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other words, business as usual.4 As is often the case in

Ukraine’s Crisis, 30 Years in the Making1

elephants fight, the grass suffers. Ukrainians are

confrontations between two great powers, when
therefore, caught between a rock and a hard place.

Dr. Christopher Zambakari, BS, MBA, MIS, LP.D.

The West, Ukrainian leaders and Russian brass all bear
responsibility for the current crisis.
Blame it not on forever friends or frenemies. Blame it,
instead, on perpetual interests.

The crisis has a long history.5 Every Russian leader
since the fall of the Soviet Union has staunchly

In recent months, there has been no shortage of news

2

opposed the expansion of the North Atlantic Treaty

reports, political opinions and military analyses3

Organization (NATO) into Eastern Europe, and

dissecting the military and humanitarian crisis in

particularly into countries that border Russia.6 Dating

Ukraine, a country the combined size of Texas and

to the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, Russian leaders

Louisiana, with 43.7 million inhabitants.

Gorbachev, Yeltsin, Putin, and Medvedev have

We think we know what has happened in Ukraine. We
have been told by the nation’s press that the military
operation is simply a matter of Russian aggression; in
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maintained a longstanding position that Ukraine, an
eastern border neighbor, not be allowed NATO
membership.78

Additionally, Russia has habitually
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demanded a reduction of NATO’s injection of troops

existence of a functioning market economy as well as

and military equipment into eastern European

the capacity to cope with competitive pressure and

countries that share boundaries with Russia; albeit we

market forces within the EU. EU membership is based

must bear in mind the comparatively low numbers of

on a unanimous decision by the EU Council.

troops involved. These requests have all been
emphatically rejected by the United States and other
NATO members.9
NATO membership is by invitation only. Prospective
applicants, once10 invited, must earn Intensified
Dialogue status. In NATO’s own words, discussions
involve a “full range of political, military, financial and
security issues relating to (the interested country’s)
possible NATO membership.” Next is an invitation to
join the Membership Action Plan, a measure designed
to help the prospective member state prepare for
inclusion in the international organization. Any NATO
expansion decision is made by unanimous agreement.

The EU is an economic bloc, NATO a military
alliance. Both have overlapping sets of requirements.
In December 2021, Russian President Vladimir Putin
sent a list of security demands to the U.S. President Joe
Biden that included removing NATO troops and bases
from former Soviet Union territories and ceasing
military assistance to Ukraine.11 As has been the case
with past U.S. presidents, Russia’s demands were
rebuffed, and the military match was lighted: Putin
recognized the independence of the self-proclaimed
republics of Donetsk and Luhansk;12 Ukrainian
President Volodymyr Zelensky declared a state of
emergency in his country;13 and Putin retaliated with a

Meanwhile, European Union (EU) membership is

“special military operation” in Ukraine. The next day,

based upon the so-called “Copenhagen Criteria,”

February 24, all hell broke loose.

which require, primarily, that a prospective member
state

demonstrate

the

stability

of

institutions

guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights,
and the respect for and protection of minorities; the
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Western elites are once again beating the drum for the
United States to “do more,” demanding that the Biden
administration and the Western alliance defend
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Ukraine from the multi-pronged Russian assault. In

Most media accounts have synthesized the escalating

response, Biden approved the deployment of 7,000

situation into a simple narrative: Russia is waging a

additional U.S. troops to Germany, where the U.S.

war of aggression and Putin’s actions constitute an

already maintains modern military bases, to reassure

“invasion,”19 rather than a defensive measure.20 The

NATO allies of his commitment to the alliance.14 As

New York Times called Putin’s actions a “blunt

Biden noted, these troops would not be deployed to

defiance of international law.”21 While leaders have

Ukraine to “be engaged in the conflict.”15

scrambled

Despite the posturing and troop deployments,16 neither
the U.S. nor NATO is prepared to deploy combat
troops.

17

continued

Meanwhile, the EU, UK and other allies have
to

supply

military

equipment

and

humanitarian aid to Ukraine. However, these European
nations have resisted Ukraine’s calls for more direct
military involvement – a stance based on the horrific
possibilities of an all-out world war. European leaders
and President Biden have been right to rule out such an

to

convene

emergency

meetings,22

President Biden and other Western powers have levied
sanctions against dozens of Russian entities and
officials.23

Included in the sanctions, notably, are

individuals not previously targeted — Putin’s inner
circle and their family members.24

By including

people other than public officials and financiers on the
list of those sanctioned, the U.S. and its Western allies
are sending signals that no one is off limits that
national media have reported is an effort to shut down

expansion of direct military support.18
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pathways for top Putin associates to shield their wealth

preliminarily discussions focused on the process

by giving it to family members.25

necessary for admitting Ukraine into NATO enraged

Now, with the mounting death tolls and global market
shocks, many wonder if this conflict could have been
prevented. Russia’s military buildup and subsequent
actions are, in fact, the result of the West’s complicity
in Ukraine, dishonored security assurances, and,
ultimately, a failure to learn from the past.26

Russia’s

leadership.

Despite

Russia’s

well-

documented opposition to expansion and countless
reassurances that it wouldn’t occur, Western states
continued to expand NATO – or at least not rule out
expanding NATO – in a manner that exacerbated
Russian fears and left its leaders feeling encircled,
given an increasing military presence near its borders.

The strategic geopolitical concerns driving Russia’s
actions are not hard to understand. These concerns date
to events that spurred the collapse of the Soviet Union;
they can be traced to the assurances that were
dishonored by Western powers in the years following
the end of the Cold War.27 The most important of these
announced assurances included pledges limiting the
further eastward expansion of NATO.28 Yet, from its
inception in 1949 – an organization of 12 founding
members – to today, NATO has added 30 member

The BBC has noted that Ukraine is not in America’s
sphere of influence or geopolitical neighborhood.30
Ukraine does not share a border with the United States,
nor does it host an American base. Likewise, Ukraine
is not a significant trade partner, nor does it possess
strategic oil reserves; the conflict does not pose an
imminent threat to the United States’ security. In brief,
Ukraine does not represent a significant American
interest.

states. Despite former U.S. Secretary of State James

On the contrary, for Russia, Ukraine’s status is a top

Baker’s famous commitment to expand NATO “not

national security issue.31 Thus, Russia has willingly

one inch eastward,”29 the alliance has managed to

deployed combat troops to prevent Ukraine’s

expand well beyond its original boundaries.

ascension into NATO. Russia perceives Ukraine the

These historic events ultimately set the stage for what

same way the U.S. views countries in the Western

we are now witnessing in eastern Europe. Clearly,
25
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Hemisphere.32 For the same reasons the U.S. might

breakaway enclaves of Donetsk and Luhansk, which

object to Mexico or Canada entering into a military

constitute a population of 3.8 million, were excluded

alliance with China or Russia, Putin & Co. are equally

from the survey.

concerned about the consequences of Ukraine hosting
NATO military bases.

It is essential to note that political violence seldom dies
with peace agreements. Violence is not self-evident. In

America has exercised its own sphere of influence for

order to make sense of violence, one must rethink how

more than 200 years in the Western Hemisphere, since

and why it was precipitated in the past and then place

the Monroe Doctrine of 1823.33 Russian interests in

it in its proper socio-historical context. In the case of

maintaining influence over former Soviet states is

the current Ukraine crisis, there has been an abject

tantamount to U.S. Monroe Doctrine and desire to

failure to understand the history that has led to today’s

dominate the Western hemisphere.34 This country’s

conflict.

heavy-handed involvement in Central America and the
Caribbean

helped

to

consolidate

the

Western

Hemisphere into a U.S. dominated sphere of
influence.35

Whatever the outcome of the conflict, the cost will not
be borne in Brussels, London or Washington.
Devastation will be borne by and measured in
Ukrainian lives. Ukraine’s survival hinges on its ability

While former Ukrainian President, Petro Poroshenko,

to convince the East and the West that it can exist like

signed a constitutional amendment in 2019 committing

Sweden, Austria, or Ireland — as an EU member

Ukraine to becoming a member of NATO and the

without NATO membership.38 Another viable option

European Union,36 a survey showed that barely half the

for Ukraine is buried in the Minsk Protocol of February

population was in favor of NATO membership.37

2015.39

Furthermore, the two heavily Russian-speaking

breakaway eastern Ukrainian provinces of Luhansk
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and Donetsk special recognition, a decentralized form
of government and veto power over Ukraine’s
membership in NATO. The failure of this guarantee of
autonomy lies partly with the West; it has failed to
encourage or support Ukraine’s political leadership to
implement or work toward realization of the protocol.
Equally,

Ukrainian

Presidents

Poroshenko

and

Zelensky share in the washout of the protocol’s
promise, and also with Moscow, which has failed to
encourage compliance in Luhansk and Donetsk.
The demise of the aforementioned peace deal laid the
foundation for Russia’s “special military operation”
into Ukraine. It is time to acknowledge the cold truth
about the politics of power – states don’t have forever
friends or frenemies, only perpetual interests.40 Unless
the West is prepared to go to war with Russia to defend
Ukraine’s sovereignty, we must acknowledge Russia’s
historically justified veto over Ukraine’s military
alliances. We must understand Russia’s concern about
NATO’s continued eastward movement. If we can’t do
this, we risk escalation of the crisis in Ukraine, we risk
spreading political and humanitarian chaos.
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