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Abstract
This thesis tries to explain the Russian intervention in the Donbas region in Ukraine from 2014 until present day. To do so, two competing theories, structural realism and social constructivism were employed. By means of process tracing, a description of the case was given, and evidence was collected to confirm or reject a total of nine hypotheses. After a thorough analysis of the polarity and balance of power of the international system and the identities and shared culture of Russia and Ukraine, it became clear that the defensive realist theory was not able to adequately explain why Russia has been intervening in the east of Ukraine. Two of the three social constructivist hypotheses were confirmed, but offensive realism provided a more complete answer to the research question. This was surprising at first, since other scholars had put both the Crimean and the Donbass conflict in a Russia versus ‘the West’ context. In that context, a defensive realist explanation seems to be better able to explain the case, since it would be about Russia defending itself against the European Union or the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. In conclusion, the Russian intervention in the Donbas region can be understood in terms of Russia seeking to increase its power in the European international system.
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In April 2014, a violent conflict between separatist forces and the Ukrainian military erupted in the Donbass region of Ukraine after the Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR) and the Luhansk People’s Republic (LPR) declared their independence from the state of Ukraine, following up the Euromaidan revolution in February 2014 and the annexation of Crimea by the Russian Federation in March 2014. Even though this conflict is officially between the Ukrainian government and the separatist forces of the DPR and the LPR, the Russian government is a key participant in both the violent conflict and the diplomatic attempts to bring peace.
The Russian government has been providing military, political and financial support to the separatists (NATO, 2019; Crisis Group, 2016; Fayos, 2020). On the 28th of August 2014, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) released a satellite imagery showing that Russian troops were conducting military operations within Ukrainian territory (NATO, 2014). In November of the same year, the Armament Research Services (ARES) stated in a report that the weapons and munitions used in the conflict in Ukraine, used by the separatist forces were (modern) Russian made weapons, and that it is very likely that those forces have received support in acquiring these weapons from external parties that could not (yet) be identified (Ferguson & Jenzen-Jones, 2014). In July of 2014, the press agency Reuters interviewed U.S. officials, diplomats in Kiev and military analysts who confirmed that the Russians were supplying weapons to the separatists (Grove & Strobel, 2014). Ukrainian officials and experts on the conflict insist that the Russian supply of weapons enabled the separatist forces to establish armoured groups (Warsaw Institute, 2018). Alexander Khodakovsky, a commander of the separatist forces, suggested that Russia probably provided the BUK rocket system that shot down a passenger plane, Malaysia Airlines Flight 17 (MH17) (Grove & Strobel, 2014). Moreover, the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), a former U.S. Army commander in Europe and the Association of the United States Army (AUSA) all conclude that the Donbass region has become a testing ground for Russian electronic warfare systems on the one hand (Anadolu Agency, 2020; Eckel, 2018; Collins, 2018) and on the other, to fight Ukrainian troops (O’Gorman, 2015). In addition to the significant military support, Russia is also supporting the DPR and the LPR politically by publicly stating that the Ukrainian government does not want peace and is unfit to negotiate (Socor, 2018). Finally, it has been estimated that the Russian government is spending between $1 and $2 billion dollars per year on some kind of subsidies for the DPR and the LPR (Unian, 2018; Crisis Group, 2016). Andrei Illarionov, a former economic advisor to Russian President Vladimir Putin, estimates that the Russian Federation has invested over $10 billion in the DPR and the LPR between 2014 and 2018 (Unian, 2018). 
Paradoxically, the Russian government is also one of the members of the Trilateral Contact Group on Ukraine, together with the Ukrainian government and the OSCE. The group met for the first time in September of 2014 in Minsk and to start peace discussions, with the separatist leaders of the Donbass region (OSCE, 2014). As a result, the Protocol on the Results of the Consultations of the Trilateral Contact Group (also referred to as Minsk Protocol) was signed by the representatives of the OSCE, Ukraine, the Russian Federation and separatist forces on 5 September 2014 (Sergeyev, 2014). The Minsk Protocol was supposed to bring peace to the Donbass region by establishing a ceasefire, improving the humanitarian condition, implementing the decentralization of power and holding local elections, and allowing the OSCE to monitor the ceasefire (ibid.). The ceasefire was violated on multiple occasions and in late January the DPR publicly announced that they would not adhere to the Minsk Protocol and committed to this statement by sending new representatives without a strong mandate to the discussions with the Trilateral Contact Group on 31 January 2015 (Tass, 2015; OSCE, 2015). On 12 February 2015 however, after new discussions with the Trilateral Contact Group, Chancellor Merkel of Germany and President Hollande of France, the DPR and the LPR did sign a new agreement to seek peace (European Parliament, 2015). This agreement is similar to the original Minsk Protocol and is often referred to as Minsk II. The agreement consists of 13 points, of which nine are about conflict management and four about politics (Allan, 2020). The most important differences between the Minsk Protocol and Minsk II are the articles on politics. The new agreement can allow for significantly more autonomy for the DPR and the LPR than the original agreement (ibid.).  
So far, it remains unclear what the Russian Federation precisely gains from their intervention in the Donbass region. Unlike the case of the annexation of Crimea, there was no large Russian naval base in the region and the Donbass region has not become a part of the Russian Federation. What is clear however, are the costs of the Russian policy. First, there is the loss of lives among Russian soldiers fighting in Ukraine. There is no official data on the number of casualties since the Russian government officially denies its involvement in the conflict. However, families of Russian soldiers have told several news outlets that their relatives were sent to the Donbass region by the Russian military and were brought back in coffins (Boldyrev, 2014; Luhn, 2015). Victoria Nuland, a US diplomat for Europe, told the US Senate Foreign Relations Committee that hundreds of Russian soldiers have been killed in the first year of the conflict (U.S. Embassy Kyiv, 2015). Second, providing weapon systems to the separatists and waging war can be very expensive. These costs are on top of the billions of dollars in financial aid the Russian government gives to the DPR and LPR. Third, the Russian intervention in the Donbass region has caused the Russian relations with the European Union (EU), the US and NATO to deteriorate. Both the EU and the US have put sanctions on the Russian Federation and Russian individuals and companies. Finally, the Russian intervention in the Donbass region has had several other consequences as well. There is the increased cooperation and exchange of information on Russian military tactics and capabilities between the US military and the Ukrainian military (Gould, 2015), then there is the shooting down of MH17 for which the Russian Federation is held responsible, and is being sued for, by the Dutch government (Rijksoverheid, 2020), and there are increased tensions with NATO (NATO, 2020). In addition to these direct consequences of the Russian intervention, the oil price collapsed from over $100 per barrel in June 2014 to about $50 per barrel in January 2015 (Macrotrends, 2021). This is problematic for the Russian Federation since the production of natural resources accounts for over 30% of the total industrial production (Steiner, 2020; Åslund, 2020; Warsaw Institute, 2020). 
It is puzzling why the Russian government keeps supporting the DPR and the LPR, two internationally unrecognized entities, in their war efforts, despite the significant negative consequences for the Russian Federation. The research question that follows is: ‘what explains the ongoing Russian intervention in the Donbas region, despite international critique, signed peace agreements, and unclear benefits for Russia?’. 
The (scientific) literature on the role of Russia in the Donbas region is quite diverse and sometimes contradictory. In some cases, the conflict in the Donbas region is regarded as being part of a bigger confrontation between the Russia and ‘the West’ (Haukkala, 2015; Mearsheimer, 2014; Tsygankov, 2015). This perspective is however directly opposed by others, like Robinson (2016), who argue that the Russian policy in Ukraine is no threat to Europe and has been reactive rather than planned (Robinson, 2016) and that, at first, Russia had no intention of actively fighting in the Donbass region (Kofman, et al., 2017). Others tend to focus on explanations for the level of support in the Donbass region for separatism (Katchanovski, 2016) or on self-reported identity in the Donbas region (Sasse & Lackner, 2018). Katchanovski (2016) concludes that the level of support for separatism is higher in Crimea and the Donbass region than in other regions in Ukraine and that this could enable Russian intervention. Sasse & Lackner (2018) are more interested in the self-reported identities of people in the Donbass region and on the polarization of these identities during war. Yurchenko (2018) offers a thorough description of the economic and social developments within Ukraine and its place in the international capitalist structure. Finally, thorough descriptions and reconstructions of recent Ukrainian history and the military operations in Crimea and the Donbass region are offered (Zelinska, 2017; Mitrokhin, 2015). 
Similarly, the behaviour of the Russian government in the Donbass region is explained in different ways. One explanation is that the Russian intervention can be seen as a proxy war between the Russia and the EU (Haukkala, 2015).  After the end of the Cold War, the EU tried to include Russia in their unipolar European system but made it also clear that Russia would not be fully accepted within that system (ibid.). For the Russian Federation, the only option was to establish a bipolar system in Europe which seemed impossible when the Ukrainian government signed the Association Agreement with the EU (ibid.). This also implies that the conflict will continue for as long as the Russian Federation and the EU are at odds with each other. A second explanation for Russian involvement in the conflict is that the change in the Ukrainian government from a pro-Russian stance to a pro-Western stance posed an immediate security threat for the Russian Federation (Mearsheimer, 2014). However, it is unclear how the signing of the Association Agreement is an immediate threat to Russian security. It seems that in essence, Mearsheimer (2014) is more concerned with the ‘Westernization’ of Ukraine, which implies changing values and ideas, than with changes in the power bases of Russia, Ukraine and the EU. Finally, Tsyganov, (2015) provides several explanations for the Russian intervention in both the Donbass region and Crimea. Like Mearsheimer (2014), he argues that ‘the West’ was blind to the security interests of the Russian Federation and Ukraine’s role in those interests. However, Tsyganov (2015) explicitly argues that the Russian policy is both a change and a continuation. It is a change because in the years before 2014, there was no violent conflict between the Russian Federation and Ukraine, and it is a continuation because the bilateral relationship going downhill for several years already (ibid.). Finally, there are some alternative explanations offered by Tsyganov (2015) that he deems insufficient for explaining Russian policy. These are the increased differences between the identities of the Russian Federation and Ukraine, the Russian aspirations to restore their traditional lands and the personal motivations of the Russian President Vladimir Putin (ibid.). 
Finally, the economic sanctions that the EU and the US have imposed on the Russian Federation have not caused the Russian government to retreat from the Donbass region and the implementation of the Minsk II protocol (Dreyer & Popescu, 2014). This is not surprising since research has shown that economic sanctions have not been very effective in achieving political goals in the past (Pape, 1997). Economic sanctions can only be effective in economic disputes (ibid.). EU sanctions have also had significant negative consequences for European businesses and in the Russian public opinion, the link between economic losses and the Western sanctions is not even recognized (Klinova & Sidorava, 2019). However, sanctions can also be used for expressive or demonstrative purposes (Kaempfer & Lowenberg, 2007). The political effects of sanctions could also backfire by increasing the political resistance to the demands (ibid.).
The security-oriented security-oriented explanations for the Russian behaviour are strongly supported by Mearsheimer (2014), Haukkala (2015) and Tsyganov (2015). As was also mentioned by Tsyganov, the realist theoretical framework states that security interests are the primary source for state behaviour and seemed quite fit for explaining Russia’s behaviour. The polarity of the international system, as discussed by Haukkala (2015) is also a key aspect of the realist framework. However, these articles were published within one and a half years after the start of the conflict. Mearsheimer (2014) predicted that the Russian government would not try to occupy the Donbass region because it would be far too costly. The truth today is that Russia is still waging war and seems, according to a Ukrainian official, increasingly willing to fuel the conflict (Ukrinform, 2021). It has become unclear if the intervention produces more or less security for the Russian Federation. The values and identity-oriented explanations are seen as secondary to the security explanations by Mearsheimer (2014), Haukkala (2015) and Tsyganov (2015). They all mention values and identities in their articles but argue that those explanations are insufficient for explaining the Russian behaviour. However, if a more sophisticated social constructivist framework were to be employed, the conclusions could differ significantly, especially if there is proof that the security-oriented explanations are less relevant than first assessed by Mearsheimer (2014), Haukkala (2015) and Tsyganov (2015). Another grand theory within the study of international relations is the liberal theoretical framework. One assumption of liberal theory is that states are concerned with absolute welfare gains instead of relative gains (Meiser, 2018).  In 2011, trade between Ukraine and Russia was worth about $49 billion (Bhutia, 2019). In 2016, there remained only $8.7 billion worth of trade between the two countries (ibid.). Since the conflict is still ongoing, liberal theory seems unfit to explain why Russia keeps intervening, despite the loss of welfare in absolute terms and the sanctions on the Russian Federation.
To explain the Russian behaviour in the Donbass region, this study will employ both the realist and the social constructivist theoretical frameworks. Both theoretical frameworks claim to be able to state behaviour. The realist theory claims that state actions are solely shaped by the international structure, while the constructivist theory claims that people, ideas, and identities can also shape state behaviour. Therefore, two contesting explanations can be tested to find evidence for the relevance of one theory over the other. It also offers a direct comparison between two different ontologies. At the bare minimum, this study will add to the knowledge on power relations in the European international system and on the knowledge of the effects of state identity on state behaviour. In addition, this study could also help foreign policy experts in assessing the reasons behind the violent conflict, that has already claimed over 10 thousand lives (OHCHR, 2021), to better shape foreign policy advise. Finally, this study can inform readers on the conflict in the Donbas region to help them better interpret the media coverage on this topic. 
In the following chapters, the theoretical framework and the methodology will be discussed. These chapters are followed by an in-depth empirical analysis of the Russian intervention in the Donbass region in which the hypotheses will be tested. In the conclusions, the results will be interpreted and discussed. 
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The aim of this chapter is to provide a brief overview of the development of theory in international relations studies, to provide an overview of both structural realism and social constructivism, and to develop hypotheses that are derived from the causal mechanisms of both theories respectively. First, in the following paragraph, the ‘Great Debates’ in the field of international relations are discussed. 
[bookmark: _Toc79972662]The great debates
The history of IR is commonly told in terms of ‘Great Debates’ (Lake, 2013, p.568). The first debate is seen as a clash between liberalists (also labelled idealists) and realists, which took place at the end of the Second World War and the 1950s (Lake, 2013, p. 569). The basic difference between the opposing sides was that idealists were concerned with the role of institutions and improving the human condition, while realists claimed to view the world and human nature objectively and studied patterns in world politics (ibid.). Lake (2013, p. 569) separates the two sides by arguing that idealists focussed on international organizations and that realists broadened the field to study international politics. 
The second great debate primarily took place in the 1960s and divided the field of international relations in traditionalists and behaviourists (Lake, 2015, p. 569). The difference between the groups is that traditionalists argue that international politics is too complex to be explained by a single theory (ibid.). In addition, they claim that diplomacy and leadership, or the capacity of individuals to affect international politics for that matter, cannot be disregarded (ibid.). The behaviourists had a different approach. Instead of studying specific cases, they sought to establish generalizations that could explain international politics. This was done through either the deductive method, empirically testing ideas, or through the inductive method, looking for patterns in empirical cases (Lake, 2013, pp. 569-570). The behaviourist approach was also mainly system theory oriented (ibid.) 
Then, in the 1970s and 1980s, two debates took place between realism, liberalism and radicalism, and neorealism, neoliberalism, and constructivism, respectively (Lake, 2013, p. 570). These debates can be understood as being a continuation of the first great debate, since a lot of attention was given to the clash of different paradigms (ibid.). Therefore, one could move instantaneously to the final great debate between positivists and reflectivists (or post-positivists) (ibid,). This is an epistemological debate, meaning that there was discussion on how international politics should be studied. In general, positivists argue that science is neutral (no interference of personal beliefs), that grand theories are feasible, and that the study of the social world is the same as the study of the natural world. Also, they focus on causal reasoning and explaining phenomena. Reflectivists argue the opposite and state that the social world is not the natural world, that neutrality is impossible, that grand theories are not feasible, and that mid-level theories and context specific research can explain international politics. This debate was never won by either the positivists or the reflectivists and can even be seen as a continuation of both the first and the second great debate on paradigm and epistemology, respectively (Lake, 2013, pp. 570-571). Nowadays, the debate has turned into a conflict between different paradigms that contain a set of different assumptions on the inherent nature of humans as political animals or states as political organizations (Lake, 2013, pp. 570-571). 
It is not the aim of this study to fully explore the Great Debates of IR, neither is it to decide what paradigm or grand theory should prevail in the realm of international relations studies. A basic overview of the ‘Great Debates of international relations’ helps to better understand the roots, and the scientific position, of structural realism and social constructivism. Structural realism can be understood as a part of the realism paradigm but does not represent the entire paradigm. The same goes for the ideas and culture oriented social constructivism that will be discussed later in this chapter. It is the primary aim of this study to answer the research question to better understand Russia’s foreign policy related to the Donbass region in Ukraine. The theories discussed in the rest of this chapter will allow for a scientific explanation. In the following paragraphs, the origins, basic ideas, and causal mechanisms of both theories are discussed, and hypotheses and critique are discussed.
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Waltz’s structural, or defensive, realism follows the positivist tradition of international relations studies. He rejects more interpretive or reductionist perspectives on international relations theory and offers an extensive critique on reductionist, or low-level theories. Reductionists, like classical realists, argue that internal forces produce external outcomes (Waltz, 1979, p. 60; Lebow, 2013, p. 61). Therefore, it is possible to explain international conflict by analysing the specific attributes of states. The problem with these explanations is that there are similar outcomes in international politics, despite differences in agents, states, and interactions (Waltz, 1979, pp. 39, 67). If the agents and their actions that produce international outcomes differ, but still lead to similar outcomes, systemic forces must be present (Waltz, 1979, p. 69). Furthermore, a theory of international politics must abstract from reality, must explain regularities of behaviour, and must imply that outcomes fall within a certain range (Waltz, p. 1979, p. 68). Reductionist theories lack these properties, since the behaviour of states and leaders is indeterminate (ibid) and are therefore unable to meet Waltz’s criteria for a theory of international politics. Waltz (1979) argues that his system theory of international relations (structural realism) can overcome these problems of reductionist theories.
Structural realism consists of two main elements, namely the structure of the system and its units, that interact within that structure (Waltz, 1979, p. 99). A structure keeps outcomes within a certain range (Waltz, 1979, p. 73), and structure acts as a kind of selector by imposing constraining conditions. Such structures can be compared to economic markets, where they select by rewarding and punishing certain behaviour (Waltz, 1979. p. 74). Structures can only indirectly affect the behaviour of units within the system. The indirect effects of the structure are produced through socialization and through competition among the actors (Waltz, 1979, p. 74). Waltz (1979, p. 74) considers these to be fundamental processes that occur in international politics and societies of all sorts. Socialization reduces variety of behaviour because the states adhere to certain group behaviour (Waltz, 1979, p. 76), and therefore mimic each other to some extent. Competition reduces variety because, like firms in a free market, states seek maximization and the structure punishes or rewards certain behaviour (Waltz, 1979, pp. 76-77). In international politics, states seek to maximize a certain outcome and risk losing if they behave in a way that is punished by the structure, like firms that risk bankruptcy by making poor choices (ibid.).
Then, by comparing international politics to the domestic political structure, Waltz (1979, pp. 88-101) defines a structure by their ordering principles and the distribution of capabilities across units. The ordering principle of the structure is, as opposed to domestic political structures, anarchic, meaning that there is no overarching government that controls and protects the units in the system. Individual states are the units in this system, and they are considered to be like-units. 
States are like-units, despite the fact that they vary in size, wealth, power, and form. They are like-units because they perform similar functions. The also copy each other’s behaviour, and the distinctions between them can be made by looking at the capability to perform these functions (ibid., pp. 97-97). Capabilities are defined in terms of power and could be seen as characteristics of states, which contradicts the argument that states are like unites. The answer to this problem is that the distribution of these capabilities is a system-wide concept (ibid., 98). In an anarchic structure of international politics, the differences in states’ capabilities determine their position within the structure, similar to the market share of a firm determines its dominance or position in the market. 
The state-centric view of structural realism is often critiqued. One of the empirical challenges to this view is the US war on al Qaeda (Snyder, 2004, p. 55). The response of contemporary realists has been that the war on terror in Afghanistan and Iraq were actually fought against those states and that state actors took the initiative, not international organizations (ibid.). Indeed, the empirical evidence undermines the structural realist assumption that only powerful states are relevant in the international structure. However, the counterargument makes sense as well, especially since the US have argued that these states were ultimately responsible for the threat to US security interests by harbouring terrorists or by, allegedly, producing weapons of mass destruction. Even if this critique on the state-centric view makes total sense, Waltz has never argued that there are no non-state actors in international politics. He argues that the state-centrist view makes perfect sense because the structure is defined only by the major actors in the system (Waltz, 1979, pp. 93, 94). 
To clarify his argument, he, once again, compares the structure of international politics to economic markets. First, it must be decided which units are part of the system. In a market, these units are firms. Economists look at the number of firms that dominate the market and compete on the highest level to determine the structure of the market. If there is only one dominant firm in the market, the market is monopolistic. If there are two dominant firms, the market is duopolistic. If there is a small group of dominant firms, the market is oligopolistic, and so on. In international politics, the most dominant units shape the structure in a similar way, and these units tend to be states. “So long as the major states are the major actors, the structure of international politics is defined in terms of them” (Waltz, 1979, p. 94). 
For the international political system, this implies that the system can be unipolar (a single dominant state), bipolar (two dominant states), or multipolar (three or more dominant states) (Mearsheimer, 2013, pp. 84-86). Waltz argues that the bipolar system is the most stable (Waltz, 1979, pp. 161-162). Stability means that the system remains in a state of anarchy, and that there is no significant variation in the number of principal parties that constitute the system (ibid.). The latter implies that if there is a significant variation in the number of principal parties, the system can change into another polarity. The most significant advantages of a bipolar system are that the remaining members have a higher stake in maintaining the system (stability), that fewer parties in the system lead to lower costs of enforcing agreements, that the surveillance of a single competitor states is easier, that agreements can be reached easier, and that it is easier to observe deals made between other parties that could be in one’s disadvantage (Waltz, 1979, pp. 135-136). Offensive realists, however, do not share these assumptions and argue that a unipolar system is even more stable than a bipolar system (Mearsheimer, 2013, p. 85). This, and other differences between defensive and offensive realism are discussed later in the theory chapter. 
The polarity of the system can be determined by using common sense to count the number of great powers (Waltz, 1979, p. 131). To do this, one must have a sense of how to measure the power of states. Waltz states that the power of a state can be assessed by analysing the combination of a state’s population and territory, resource endowment, economic capabilities, military strength, and political stability and competence (ibid.). These criteria must be evaluated together, since all of them affect the capabilities of the state in the system. Here too, offensive realists have a slightly different take on what criteria are the most relevant for assessing a state’s power, which will be discussed later.
Finally, five key assumptions can be distilled from structural realist theory. States are like-units, all states have some offensive capability and are therefore able to attack other states, there is an uncertainty about the intentions of other states, security, or survival, is the primary interest of states, and finally, states are rational actors that can define goals and develop strategies to achieve these goals (Mearsheimer, 2013, p. 79). Since states are positioned in a system based on their power in relation to other states, gains and losses are always relative. Therefore, there is a zero-sum situation of security, since increasing a state’s security by increasing its power leads to a decrease in the security of other states in the system (Mearsheimer, 2013, p. 80). Because states aim to maintain their position in the system, which implies that they are powerful enough to deter an attack or that they have options to prevent an attack by employing strategies, balancing behaviour occurs. Waltz (1979) warns that for one state to gain too much power is a threat to the stability of the system, and therefore to the survival of other states. Therefore, cautious balancing, both internally by increasing the bases for power and externally by crafting counter alliances, is the primary strategy of states to ensure their security. Defensive realists therefore expect to observe the following state behaviour in different polarities. In multipolarity, the greatest powers in the system are constantly balancing against other states. Sometimes, through an error of observation or through a sudden increase in one of the criteria for power for example, a significantly more powerful state can form a threat to the entire system, causing fear by the other states. The other states will therefore try to increase their own power to reduce the gap or by aligning themselves with other states in military alliances to maintain the stability of the system. In a bipolar system, there are only two great powers and forming alliances with insignificant states to balance against the other does not make much sense. Therefore, defensive realists expect to observe strategies of internal balancing (expanding the criteria for power) by the weaker state. In essence, states are considered to be status quo states, in the sense that they seek to maintain the current polarity of and balance within the system. States that gain too much power can either purposefully or accidently become revisionist states, which means that they threaten the stability of the system and must be punished (Mearsheimer, 2013, p. 78). Finally, systems of international politics are often discussed in global terms. However, there are also regional systems of international politics. As Mearsheimer states, when describing what an international system with a hegemon would look like, he argues that a global hegemon is possible, but that regional conflicts over regional hegemony can arise when the global hegemon retreats its military from that region (Mearsheimer, 2013, p. 86). To study the case of Russian intervention in the Donbass region, the European international system is analysed. 
The defensive realist theory of international politics can explain conflict in terms of maximizing security and stability. A state could intervene in another state to maintain its current relative position in the international system, to punish a state that has gained too much relative power, or because the other state has directly threatened the security of the intervening state. Three abstract hypotheses can be derived from the defensive realist theory:
1. A state intervenes in another state to maintain its relative power position in the international system.
2. A state intervenes in another state to punish a state that has turned into a revisionist state.
3. A state intervenes in another state because the other state has threatened the security of the intervening state.
To apply these abstract hypotheses to the concrete case of this study, it is assumed that Russia is the intervening state and is aiming for the maximization of its security and the stability of the European international system. The first hypothesis implies that the balance of power in the system, and therefore the relative position of Russia within that system, has changed. It is not necessary for Ukraine to have played an active part in this. Ukraine would in this case be ‘collateral damage’ of Russia’s attempts to ensure its security by preventing others to gain access to Ukraine, or by gaining a strategic advantage over other states that could threaten Russia. The second hypothesis implies that Ukraine has, intentionally or not, turned into a revisionist state and therefore threatens Russia’s position within the system or the stability of the system as a whole. The third hypothesis is straightforward as it implies that Ukraine has threatened the security of Russia. Russia could be threatened by statements by Ukrainian officials, by border violations, or by being a part of military exercises of Ukraine with Russia’s competitors. All three hypotheses offer similar, but alternative defensive realist explanations for Russia’s interference in the Donbass region. The maximization of Russia’s security and the stability of the European international system are always considered. The rejection of one of the hypotheses does not lead to the rejection of the entire defensive realist theory. The first two hypotheses are the most relevant for confirming the explanatory power of the theory, since these imply that states are concerned with maximizing security, and not maximizing power. Evidence of punishment can be found in statements by Russian officials in which the argument is made that Ukraine has become some sort of revisionist state, and if Ukraine, prior to the intervention, has shown or was believed to have revisionist ambitions. These two hypotheses are important in evaluating which variation of structural realism, defensive or offensive, offers the most convincing explanation of the Russian intervention, as will become clear in the discussion of the offensive realist hypotheses. 
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The five key assumptions of structural realism, as discussed earlier, are shared by the offensive realists. The basic ideas on the polarity of systems and the security dilemma are shared as well, but there are a few important distinctions. The most important one is the answer to the question of how much power a state needs or wants (Mearsheimer, 2013, p. 78). Offensive realists argue that the system will not punish states that become too powerful, implying that the balancing of power in international systems is not the key strategy for states to ensure survival. Instead, states should seize every opportunity they get to increase their absolute power and to pursue hegemony if possible (ibid.). States will not be punished by the system because the forming of balancing coalitions is inefficient. This argument is in some way also made by defensive realists, when they argue that the cost and difficulty of negotiating are reduced when there are fewer parties involved. In addition, states could also choose to opt for buck-passing. If states do so, they try to free-ride on other states’ efforts to counter the revisionist state (Mearsheimer, 2013, p. 78, 85). In addition, Waltz has argued that the strategy of bandwagoning makes sense, only when states seek to maximize their power rather than their security (1979, p. 126).
When hegemony is achieved, the system becomes unipolar, meaning that there is no other state that can threaten the hegemon in any way. Unipolarity, Mearsheimer (2013, p. 86) argues, is more stable than bipolarity because there can be no more security competition, no great power war that affects the entire system, and smaller states will try to avoid any conflict with the hegemon. 
Offensive realists also critique defensive realism, because, despite claims of being a system theory of international politics, there is plenty empirical evidence of states not adhering to the theory of balancing (Mearsheimer, 2013, p. 83). Imperial Germany, Nazi Germany, and Imperial Japan all proofed defensive realism partly wrong. Defensive realism argues that states are rational and will therefore not expand their power and pursue (regional) hegemony. There needs to be another explanation, outside of the system theory to explain such behaviour (ibid.), which discredits the defensive realist theory. The assumption that such revisionist states will be punished by the systems did proof to be correct, since these powers were punished by the system for their revisionism. However, the critique that defensive realism on its own cannot always explain international outcomes without a theory of foreign policy still stands. By assuming that states always seek to expand their power in absolute terms because of system incentives, offensive realism does not rely on theories of foreign policy to explain sudden conflict and conquest (ibid.). Also, the power of a state can best be assessed by their military capabilities, supported by their economic capabilities.
To apply these abstract hypotheses to the concrete case of this study, it is assumed that Russia is the intervening state and is aiming to maximize its absolute power position in an overall effort to reach hegemonic status in the European international system. Therefore, it could be said that Russia intervenes in the Donbass region to dispose of a power competitor, to gain access to power resources that help increase Russia’s overall power, and because the opportunity to get away with it is there since other states in the system are ineffective in creating a significant balancing coalition. Three abstract hypotheses are derived from the offensive realist theory:
4. A state intervenes in another state to weaken the other state’s power in absolute terms.
5. A state intervenes in another state to create access to power resources to increase its own power in absolute terms.
6. A state intervenes in another state because the cost-benefit analysis is favourable to the intervening state due to the disunity of other powers in the international system. 
The fourth hypothesis implies that Russia tries to sabotage competitors because it aims to be the sole great power in the European international system. This hypothesis makes sense when Ukraine is powerful enough to be a great power in the system, and is therefore relevant for the system. Great powers are not concerned with states that pose no significant threat to its power ambitions. The fifth hypothesis is about Russia increasing its own power by intervening in the Donbass region. This can be achieved by occupying resource-rich territory or factories, or by seizing military equipment. The sixth hypothesis is crucial for supporting the explanatory power of offensive realism, since it reflects a key critique on defensive realism. If other states fail in efforts to create an effective balancing coalition, it provides empirical evidence of the explanatory power of offensive realism over defensive realism, especially if the fifth hypothesis is confirmed as well. The cost-benefits analysis of Russia is based on their (potential) gains in power and the possibility of other states to effectively balance. Some punishment from states in the system could occur, but as long as there is no evidence of these being severe, the benefits of intervention should be clear. In practice, it is likely that sanctions put on Russia target certain aspects of its economy and if these are relatively ineffective, Russia has no reason to stop intervening in the Donbass region.
[bookmark: _Toc79972665]Critique on structural realism
The critique on structural realism has led to fragmentation within the realist theoretical framework, which has not necessarily led to better realist research. In response, Legro and Moravcsik (1999, p. 6) have introduced the term of ‘minimal realism’ to point out that, within the field of realism, there is often little agreement about the core assumptions of realism. They observe international relations literature where it is claimed that realism is applied, while in practice only a single concept from realism is employed. Legro and Moravcsik (1999) therefore argue that realist scholars should unify their field by embracing three core concepts. First, the relevant actors are rational, unitary, and reside in anarchy. Second, state preferences are fixed and conflictual. And finally, the international structure is formed by the material capabilities of states. From a structural realist perspective, this makes sense. However, this formulation of the theory of realism practically excludes Morgenthau’s classical realism and only allows for structural realism (Feaver, et al., 2000). This concept of minimal realism narrows what studies can be seen as being realist and misses the point that realism can be seen as a paradigm instead of a single theory (ibid.). As a paradigm, realism struggles with three main problems (ibid.). 
First, there is the problem of defining punishment by the system. It is clear that states will react to changes in the system, but their strategies and timing remain open for debate (ibid.). Also, what can be considered to be a punishment? Defensive realists have several criteria for power, does this mean that a punishment must affect most of these criteria? Offensive realists give primacy to military and economic capabilities, but are economic punishments equal to military punishments? To say anything meaningful about punishments, there must at least be evidence that the punishments have a significant effect on the power of the revisionist state. More on this is discussed in the methods chapter.
The second problem, which was already briefly introduced, is that empirical evidence shows that some states have not been punished by the system when aggressive foreign policy was introduced. Both Snyder (2004) and Mearsheimer (2013) provide empirical examples of states that remain unpunished. This is problematic for defensive realism, which states that a state will be punished by the system, but not for offensive realism, which states that other states are unable to effectively balance. This point of critique on realism is interesting because this study could find that offensive realism is a suited realist answer to the second problem. There could also be an explanation the NATO alliance is powerful enough to deter other states from punishing states that have intervened in countries like Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, or Yemen for example. Finally, another reason for the lack of punishment could be that it is not clearly visible. This relates to the first critique as well, but if economic or political punishments are put in place for example, it might be harder to observe than direct military retaliation. Therefore, it could be that these intervening powers have been punished in some way, but just not significantly enough to be regarded as a severe punishment by the system. However, there is also empirical evidence for patterns of (regional) balancing to counter a revisionist state. In response to China’s growing military capabilities and its claims on the South Chinese Sea, Japan and Australia are expanding their naval capabilities. Also, the US and some NATO and European allies are deploying military ships to the region to send a message and establish a certain presence to deter China from claiming to much of the sea. 
The final critique unveils a paradox in defensive realism. If the assumption of security maximization by states is correct, no state wants to alter the balance of power significantly (Feaver, et al., 2000). This means that no patterns of balancing will occur, because the balance will be maintained by all great power states. This problem is remedied in offensive realism as well but remains problematic for defensive realism. A half-baked argument could be made in defensive of defensive realism, that sometimes, states do not have sufficient information to accurately assess the power of other states and then decide to either increase their own power (becoming a revisionist state by accident) or by immediately starting other counter balancing practices against another state, but then it would be too easy to right certain wrongs of the theory. It is more likely that defensive realism is supplemented with a theory of foreign policy as discussed earlier. 




















[bookmark: _Toc79972666]Social constructivism
Social constructivism is, like realism, not a single theory, but has several variations. Social constructivism, in general, gained traction after publications by scholars like Wendt (1992, 1999) and Adler (1997) who tried to bridge the gap between rationalist and reflective (epistemological) positions (Peltonen, 2017, p. 3; Wendt, 1992, p. 394; Adler, 1997, p. 321). As stated by Adler (1997, p. 322): “Constructivism is the view that the manner in which the material world shapes and is shaped by human action and interaction depends on dynamic normative and epistemic interpretations of the material world.” Wendt (1999) made an effort to bridge the gap in the last Great Debate in international relations studies between positivists and reflectionists. He sides with the positivists because he believes that social sciences can provide knowledge about the world out there (Wendt, 1999, p. 90). Reflectionists have contributed to reminding scientists that their observations are always bias in a certain way, but that does not mean that all theories are equally valid (ibid.). He does however side with reflectionists ontology. Wendt believes that social life is all about ideas, and that unobservable structures constitute agents and rules of interaction (Wendt, 1999, pp. 90-91). His reflectionist ontology is more important than his position on epistemology because, in his opinion, philosophers of science are not expected to explain world politics.
Wendt’s main critique on structural realism is best said in his words (1999, p.256): “I believe that if we want to say a small number of big and important things about world politics, we would do better to focus first on states’ ideas and the interests they constitute, and only then worry about who has how many guns”. In structural realism, the anarchic system produces like units, which is its single logic. In Wendt’s social constructivism, “Anarchy is what states make of it” (Wendt, 1992). Not just the behaviour of states is influenced by the anarchic structure, but also their identities and interests. Wendt emphasizes that Waltz’s conclusions about the effects of the anarchical structure and the distribution of capabilities depend on his assumption that states seek security (Wendt, 1999, pp. 105-106). Also, it is not clear that something like a collective security cannot exist in anarchy (ibid.). A security dilemma could very well exist in anarchy, and could even be the case at this moment, but Wendt argues that “the effects of anarchy and material structure depend on what states want” (1999, p. 106). What states want, and how they act in international politics, is dependent on their beliefs about their environment and others in the system (Wendt, 1999, p. 108). States that consider each other to be friends have a different interpretation of the other’s material capabilities than states that consider each other to be enemies. For instance, in the Cold War, British material capabilities have a different meaning for the United States than the material capabilities of the Soviet Union (Wendt, 1992, p. 397). 
State behaviour is affected by two factors. On the one hand there is the shared culture between states in the international structure and on the other there is the identity and interests of the state. Culture and identity and interest both affect state behaviour as well as each other. Wendt (1992, p. 406) describes how the interactions, or social acts, between states can lead to intersubjective meanings that affect the identities and interests, the shared culture, and state behaviour. When two states (state A and state B) encounter each other for the first time, there is already an idea about their own identity and interests. Based on those, state A interprets the situation and will act or signal towards state B. That act is now part of the intersubjective understandings and expectations between state A and B. State B then interprets the act of state A based on their own identity and interests. It will then react in a way state B deems appropriate based on their interpretation of the situation. This act is now part of the intersubjective understandings and expectations between state A and B. On its turn, state A will now follow the same procedure and interpret state B’s act based on their own identity and interests and the intersubjective understandings and expectations between the two states and will act accordingly. This process is iterative and shapes the shared culture. 
When a certain culture is established in the international structure, this culture tends to become a self-fulfilling prophecy (Wendt, 1999, pp. 184-188). States tend to reproduce their expectations that are based on culture. If state A and B assume that they are sworn enemies, then they will act accordingly. When state A and B assume to be friends, they will act accordingly as well. This logic does not deny that a self-help world can exist. What it adds is that the opposite can also be true and that the ideational supersedes the material.
There are three overarching cultures that can exist between states that allow for different behaviours of the states that share the culture. First, there is the Hobbesian culture (Wendt, 1999, pp. 259-301). In this culture, there is enmity between states. They perceive each other as being the enemy and can produce violent behaviour. Whether or not the label of enemy is correct does not matter. It is all about the perception and the beliefs. Hostile positions can exist for a very long period because violence is hard to forget (ibid.). Second, there is the Lockean culture. This culture represents rivalry and competition. In rivalry, the expectation is that the sovereignty of the states is respected by the other. There is not a fear of being conquered and dominated. Conflict and violence are not absent in this culture but are limited to an extent in which both states maintain the right of life and liberty (and its sovereignty) (ibid.). This also implies that states have a right to have property and that cooperation is possible, but that trust does not have to be present. Third, there is the Kantian culture, which is the culture of friendship. In the Kantian culture, there are two rules: disputes are settled without violence or the threat of violence and that the states will fight as a team if the security of one is threatened by a third party (ibid.). It is crucial to note that friendship only concerns national security. There can be conflicts between friends, but only in their specific spheres and never on national security matters (ibid.). Alliances are not part of this friendship culture. These are only temporary and functional within Hobbesian or Lockean cultures.
These shared cultures have three levels of internalization (Wendt, 1999, pp. 266-306). First, a state can adhere to the norms of the shared culture because it is forced to do so. This implies that a state practically has no choice, which means that the internalization is weak. If it were not for an enforcer, the state would not adhere to the culture. Second, a state can adhere to the norms of a culture because it is in their interests and benefits outweigh the costs. Third, a state can fully internalize a culture and adhere to its norms because it believes it is the right thing to do. In this case, national laws that comply with that culture could indicate this level of internalization. These levels are applicable to all three cultures. An important observation is that Wendt argues that, in the Lockean culture, sovereignty of states is a key concept. States are sovereign and this must be respected by other states (Wendt, 1999, p. 287). The lower the level of a state’s internalization of a culture, the easier it could stop complying to the norms of a culture and vice versa. 
In any interaction between states, their identity plays a part. Beliefs about themselves, in relation to others, affect state behaviour as well. Wendt (1999, p. 224) describes four identities. First, there is the personal or corporate identity. The personal or corporate identity allows states to have a sense of “I”. The state is a “group self” and capable of group-level cognition (Wendt, 1999, p. 225). This identity is a platform for the other identities a state can possess. Second, there is the type identity. Type identity refers to a social category. The social category could be a shared history, a spoken language, values, and opinions (Wendt, 1999, p. 226).  Type identity can also refer to regime types like capitalist states, liberal democracies, or fascism. The relevance of shared characteristics in type identities does depend on a larger context. Presidential and parliamentary systems can be seen as different types by comparative politics scholars but could be labelled as just democratic in a different context. Identifying the shared history of Russia and Ukraine is out of the scope of this study. Wendt does not provide clear instructions on how to determine the ‘shared history’ of two states, which is something that could be discussed in a separate study on that topic. Third, there is the role identity. Unlike type identity, role identity only exists in relation to other states. Wend gives the example of the role of a teacher, which holds only when there is someone to play the role of the student for there can be no teacher without a student (Wendt, 1999, 227). Fourth, there is the collective identity. The collective identity merges the self and the other into a single identity. It is a combination of role and type identities. In a collective identity, states refer not to themselves as being an “I”, but as being a “we”, a single group (these are however context specific) (Wendt, 1999, p. 337). Wendt does mention that these different kinds of identity seemed to have distinct differences, but that the differences become fuzzier the closer he looks at them (1999, p. 224). This definition of identity can be used in analysing differences in the perceived identities of Russia and Ukraine. If Russian or Ukrainian officials have publicly made statements about their own state in relation to the ‘other’, some indication of their perceived identities can be uncovered.
Wendt’s social constructivism allows for state intervention when the shared culture is Hobbesian. This could be understood as a condition that must be met to explain the Russian intervention in Ukraine. Also, a change in the identity of either Russia or Ukraine can change the shared culture over time. If their ideas over themselves and the other have changed, it would be a good explanation of why Russia and Ukraine have ended up in a Hobbesian culture. Two abstract hypotheses can be derived from the social constructivist theory:
7. A state intervenes in another state because the identity of at least one of the two states has changed. 
8. A state intervenes in another state because the shared culture between those states has changed from either a Kantian or Lockean culture into a Hobbesian culture.
These hypotheses can say something about how it is possible that Russia has decided to intervene in Ukraine, but it offers no explanation of the direct cause of intervention. However, if evidence shows that hostilities have increased in the years prior to intervention, or if the timing of the intervention can be seen in the light of a long-lasting dispute, some indirect explanation can be offered in the form of changing perceptions of self and other, or in the form of a changing culture that has increasingly become more hostile. The intervention would then be the boiling point of existing disputes.
However, Allan, Vucetic, and Hopf (2018), theorize from a social constructivist perspective that state identities can be exclusive, and states could feel directly threatened by these identities. An exclusive identity could mean that a clash could arise between different states and their identities. In this case, states are not as much threatened by material aspects, but more by ideational aspects. The system is therefore not (only) shaped by material aspects as structural realists would argue (Allan, et al., 2018). The following hypothesis can therefore be formulated:
9. A state intervenes in another state because the other state forms a threat to the identity of the intervening state.
For the case of this study, this would mean that Ukraine was on a path of developing a new identity that would exclude Russia. When it became clear that this new identity would be there to stay, Russia had to intervene to prevent itself from being excluded from the international structure. Evidence of excluding Russia could be found in new laws, treaties or intentions that would decrease (non-violent) interactions with Russia.

[bookmark: _Toc79972667]Conclusions
The main theoretical clash in this study is between structural realism and social constructivism. The similar epistemological orientation allows for similar methods to be used, which is important to accommodate the time and scope limitations of this study. The secondary clash is between defensive and offensive realism, to assess whether or not the alterations of offensive realists have bettered the explanatory power of structural realist theory. The discussion of the Great Debates in international relations has helped to put structural realism and social constructivism in perspective and allowed to highlight some differences and similarities, like the shared positivist epistemology and the different ontology. It is also clear that Wendt was highly influenced in his work by structural realism. He goes as far as to argue that the mechanics proposed by structural realism could be possible in his theory as well, if the states want, or understand anarchy as being a self-help system. Whichever theory comes out on top in explaining the Russian intervention, something can be said about the usefulness of system theory in modern conflicts.
















[bookmark: _Toc44006170][bookmark: _Toc79972668]Methods and operationalization
This chapter outlines the research methods that are used to test the hypotheses as described in the previous chapter, and it operationalizes the independent variables. These methods and the ensuing operationalizations underpin the empirical analysis of Russia’s involvement in the war in the Donbass region.  
[bookmark: _Toc79972669]Research design
The aim of this study is to answer the research question and to add to the debate between system theories in the field of international relations studies. By testing whether structural realism or social constructivism is able to adequately explain this case, this study can offer support for the relevance of the system theory approach in international relations studies. 
The single case study design was chosen. A case study can be defined as being “an intensive study of a single unit with an aim to generalize across a larger set of (similar) units” (Gerring, 2004, p. 342). The emphasis in this definition is on ‘intensive study of a single unit’ which implies that this study relies on empirical data to help describe the case at greater length. The claim of studying a single unit, however, must not be taken literally. In essence, a cast study is never really a single case (ibid.). Logically, it is impossible in causal oriented research to study a single case, or phenomenon, which has no spatial or temporal variation (Gerring, 2004, p. 343). The dimension of studying a phenomenon over time or at the same time in different places makes that one is practically studying multiple cases. This makes that a single case study can be conducted in three different ways (ibid.). In a type I case study, only one phenomenon is studied over time (ibid.). In a type II case study, a phenomenon is studied only in different places (ibid.). Finally, in a type III case study, a phenomenon is studied both over time and in different places (ibid.). Following this typology, this case study design can be understood as being a type III case study. The phenomenon of the war in the Donbass region and the dubious role of the Russian government has to be studied over time and in different places to be able to trace the causal mechanisms described by the theories. To trace causal mechanisms, case studies are often paired with the method of process tracing (Gerring, 2004, pp. 348-349). 
Process tracing is “the systematic examination of diagnostic evidence selected and analyzed in light of research questions and hypotheses posed by the investigator” (Collier, 2011, p. 823). This method is proficient in identifying and describing new phenomena, evaluating explanatory hypotheses, discovering new hypotheses, gaining insight into causal mechanisms, and in providing means to address problems, associated with quantitative methods, like reciprocal causation (Collier, 2011, p. 824). To exploit these possibilities, within case analyses are necessary to support causal inferences (ibid.). It is the combination of the ability of process tracing to open up the black box of causality and the wide range of data that is uncovered in case studies, which make this design and method highly compatible. The process tracing methods offers three variations: theory-testing, theory-building, and explaining-outcome (Ylikoski,2013, p. 634). The theory-testing type is about testing existing causal mechanisms and hypotheses, the theory-building type is about constructing new hypotheses and causal mechanisms, and the explaining-outcome type is about constructing a case-specific explanation (ibid.). This study uses the theory-testing type since the theoretical boundaries are already set and the aim is to determine which theory is better able to answer the research question. 
The implication of using the case study design, in combination with the theory-testing variant of process tracing, is that before the analysis is done, a chapter is devoted to painting a bigger picture of the case, over time. This gives a better understanding of the context of the case and what processes or phenomena might have occurred before the case of the Russian intervention in the Donbass region. The timeframe for both the case description, and the period that is analyzed with process tracing, is from 1992 – 2021. This is quite a long time, but it is necessary since the intervention is still ongoing and because, especially in the social constructivist theory, change happens slowly over time. Even the structural realist theory benefits from the longer time period, since it can then be assessed if the intervention has led to the expected effects. 
Finally, the process tracing method offers four tests to determine the implications of accepting or rejecting a hypothesis. There is the straw-in-the-wind test, the hoop test, the smoking-gun test and the doubly decisive tests (Collier, 2011, p. 825). The distinction between these tests is based on whether or not the hypothesis is sufficient or necessary for affirming causal inference (ibid.). The straw-in-the-wind test is neither necessary nor sufficient for affirming causal inference, it merely affirms the relevance of the hypothesis (ibid.). The hoop test however is also not sufficient for affirming the causal inference but is necessary (ibid.). The smoking gun test is sufficient for the affirmation of causality but is not necessary. Finally, the doubly decisive test is both necessary and sufficient for affirming the causal inference (ibid.). In the conclusions, the implications of confirming or rejecting hypotheses are determined by the strength of the evidence that was found. Claiming whether or not a hypothesis has passed a certain test remains arbitrary but does provide a better interpretation of the conclusion of the findings.



[bookmark: _Toc79972670]Operationalization 
In this paragraph it is made clear how the different variables can be measured and what evidence is needed to support or reject the hypotheses.
[bookmark: _Toc79972671]Polarity
The balance of power, and the polarity of the European international system, can be measured by assessing power scores of states. How much power a state possesses is mostly based on Waltz’s (1979, p. 131) definition of power. Power is a combination of military strength, economic capabilities, resource endowment, population and territory, and political stability and competence (ibid.). These variables are publicly available and are part of existing, quantitative state power indexes, such as the National Power Index by Arak and Lewicki (2017), the National Material Capabilities data set (Correlates of War Project, 2017), and the National Power Rankings of Countries (Bialoskórski, Kiczma & Sulek, 2019). The fact that scholars like Mearsheimer (2014) and Haukkala (2015) hint at a bipolar European international system will be taken into consideration as well by analyzing the power relations between the states in Europe and the role of the EU, since the EU could completely alter the polarity of the system if it were a full-fledged state. 
To determine the exact polarity of the system, common sense is used, as Waltz advised. However, there are some boundaries that can be put in place in advance. A system is considered to be unipolar if the following four most powerful states cannot balance against the top power in any way (based on their overall power score, or their military and economic score). This is a strong indication that the system is dominated by a single pole. A system is bipolar if the third and fourth most powerful state cannot balance against the top power, or even the second power, based on the same scores as mentioned above. A system is multipolar if, based again on the same scores, the top five powers can find multiple combinations to balance against each other. This implies that the scores are not that far apart and that external balancing, which plays a role in defensive realism’s multipolarity, can be effective. 





[bookmark: _Toc79972672]Defensive realism
Russia intervening in the Donbass region seems to make sense in a multipolar system. In a unipolar system, there would be no incentives for Russia to intervene. In a bipolar system, great powers are mostly concerned with internal balancing and increase their capabilities internally. Only in a multipolar system does it make sense for Russia to intervene in another state to maintain its position in the European international system. The expectation is that intervening in Ukraine would prevent Russia from losing its position in the relative power ranking. Therefore, a first indication is another great power state that seeks to align Ukraine with itself. If that state can use Ukraine to rise in the relative power ranking of states, without risking the polarity of the system, there is an incentive for the Russian government to prevent that from happening by intervening.
Furthermore, the revisionist ambitions of Ukraine have to be proven as well. At the core, Ukraine must have significantly increased its relative power in the system to threaten the stability. For Ukraine to even be considered to be revisionist, it has to be powerful enough to be a relevant part of the European international system. In unipolarity, it is assumed that Russia is the hegemonic power, and that Ukraine has become a power competitor. In bipolarity, it is assumed that Ukraine is nearing the position of a third or fourth greatest power in the system, potentially threatening the survival of the bipolar system. If the third and the fourth most powerful state, of which one of them is Ukraine, are able to balance against one of the two top powers, then the system could turn into a multipolar system. In multipolarity, for Ukraine to be a revisionist power, it must at least have a great power status in the system. These are bare minimum requirements in the different polarities. To truly identify Ukraine as a revisionist state, it must be supported by additional evidence. This could be in the form of outspoken intentions to create new alliances without being provoked by changes in the system, or by intervening in other powerful states in the system, which could limit the number of poles. This operationalization shows the paradox of defensive realism, which makes it difficult to proof revisionism without relying on statements or irrational behaviour of the Ukrainian government. In defensive realist theory, there should be no revisionist state, but it could be that Russia has miscalculated and saw Ukrainian as a revisionist state. Evidence for this argument can be found in statements by Russian officials that argue that Ukraine has sought to destabilize the region. Despite these problems, the hypothesis does have a place in this study, since revisionism is a trigger for punishment, even in the form of intervention.
Determining if Ukraine has directly threatened the security of the Russian state seems to be more straightforward. Threats can be considered to be statements by Ukrainian government officials, or by border violations of Ukrainian military personnel. If Ukraine is irrelevant in the international European system, any threats made by Ukrainian government officials are very difficult to take seriously. Direct border violations by the Ukrainian military are of course in total contradiction to Russian sovereignty, but if Ukraine is very weak, small border violations should not pose a realistic threat to Russia. In conclusion, Ukraine must be a great power state, and violate the Russian border. If Ukraine is a great power state, only then is it fruitful to find evidence of threats.
[bookmark: _Toc79972673]Offensive realism
To determine if Russia seeks to weaken Ukraine’s absolute power position, a structural analysis could be sufficient. In this case, it is assumed that Russia is damaging the Ukrainian bases for power, like its military or its economy. A first indication can be found in comparing the power scores of both states from before the intervention and after the start of the intervention. If Ukraine’s power scores have deteriorated, there is a strong indication that the Russian intervention has led to this result. Of course, by applying the theory-testing process tracing variant, no alternative explanations for this deterioration are considered. However, since few examples can be found that could have a more significant impact on a state’s military power and economic capabilities, it is likely that Russia’s intervention is responsible for this result.
An increase of Russian power can be assessed in two ways. First, by comparing the power scores of Russia from before and after the intervention. If there is an increase of the scores, it indicates that Russia has gained power from the intervention. In this case, it is wise to look for additional evidence in the form of statements by Russian officials and reports by journalists to find evidence of Russia seizing weapons, occupying resource-rich territory, or gaining access to Ukrainian factories. Data on power scores alone could be misleading since Russia could gain power from intervening in Ukraine, but still lose power overall because of other causes. One could imagine that the Russian efforts in Syria for example could drain Russian resources. Therefore, an increase in power scores is considered to be an indication and reports of Russia having access to Ukrainian bases for power is considered to be significant proof.
Finally, the cost benefit analysis, as mentioned in the sixth hypotheses, is conducted by analyzing the (potential) costs of (semi-)collective punitive measures taken by other states in the system, and by analyzing the potential for Russia to gain additional power. In practice, it is likely that sanctions imposed by the EU are the best example of punitive measures. By analyzing what is targeted by these sanctions and if they are effective and comparing these results to what Russia could potentially gain in the Donbass region, it can be determined if the intervention makes sense from the cost-benefit perspective. Disunity in the system is also likely to be assessed by analyzing the unity of EU member states on punishing Russia. Prolonging the sanctions is an indication of unity, but if they are rather ineffective, it says something about the willingness of the other states to go through the trouble of punishing Russia. To conclude, potential losses through punishment and potential gains from intervention are compared based on how significantly they impact the Russian bases for power. If sanctions slightly harm their economic capabilities, but intervention increases Russia’s military power in any way, intervention makes sense. If there is significant proof for the disunity of the other states in the system, it would strongly benefit the offensive realist explanation in comparison to the defensive realist explanation. 
[bookmark: _Toc79972674]Social constructivism
To test the social constructivist hypothesis, more academic gymnastics is needed. Even though the theory provided some guidelines as to which criteria can be helpful for determining the identity of a state, no clear framework was provided by Wendt (1999). However, the way he describes identity as the perception of self and other can indicate how states see themselves in relation to other states. Therefore, statements by Russian and Ukrainian officials are consulted for the period of 1992-2014. If these officials start speaking of themselves in relation to others in different ways over time, it indicates a change in identity. Analyzing speech is however not a small task. Therefore, to assess if there ever was a ‘we’ in the period since 1992, shared membership of regional organizations is analyzed. If the number of shared memberships of regional organizations has changed, it could indicate that their identities have become more, or less aligned over time. In addition, an effort is made to analyze values and opinions within the Russian and Ukrainian state. Wendt (1999, p. 226) states that the type identity of states refers to social categories, but remains vague on what these categories exactly should be or how they could be measured. He speaks of a shared history, a language, values and opinions that can shape the type identity of a state. It is far out of the scope of this study to study the shared history of Russia and Ukraine. Finding out what languages are spoken in both states is a far easier task, they speak Russian in Russia and Ukrainian and Russian in Ukraine. However, this could be tied to their shared history in the Soviet Union. It could make sense however, to consult surveys on the values of Russians and Ukrainians over time to see if there have been surprising changes or differences between the two. Since Wendt is less concerned with what exactly happens within the state than what happens with the state and the structure, seventeen variables were picked from the World Value Survey (Inglehart, et al., 2014a; Inglehart, et al., 2014b), of which data was consulted for the years 1995, 1996, and 2011. The variables were chosen arbitrarily but do reflect values and opinions of Russians and Ukrainians over time. All variables were measured in both countries in similar periods. If significant change is observed over time, then this is considered to be an indication that the identity of one or both of the states have indeed changed over time. 
Then, to see if the culture of the international structure between Russia and Ukraine has changed, the aspects of all three cultures are assessed for the period prior to the intervention and in the period surrounding the intervention. It is expected that in the first period, Russia and Ukraine behave in compliance with either the Kantian or the Lockean culture. In the second period, it is expected that the states act in compliance with the Hobbesian culture. The most distinct feature of the Kantian culture is that the states will never threaten the other state with violence and that they have collectivized their security interests, meaning that they will aid each other when threatened by a third party. In Kantian culture, the emphasis lies on the sovereignty of other states, and it reflects a situation of rivalry and competition. States do not necessarily trust each other, and violence is not entirely absent. However, the sovereignty of the states is not questioned. Therefore, violence is always limited. Finally, The Hobbesian culture sets itself apart by its emphasis on enmity between states. In this culture, states distrust each other and see and refer to each other as adversaries or enemies. The analysis focuses on these key aspects of the three cultures. If evidence is found of Russia or Ukraine threatening the other with some form of violence, then there can be no Kantian culture for it allows no such threats. If the states have respected each other’s sovereignty and have interacted with each other in a more business-like fashion, then a Lockean culture is likely to be present. Finally, statements of officials in which Russia or Ukraine is described as an enemy are indications for the presence of a Hobbesian culture. In addition, if the sovereignty of the other state is questioned, it could be an indication of a Hobbesian culture as well. The extent to which both states have internalized the cultures could be assessed as well but are not the primary aim of this study.











[bookmark: _Toc79972675]Data & reflection
The most important evidence used in this study was gathered from scientific sources, with no apparent interest in the matter of the Russian intervention in the Donbass region. Other data, used to provide an overview of the case, is mostly sourced from think tank publications, documents of organizations and governments, and media publications. Because the conflict in the Donbass region is considered to be a ‘hybrid’ war, in which information is used to increase confusion, especially secondary data must be treated with caution. It could help to triangulate this data by finding multiple sources that report on similar events or facts. One thing to keep in mind is that a lot of news media use the Reuters press agency as a source for updates on the news. One could consult several news outlets and find the same stories because they use the same source. A final limitation in this research is the researcher’s inability to speak or read Russian and Ukrainian. Therefore, access to government documents is limited.
The choice for using the theory-testing variant of process tracing was essentially made in the early stages of this study, since it was clear that the research question would be answered by using existing system theories of international relations. Therefore, there is no need for constructing new hypotheses or theories based on empirical data or for the creating a case- specific explanation of the case. The chosen variant can identify the mechanisms proposed by the theories, but the problem is that there is always the uncertainty that there might be another causal relation in play that is overlooked because of the theoretical lens that is used (Beach & Pedersen, 2013, p. 3). This approach forces the researchers to look at the variables and interactions derived from the theories, which blinds them for other variables or interactions as well. 
Another implication with single case studies is that the findings are often not generalizable to other cases, and therefore has a relatively low external validity. The explanation for Russia’s intervention in the Donbass region is quite specific and cannot be used to explain other cases without hesitation. It could be, since the actors, the timeframe, and maybe even the conflict is similar, that the findings could also help explain the Russian annexation of Crimea. What this research could indicate is whether or not the variables and interactions of the system theories remain relevant in modern conflict. 




[bookmark: _Toc79972676]Case description
The story of the conflict between Russia, the DPR, the LPR, and Ukraine in the Donbass region starts in December 1991, when the Soviet Union disintegrated. The signing of the Belavezha Accords ended the Soviet Union but brought life to the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), which focused on more integration of the member states (Libman and Vinokurov, 2012, p.16). Since then, several organizations in the post-Soviet space (as presented in table 14) were established (Libman and Vinokurov, 2012, p.52). Both Russia and Ukraine signed the Belavezha Accords, and thus agreed on the creation of the CIS. Ukraine, however, has never ratified the charter of the CIS (ibid.). In the decade that followed, both Russia and Ukraine were plagued by economic hardship. Since 2000, the political landscape of both countries differed significantly. In Russia, Vladimir Putin became president in 2000 and has been in power ever since. Putin was briefly replaced by President Medvedev, because the law forbad him to run for a third successive term. During that time, he assumed the position of prime minister for one term, to later return as president in 2012. He is still in office to this day.
Meanwhile, in Ukraine, there have been two political revolutions. The first is known as the ‘Orange revolution’ and occurred in 2004. It occurred after the second round of the presidential elections, which were won by Yanukovych. The results were highly contested by international observers and more than 10.000 protesters in the streets of Ukrainian cities (Yurchenko, 2018, pp. 132-133). When new elections were held, Yushchenko was elected president (ibid.). During his presidency and Tymoshenko’s government, Russia had stopped the delivery of natural gas to Ukraine for over two weeks after negotiations on gas contracts had failed. The second revolution, also known as the Euromaidan revolution, or the ‘bloody winter’ as Yurchenko (2018, p. 152) calls it, took place in 2014. The first protests started after Yanukovych did not sign the EU association agreement in 2013 (Yurchenko, 2018, pp. 152-153) at the last moment. Since then, as was also described in the introduction, Russia had annexed Crimea and supported the separatist movements in the Donbas region. Since then, more than 150 Russian soldiers have been killed in Eastern Ukraine, according to Russian opposition activists who base themselves on a report of former opposition politician Boris Nemtsov (Grytsenko, 2018). 
The international has not remained silent and imposed sanctions and diplomatic penalties on Russia and Russian entities. Four sectors of the Russian economy are targeted by EU sanctions, namely the financial sector, the defence sector, the energy sector and the so called ‘dual-use’ goods sector (goods that have both civilian and military use) (The Council of the European Union, 2020a). The targeted sectors and entities have only limited access to EU capital markets (Galbert, 2015), can no longer trade armaments or dual-use goods with EU member states and have limited access to technologies and services that can be used for oil production and exploration (The Council of the European Union, 2020a). Furthermore, the European Investment Bank (EIB) and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) are prohibited from lending to the Russian Federation (The Council of the European Union, 2020b). The EU has also sanctioned 177 people and 48 entities that are prohibited from traveling to the EU and can no longer access their assets in the EU (The council of the European Union, 2020a). The diplomatic sanctions have caused the suspension of regular EU-Russia summits, have made it impossible for the Russian Federation to participate in G8 meetings, and have suspended the negotiations for Russia to join the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the International Energy Agency (IEA) (ibid.). The EU sanctions have to be renewed every six months and remain in place until the Minsk II protocol is fully implemented (ibid.). The US sanctions on the Russian Federation are quite similar but, unlike the EU sanctions, remain in place until the US government decides otherwise (Rennack & Welt, 2020; Galbert, 2015). 
The tensions remain to this day, with a tense moment not too long ago, when Russia amassed tens of thousands of troops, including tanks, at the Ukrainian border (Smith & Bodner, 2021). US Secretary of State Blinken stated that such a massive deployment of troops had not happened since the height of the tensions in 2014 (ibid.). 















[bookmark: _Toc79972677]Empirical analysis
This chapter is the most important chapter for answering the research question as posed in the introduction. After reading this, the conclusions of this study should already be clear. First, a case description will be presented to provide an overview of the relations between Russia and Ukraine. Then, the realist analysis and the social constructivist analysis will be conducted respectively. After each analysis, a conclusion is written in which the hypotheses are confirmed or rejected.
[bookmark: _Toc79972678]Polarity of the international system
The polarity of the European international system determines how states (should) behave in international politics. Therefore, the starting point of any analysis based on structural realism should be the determining of the polarity. This is done by measuring the power of the states in the relevant international system and selecting the most powerful states. The cut-off point as to what states are considered to be relevant in the system remains largely arbitrary. “Counting the great powers of an era is about as difficult, or as easy, as saying how many major firms populate an oligopolistic sector of an economy. The question is an empirical one, and common sense can answer it.” (Waltz, 1979, p. 131). The decisions made on determining the polarity of the European international system are therefore supported by both a quantitative analysis of datasets on power and a qualitative analysis based on scientific literature, think tank publications, and common sense.
Three datasets were consulted to gain insight into the distribution of power in the European international system. The specific methods used to determine the overall power of states and the power in specific categories differs for all three datasets. This is not problematic since they all present at least an overall score, a military score, and an economic score. The State Power Index (Arak & Lewicki, 2017) is the most extensive of the three and comes very close to the criteria for determining power as proposed by Waltz, as it also includes the criteria of land, population, culture, and diplomacy in the analysis. The tables presented below only show the top 10 overall 
The first dataset is the National Material Capabilities dataset (Correlates of War Project, 2017). This dataset is very extensive, as it contains the data of nearly all states for the years from 1816 through 2012. Table 1 and 2 present the ten most powerful states in the European system for the years 1992 and 2012, based on their Composite Index of National Capability (CINC) score. These years were chosen because 1992 is right after the end of the Soviet Union (all datasets contain data for 1992, which makes it perfect for comparing data) and 2012 is the last year that is represented in the dataset. Furthermore, for clarity reasons, the data on ‘urban population’ was left out of the table because the more relevant measure of the population is already given. It is however still included in the CINC score. This score represents the percentage of capabilities a state possesses of the world total.
Table 1
National Material Capabilities dataset scores for sources of power in 1992
	Country
	CINC-score
	Military personnel (x1000)
	Military expenditure (x$1000)
	Population (x1000)
	Iron and steel production (x1000 tons)
	Primary energy consumption (x1000 of coal-ton)

	Russia
	0.06729
	1900
	47220000
	148310
	62000
	1328991


	Germany
	0.031551
	442
	33380000

	80570

	39711

	480287


	United Kingdom
	0.027372
	293
	42330000

	58006

	16008

	341540


	Ukraine
	0.022758
	438
	5300000

	52150

	42000

	359634


	France
	0.021659
	542
	34870000

	57374

	18024

	242844


	Italy
	0.019859
	471
	19890000

	56859

	24744

	229778


	Turkey
	0.013639
	704
	4140000

	58401

	9657

	83606


	Spain
	0.011006
	198
	7680000

	39008

	12161

	146194


	Poland
	0.009573
	270
	1900000

	38365
	9864

	180985


	Netherlands
	0.006672
	90
	8010000
	15184

	5437

	159307



Source: Correlates of War Project, 2017













Table 2
National Material Capabilities dataset scores for sources of power in 2012
	Country
	CINC-score
	Military Personnel (x1000)
	Military Expenditure (x$1000)
	Population (x1000)
	Iron and Steel production (x1000 tons)
	Primary Energy Consumption (x1000 of coal-ton)

	Russia
	0,040079

	956

	58765000

	143170

	70209

	1356742


	Germany
	0,017911

	251
	40994000

	82800

	42661

	468740


	United Kingdom
	0,015277

	174
	61274000
	62783
	9579

	315502


	Turkey
	0,015239

	511
	10167000

	73997

	35885

	181211


	France
	0,014207

	239
	50283000

	63937

	15609

	234432


	Italy
	0,012848

	185
	26496000

	60885

	27252

	276777


	Ukraine
	0,008231

	130
	2050000

	45530

	32975

	171695


	Spain
	0,008121

	143
	13927000

	46755

	13639

	200288


	Poland
	0,005493

	100
	8543000

	38211

	8366

	184142


	Netherlands
	0,004137

	37
	10376000

	16714

	6879

	166002



Source: Correlates of War Project, 2017













The second dataset that was consulted is the National Power Rankings of Countries (Białoskórski, Kiczma & Sułek, 2019). Table 3 below presents the ten most powerful states in the European international system for the years 1992 and 2017 (based on their geopolitical power), since these were the only years available. It is still convenient however, since this data can be compared to the other datasets for the year 1992 and the year 2017 could reveal some effects of the ongoing conflict in the Donbas region on the balance of power in the European international system. The geopolitical power is a combination of the military power and the economic power, where the military power carries more weight. The rationale for this is that economic power is a more structural or objective source of power which in essence cannot be increased by politics (Białoskórski, Kiczma & Sułek, 2019, pp. 10-11). The military power is far more entangled in politics, and so is the geopolitical power (ibid.). Therefore, in combining the two sources of power into the geopolitical power, the effect of the military power is stronger (ibid.). The economic power is mostly based on GDP, with the assumption that it accurately represents the organizational and production skills or the capacity for collective action, while the military power is mostly based on expenditure, active soldiers, territory and population (ibid.).
Białoskórski, Kiczma and Sułek (2019, pp. 38-44) have also assigned states with a ‘power status’ (superpower, world power, great power, regional power, and local power). Russia was considered to be a great military power, a local economic power and a regional geopolitics power in 1992. In 2017, Russia was considered to be only a regional military power, a regional geopolitical power and a local economic power. In 1992, Germany was also considered a regional geopolitical power, a regional economic power and a local military power. In 2017, Russia is the only European regional military power and regional geopolitical power. In both 1992 and 2017, countries like France, Italy, the UK, and Spain are considered to be local powers in at least one of three categories (economic, military, geopolitical). Ukraine on the other hand, was never considered to be even a local power and is not part of the 10 greatest geopolitical powers in the European international system in 2017. 






Table 3
National Power Rankings of Countries scores for 1992 and 2017
	1992
	
	
	
	2017
	
	

	Geopolitical power
	Military power 
	Economic power 
	
	Geopolitical power 
	Military power 
	Economic power 

	Russia (69.110)
	Russia (90.307)
	Germany (41.666)
	
	Russia (35.982)
	Russia (40.963)
	Germany (26.313)

	Germany (30.578)
	France (28.381)
	France (31.175)
	
	France (21.228)
	France (21.353)
	Russia (26.020)

	France (29.312)
	Germany (25.035)
	Italy (27.744)
	
	Germany (20.706)
	United Kingdom (18.799)
	France (20.977)

	United Kingdom (23.814)
	United Kingdom (23.037)
	Russia (26.716)
	
	United Kingdom (18.971)
	Germany (17.902)
	United Kingdom (19.314)

	Italy (19.645)
	Italy (15.596)
	United Kingdom (25.368)
	
	Italy (13.167)
	Italy (11.810)
	Italy (15.880)

	Spain (10.680)
	Turkey (9.294)
	Spain (16.761)
	
	Spain (9.201)
	Turkey (7.701)
	Spain (12.334)

	Turkey (8.769)
	Ukraine (8.645)
	Turkey (7.720)
	
	Turkey (8.797)
	Spain (7.634)
	Turkey (10.990)

	Ukraine (7.259)
	Spain (7.639)
	Netherlands (7.048)
	
	Poland (6.136)
	Poland (6.127)
	Poland (6.154)

	Netherlands (5.524)
	Poland (5.616)
	Sweden (6.981)
	
	Netherlands (4.399)
	Netherlands (3.861)
	Netherlands (5.475)

	Sweden (5.502)
	Netherlands (4.763)
	Switzerland (5.042
	
	Sweden (3.930)
	Greece (3.685)
	Sweden (4.839)


Source: Białoskórski, Kiczma & Sułek, 2019











Finally, the State Power Index of 2017 (Arak & Lewicki, 2017) was consulted. This dataset is the most extensive and provides data for multiple years. Again, the year 1992 is included in the tables below for the same reasons as the other datasets. Also, the year 2016 is the latest year available and can therefore be compared to the National Rankings of Countries dataset above. There is also data on the year 2013, which is perfect to assess the balance of power right before the start of the conflict in the Donbas region. What is even more interesting is that the authors have also included data on the European Union (EU) as a single entity. The EU is included in the tables (table 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, and 11) below because it could be important for the polarity of the European international system. In addition, the ten most powerful states of the system are also included for the overall power score (table 4), the capital index score (table 5) and the military index score (table 6), for 1992, 2013, and 2016. The state power index score consists of a capital index score (40%), a military index score (20%), a land index score (10%), a population index score (10%), a culture index score (10%), a natural resources index score (5%), and a diplomacy score (5%) (Arak & Lewicki, 2017). Most of these criteria are measured in similar ways as in the previous indexes. GDP, military expenditure, total surface area, and population are all included. In addition, the military index score is also determined by the production and sales of weapons (30%) and even the possession of nuclear weapons (5%). Also, the culture score is merely determined by the number of universities in the Shanghai ranking. Then, the natural resources score is based on the amount of energy produced and on energy independence. Finally, the diplomacy score is based on membership in the United Nations Security Council, membership in the most important international organisations, and leadership positions in international organizations. 










Table 4
State Power Index score for 1992, 2013, and 2016
	1992
	2013
	2016

	European Union (18.82)
	European Union (17.98)
	European Union (18.42)

	Russia (5.30)
	Russia (6.08)
	Russia (5.25)

	Germany (4.50)
	Germany (2.92)
	Germany (3.09)

	France (3.61)
	United Kingdom (2.80)
	United Kingdom (2.96)

	United Kingdom (3.50)
	France (2.72)
	France (2.78

	Italy (2.37) 
	Italy (1.68)
	Italy (1.65)

	Spain (1.37)
	Spain (1.29)
	Spain (1.42)

	Netherlands (1.02)
	Turkey (0.97)
	Turkey (0.96)

	Turkey (0.92)
	Netherlands (0.80)
	Netherlands (0.83)

	Switzerland (0.92)
	Sweden (0.71)
	Sweden (0.68)

	Belgium (0.73)
	Poland (0.56)
	Poland (0.65)


Source: Arak & Lewicki, 2017
Table 5
Capital index score for 1992, 2013, and 2016
	1992
	2013
	2016

	European Union (22.72)
	European Union (18.48)
	European Union (19.00)

	Germany (5.96)
	Russia (3.77)
	Germany (3.70)

	Russia (4.18)
	Germany (3.37)
	Russia (3.18)

	France (3.61)
	United Kingdom (2.33)
	United Kingdom (2.38)

	Italy (3.43)
	France (2.27)
	France (2.26)

	United Kingdom (3.00)
	Italy (1.89)
	Italy (1.91)

	Spain (1.96)
	Turkey (1.51)
	Turkey (1.43)

	Turkey (1.30)
	Spain (1.39)
	Spain (1.39)

	Netherlands (1.23)
	Poland (0.84)
	Poland (0.83)

	Switzerland (1.14)
	Netherlands (0.79)
	Netherlands (0.78)

	Belgium (0.82)
	Switzerland (0.58)
	Switzerland (0.71)


Source: Arak & Lewicki, 2017









Table 6
Military index score for 1992, 2013, and 2016
	1992
	2013
	2016

	European Union (19.84)
	European Union (18.89)
	European Union (19.80)

	Russia (7.04)
	Russia (11.98)
	Russia (8.99)

	France (5.11)
	France (4.26)
	France (4.37)

	United Kingdom (4.73)
	United Kingdom (3.41)
	United Kingdom (4.11)

	Germany (4.68)
	Germany (2.75)
	Germany (3.35)

	Italy (2.03)
	Italy (2.07)
	Italy (1.89)

	Netherlands (1.07)
	Spain (2.02)
	Spain (1.74)

	Spain (0.95)
	Sweden (0.90)
	Netherlands (1.05)

	Turkey (0.91)
	Netherlands (0.87)
	Turkey (0.97)

	Switzerland (0.84)
	Turkey (0.86)
	Ukraine (0.94)

	Sweden (0.55)
	Ukraine (0.75)
	Sweden (0.59)


Source: Arak & Lewicki, 2017
Table 7
Land index score for 1992, 2013, and 2016
	1992
	2013
	2016

	Russia (12.74)
	Russia (12.75)
	Russia (12.75) *

	European Union (1.81)
	European Union (3.30)
	European Union (3.30)

	Turkey (0.60)
	Turkey (0.60)
	Turkey (0.60)

	Ukraine (0.45)
	Ukraine (0.45)
	Ukraine (0.45*)

	France (0.43)
	France (0.43)
	France (0.43)

	Spain (0.39)
	Spain (0.39)
	Spain (0.39)

	Sweden (0.32)
	Sweden (0.32)
	Sweden (0.32)

	Norway (0.28)
	Norway (0.28)
	Norway (0.28)

	Germany (0.27)
	Germany (0.27)
	Germany (0.27)

	Poland (0.24)
	Poland (0.24)
	Poland (0.24)

	Finland (0.24)
	Finland (0.24)
	Finland (0.24)


*Crimea is considered to be part of Ukraine and not Russia in this dataset.                                       Source: Arak & Lewicki, 2017









Table 8
Population index score for 1992, 2013, and 2016
	1992
	2013
	2016

	European Union (7.28)
	European Union (9.95)
	European Union (9.86)

	Russia (2.57)
	Russia (1.91)
	Russia (1.87)

	Germany (1.47)
	Germany (1.19)
	Germany (1.15)

	France (1.11)
	Turkey (1.02)
	Turkey (1.02)

	United Kingdom (1.10)
	France (0.97)
	France (0.97)

	Italy (1.08)
	United Kingdom (0.94)
	United Kingdom (0.93)

	Ukraine (0.98)
	Italy (0.92)
	Italy (0.91)

	Turkey (0.98)
	Spain (0.72)
	Spain (0.70)

	Spain (0.77)
	Ukraine (0.68)
	Ukraine (0.66)

	Poland (0.73)
	Poland (0.58)
	Poland (0.57)

	Romania (0.48)
	Romania (0.37)
	Romania (0.36)


Source: Arak & Lewicki, 2017
Table 9
Culture index score for 1992, 2013, and 2016
	1992
	2013
	2016

	European Union (34.40)
	European Union (37.20)
	European Union (37.80)

	Germany (8.40)
	Germany (7.60)
	Germany (7.60)

	United Kingdom (8.40)
	United Kingdom (7.40)
	United Kingdom (7.40)

	France (4.40)
	France (4.00)
	France (4.40)

	Italy (4.40)
	Italy (3.80)
	Italy (3.80)

	Spain (2.40)
	Netherlands (2.40)
	Netherlands (2.40)

	Netherlands (2.40)
	Sweden (2.20)
	Spain (2.40)

	Sweden (2.00)
	Spain (2.00)
	Sweden (2.20)

	Switzerland (1.60)
	Austria (1.40)
	Switzerland (1.60)

	Belgium (1.40)
	Belgium (1.40)
	Belgium (1.40)

	Finland (1.20)
	Switzerland (1.40)
	Austria (1.00)


Source: Arak & Lewicki, 2017
Table 10
Natural resources index score for 1992, 2013, and 2016
	1992
	2013
	2016

	Russia (6.80)
	European Union (7.87)
	European Union (7.88)

	European Union (5.12)
	Russia (5.50)
	Russia (5.33)

	Norway (2.51)
	Norway (2.50)
	Norway (2.81)

	Bulgaria (2.16)
	Bulgaria (1.21)
	Bulgaria (1.21)

	United Kingdom (1.47)
	France (0.66)
	France (0.67)

	Germany (1.04)
	United Kingdom (0.58)
	United Kingdom (0.58)

	France (0.81)
	Germany (0.56)
	Germany (0.56)

	Poland (0.80)
	Ukraine (0.54)
	Ukraine (0.50)

	Ukraine (0.76)
	Netherlands (0.53)
	Poland (0.47)

	Netherlands (0.63)
	Poland (0.48)
	Sweden (0.35)

	Sweden (0.33)
	Sweden (0.34)
	Romania (0.35)


Source: Arak & Lewicki, 2017
Table 11
Diplomacy index score for 1992, 2013, and 2016
	1992
	2013
	2016

	European Union (23.13)
	European Union (27.46)
	European Union (27.43)

	France (10.18)
	France (7.82)
	France (7.82)

	United Kingdom (6.18)
	Russia (7.79)
	Russia (7.79)

	Russia (6.11)
	United Kingdom (6.16)
	United Kingdom (6.14)

	Belgium (3.18)
	Germany (1.82)
	Spain (3.16)

	Austria (3.11)
	Belgium (1.82)
	Ukraine (3.09)

	Hungary (3.11)
	Denmark (1.82)
	Poland (1.82)

	Germany (2.18)
	Portugal (1.82)
	Portugal (1.82)

	Belarus (2.11)
	Romania (0.16)
	Norway (1.79)

	Switzerland (2.07)
	Netherlands (0.16)
	Germany (0.16)

	Italy (0.18)
	Italy (0.16)
	Italy (0.16)


Source: Arak & Lewicki, 2017



















It is clear from the data that Russia is and has been the overall most powerful sovereign state in the European international system in the period from 1992 – 2017. Russia’s overall score is also often significantly ahead of the score of the second most powerful state, which is often Germany. It would be a mistake to assume that this makes the European international system unipolar. In most cases, a coalition between the second and third most powerful states would approach or even surpass Russia’s overall strength. From the defensive realist perspective, this is the type of behaviour that should occur with such a distribution of overall power in a tri- or multipolar system. It is fair to argue that the five most powerful states can make different combinations to alter the balance of power, which makes the system multipolar. The same conclusion follows from the offensive realist perspective, where military power is the most important source of power. The main difference however is that in offensive realist systems, balancing by other states does not occur to the extent that is necessary to maintain the balance of power. Taking this assumption into account results in a different conclusion. The European international system could be considered to be somewhat unipolar, especially since the assumption is that the follow up states distrust each other and are therefore spending some of their resources for protection against other states as well. However, since Russia’s military power is insufficient to withstand even a small coalition of two states, it is more likely to be multipolar, in which Russia is the most likely to become the regional hegemon.
This is the where the State Power Index (Arak & Lewicki, 2017) becomes crucial for the quantitative analysis of the polarity of the European international system. The authors argue that the EU could be a major global power, but that it is faced with a lot of (internal) challenges (ibid.). The power scores of the European Union are far superior in every aspect for every year. If it is considered a relevant actor in the international system, Russia would be the second greatest power at a significant distance and the third greatest power would be dwarfed by Russia. In conclusion, based on the quantitative data (without the EU), the multipolar system makes sense from a defensive realist perspective and a more unipolar system makes sense from an offensive realist perspective. Including the EU would seem to make the system convincingly unipolar, but this is not reflected by the analysis of scholars like Haukkala (2015), Mearsheimer (2014), and Tsygankov (2015). These authors have implied a bipolar European international system where the two powers are Russia and ‘the West’, which could be seen as both or either NATO or the EU. This perspective makes more sense than to fully include or exclude the EU from the system for the following reasons. First, the EU is both an economic and political union (European Union, 2021). The internal market covers much of the European continent and the entire economy of the EU is one of the biggest in the world (ibid.). It also aims to increase territorial, social and economic cohesion and to uphold EU values (ibid.). When it comes to the political aspect, the EU has an elected parliament and an executive branch in the form of the European Commission (EC). Second, the EU itself is an actor in international politics. It has an organization for diplomacy, namely the European External Action Service (EEAS) (European External Action Service, 2019), and the President of the European Council and the President of the European Commission represent the EU in international meetings, such as the latest G7 meeting in June 2021 (European Council, 2021)). Finally, the EU is trying to develop a more common defence structure through the European Defence Agency (EDA) (European Defence Agency, 2021). However, most efforts are more oriented towards planning further integration of separate defence forces and the funding of research and development (ibid.). There is also a lot of doubt when it comes to the military capabilities of the EU member states. Their military power could be far weaker than the data portrays. It is not just the lack of a collective EU defence structure, but also the decline of the state of the individual militaries. A lot of forces are not ready for war due to broken material and the lack of maintenance (Bergmann, Lamond & Cicarelli, 2021). Former Secretary of Defense of the US even stated that vast sums of money spend on defence in the EU are ineffectively allocated (ibid.). Examples of this can be seen in the Netherlands and Germany, where the militaries are often not well equipped and lack readiness (Algemene Rekenkamer, 2020; NOS, 2021; Reuters, 2019)
In conclusion, it makes no sense to fully exclude or fully include the EU in the system. For now, the EU is an important actor when it comes to trade agreements and bringing member states together but lacks the power to independently play a role in power politics. It is telling that not the EU, but France and Germany sought to broker peace in the Donbas region by organizing talks with the DPR, the LPR, and the trilateral contact group (European Parliament, 2015). The power of the EU therefore largely depends on the willingness of the member states. This basically implies that currently, the power of the EU, depends on the formation of alliances between any number of member states. Therefore, the European international system is considered to be multipolar for both the defensive and the offensive realist perspective.
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It is concluded that the European international system is multipolar. This has some implications in the manner in which the defensive realist hypotheses are tested. The first hypothesis only makes sense in a multipolar system, as was discussed in the methods chapter. For the second hypothesis, this means that for Ukraine to be seen as a revisionist state, Ukraine must, at the bare minimum, at least already have a great power status in the European international system. The third hypothesis can be tested in any polarity, but any threats made by Ukrainian officials or sparce border violations can only considered to be a real threat if Ukraine has a great power status within the European international system. However, military exercises with other great powers that can compete with Russia can be seen as a threat regardless of Ukraine’s own relative power position.
In the discussion on polarity, it became clear that Russia has been the most power state actor since 1992 onwards. This puts Russia in an awkward position, since the gap between it and the second greatest power has been significant in all measures of overall state power. This is not surprising if the vast territory, the relatively large population, the enormous amounts of natural resources, and the permanent seat in the United Nations Security Council are considered. The problem then arises that Russia is the most likely to be seen as the biggest threat to the balance of power in the European international system by the other great powers. In comparison, the National Material Capabilities dataset and the Power Rankings of States dataset show that Ukraine was a great power in 1992, with the former even including Ukraine in the top 10 most powerful states in 2012. Its ranking did however drop from the 4th strongest state to the 7th strongest state. The State Power Index did not even include Ukraine in the overall top ten most powerful states for any year. The Ukrainian power position in 2012 and 2013 cannot be perceived as being directly threatening to the security of the Russian state. Even if another great power were to align itself with Ukraine, it could not surpass Russia in the relative power ranking. Therefore, the first hypothesis of defensive realism must be rejected. 
The second defensive realist explanation for the Russian intervention appears to be failing as well. In the operationalization was discussed that the bare minimum to see Ukraine as a revisionist state, it must have enough power to threaten the stability of the system. This implies that Ukraine could, by itself, or with a partner state, alter the polarity of the system, threatening the survival of other states in the system. Whether or not Ukraine can be considered to be a revisionist state remains open to debate. The Association Agreement with the EU is meant to deeper integrate the Ukrainian economy into the EU, but contains also a provision conflict prevention, crisis management and military-technical cooperation (European Commission, 2014). The European Defence Agency is even mentioned with the aim to discuss the improvement of military capabilities. This could imply that Ukraine was seeking to modernize its military but can in no way be compared to the creation of a military alliance or be seen as the intent to enlarge its military capabilities to a point where it would become a great power in the system and could threaten Russia in the short term.
In conclusion, taking into account that Ukraine has not been a great power in the system in the years 2012 and 2013, and could therefore not influence or threaten the balance of power between the great power states, all three defensive realist hypotheses must be rejected. The evidence on the power of states in the system shows does not support the statements on Ukraine being a relevant player in power politics, let alone that Russia is incentivised by the international system to intervene in the Donbass region, especially for such a long time. The evidence on power relations does not support the assumed causal mechanism of the polarity of the system and the balancing patterns that follow from that polarity. The hypotheses do not pass the hoop test, the bare minimum needed to affirm causal inference.
[bookmark: _Toc79972680]Offensive realist analysis
First, the military power of both Russia and Ukraine is assessed, once again. The National Material Capabilities index shows the Russia had the strongest military score in both 1992 and 2012. Ukraine made it to the top ten greatest powers in the system but lost both military personnel and military spending compared to 1992. In comparison, Russia also lost military personnel but also began spending more on defence. The State Power Index shows that both states have increased their military power since 1992 until 2013, but this difference is probably due to the use of different methods of calculating these scores. It does, however, show the vast difference between Russia’s and Ukraine’s power (11.98 and 0.75 respectively). Then, the natural resources score is taking into account since it could be an incentive for Russia to intervene in Ukraine. The National Material Capabilities index shows that Russia and Ukraine are both producing a lot of iron and steel in 2012 (over 70.000 tons and over 32.000 tons respectively). 
Ukraine was producing close to 50% of Russia’s total steel production, which could be a significant gain for Russia if at least part of that production was added to its production score. The Donbass region is crucial for Ukraine’s steel production and export, but the production rate went down in 2014 (Socor, 2014). Two of the largest steel plants of Ukraine are in the city Mariupol, which is located at the Sea of Azov (Mirovalev, 2019). Even though the Russian navy makes shipping goods to and from Mariupol difficult (ibid.), the city remains controlled by Ukraine. It is not far from the front line and could very well be a priority target if a new push from the Russians and separatists would occur (Socor, 2014.). 
When comparing the State Power Index scores on military power and natural resources of 2013 and 2016, it is striking to see that Russia has lost points on both scores. Especially the military power has shrunken significantly, while the Ukrainian military power increased. An explanation could be that Russia is losing military capabilities in its efforts on the Donbass region, but it could also be due other factors, such as the war in Syria. That the Ukrainian military power went up does not come as a surprise. It has committed itself to fighting the separatists and the Russian actors in the Donbass region, for which more military power is needed. The natural resources index score shows a loss for both countries, albeit relatively small. Considering that Ukraine’s steel production is located primarily in the east of the country and that Russia is still close enough to Mariupol to threaten and disrupt trade, some of this loss could be contributed to the Russian support for the separatist movements. Then there is one very recent development, which also indicates that Russia is looking to expand its power, is the issuing of Russian passports to residents of the occupied territories in eastern Ukraine (Dickinson, 2020; Reuters, 2021; Dickinson, 2021). The implications of this effort are not yet clear. In the middle-long term, this could significantly increase Russia’s power since it adds to its population, it creates the possibility to claim the territory as being part of Russia, which directly weakens Ukraine. To summarize, there is evidence that the intervention has weakened Ukraine’s power. Russia puts pressure on the production of steel, it issues passports to the Ukrainian residents of the Donbass region and is closer to claiming that territory as a result, which adds significantly to Russia’s power, also because of an increase of its population at the expense of Ukraine (among which are experienced separatist soldiers).The only upside for Ukraine is that its military power has increased since the intervention, probably to counter the separatist and Russian forces in the Donbass region. The decline of Russia’s power since the intervention comes as a surprise. Apparently, Russia has not yet succeeded in reaping the benefits of its intervention. Even though this might have other causes, the offensive realist expectation is that states opt for war and conquest to increase their power position. Taking these developments into consideration, the first hypothesis of offensive realism can be confirmed and it passes the straw-in-the-wind test. Yes, the Ukrainian military has become stronger, but they are also caught up in a trench war in an effort to hold on to their territory. These capabilities and costs are therefore ‘wasted’ on the conflict within its borders. The second hypothesis of offensive realism must be rejected at this time. The new efforts of Russia to issue passports to residents of the Donbas region might imply that they are about to increase their power, but at this moment, it cannot be seen as significant evidence. Especially since Russia has already annexed Crimea with very little effort. It is known that the Russian navy has a large naval base on the peninsula, which is a clear example of an increase of Russian power. Russia has, to this day, not decided to use its military might to annex the Donbass region as well to gain significant power benefits.
Finally, as was already mentioned in the introduction of this study, the EU has imposed sanctions on the Russian state because of its intervention in the Donbass region. These sanctions target the financial sector, the defence sector, the energy sector and the so called ‘dual-use’ goods sector (goods that have both civilian and military use) (The Council of the European Union, 2020a). Dreyer and Popescu (2014) argue, at the beginning of the sanctions, that the sanctions could have an impact on Russia in the long run, if prolonged. They argue that Russia’s military intervention is a sprint and EU sanctions are the marathon. However, after all these years, there is still no progress on resolving the conflict. Russia, Ukraine, and the EU have all not backed down, implying a certain level of unity within the EU in opposing Russia. Klinova and Sidorova (2019, p. 362) argue that the prolonged sanctions have a recognizable effect. In a strength, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) analysis, they make clear that despite the impact of the sanctions, the lack of unity within the EU remains a weakness of the sanction regime and that the EU’s energy dependency on Russia is a threat to that regime. The imposed sanctions have an effect on the EU economy as well, but these damages are not evenly distributed (ibid). Seven countries have experienced economic losses because of the sanctions, which could potentially threaten unity. However, after more than seven years, the sanctions are still in place, despite some discussion between member states. President Macron and Chancellor Merkel have even said that the EU sanctions imposed on Russia would remain in place until peace returns to Ukraine (Emmot, Irish & Rinke, 2019).  
Then, as analysed earlier, the power scores of Ukraine are quite low. If one considers that the Donbass region only makes up part of these scores, one might wonder if such a long intervention is worth the trouble. It is already discussed that Russia could potentially gain a lot of new residents and soldiers for its military and could gain access to a significant part to Ukraine’s steel producing capabilities. This would add to both Russia’s economic capabilities and its military capabilities. The question then remains whether or not the EU sanctions are an indication of unity of states that try to counter Russian aggression. In the short term, the EU sanctions are rather ineffective because they do not produce direct results. The future effectiveness of the sanctions is also uncertain, and in the meantime, the EU is fully aware of that it is dependent on Russia for securing its energy needs. This is evident from the news that the Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline, that connects Russia to Germany, will be finished after years of severe discussion between several states (Koenis, 2021). Taking this into consideration, it is likely that Russia sees the potential for a significant increase in power if it can maintain the situation in the Donbass region for a while longer. It is also likely that Russia is fully aware of the EU’s dependency on its natural resources. In addition, EU member states are affected by the sanctions as well, which increases the chance that one of these states refuses to prolong the sanctions, which will end the EU sanction regime all together. In 2018, Hungary and Bulgaria even criticised the EU for being too harsh on Russia (Snyder, 2018). To conclude, taking all these consideration into account, it is likely that Russia has made the cost-benefit analysis and decided that it was worth the potential risk since it seemed unlikely that other states in the system would significantly punish Russia. Therefore, the third hypothesis of offensive realism is confirmed and passes the doubly decisive because it confirms the hypotheses and rejects the assumptions of defensive realism on punishment.

























[bookmark: _Toc79972681]Social constructivism analysis
To explain Russia’s intervention in the Donbas region, both the development of the identities of both states and the development of the shared culture must be analysed. Measuring and determining the identity of a state and its development remains difficult. As discussed in the previous chapters, there are some guidelines for determining a state’s identity. In this analysis, data on values and opinions within the states is consulted to make the type identities of Russia and Ukraine explicit. In table 12 and table 13, a selection of values and opinions in Russia (in 1995 and 2011) and Ukraine (1996 and 2011) are presented (Inglehart, et al. 2014a; Inglehart, et al., 2014b).



















Table 12:
Values of Russian and Ukrainian respondents in 1995, 1996, and 2011
	Values Russia
	1995
	2011
	
	Values Ukraine
	1996
	2011

	Importance of family
	Very important
	Very important
	
	Importance of family
	Very important
	Very important

	Importance of politics
	Not very important
	Not very important
	
	Importance of politics
	Not very important
	Not very important

	Importance of religion
	Not very important
	Not very important
	
	Importance of religion
	Rather important
	Rather important

	Importance child learns independence
	Not mentioned
	Not mentioned
	
	Importance child learns independence
	Not mentioned
	Not mentioned

	Importance child learns hard work
	Mentioned
	Mentioned
	
	Importance child learns hard work
	Mentioned
	Mentioned

	Importance child learns tolerance and respect
	Mentioned
	Mentioned
	
	Importance child learns tolerance and respect
	Mentioned
	Mentioned

	Environmental policies over economic policies
	Environmental policies
	Environmental policies
	
	Environmental policies over economic policies
	Environmental policies
	Environmental policies

	Willing to fight for country
	Yes
	Yes
	
	Willing to fight for country
	Yes
	Yes


Source: Inglehart, et al. 2014a; Inglehart, et al., 2014b












Table 13
Opinions of Russian and Ukrainian respondents in 1995, 1996, and 2011
	Opinions Ukraine
	1996
	2011
	
	Opinions Russia
	1995
	2011

	Willing to live near immigrants
	+
	+
	
	Willing to live near immigrants
	+
	+

	Willing to live near homosexuals
	-
	-
	
	Willing to live near homosexuals
	-
	-

	Most important aims for country in 10 years
	Economic growth
	Economic growth
	
	Most important aims for country in 10 years
	Economic growth
	Economic growth

	Left – right orientations (1-10 average)
	5.29
	5.49
	
	Left – right orientations (1-10 average)
	4.93
	5.48

	Private ownership or government ownership of business and industry (1-10 average)
	5.86
	6.66
	
	Private ownership or government ownership of business and industry (1-10 average)
	7.07
	6.61

	Trust in armed forces
	Quite a lot
	Quite a lot
	
	Trust in armed forces
	Quite a lot
	Quite a lot

	Trust in press
	Not very much
	Quite a lot
	
	Trust in press
	Not very much
	Not very much

	Trust in national government
	Quite a lot
	Not very much
	
	Trust in national government
	Not very much
	Quite a lot

	Having a democratic system
	Fairly good
	Fairly good
	
	Having a democratic system
	Fairly good
	Fairly good


Source: Inglehart, et al. 2014a; Inglehart, et al., 2014b













From the presented data, it follows that the values of people in Russia and Ukraine have not significantly changed between 1995 or 1996 and 2011. In both states, the largest group of respondents in 2011 gave the same answer per question as in 1995 and 1996. It is also notable that the largest group of Russian and Ukrainian respondents gave very similar answers. There is only a one-step difference in the importance of religion, which could mean that Ukrainians are on average more religious than Russians. When it comes to the opinions, presented in table 13, more differences can be identified. In Ukraine, the respondents were slightly more right-wing oriented and slightly in favour of more government ownership of business and industry. However, these figures are averages and differ less than one point, which means that there is no strong proof of changing opinions in this matter. The same goes for the Russian respondents, although the trend there is more towards private ownership. The average is still over five, which means that in general, the Russian respondents were still in favour of more government ownership of business and industry, The most striking difference in Ukraine is that there is an increase in the trust in the press and a decrease in the trust in the national government. In Russia, there remains little trust in the press, but the trust in the national government increased. The different trends in Russia and Ukraine could possibly be explained by the stability of the Russian leadership and the instability of Ukrainian politics, but this remains speculation until future research finds proof for this claim. To conclude, there is no evidence of a significant change in the identity of either state. What can be said is that the identities of Russia and Ukraine remain strikingly similar. It seems that the identity of the states on its own cannot explain a change in Russia’s behaviour towards Ukraine.
In addition to the type identity, the collective identity and the interaction between Russia and Ukraine over time also contribute to the behaviour of these states. As explained in the theory chapter, shared cultures arise, based on the states’ identity and the process of iterated interaction. Now the data suggests that the type identity of both states remained the same, the collective identity and the interaction between the states must be analysed to find an explanation for Russia’s interference in the Donbas region. First, an overview, is presented of the membership of both states of organizations in the post-Soviet space in table 14 (Libman & Vinokurov, 2012). This will help to assess the extent to which Russia and Ukraine can speak of a collective identity, the so called ‘we’ identity. To not over- or underestimate the collective identity, two other states are included in the table as well. Georgia will be included because like Ukraine, it has recent experience in violent conflict with Russia. Kyrgyzstan and Belarus will be included as well to make the comparison more balanced. If the states stick together in regional politics, then the collective identity is strengthened. Next, important interactions between Russia and Ukraine in the period 1992 until present day are discussed. Finally, the data and the interactions are analysed, and the possibility of a changed shared culture will be discussed.





























Table 14
Overview of memberships of Russia, Ukraine, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, and Belarus as of January 2012
	State
	Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS)
	Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO)
	Union State of Russia and Belarus (USRB)
	GU(U)AM (Georgia, Ukraine, (Uzbekistan), Azerbaijan, Moldova)
	Eurasian Economic Community (EurAsEC)
	Central Asian Cooperation Organization (CACO, 2002-2005)
	EurAsEC Anti-Crisis Fund (2009)
	Customs
Union (CU)

	Russia
	Member
	
	Member
	
	Member
	Member
	Member
	Member

	Ukraine
	Signatory, no ratification of the Charter 
	
	
	Member
	Observer state
	Observer state
	
	

	Georgia
	Former member (until 2009)
	Former member (until 1999)
	
	Member
	
	Observer state
	
	

	Kyrgyzstan
	Member
	Member
	
	
	Member
	Member
	Member
	Accession negotiations

	Belarus
	Member
	Member
	Member
	
	Member
	
	Member
	Member


Source: Libman & Vinokurov, 2012, p. 52















After the Soviet Union disintegrated, Russia and Ukraine had to settle some disputes over the Black Sea Fleet that was stationed in Ukraine but was also part Russian. In 1997, three bilateral agreements settled the disputes and allowed Russia to lease its naval base in Crimea for a period of 20 years (Zadorozhnii, 2016, pp. 47-48). In 2010, the Kharkiv Agreement was signed by Ukrainian president Yanukovych. This agreement the extended Russian lease of the naval base in Crimea until 2042 in exchange for discounts on the import of Russian natural gas (ibid.; Kimball, 2014). In April 2014 however, the Russian parliament terminated the agreements made on the Black Sea Fleet as Crimea was then considered to be part of Russia (Roudik, 2014). 
Another source of struggle between Russia and Ukraine is the delivery of natural gas to and through Ukraine. In July of 2005, negotiations between Russia and Ukraine were stuck and seemed to be heading towards higher gas prices (Stern, 2006, p. 6). On 1 January 2006, Gazprom stopped the delivery of any gas to Ukraine (Stern, 2006, p. 7). On 2 January 2006, European countries like Hungary, Austria, Slovakia, France, and Poland received significantly less gas than usual (Stern, 2006, p. 8). On 4 January, the crisis seemed to be over when gas supplies were back to normal. The dispute can be understood as being a political action by Russia, since prices rose significantly for states that had left the Soviet Union and CIS states that had elected more pro-European governments (Stern, 2006, p.11). Especially Ukraine had to pay more for Russian gas in comparison to the CIS states (Stern, 2006, p. 12). In 2009, the supply of gas to Ukraine was cut off again. From 1 January until 20 January, Gazprom refused to transfer gas to Ukraine and only kept providing gas to other European countries (Stern, 2009, p. 19). By 7 January, gas deliveries to Europe had stopped completely, allegedly because European gas was kept in Ukraine (ibid.). All deliveries eventually returned to normal levels by 22 January (ibid.). Stern (2009, p. 60) argues that the choice to stop the delivery of gas was more impulsive than a demonstration of Russian power. He even argues that in the dispute, the legal arguments of Gazprom appear to be superior, but that no final conclusions can be made (ibid.). In 2014, after the violent conflict in the Donbas region had started, new disputes over gas arose between Russia and Ukraine (Gardner, 2014). An agreement was eventually signed on 30 October 2014, after talks between Russia and Ukraine, mediated by the European Commission Vice-President Oettinger (European Parliament, 2014). 
Another strain on the relations between Russia and Ukraine comes from the war between Russia and Georgia in August 2008. Russia accused Ukraine of selling arms to Georgia that were used in war against Russia (Haran & Burkovsky, 2008; The Iran Times, 2008; New York Times, 2008). On 30 August, President Putin and Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs Lavrov stated that if Ukraine respected their agreements on the Black Sea Fleet, and did not pursue membership of NATO, they would not take Crimea or their naval base in Sevastopol by force (Haran & Burkovsky, 2008). 
Finally, the signing of the EU Association Agreement by Ukraine can be understood as a move against improving relationships with Moscow. In September 2014, Putin wrote a letter to Ukrainian President Poroshenko in which he claimed that signing the agreement would likely risk the economic ties between Russia and Ukraine (Emmot, 2014). Therefore, he left Poroshenko with a choice to either integrate more with the EU or with Russia, not with both. This is a clear sign that signing the extensive agreement separate Russia and Ukraine and would lead to conflicting interests, especially when Russia’s interest in further integration of the member states of the organizations named in table 14 is taken into consideration.
In conclusion, as of 1 January 2012, there are no regional organizations in which both Russia and Ukraine have a full membership. The same goes for Georgia, which is not surprising since it had already fought a war with Russia in 2008. Kyrgyzstan and Belarus on the other hand are more connected to Russia via these regional organizations. The latter, in combination with the weak commonalities in membership of Ukraine and Russia, implies that Russia and Ukraine follow different interests in international politics and there is little evidence for a strong collective identity. Finally, the interactions between the states have been rough. The Russian lease of the naval base in Crimea has always been more of a business transaction than an act of friendship. The returning disputes over gas supplies and pricing are more evidence of a transactional relationship, rather than a friendly one. Finally, the Russian statements on Ukraine’s role in the war between Russia and Georgia imply a lack of friendly mutual support. The remarks by Putin and Lavrov can be seen as emphasising the transactional relationship between the two states by referring to agreements and the threat of limited violence. 
Following the presented evidence and the analysis conducted in this paragraph, it can only be concluded that the 7th hypothesis, ‘A state intervenes in another state because the identity of at least one of the two states has changed’, must be rejected. The 8th and 9th hypotheses, ‘A state intervenes in another state because the shared culture between those states has changed from either a Kantian or Lockean culture into a Hobbesian culture’ and ‘A state intervenes in another state because the other state forms a threat to the identity of the intervening state’ respectively, are confirmed. There is plenty of evidence suggesting a more contractual relationship between Russia and Ukraine in the period from 1992 until 2014. If there was a Kantian shared culture, disputes would be settled by friendly debate and there would be no need to cut off gas supplies during winter, no need to accuse the other of supporting your enemies, and the Black Sea Fleet and its location would be considered to be a mutual source of security. The culture since the interventions in 2014 can almost per definition be considered to be Hobbesian, since it is the only culture that allows for the long-term use of violence and the disregard of each other’s sovereignty. Successive negative interactions between both states in a Lockean culture have eventually led to a Hobbesian culture. Also, it could be argued that Russia had already partly internalized the Hobbesian culture because it was already at war with other states than Ukraine. This could help explain why a trigger event could spur Russia to comply with Hobbesian norms in relation to Ukraine as well. The explanation that the signing of the EU Association Agreement was a trigger for Russia that changed the shared culture from a Lockean one to a Hobbesian one does not exactly fit the bill since the agreement was not yet signed when the Russian interventions in Crimea and the Donbas region began. The 8th hypothesis has therefore passed the Hoop test. The relevance of the hypothesis was shown, but whether or not a series of negative interactions and the change in the shared culture has caused Russia to intervene in the Donbas region remains unclear. Finally, the 9th hypothesis is only partly confirmed, or rather not fully rejected. The statements made by President Putin and the further integration of Ukraine with the EU does or will exclude Russia from further (market) integration with Ukraine. Integrating with the EU means that there are more standards that Ukraine must uphold, which leaves less room for third parties to negotiate on new bilateral treaties. The direct threat to Russia does not have to be imminent or rational, it only has to be perceived in that way. However, since there has been little change in the identities of both states and the identities are actually very alike, the threat for the Russian identity is fairly limited. The hypothesis therefore passes the Straw-in-the-Wind test. The statements of President Putin and the integration into the EU single market imply a certain exclusivity, which may or may not have caused Russia to intervene in the Donbas region to prevent the containment of its identity.
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The answer to the research question ‘What explains the ongoing Russian intervention in the Donbas region, despite international critique, signed peace agreements, and unclear benefits for Russia?’ can be found in the offensive realist explanation of the case. Russia is continuing its intervention in the Donbas region to add to its absolute power, since it knows that it will not be severely punished by the other great powers in the system. In the short-term, the gains in Russian power might have not yet been entirely clear. However, the willingness to maintain the current situation, the testing of new electronic warfare systems in the Donbas region, the disruption of trade in the Sea of Azov, and the plan to issue passports to the residents of the Donbas region all point in the direction of Russia trying to increase its power and influence in the region. The defensive realist assumptions did not fit the empirical situation and is therefore not useful for analysing Russia’s policy in the Donbas region. The social constructivist explanations could identify a Lockean shared culture between Russia and Ukraine but fell short in making the causal mechanism explicit. The causal mechanism would have been more convincing if the identities of both states had also changed and differed more from each other. Finally, more integration with the EU does make it more difficult for Ukraine to sign bilateral treaties with Russia, but it is not that their identities differ significantly, and that Ukraine is becoming a full member of the EU any time soon.
Both the offensive realist theory, and the social constructivist theory have two confirmed hypotheses. It quickly became clear that the defensive realist theory could not overcome its paradox and cannot deal with cases where states with a significant power imbalance are studied. The explanatory power of offensive realism is therefore superior, which might not be that surprising when one considers that it was developed in reaction to defensive realism. The social constructivist explanation could have benefitted from a better understanding of what Wendt could have meant with the values and opinions to define the type identity of a state. The comparison of values and opinions within states over time has not indicated significant change in Russia and Ukraine. If there was a strong indication of change, the findings could indicate that variables of citizens can possibly affect the relations between states as well. The offensive realist theory proofed to be better in explaining why Russia would intervene in Ukraine at that moment in time, even though a trigger event could also be uncovered with social constructivism. This is however a low bar for offensive realism to clear, since their assumption is that any opportunity is a good moment for conquest. What is an important finding however, is that social constructivism has shown that states can feel threatened by ideational aspects, as well as by material aspects, somewhat weakening the explanatory credibility of offensive realism. However, in this case, offensive realism offered a more complete explanation of the research question. 
Two interesting recommendations for future research can be made. First, it might be fruitful to conduct theory building research to expand Wendt’s social constructivism. The theory would benefit from additional theorizing on how variables like identity and culture, that change slowly over time, can more directly explain specific phenomena. A second recommendation for future research is to study the role of hybrid warfare in an offensive realist framework. Russia is somewhat pioneering this method of waging war, but it is likely that it will become more widespread. It would be interesting to see how offensive realists deal with the aspects of misinformation and the fact that states are operating more in the shadows, rather than declaring war in the open. States conducting such warfare can no hire private security firms, which might alter the way offensive realists look at power, since the financial capabilities of states might become even more relevant than other bases for power.
As was also discussed in the methods chapter, the research design and methods have put some limitations on this research. The most important limitation is that the theoretical lenses were fixed and that other variables or causal mechanisms, that might be relevant in explaining the Russian intervention, could therefore have been overlooked. It is also a small-n study, which usually means that the findings of this research are not generalizable. However, the findings offer support for explanatory power of offensive realism, which, because it is a system theory, implies that similar explanations could work to explain other conflicts in international politics as well. Finally, this study has relied on a significant number of secondary sources, such as news media. This proved to be a necessity, since Russia is still being secretive about their operations in the Donbass region. It is a problem that other studies, that deal with hybrid warfare, might encounter as well. Also, sometimes, reports on war developments in the Donbass region are not widely reported in the more established news media, because it might not be relevant to readers outside of Ukraine at that moment. Therefore, also smaller, less obvious, sources had to be consulted to gain insight in the ongoing conflict.
Unfortunately, the end of the war in the Donbas region is not yet in sight. Despite financial aid, military equipment, and military training provided by the US, the Ukrainian forces do not seem to make any progress in retaking the Donbas region. The conflict is likely to slowly develop and without any severe opposition to Russia, it could very well be that Ukraine will, once again, lose some of its territory to the Russian Federation. 
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