Russia: Diplomacy and Defence of the International Order

The central concern of the West in its relationship with Russia is clear. Western nations are
united in their support for Ukraine. If Moscow is permitted to act unfettered and in defiance
of a rules-based international order founded on universal human rights and the rule of law,
the consequences extend well beyond Ukraine. Russia’s role in the Middle East, from Syria
to Iran, and to its wider relationships across the region, demonstrates that the
consequences of confrontation between Moscow and the West are not confined to Europe.
The strict sanctions regimes imposed by the European Union, the United States and their
partners are therefore intended not simply to punish Russian aggression, but to defend a
wider principle.

Moscow views the international order differently. It regards the post-Cold War settlement
as having developed to the detriment of Russian interests and has long argued that it has
not been accorded the status it believes a major power deserves, notwithstanding the
broader question of a P5 overhaul. These arguments may help explain Russian policy, but
they do not justify the use of force against sovereign states or the violation of international
law. Understanding Russia’s calculations is not the same as accepting them. A challenge to
those principles cannot be ignored therefore. But defending them need not lead us to
conclude that the present relationship with Russia is either desirable, sustainable or
conducive to longer-term stability.

The result is a relationship dangerously deadlocked: co-operation and dialogue held
hostage, official contact restricted and intelligence co-operation severely curtailed. The
consequences of such estrangement are before us. Russia, for its part, believes it would be
better served by a system of spheres of influence, with major powers pre-eminent in their
respective regions and the United Nations Security Council providing the principal forum
for managing world affairs. That vision is difficult to reconcile with the principle that
sovereign states should be free to determine their own futures. It should nevertheless be
understood if it is to be challenged effectively.

In these times of rhetoric, some ill-informed, much of it distorted by misinformation and
polarisation, breaking the diplomatic deadlock is increasingly important. Dialogue is not a
reward; it is an essential instrument by which states manage disagreement, minimise
misunderstanding and prevent miscalculation. Nor is dialogue an endorsement of Russian
policy. Whatever the view of Russia, the absence of communication between major powers
carries consequences.

Economic sanctions are designed both to punish Russia for aggressive actions and deter
future coercion. Moscow considers, however, that resolution of the Ukraine crisis would not
necessarily result in their removal. Sanctions alone cannot provide a political settlement. If
Moscow believes that they will remain indefinitely, the incentive to negotiate may diminish.
Sanctions must therefore be accompanied by a diplomatic strategy capable of offering a
route towards resolution with a phased conditional relief tied to verifiable Russian actions.



My experience of contributing to debate in Crimea in the late 1990s on the merits of a
potential Ukrainian application for membership of the European Union reinforced for me
the complexity of the competing histories, identities and interests involved. Recognising
that complexity does not require abandoning principle; nor does it require creating a false
equivalence between the parties. It requires understanding the realities with which any
lasting settlement must contend.

The diplomatic challenge is to demonstrate to the Kremlin that diplomacy need not equate
to the abandonment of Western principles or the marginalisation of Russian interests.
Engagement should not be about accommodating Russian demands, but about
demonstrating that diplomacy can produce outcomes that are more secure and predictable
than continued confrontation. Engagement might usefully advance on four tracks:
government-to-government relations; security co-operation and military dialogue aimed
particularly at reducing the risk of miscalculation; economic, scientific and wider practical
co-operation, including climate change; and sustained engagement between institutions and
peoples.

Without Soviet sacrifice, the history of Europe might have been very different.
Remembering that sacrifice does not require overlooking Russia’s subsequent actions, nor
should historical memory become an argument for political accommodation. But history can
provide points of contact between societies even when governments are profoundly at
odds. Therein may lie a clue to future engagement: preserve the historical and human
connections that remain while rebuilding the minimum level of trust necessary to underpin
a more productive relationship.

Engagement is preferable to permanent estrangement. But effective engagement must be
clear-eyed. We should be bold and innovative in making clear our wish for a constructive
but clearly defined relationship. That requires no abandonment of principle, nor does
engagement mean an immediate return to business as usual. It means identifying where
interests genuinely coincide and building sufficient trust to confront the much harder
questions where they do not.

We might also reflect on the strategic wisdom associated with Henry Kissinger: hostility
should never become an end in itself when it does not serve the long-term interests of the
West. The objective is not to excuse Russian conduct, minimise Ukraine’s sovereignty or
dilute the principles underpinning the international order. It is to recognise that lasting
security ultimately requires both deterrence and diplomacy.

Maintaining pressure could provide a credible route towards a negotiated settlement if
conditions are met. A durable settlement would engender future economic predictability,
investment confidence, energy and supply-chain security, and address the commercial
consequences of prolonged geopolitical fragmentation. My experience at a recent summit in
Astana, Kazakhstan, on the post-2030 United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
reinforced how common development priorities can create space for cooperation even amid



profound geopolitical disagreement. Eventual reconstruction and stabilisation will require
international actors with very different political interests to find practical areas of common
purpose.

This does not mean seeking an artificial reconciliation or accepting a sphere of influence
over neighbouring states. An era of mutual respect would serve well. The opportunity may
now exist to move beyond a relationship defined exclusively by confrontation and towards
one in which interests can be negotiated rather than imposed. The more difficult the
relationship, the greater the need for disciplined, patient and persistent diplomacy.



