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Can you offer a perspective on the root causes of Russia's invasion of Ukraine? 

 Successful democratic development in Ukraine makes it harder for the President of 

Russia to rule his country as an autocrat. This basic fact has been the primary cause of Russia's 

invasion of Ukraine this year.   

 To prevent the Russian people from seeing successful democracy in a neighboring Slavic 

country, President Vladimir Putin has always had a fundamental interest in undermining 

democracy in Ukraine and suppressing Ukraine's political independence. He has attempted to do 

so for many years by covert political actions and, since 2014, by promoting forces of separatism 

in Donbas.  As these limited actions were proving insufficient to thwart Ukraine's successful 

development as an independent state, the Kremlin considered more extreme alternatives.  In 

February 2022, Putin launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine because he erroneously believed 

that it would enable him to quickly establish a Kremlin-controlled puppet regime in Kyiv, which 

for him would be the ideal final solution to his Ukrainian problem. 

 But we should ask: How could Putin expect the people of Russia to support him in a war 

that was ultimately aimed at preventing them from seeing the benefits of democracy in a 

neighboring country?  The president of Russia could not openly admit this war aim, and so he 

has needed to use other pretexts for his war.  Thus, the Kremlin has tried to justify the war with 

lies about the evil nature of Ukraine's popularly elected government and about a potentially 

existential threat to Russia from NATO expansion into Ukraine.  We can certainly understand 

how the possibility of a foreign military alliance putting hostile forces within a day's drive from 

the battlefield of Stalingrad could be a hot-button issue for mobilizing Russian popular support 

for a war to prevent that possibility.  Thus, although Russian fears of Ukraine joining NATO 
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may have had nothing to do with Putin's basic reason for attacking Ukraine, such fears have 

made it easier for him to convince the Russian people to support his war against Ukraine.  

 Of course, Putin might have attacked Ukraine even if the possibility of its joining NATO 

had never been suggested.  If Putin was truly confident of a quick and easy triumph over Ukraine 

in February 2022, then he could have calculated that pride in the victory of Russian forces could 

induce the popular support that he needed.  Also, Russians' doubts about the value of fighting a 

more costly war could be minimized by lies in the Kremlin-controlled Russian media.  But we 

should recognize that Western assertions about Ukraine's long-term possibility of joining NATO 

gave Putin a truth he could use to build popular support for his war against Ukraine, even while 

Ukraine's lack of short-term NATO protection encouraged Putin's hopes of a quick and easy 

victory.  It might have been better if the United States had offered stronger assurances for 

Ukraine's territorial integrity under the 1994 Budapest Memorandum, which could not be 

construed as an existential threat against Russia because it was negotiated as part of a deal to 

give Russia a regional nuclear monopoly.1 

Why did Putin underestimate the strength of Ukrainian resistance against Russia's invasion?  

 The success of Ukraine's resistance has been based on the great willingness of people in 

Ukraine to fight for their country.  People can resist a modern military invasion only if they have 

a will to fight and the weapons to do so, but weapons alone are not enough.  The willingness of 

Western nations to provide military assistance to Ukraine this year also might have surprised 

Russia's leaders, but that increased willingness was largely a response to the Ukrainian people's 

demonstrated determination to fight for freedom.  

 Thus, the deep resolve of people in every part of Ukraine to defend their national 

independence has been the most important fundamental factor in the war and, indeed, Putin 

seriously underestimated it.  Ukraine's national aspirations have a long history.  Ukraine's 

independence was declared with overwhelming popular approval in 1991, as the Soviet Union 

collapsed; but Ukrainian independence had also been declared with broad popular support over 

70 years earlier, during the Russian Revolution.  People in Ukraine have not forgotten that the 

suppression of their previous independence by Russian revolutionary armies was followed within 

a dozen years by a murderous Kremlin-imposed Holodomor (deliberate starvation) that 

decimated the population of Ukraine.   

 Since 1991, however, there have been times when Kremlin-sponsored politicians 
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successfully contended for power with wide support from Ukraine’s voters, especially in the 

country’s eastern regions.  Then, in April 2014, a handful of pro-Russian separatists faced almost 

no resistance to their subversion of local governments in Donetsk and Luhansk, and memory of 

these easy Russian victories may have inspired Putin's confidence as he launched his war this 

year.  But now, in 2022, as we read reports of people throughout Ukraine rallying to defend their 

country, accepting great personal cost and sacrifice to maintain their freedom from the Kremlin's 

rule, we should recognize the dramatic growth of patriotic resolve in Ukraine since 2014.     

 In February 2022, Vladimir Putin did not understand or even recognize this change, 

even though it could be clearly seen, for example, in the results of Ukraine's 2019 elections, in 

which Volodomir Zelenskiy was elected president with majorities in both eastern and western 

Ukraine.  Perhaps Putin's spy agencies, having specialized in spreading disinformation, became 

so accustomed to untruthfulness that they did not feel any need to report unpleasant facts to their 

boss.  

Between April 2014 and February 2022, what could have caused such an increase in the 

effective strength of the Ukrainian people's resolve to resist invasion? 

 We must admit that Putin's own actions may have contributed to this growth of Ukrainian 

patriotism, as the continual violence of his "frozen conflict" in Donbas turned more people 

against Russia's aggression.  He should have understood that one country's use of force can 

stimulate contrary political reactions in other nations.  But we should not give Putin all the credit. 

 People's patriotism must ultimately depend on confidence in the ability of their national 

political system to serve their vital interests, and we should note that such confidence has been 

improved by many reforms in Ukraine's government since the Maidan Revolution of Dignity in 

2014.  Among these reforms, I would argue that reforms of local self-government have done the 

most to increase the willingness of people in Ukraine to fight for their country.  I have been 

concerned about these decentralization reforms for many years, so let me say something more 

about their significance.2 

 Citizens are willing to risk their lives to defend their country against insurgency or 

invasion when they see a connection between service to the state and leadership in their own 

community.  But when Russian agents began actions to subvert some eastern regions of Ukraine 

in 2014, government in Ukraine was highly centralized along the old Soviet model, and local 

authorities were dependent on the national leadership in the capital.  Accordingly, even under 
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national democracy, people in some regions might understand that their local government was 

controlled by politicians who were elected by voters from other parts of the country.  In such 

regions, even the most prominent local leaders could feel alienated from the state which had no 

use for them.  Who would then organize their communities to defend the state at need?   

 Decentralization reforms in 2015 created a new system of local governments throughout 

Ukraine, establishing about 1,400 territorial communities (hromadas) in the country by 2020.  

These locally elected community governments were given a significant share of local taxes to 

provide local public services, which had formerly been the responsibility of nationally-appointed 

district governors.  The results have included measurable improvements in local public 

spending.3 

 Thus, since 2015, democratic decentralization has ensured the emergence of elected local 

leaders with real power to organize and maintain local defense. Since the Russian invasion began 

in February 2022, there have been regular reports of mayors leading their communities in 

resisting the Russian invaders.4  As Tymofii Brik and Jennifer Murtazashvili have observed, 

citizens have rallied not just in support of Zelenskiy in Kyiv, but also to defend their locally 

elected mayors and community councils.5 

What can America do to help deter Russian aggression and encourage de-escalation and peace 

in Ukraine?  

 A year ago, many of us might have thought that a strong international norm against the 

use of military force for conquest could have deterred any country from invading another country 

to seize its territory as the Russians did in February of this year.  If Russian armies had the kind 

of easy triumph that they initially expected when they violated this long-respected norm, then 

their success would have encouraged other nations to launch similar attacks on their weaker 

neighbors.  Fortunately, strong Ukrainian resistance has forced Putin's government to pay a deep 

cost for its invasion, and this cost sends a broad deterrent message that such aggression can be 

dangerous for the aggressor.  Thus, our world is a less dangerous place than it might have 

become after the February 2022 invasion, because people in Ukraine have had the courage and 

strength to resist the Russian invasion.  But Ukraine's strength has depended not just on its 

people's resolve but also on its getting essential military equipment to defend itself against such a 

formidable invasion.  So military assistance to Ukraine has been a vital investment in 

international security for people in the United States and Europe as well. 
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  It should be clear that the reason why the United States has been sending extensive 

military assistance to Ukraine this year is because Ukraine has been attacked by a massive 

Russian invasion.  This strategic cause-and-effect linkage from their aggression to our support is 

essential for deterrence.  The Russian leadership could be deterred from a further escalation of 

the conflict if they understood that such escalation would be countered by an even greater 

increase in our military support for Ukraine.6  

 But Kremlin propagandists have tried to increase Russian popular support for the war by 

arguing that Russia must conquer Ukraine to prevent Western-equipped forces from invading 

Russia.7  This argument exactly reverses the true causal relationship, by suggesting that the 

Russian invasion was a response to American and European military support for Ukraine.  To 

encourage Russians to support greater efforts to conquer Ukraine, Kremlin propagandists have 

portrayed the West's extensive military assistance to Ukraine as evidence of a Western plan to 

attack Russia through Ukraine.   

 This misrepresentation of the true reasons for Western military assistance emphasizes the 

importance of being extremely clear about the strategic conditions for our actions in deterrence.  

We do not want Russians reacting to fears that, if their forces were withdrawn from Ukraine, it 

could then become the forward base for a Western military threat against Russia.   It has been 

difficult to offer credible Western assurances on this point while refusing to rule out the 

possibility of Ukraine's joining the NATO military alliance sometime in the future.   

What hope do you see for peace in Ukraine?  

 Once wars start, they become very difficult to end.  President Putin and his Kremlin 

colleagues are fearful of losing power if the Russian people recognize the war in Ukraine as a 

costly mistake, and so they have felt compelled to propagate a myth about an existential threat to 

Russia from an independent Ukraine that has military ties with the West.  But if the Kremlin 

succeeds in convincing Russians that their own survival depends on making whatever sacrifices 

are needed to destroy Ukraine, then the people of Ukraine will have reason to fear that any 

cessation of hostilities would just give Russia time to prepare for a greater and more destructive 

future invasion of their country.  A precedent for such fears can be found in the interlude 

between the end of the First Chechen War in 1996 and the start of the Second Chechen War in 

1999.  So, even if there were a cease-fire tomorrow, Ukraine would still need substantial military 

assistance for protection against Russia's re-armament, and this assistance to Ukraine could still 
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be portrayed as evidence of an existential military threat against Russia to justify greater Russian 

investments in re-armament.  A cease-fire that launches such a dangerous escalating arms race 

cannot be called peace.   

 From this dilemma, some have concluded that peace may be impossible without a change 

of leadership in Russia.  But any foreign encouragement for such a change could be taken as 

further evidence of an intention to subvert Russia's independence.  

 To escape from this dilemma, we must find a way for Russia, even without changing its 

leadership, to credibly commit itself to accepting Ukraine as an independent democratic 

neighbor.  Such a commitment could become more credible if more people in Russia understood 

that the people of Ukraine have been truly united in their determination to defend their nation's 

independence.  If ordinary Russians could see this basic truth, that the strength of Ukrainian 

national resolve is what halted Russia's invasion this year, then Russians could not be so easily 

misled into believing that a larger army with more weapons could somehow induce the people of 

Ukraine to become a different nation.    

 Thus, we could hope that the first steps toward peace might begin with an opening of 

communications between Ukraine and Russia, so that people in Russia can learn more about 

Ukrainians' perspective on this war.  Certainly President Zelenskiy could present his case 

eloquently to the Russian people, if he were able to reach them.  But such an opening of 

communications would require the Kremlin to relax its internal censorship of Russian 

information about the war, and some observers might question whether there could be any 

realistic possibility of Putin allowing it while he remains in power.  Indeed, we have emphasized 

here that the fundamental cause of this war can be found in Putin's fears that people might reject 

his autocratic rule in Russia if they learned about successful democratic government in Ukraine.  

Nonetheless, urging that Russians should be allowed to hear the truth from Ukraine is 

fundamentally different from urging Russians to change their government.  International 

diplomatic pressure for the Russian government to relax its censorship of news from Ukraine 

would be harder for Kremlin propagandists to parry, because this pressure would not imply any 

lack of respect for the Russian people's sovereignty in selecting their leaders. 

 This last point deserves more emphasis.  Even if we see no realistic possibility of the 

Kremlin actually agreeing to let the Russian people hear true Ukrainian voices, it could still be 

helpful to have salient international demands for such a relaxation of Russian censorship as an 

essential first step toward meaningful peace negotiations.  Even in rejecting these demands, the 
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Russian response would necessarily focus more attention on the basic fact that people in Russia 

are not getting full information about Ukraine, which should raise doubts about the Kremlin's 

claims of an existential threat from Ukraine. Such doubts could help to reduce popular support 

for the Kremlin’s war efforts.  Until peace can be achieved, anything that weakens the 

effectiveness of Kremlin propaganda against Ukraine can potentially save lives. 

 Ukraine's forceful resistance has taught Russians that their aggression in Ukraine cannot 

bring them the cheap victories that their leaders dreamed of, only costly defeats.  We may hope 

that, in reaction to these defeats, people in Russia begin to understand that it would be better to 

start building good relations with a free and independent Ukraine.  Indeed, we may observe that 

the United States has been a better country for having Canada as an independent neighbor, and 

the people of Great Britain have a better country for having accepted the Republic of Ireland as 

an independent neighbor.  So Russians may someday have a country that is better for accepting a 

free and independent Ukraine, which can offer an alternative model of democracy in a kindred 

nation.  We know that Vladimir Putin would prefer not to discuss this point, but perhaps he could 

ultimately be compelled to do so by the need to make peace after the humiliating defeat of his 

invading forces. 

What perspective can you offer on the challenges of rebuilding Ukraine? 

 The Russian invasion has caused vast destruction in Ukraine, and postwar reconstruction will be 

expensive.  The victory of freedom in Ukraine should offer an example for a better world, but this victory of 

freedom will be incomplete as long as the damages wrought by Russian forces remain unrepaired.  Putin's 

war aim of preventing Ukraine from being a positive example of successful democratic development could 

yet be achieved, even after the defeat of his military forces, if the devastation of his war leaves a permanent 

legacy of suffering in Ukraine.   Thus, generous offers of reconstruction assistance from the United States 

and Europe will be appropriate, benefitting the broad global interests of donors as well as the recipients. 

 It can certainly be argued that Russians have a moral obligation to pay reparations for the 

destruction that their forces have caused, but trying to compel Russia to pay a massive 

reparations debt could be very dangerous.  Efforts to extract reparations from Germany after 

World War I ultimately poisoned postwar German politics, setting the stage for the rise of a 

militant regime that launched a second world war that was even more costly than the first.  This 

precedent would argue against trying to compel Russia to pay more after the war than the value 

of its foreign assets that have already been seized.   
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 The cost of Ukraine's reconstruction will be a fraction of what the United States and its 

European allies expect to spend for defense and security over a period of several years.  

Successful support for postwar reconstruction in Ukraine could become a strong positive 

precedent for encouraging a more peaceful international order, and so reconstruction assistance 

may be considered a good investment by the standards that we use to evaluate defense budgets.  

But the assistance funds must be spent effectively.   

 A basic lesson from the Marshall Plan for postwar reconstruction of Europe in 1948 was 

that foreign reconstruction assistance can be much more effective when it helps to promote 

reforms that will be fundamental for successful future development.8  Reforms that have been 

widely considered vital for Ukraine's future development include strengthening ties with the 

European Union and increasing the capacity of local governments to serve their communities.  

 The first of these considerations has motivated a recent report's recommendation that all 

foreign reconstruction assistance should be coordinated and supervised by an agency of the 

European Union.9  That is, even reconstruction assistance from the United States should be 

channeled through an EU agency, because government officials in Ukraine can benefit from the 

experience of working with the EU's fiscal regulations and standards, given that closer 

integration with the European Union could be vital for Ukraine's future prosperity.   

 Reconstruction work must be under the direction of officials of Ukraine's sovereign 

democratic government.  But donors should recognize that, in 2022, the people of Ukraine have 

been fighting to defend a system of government that includes responsible locally elected officials 

as well as nationally elected officials of the central government.  To support and advance the 

vital growth of local government in Ukraine, a significant share of foreign reconstruction 

assistance should be set aside for use by local governments.  That is, while the largest portion 

(perhaps two thirds) of foreign assistance should be directed by officials of Ukraine's national 

government, a significant portion (perhaps one third) should be budgeted for allocation by local 

reconstruction boards that consist of locally elected officials.  In each district of Ukraine, an 

official of the European assistance agency could work with the local mayors and other locally 

elected officials to help them develop and implement a plan for allocating their district's share of 

the locally directed portion of foreign assistance.  In this way, the process of rebuilding the 

infrastructure of Ukraine can also help to promote the development of local governments' 

capacity to serve their communities, which is vital for Ukraine's successful democratic 

development.  
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 Ukraine's success in resisting a massive Russian invasion in 2022 has been based on its 

people's confidence in the ability of an independent Ukraine to provide a better future for them, 

and reforms to establish responsible local governments have contributed to this confidence.  

After the war, the international community should generously support the development of an 

independent democratic Ukraine that can build peaceful and mutually beneficial relations with 

all its neighbors.  But above all, the postwar reconstruction of Ukraine should aim to fulfill its 

people's hopes for a better future, for which they have given so much.   
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