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T he world is entering 2022 having failed to resolve the clash between Russia and the 
West that could engulf the global scene. The clash that initially started around Ukraine 
has acquired not only geopolitical, but civilizational dimensions and its results will 

influence both Russia’s trajectory and the Western foreign policy posture. 
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This is about the GRAND DESIGN 

One could see various interpretations of the conflict  provoked by Russia’s military 
buildup along  the Ukrainian borders: as the result of President Putin’s “passion” for 
Ukraine; as the sign of Russia’s insecurity or on the contrary Russia’s self-assurance;  

as Russia’s traditional longing for territorial buffer states; as the Kremlin’s attempt to test 
President Biden and European leaders and possibly sow divisions between them; as proof of  
Putin’s strength or the attempt to regain Russia’s geopolitical relevance. All these explanations 
hold some elements of truth. But they don’t fully capture the whole picture.  

The conflict started with the Kremlin’s claim that Russia has been threatened by NATO 
enlargement and Ukraine’s pursuit of NATO membership. But NATO is not ready to offer 
Ukraine membership- at least for now, despite urging from President Zelensky for such an 
invitation. The alliance, in many respects, has lost its energy, but the Kremlin risks giving it a 
shot of adrenalin. To think that Russia provokes the standoff to get Biden for another summit 
and resume the U.S. dialogue is to underestimate Putin’s ambition.  No one can be sure that 
Putin has been bluffing. Who knows – he could be serious! 

One needs to put the conflict into the broader context of Russia’s evolution. During 2020, 
the Kremlin updated Russia’s personalized power system (the System) through cementing 
one-man rule with the Constitutional amendments. It was the beginning of Putin’s “Grand 
Design” to prepare the System for the challenges of the 21st century. 

During 2021, the “refurbished” System was successfully tested by the Duma elections that 
brought the result expected by the authorities. The elections proved that the Kremlin has 
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succeeded to deal with its self-induced headache: the conflict between elections that have to 
legitimize the regime and the need to preserve continuity.

Another formidable task remained to be solved: The System has to rely on the new 
geopolitical foundation that will give it extra strength and help it guarantee the status quo.  
This foundation, in the view of the Kremlin, has to be secured by the international treaties 
signed by the leading global actors and first of all by the U.S. Hence, the Kremlin has turned to 
its foreign policy agenda, which is one of the key instruments in reproduction of the System. 
Putin has started to work on the next stage of his “Grand Design”.

In July 2021 the Kremlin approved the updated Russian National Security Strategy (the parallel 
foreign policy strategy is in the process of revision) that presents the image of the state ready 
to defend its sovereignty and viewing the West as a hostile civilization. The military buildup 
along the Ukrainian border twice in 2021 is the reflection of Russia’s effort to enforce the West 
to accept its rules of the game.  

On December 17, 2021, the Kremlin kicked over the chessboard by giving the West an 
ultimatum, demanding an end to NATO’s eastward expansion and restrictions on the alliance’s 
military activity in Eastern Europe. 

The nature of the ultimatum has confirmed that the escalation is about a broader agenda than 
just getting back Ukraine under a Russian sphere of influence, important as that goal is to the 
Kremlin. The demand to stop NATO enlargement means more than creation of the “cordon 
sanitaire” around Russia. It means dumping the post-Cold War order and arrangements and 
giving Russia veto rights on the security architecture in Europe. By laying out what is allowed 
and what is not in the security area, the Kremlin indirectly aims to have an impact on Western 
politics.

The standoff is not only about security. The Kremlin openly admits the domestic impact of its 
proposals, calling the United States “to respect the principle of noninterference in the internal 
affairs, to end giving assistance to the organizations, groups and individuals that support 
the unconstitutional change of power and any actions that can change political or social 
order.”  This means the West should help insulate Russian society from Western influence. This 
highlights the irony: The West is invited to become the Guarantor of the Russian domestic 
status quo.   

Is the Kremlin’s looming attack on the existing security order an attempt to restore the Soviet 
Union? Not at all! Putin understands the limits of the possible. His goal is to reinvigorate 
the System integrated in the globalization process that is using the West as its resource – so 
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different from the Soviet Union’s existential pattern.

As the Kremlin went on with specifying its demands, the canvas became clear. The Kremlin 
has already rewritten the post-Soviet narrative making Gorbachev’s perestroika and Yeltsin’s 
leadership friendly with the West aberrations in Russia’s evolution. Grandiose Russia’s attempts 
in the end of the 80s and beginning of the 90s to transform the empire state and one-man 
rule are now interpreted as the “black period” in Russia’s history. Putin wants to bury several 
decades of Russia’s attempt to join Europe.

Now is the time to rewrite the European post-Cold war story. Ukraine in the context of the 
“Grand design” became a hostage and a testing field for the Kremlin’s rebuilding effort. 

The effort is not about a new “Yalta” and geopolitical balance (too trivial a goal now) but about 
existential challenges. The Kremlin goal today is to bury the memory of the liberal progress 
that started when Gorbachev opened the “window”. Yeltsin is dead and one could only guess 
what Gorbachev, isolated in Moscow, has to think about the Kremlin’s readiness to annihilate 
his political legacy. 

Putin openly raises the need to reassess the results of the Cold War- but he wants the West to 
do the reassessment. He wants the West to admit that liberal democracies were wrong in their 
understanding of the Cold War outcome. He resents bitterly the Western “euphoria” arguing 
that all problems between the West and Russia happened because of this “euphoria caused 
by the alleged victory in the Cold War.”  The West, Putin says, made “the wrong evaluation of 
the situation and its scenarios”.1  Now according to this logic, the West has to humbly do its 
analytical job and say: “We’ve been wrong!” Putin wants Western redemption!

Does the Kremlin want further confrontation with the West to rise to the new level? Again 
“No”! The Kremlin has built an elaborate survival model that includes the post-Soviet 
invention, which reminds of Marxist dialectics: unity and battle of the opposites! Despite its 
assertiveness, Moscow hardly wants to deepen conflict with the West to the level of a military 
standoff, understanding its asymmetry of resources with the Western states. The Kremlin 
has been for years polishing the TRIAD  policy: “To be with the West- To be inside the West- To 
be against the West.”  Depending on the situation, the Kremlin has been pressing different 
buttons. Today it is pressing the confrontational button but only to achieve its ideal of the 
equilibrium in the dichotomy – “deterrence- cooperation”. The West has to play the dual role: 
that of the enemy that has to mobilize the population and of the economic and technological 
resource for the Russian state (and the second home for the Russian elites). 

1 Путин выступил на расширенном заседании коллегии Минобороны , 21.12.2021 https://ria.ru/20211221/
kollegiya-1764726881.html
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True, the ultimatum (that the Kremlin knows is unrealistic) could look as a pretext for military 
actions in case the West does not accept it. If the Kremlin really has decided to go to war, this 
will mean the dismantling of a very effective model of its existence. Are the Russian rulers 
kamikaze? Definitely not! At the moment of writing this essay, the Kremlin still was engaged in 
the game “who blinks first” in order to force the West to accept its demands.

But escalation can’t continue indefinitely. It has to end either with a compromise or a real 
fistfight. Bluffing that ends with nothing turns into farce. Great powers can’t allow bluffing.
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Suspense as demoralization

T he Kremlin actions often give an impression of emotional reaction or intentional 
provocation that have to test the opponent. Putin has become a “Master of Suspense” 
following Hitchcock’s design on the geopolitical scene by producing uncertainty about 

the threats. The world has to guess whether the threats are real or imaginary.   

Feelings of suspense are created by the Kremlin’s readiness to break rules by pursuing 
mutually contradictory policy lines, such as confrontation and dialogue, simultaneously. This 
is the way to keep the West on edge: building up the military threat on Ukraine’s borders is 
an example. Milder threats and blackmail have happened before. Usually the moment the 
Kremlin seems to be on the verge of a new Cold War with the West, it suddenly shifts to a 
rhetoric of cooperation and even partnership. Who knows for how long!

The West, accustomed to functioning in rational, risk-averse ways, is at a loss as to how to react 
to the aura of suspense the Kremlin is building with gusto.

In the context of a Suspense Policy, traditional means of political discourse are becoming 
useless. When and if the open clash is over, both sides will have difficulty returning to 
traditional diplomatic discourse, to correctness and politeness.  

The Kremlin does not care about its reputation, trustworthiness and image – not one bit! 
Operating in this way, Putin comes off as a ruthless and unreliable leader who often seems like 
he lives in “another world” (according to former Chancellor Merkel’s criteria). Does Putin care? 
Does it matter to him that Western leaders cannot trust him? Of course not! One would bet he 
takes a certain pride in the diabolical image he has constructed for popular consumption in 
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the West. The more the West suspects that he might upend the global scene, the better. This 
is a far cry from the last generation of Soviet leaders, who wanted the West to believe in their 
readiness to comply with international agreements and who wanted the West to trust them.     

Today the Kremlin is not afraid to be reckless, impudent, and unpredictable. It has turned 
these attributes into instruments of persuasion, intimidation and enforcement – not just 
because this suit the mentality of Putin and the Kremlin team, but also because this is what is 
required to sustain a System that is living in two worlds – trying to emphasize its sovereignty 
and uniqueness, and being part of globalization. After threats to break windows, the Kremlin 
could still switch to cooperation, which also could benefit the System and allow it to fill the 
Russian state wallet.  

Impotence of the West and its lack of coherent response only reinforce the Kremlin’s 
impudence. One could see that even shock produced by Putin’s Ukrainian gambit did not force 
the West to come to a strong and effective response. (“A closer look finds a bloc divided on 
how far to go, which could complicate Biden’s efforts to project a unified resolve…European 
leaders for now appear intent on deescalating the crisis with Russia, even if it means mollifying 
Putin with concessions,” wrote Politico.2

Various Western actors continue to argue about the sanctions package that has to pacify 
Russia. Some of them are reluctant to take part in this exercise due to their economic and 
personal interests.

Putin, having known the Western leaders and the political establishment for decades, has 
reason for not having much respect for them. He is sure he will find readiness in the West to 
indulge – for some nice return.  

2  Biden talks tough on Putin, but European allies are less ready for a fight, Politico, 01.06.2022 politico.com/
news/2022/01/06/biden-russia-sanctions-european-allies-526606
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WHY NOW?

T he Kremlin attack on the West has been encouraged by the West itself:  by democracy’s 
crisis and the West’s non-stop hand-wringing over the crisis. Apparently, the Kremlin 
team reads the Western pundits lamenting about the decline of liberal democracy. It 

looks that the Russian political establishment is deeply in the Spenglerian mood believing 
the West is pathetic and the U.S. is retrenching, a view reinforced by its withdrawal from 
Afghanistan. It would be foolish not to use this occasion! Anyway, here is the leading premise 
of Russia’s foreign policy doctrine today – the era of the West is over is. We see Putin’s readiness 
to use the pause before the West returns to its vitality (if it ever returns) in order to press it and 
get what he wants.

The Western reaction to the first Russian military buildup at the Ukrainian border in the Spring 
2021 proved that Russia will not meet serious obstruction to its “Grand Design”.

One can’t omit another factor of influence: Russia’s attempt to find a role in the situation of the 
U.S. – China bipolarity. Tango needs two and Moscow will hardly bear having Russia pushed 
into the shadows. Despite intentionally exaggerated friendliness between Moscow and 
Beijing, one could feel there should be anxiety among the Russian establishment regarding 
the rise of the Dragon. That means Russia should hurry. Time is pressing!



11 Who Will Blink First?    By Lilia Shevtsova

   January 2022EPRC 

The stakes and their price

T he Kremlin ultimatum has created new risks – for Russia, for Russia’s neighbors and for 
the West too. Even the Kremlin has to understand that its major demands to dump the 
European security architecture are unrealistic. To think otherwise means to assume that 

the Russian leadership is living in the world of fantasies.  

Then what drives Putin? One could only make guesses about the Kremlin’s inclinations - the 
new Western hobby. In any case, the impression is that the Kremlin believes that the cost of 
all Western promises of “overwhelming, immediate sanctions that will inflict significant costs 
on the Russian economy and their financial system” in case of Russia’s incursion into Ukraine 
are less than the costs of Russia’s backtracking and leaving the project of rebuilding Russia 
unfinished.           

While the West was paralyzed by the shock and tried to use all its rhetorical eloquence to 
persuade the Kremlin to return back to the old “normal”, the Kremlin continued to raise the 
stakes: “You have to accept the whole ‘package’ of our demands; we will not allow cherry 
picking; if you drag your feet, we are ready for ‘counterattack!’”

One could only guess whether Putin has been pondering the consequences of the attack on 
the Western order or followed Lenin’s motto: “Let’s get fighting and see what happens!” (Lenin 
paraphrased Napoleon: “On s’engage et puis on voit”).  In any case, confrontation is not about 
war but about the Russian way to secure the new status quo favorable for the Kremlin. 
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The paradox is that by risking that much, Putin has to believe that the Western opponents 
are not ready for a tough response. Putin hardly will start such a game with the Turkish leader 
Erdogan.

In December 2021, two scenarios looked feasible. The first one: The West rejects Moscow’s 
key demands, which will force Moscow to respond with military actions in the chosen testing 
area – in Ukraine or rather by bringing the missiles to Belarus and beefing up weapons in 
the Kaliningrad region and Crimea. The second option: The Kremlin will agree to the process 
of negotiation over what is acceptable for the West. In this case, Putin has to create the 
impression of victory for the domestic audience.  

On December 21-22, one could get a feeling (which still had to get practical confirmation) 
that the Kremlin reached its ceiling of escalation. Putin talked to French President Macron and 
German Chancellor Scholz, and it looked the conversations were at least not an aggressive 
exchange. The American side had already informed the Kremlin that its security demands will 
be discussed. 

Putin continued to play two pianos:  threatening the West with “adequate military actions” and 
talking about “political and diplomatic measures.”3

Finally, both sides to started talking in January 2022.  The Russian side, however, warned that it 
is not going to discuss only Ukraine: “If this is an invitation to discuss Ukraine, there is no sense 
to meet”.  The Kremlin wants to discuss the whole “package of grievances.”4  

In January 2022, Russia faced a new challenge. The Kazakhstan uprising that started on New 
Year’s Day and spread across the country complicated the political landscape for Moscow.  
President Tokayev called on the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), the Russian-
dominated regional security bloc, for help in quelling the protests. (CSTO is an alliance of six 
former Soviet republics – Russia, Armenia, Belarus, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Kazakhstan – 
was created in 1992 and had never deployed its forces to intervene in a conflict in another 
country.) Russia was facing conflicts on two sides- in Europe and Central Asia. Moscow had to 
solve the latter as soon as possible.

The deployment of Russian troops in Kazakhstan raised concerns about its future sovereignty. 
True, the troops withdrew fast. One could conclude that from now on the CSTO could be 
turned into an instrument of the collective self-defense of the personalistic regimes in the 
post-Soviet space.  The reality, however, is more nuanced. The new Kazakh leader definitely did 

3 Расширенное заседание коллегии Минобороны, 21.12.2021 kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67402
4 Операция против деградации, Kommersant, www.kommersant.ru/doc/5141757
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not want foreign troops to stay in his country. Moreover, Russia has to tread carefully in Central 
Asia in order to avoid clashing with China and Turkey.  Besides, Moscow had to understand 
that its “assistance” could raise the anti-Russian moods among the population. Thus, the future 
use of the “collective self-defense” in the post-Soviet space could face problems.

In January 2022, the “discussion marathon” between Russia and the West took place in three 
settings.  Direct discussion between the U.S. and Russian representatives in Geneva was 
followed by a meeting of the NATO-Russia Council in Brussels and then the Organization for 
Security and Cooperation in Europe in Vienna.   

Moscow rejected the traditional approach used by Russia and the West in moments of tension -   
discussion of the arms control issues, curtailing missile deployments and scaling back military 
exercises. This discussion usually brought some normalization until the next storm.  Instead, this 
time Moscow was after bigger gains. It reiterated its key demand- to stop NATO enlargement. 
“We underscore that for us, it’s absolutely mandatory to make sure that Ukraine, never, never 
ever becomes member of NATO,” the Russian representative Sergey Ryabkov repeated. “So we 
would favor a formal replacement – eventually at the forthcoming Madrid summit of NATO 
– of the Bucharest formula of 2008 that says, Ukraine will become member of NATO, with 
exactly the wording I mentioned now: Ukraine and Georgia will never ever become member 
of NATO.”5

The issue of NATO and Ukraine and Georgia prospective membership appeared to be a pretext 
for a broader Moscow “wish list”. The Russian side wanted to change the political design of the 
relationship with the West. -It expected from the West “radical changes of the framework of our 
relationship, of its matrix and guardrails.”6 

After the week of the “battle” was over, it became apparent there was no chance both sides 
would agree to a deal that will satisfy them.  The collective West said “No!” to Russia’s demands.  
Russia said “Nyet!” to the Western suggestion to look for a deal in the area of arms control.  
Both sides were back where they started –with Russia remaining as defiant as ever. While 
the U.S. and its NATO allies have urged further meetings, Russian officials have declined to 
commit. Sergei Ryabkov warned that negotiations were at a “dead end” and that Moscow saw 
no use in continuing talks with the West for the time being. “The drumbeat of war is sounding 
loud, and the rhetoric has gotten rather shrill,” Michael Carpenter, Washington’s representative 
at the OSCE, said. 

5 Russia talks buy time for Ukraine but stark disagreements signal dead-end ahead, Politico, 11.01.2022  https://www.politico.
eu/article/russia-talks-ukraine-disagreements-signal-dead-end-ahead/

6 Грубо выражаясь, к НАТО говоря, Kommersant, 10.01.2022, www.kommersant.ru/doc/5157138?from=glavnoe_3
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President Putin has to decide next steps. Meanwhile, the Russian side continued to escalate. 
Russia even threatened the military deployment to Venezuela and Cuba if tensions with U.S. 
remain high.

Several brushstrokes should be made regarding the results of the January “battle” between 
Russia and the West. 

Firstly, both sides had downplayed their expectations. “I don’t think we’re going to see any 
breakthroughs in the coming – in the coming week,” said Blinken.7 The Kremlin demonstrated 
the same pessimistic mood. 

Secondly, Moscow viewed the bilateral talks with the U.S. as the main channel for a debate, 
largely ignoring the European actors. Washington announced that its officials will not discuss 
issues affecting NATO or Ukraine without them. But the dominant American voice was apparent. 
Besides, twice- in Geneva and Brussels Ukraine was discussed in Ukraine absence. 

Thirdly, the West agreed to start talking without preconditions, which the Kremlin accepted as 
its victory.  

Fourthly, Russia continued to raise the stakes through menacing new military build- up and 
declaring the approach: “either all or nothing.” That meant that the Kremlin expected the West to 
accept its demands – a rather naïve hope indeed.  In any case, this policy narrowed Putin’s field 
for maneuver. 

At the moment of writing, one could see two possible scenarios. First: further escalation with 
possibility of a military action on the part of Russia. Second: return to seeking the compromise 
that could ease the tension; but even in this case future conflicts between Russia and the 
West are inevitable due to one reason: Putin’s Russia is not happy with its global role and the 
existing security order.      

There are high chances that Moscow in the end would agree to begin the discussion 
marathon. There is an old Soviet tradition to debate on the epic dilemma – War and/or Peace 
or how to deal with the World Disorder.  It could take decades before the Western partners 
discover that they have been engaged in the selling of air. But some of them could find this 
process profitable. too.  As the German Socialist Edward Bernstein in the 19th century said, “The 
process is everything and the goal is nothing!”  This time, however, the Kremlin wanted results 
and fast!

7 With Russian guns pointed at Ukraine, West and Moscow dive into talks, Politico, 10.01.2022 https://www.politico.eu/
article/us-eu-russia-nato-ukraine-talks/
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Russia’s newfound assertiveness confirms that the Kremlin understands a single, simple truth: 
The West, accustomed to functioning in rational, risk-averse ways, is at a loss as to how to react 
to the aura of suspense that Kremlin policies are designed to build.

The “battle for Ukraine” that, in reality, is about the “battle for Russia’s new status quo” 
demonstrates many nuances. Russia has raised the stakes so high that she will have problems 
to backtrack. The Western readiness for compromise could only feed the Kremlin appetite. 
However, one can’t know what the Kremlin will do when (or if ) cornered – the Kremlin does 
not know itself.  If war has been put on the table as an ultimate instrument of solution, any 
spark could provoke an explosion. 

It looks like we have entered the epoch of Armageddon that could be either real or virtual. 
Even when compromise is reached, the Kremlin will have difficulty returning to the old 
instruments of enforcement and will be tempted to repeat the war blackmail again. When a 
drug edict tries heroin, he hardly returns to cannabis.
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From ambiguity to a fight without gloves?

T he West’s hesitation to deliver devastating sanctions sends the Kremlin a signal: We’re 
ready to play your game! The Kremlin has been extremely lucky, or extraordinarily 
skilled, in playing a weak hand without any real aces up its sleeve. It is dealing with 

a Western establishment that is determined to maintain the status quo at any price, even if 
that means accommodation. The very features of globalization preclude a real containment 
policy: How can the West deter Russia when it is enmeshed in a web of economic and security 
interdependency with the Russian elite?

Finally, the Kremlin has been fortunate in pushing its narrative about Russia’s “grievances and 
humiliation” at Western hands. This mythology has become the dominant story told in the 
West to justify the “accommodationist” approach to Russia. In fact, the Kremlin owes a great 
deal to the proponents of this “grievance theory;” this is the main source of legitimacy for its 
recent assertiveness.  

Today, however, the accommodationist approach is threatened by the Kremlin’s attempt to 
enforce new rules by the threat of war.  Watching the representatives of the “schroederian” 
Western elite (“schroederization” is the term coined by the former Estonian president Toomas 
Ilves) that is working for the Russian kleptocracy, one would feel how unhappy they should be. 
They either have to join the Kremlin camp or start to raise concerns about what could become 
a catastrophe.

One of the issues to watch now is whether the Kremlin rejects the atmosphere of ambivalence 
and fuzziness, which has proven to be comfortable for Putin’s Russia. The postmodern 



17 Who Will Blink First?    By Lilia Shevtsova

   January 2022EPRC 

ambiguity and cynicism that gradually emerged on the international scene after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union is probably the best thing that could have happened for the 
Russian System. The liberal democracies dialed back their ideological pressure and relaxed 
their principles; the once bright lines between peace and war, legal and illegal, normal and 
abnormal, right and wrong all melted away, freeing the Kremlin to play its imitation game. 

Let’s enjoy the ambiguity together, the Kremlin seems to be saying to the West. Besides, you 
can’t deter us; you want our deposits in your banks; you want us to buy your real estate and 
share with you our gas profits; you want to cooperate with us on Iran and Syria, on climate 
and, of course, on arms control!

Putin’s Russia has thus succeeded in adapting to the ambiguities of a globalized world 
much faster and more thoroughly than the liberal democracies. In this world, the Western 
establishment would prefer instead of “containment” to use words like “competition” and 
“cooperation,” even “predictability and stability.”

Post-modern fuzziness is a comfortable order for many in the West, too–for those who have 
grown accustomed to the seductive (and profitable!) pragmatism of the past few decades. 
This ambiguous order is the best environment for Russia’s rentier class to maintain its links 
with “Londongrads” in various Western states while also insulating Russian society from 
Western norms; it would also allow the Russian regime to base its domestic legitimacy on 
anti-Westernism while keeping its seat at the table in the West’s institutions of international 
governance. 

This ambiguous world allows the System to contain the West without worrying about the 
threat of containment while subverting the West from within. What a great invention: low 
costs and high rewards! The Cold War, by contrast, was a foolish strategy. Much better to 
blackmail your foe into participating in your survival project.

Now we can see the new dynamic at work: The Kremlin doesn’t fear the West, and it doesn’t 
put as much stock as it used to in good relations with the West. The Kremlin needs to 
consolidate its System while Russian society is numb and the West demoralized. Who knows 
what will happen when Putin’s rule is over and Russia will face the transition – still unclear to 
what and to whom. No one can predict when Russian society might erupt; Russian society, 
then, is creating for the Kremlin its own nerve-rattling suspense. The internal drivers for the 
Kremlin are more important than its foreign policy fears.

The events of 2021- early 2022 have been a major test for the West and its principles. Will 
the Western elite, having become used to living in a postmodern world and accustomed to 
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ambiguity, be ready for a real fight? Will the Kremlin, having benefitted from the ambiguity, 
pursue the road of confrontation? We don’t have final answers at the moment of writing this 
essay yet.

Does Putin believe in the feasibility of his new “Grand Design” or is he playing the global 
casino? We can find out soon – even the Master of Suspense can’t keep it forever.

There are a lot of variables that remain unclear: the degree to which the Kremlin understands 
reality and the implications of its actions; its readiness for self-restraint; the West’s ability 
to understand the Kremlin’s intentions and put up a united front; and finally, the gravity of 
Russia’s economic and social problems. Too many tipping points, or Moscow’s or the West’s 
inability to deal with ambiguity, could bring another confrontation any moment even if the 
two sides involved do not want it.
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The traps for both sides.

“Who will win?”, the game that Russia started, will have its winners and losers.  
Tactical victories may turn into strategic disasters. In any case, this game creates 
traps for both sides.

The Kremlin’s aggressiveness undermines very important survival mechanism for Russia 
through using the Western economic and technological resource. Western economic sanctions 
could be devastating for Russia and its elites, who are personally integrated into the West. 

In December 2021, 75 per cent of Russians did not exclude the war between Russia and 
Ukraine. This does not mean they supported the war – they were scared by the possibility of 
one.8 Only 16 per cent of Russian respondents thought that Russia’s war with Ukraine would 
raise Putin’s approval. President Putin is, of course, aware of the people’s moods. One could 
conclude that he went ahead with the resurgent policy even risking loss of support among his 
own base. Apparently, the logic of his “Grand Design” pushed him down the road despite the 
precipice ahead. The objectives of his “Grand Design” are more important than his ratings and 
approval.

There is a Catch-22 for the West too: Any bargain that would allow the Kremlin to interpret the 
global rules of the game as it chooses would undermine the coherence and unity of Western 
principles. But rejecting the bargain could incite the Kremlin bull to wreck the Western China 
shop. The liberal democracies hardly are ready for a clash with a nuclear opponent.

8 «Левада»: 75% россиян не исключают возможность войны с Украиной,  Новая газета, 14.12.2021 novayagazeta.ru/
articles/2021/12/14/levada-75-rossiian-ne-iskliuchaiut-vozmozhnost-voiny-s-ukrainoi-news
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This is a deadlock, and there appears to be no way out –at least as long as the West continues 
to defend a post-Cold War status quo that no longer exists.

One thing is clear: understanding Russia’s trajectory and managing the incompatibility 
between Russia and the West could become one of the main challenges of the 21st century. At 
least until Russia transforms itself. But how could it change itself when the liberal world has 
lost its drive and is facilitating preservation of the System?!
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