin exercised this restraint despite the fact that in 2014 Ukrainian
military resistance would have been minimal, and that incidents like the massacre of pro-
Russian protestors in Odessa would have given Russia an excellent excuse to intervene.

To understand this year’s invasion, it is important to understand that sections of the Russian
security establishment have regretted ever since not seizing that chance then (and in
private blamed Putin for this failure).  If  Putin did not launch what would have been a
successful  invasion  back  in  2014,  key  reasons  seem  to  be  firstly  his  belief  that  many
Ukrainians would continue to permanently identify with Russia, and this disillusionment with
the West, and the deep political and economic dysfunction of Ukraine, would eventually
bring Ukraine back to friendship with Russia.
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Secondly, Putin was unwilling to break completely with a hope that had shaped Russian
strategy since the end of the Cold War: that France and Germany could be persuaded to
distance themselves  from the  United  States  and reach compromises  with  Russia  over
European  security.  This  hope  turned  out  to  be  empty:  but  the  German  and  French
sponsorship of the Minsk II peace agreement over the Donbas in 2015 seemed to give it
continued life, as did the tension between Europe and America resulting from the Trump
presidency.

And although Russian frustration grew as Paris and Berlin did nothing to get Ukraine actually
to implement the Minsk agreement, as late as January of this year Putin still appears to have
believed that President Macron might veto further NATO enlargement, handing Russia a
diplomatic victory and leading to a split between Paris and Washington. Comprehensive
Russian disappointment with Paris and Berlin was a key factor in precipitating the Russian
invasion.

As to the Russian invasion itself, this now looks unbelievably reckless, and was certainly
based  both  on  exaggeration  of  the  Western  threat  to  Russia  and  appallingly  poor
intelligence about Ukraine’s ability and will to resist; but it should be remembered that most
Western military analysts, too, expected Russia to win a relatively quick victory. One reason
for the failure was obviously the vastly over-ambitious plan to try to capture Kiev and
overthrow the Ukrainian government while simultaneously attacking on several other fronts
—which meant that Russian forces were too weak everywhere.

Once again, however, this was not a completely irrational strategy. At the start of the war,
the  United  States  offered  to  evacuate  President  Zelensky.  If  he  had  in  fact  fled,  the
Ukrainian government would have fragmented and Ukrainian resistance would have been
greatly weakened.

When the Russian army was fought to a standstill  outside Kiev, Putin did not however
continue to hurl Russian forces against the capital, after the irrational fashion of Hitler at
Stalingrad or generals on the Western Front during the First World War. His response was a
rational one. The Russian government withdrew its forces from northern Ukraine, regrouped
them in the east, and drastically scaled down Russian political objectives.

This  record  indicates  a  Russian  leader  who  is  extremely  ruthless,  and  indifferent  both  to
international law and to the dreadful human suffering resulting from his actions. It can also
be seen that the mistakes of his policies towards Ukraine have been influenced by emotional
nationalist  and  cultural  prejudices  common  among  Russians  in  general.  They  do  not
however indicate a leader who is dedicated to blind universal aggression regardless of the
risks or the real Russian interests involved. Nor is there any evidence that the emotional
compulsions particular to Putin’s, and Russians’ attitudes to Ukraine extend to the rest of
Europe.

*
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