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The commencement of Russian military action in Ukraine brings down the curtain on the first act of a 

bizarre drama that has been playing out over the past eight months. At the heart of it is the instability in the post-

Cold War security order. 

The first act began with a meeting between U.S. President Biden and Russia’s President Vladmir Putin in 

June last year, promising to reverse seven years of relentless U.S.-Russia acrimony. Mr. Biden’s decision to reach 

out to Mr. Putin signalled a U.S. geopolitical rebalancing, seeking a modus vivendi with Russia and disengagement 

from conflicts in Europe and West Asia, to enable a sharper U.S. focus on domestic challenges and the external 

challenge from its principal strategic adversary, China. 

 

These were Putin’s terms 

Mr. Putin saw this reengagement as an opportunity to revive Russia’s flagging economy and expand its 

freedom of political action globally. 

However, he wanted this engagement on equal terms. Russia would cooperate in this geopolitical 

rebalancing if its concerns are met, so that it does not constantly have to counter moves to probe its territorial 

integrity and constrain its external influence — which is how Russia sees the strategic posture of the North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization (NATO) and U.S. policies. 

Russia has repeatedly articulated its grievances: that NATO’s expansion violated promises made prior to 

the breakup of the Soviet Union; that Ukraine’s accession to NATO would cross Russia’s red lines; and that NATO’s 

strategic posture poses a continuing security threat to Russia. 

NATO’s expansion as a politico-military alliance, even after the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the 

Warsaw Pact, was at the U.S.’s initiative. It was intended to temper European ambitions for strategic autonomy 

from the sole superpower and to counter Russia’s resurgence. Recent experience shows it may not be succeeding 

in either goal. 

 

NATO’s weakened glue 

NATO countries today span a geography of uneven economic development and a diversity of political 

traditions and historical consciousness. Moreover, the original glue that held NATO together — ideological 

solidarity (free world against communist expansion) and an existential military threat — dissolved with the 

collapse of communism and the Warsaw Pact. There is no ideology to oppose and threat perceptions vary, 

depending on geographical location and historical experience. This heterogeneity means a diversity of interests. 

American leadership has normally succeeded in papering over differences, but the growing ambitions of countries 

is making this increasingly difficult. 

The current crisis in Ukraine has illustrated the divisions, and exposed the limitations of the U.S.’s ability 

to bridge them. The irony is that the divisions are of the U.S.’s making. Its pressure on NATO in 2008 to recognise 

Ukraine’s membership aspirations and its encouragement for a change of government in Kyiv in 2014, provoked 

the Russian annexation of Crimea. The subsequent armed separatist movement in eastern Ukraine (Donbas) led to 

the Minsk accords of 2014-15, which provided for a special status for this region within Ukraine. 

Ukraine considers this an unfair outcome, and the U.S. has supported its efforts to reinterpret the accords 

to its advantage. While some European countries supported this line, France and Germany — which brokered 

these agreements — have periodically tried to progress implementation, in the effort to break the impasse and 

resume normal engagement with Russia, which serves their economic interests. 

In recent months, the U.S. signalled that it would support the full implementation of the Minsk accords, 

but apparently found it difficult to shake the entrenched interests sufficiently to make it happen. This may have 

finally convinced Mr. Putin that his concerns would not be met through negotiations. 

 

Energy security 

U.S. interests have also divided NATO on energy security. For Germany, the Nord Stream 2 (NS2) Russia-

Germany gas pipeline is the cheapest source of gas for its industry. Others deem it a geopolitical project, increasing 

European dependence on Russian energy. This argument masks self-serving interests. Ukraine fears the diminution 

of gas transit revenues, and also that if its importance for gas transit declines, so will Europe’s support in its 

disputes with Russia. The U.S.’s “geopolitical” argument against NS2 dovetails neatly with its commercial interest 

in exporting LNG to Europe, reinforced by U.S. legislation for sanctions against companies building gas pipelines 
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from Russia. Increasing LNG exports to Europe is explicitly stated as a motivation for the sanctions. European 

countries that oppose NS2 are ramping up their LNG import infrastructure to increase imports from the U.S. 

The manner in which NATO countries implement the promised harsh sanctions against Russia will 

demonstrate whether, how much and for how long, this crisis will keep them united. 

It is too early to say what Mr. Putin’s endgame is, and how costly this adventure will be, in terms of lives 

and destruction, as well as in its political and economic impact. Without justifying the manner in which Russia has 

chosen to “right” the perceived “wrongs”, it has to be said that this crisis results from a broken security 

architecture in Europe. A sustainable security order has to reflect current realities: it cannot be simply an 

outgrowth of the Cold War order, and it has to be driven from within. Also, a European order that does not 

accommodate Russia’s concerns through genuine negotiation cannot be stable in the long term. France’s President 

Emmanuel Macron has been making this point forcefully, arguing for Europe to regain its strategic autonomy. He 

has called NATO “brain-dead” and said that Europe, as a “geopolitical power” should control its own destiny, 

regaining “military sovereignty” and re-opening a dialogue with Russia, managing the misgivings of post-Soviet 

countries. 

 

Outlook for India 

India has to brace itself for some immediate challenges flowing from the Russian actions. It will have to 

balance the pressure from one strategic partner to condemn the violation of international law, with that from 

another to understand its legitimate concerns. We were there in 2014, and managed the pressures. As Russia-

West confrontation sharpens further, the U.S. Administration’s intensified engagement in Europe will inevitably 

dilute its focus on the Indo-Pacific, causing India to make some tactical calibration of actions in its neighbourhood. 

Geopolitics, however, is a long game, and the larger context of the U.S.-China rivalry could, at some point in the 

not too distant future, reopen the question of how Russia fits into the European security order. 

 

 shake up (phrasal verb) – weaken, undermine, 

damage, impair. 

 architecture (noun) – structure, formation, 

composition, organization. 

 (security) order (noun) – arrangement, structure, 

system. 

 accommodate (verb) – adjust, adapt, attune, 

accustom, come to terms with, come to accept. 

 negotiation (noun) – discussions, talks, 

deliberation. 

 in the long term (phrase) – in the future. 

 bring down/lower the curtain on (phrase) – to 

bring an end to something. 

 bizarre (adjective) – strange, unusual, 

unconventional/eccentric, ridiculous. 

 play out (phrasal verb) – happen, occur, take 

place. 

 at the heart of (phrase) – at the most important 

part of. 

 instability (noun) – uncertainty, unpredictability, 

precariousness. 

 reverse (verb) – alter, change. 

 relentless (adjective) – constant, continuous, non-

stop, unceasing. 

 acrimony (noun) – hostility, enmity, bitterness, 

rancour, resentment. 

 reach out (phrasal verb) – contact someone to 

obtain/offer help/assistance/cooperation. 

 geopolitical (adjective) – relating to (the study of) 

the geographical factors (a country’s position on 

the earth, size, climate, and natural resources &, 

etc.) in world politics and inter-state relations. 

 rebalancing (noun) – the process of restoring 

balance to something. 

 seek (verb) – try, aim, attempt; ask for, request, 

demand. 

 modus vivendi/modi vivendi (noun) – agreement, 

deal, understanding, settlement (between two 

conflicting parties); Modus vivendi is a Latin 

phrase that literally means “mode of living” or 

“way of life”. 

 disengagement (noun) – withdrawal, departure, 

retreat (of military troops from an area of conflict). 

 conflict (noun) – war, armed conflict, battle, 

fighting. 

 strategic (adjective) – relating to achieving long-

term or overall goals. 

 adversary (noun) – rival, enemy, nemesis, 

opponent. 

 flagging (adjective) – declining. 

 engagement (noun) – participation, taking part, 

involvement. 

 integrity (noun) – unity, unification, wholeness, 

coherence, cohesion, togetherness, solidarity. 

 posture (noun) – position, approach, attitude, 

standpoint. 
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 articulate (verb) – express, voice, pronounce, 

state, communicate. 

 grievance (noun) – complaint, criticism, objection, 

protestation, charge, protest, problem. 

 violate (verb) – breach, contravene, fail to comply 

with. 

 breakup (noun) – end, termination, dissolution; 

division, splitting up (into several parts). 

 accession (noun) – joining, signing up, enrolment. 

 red line (noun) – boundary, limit; restriction, 

constraint (beyond which one will not proceed 

further). 

 pose (verb) – constitute, present, create, cause (a 

problem or danger or risk). 

 dissolution (noun) – cessation/end, termination, 

suspension. 

 Warsaw Pact (noun) – The Warsaw Pact was a 

collective defence treaty established by the Soviet 

Union and seven other Soviet satellite states in 

Central and Eastern Europe: Albania, Bulgaria, 

Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Hungary, Poland 

and Romania (Albania withdrew in 1968). 

 temper (verb) – strengthen, improve, fortify. 

 strategic autonomy (noun) – the ability of a state 

(country) to pursue its national interests and adopt 

its preferred foreign policy without being 

constrained in any manner by other states 

(countries). In its pure form, strategic autonomy 

presupposes the state (country) in question 

possessing overwhelmingly superior power. This is 

what would enable that state (country) to resist 

the pressures that may be exerted by other states 

(countries) to compel it to change its policy or 

moderate its interests. 

 resurgence (noun) – reoccurrence/recurrence, 

reappearance, reemergence. 

 succeed (verb) – be successful. 

 glue (noun) – bonding substance. 

 span (verb) – extend over, stretch across, spread 

over, range over. 

 geography (noun) – region. 

 diversity (noun) – variety, variance, difference. 

 consciousness (noun) – awareness, knowledge, 

realization, recognition. 

 ideological (adjective) – relating to a system of 

ideas (ideology). 

 solidarity (noun) – unity, unanimity, harmony, 

cooperation. 

 existential (adjective) – relating to existence. 

 communism (noun) – socialism, collectivism. 

 ideology (noun) – a system of belief, set of 

principles. 

 perception (noun) – understanding, discernment, 

recognition/realization; interpretation. 

 geographical (adjective) – zonal, territorial, 

topical. 

 heterogeneity (noun) – the state/quality of 

consisting of diverse elements. 

 interest (noun) – a particular (common) concern, 

especially in politics or business. 

 paper over (phrasal verb) – cover up, hide, 

conceal, disguise, camouflage, gloss over. 

 difference (noun) – disagreement, difference of 

opinion, misunderstanding, dispute, argument. 

 illustrate (verb) – explain, elucidate, clarify. 

 expose (verb) – reveal, uncover, lay bare. 

 bridge (verb) – join, link, connect, unite. 

 irony (noun) – paradox, incongruity, peculiarity; 

contradiction, a strange/funny situation where 

things are happening the other way around (than 

expected). 

 annexation (noun) – seizure, occupation, invasion, 

conquest, takeover, appropriation. 

 subsequent (adjective) – following, ensuing, 

succeeding, successive. 

 armed (adjective) – equipped/supplied with 

firearms. 

 separatist (noun/adjective) – dissident, 

nonconformist, sectarian. 

 Donbas region (noun) – a historical, cultural, and 

economic region in south-eastern Ukraine, some 

of whose territory (Donetsk and Luhansk) is 

occupied by two separatist groups in the course of 

the Russo-Ukrainian War. President Vladimir V. 

Putin of Russia has recognized the independence 

of these two separatist regions in Ukraine. 

 Minsk (noun) – the capital of Belarus. 

 Minsk Protocol/Accord (noun) – the Minsk 

Protocol (later known as Minsk-1) with the Minsk 

Memorandum of September 2014 and the 

Package of Measures for the Implementation of 

the Minsk Agreements (Minsk-2) are agreements 

between Ukraine and Russia to resolve the conflict 

in eastern Ukraine (eastern Donbass region). The 

Minsk Protocol (Minsk-1) failed within days of its 

signing on 5 September, 2014. Four months later 

Minsk-2 was signed on February 12, 2015 to revive 

the peace efforts featured by Minsk-1. Minsk-2 is 

basically a more detailed Minsk-1 agreement. 

Minsk-2 didn’t replace the first agreement, but it 

was intended to revive the Minsk-1 after its 

collapse. 

 accord (noun) – agreement, settlement, treaty, 

deal; consensus. 
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 reinterpret (verb) – understand, construe, explain, 

clarify, elucidate (again). 

 broker (verb) – negotiate (a deal/agreement). 

 periodically (adverb) – occasionally, now and then. 

 implementation (noun) – execution, enforcement, 

imposition. 

 impasse (noun) – deadlock, stalemate, checkmate, 

stand-off. 

 resume (verb) – restart, start again, recommence. 

 apparently (adverb) – seemingly, evidently, it 

appears that; supposedly. 

 entrench (verb) – establish something firmly; 

anchor, settle, embed. 

 entrenched (adjective) – fixed, set firm, firm, 

established, well established. 

 Nord Stream 2 (NS2) gas pipeline (noun) – the 

Russia-led gas pipeline project. (a new export gas 

pipeline running from Russia to Europe across the 

Baltic Sea). 

 deem (verb) – consider, regard as, view as. 

 mask (verb) – hide, conceal, disguise, cover up, 

obscure. 

 self-serving (adjective) – self-centred, self-seeking, 

egocentric. 

 diminution (noun) – curtailment, decline, 

reduction, decrease, restriction/limitation (in the 

importance of something). 

 transit (noun) – transportation. 

 dovetail (verb) – join, fit, link (together); agree, 

accord, match, correspond, be in agreement, go 

together, be consistent. 

 Liquefied natural gas (LNG) (noun) – Liquefied 

natural gas (LNG) is natural gas that has been 

cooled to a liquid state, at about -260° Fahrenheit 

(-162.2° C), for shipping and storage. 

 reinforce (verb) – strengthen, support, fortify, 

bolster up, underpin. 

 legislation (noun) – body of laws, acts, rules, 

regulations, statutes. 

 explicitly (adverb) – clearly, unequivocally, 

understandably, without question/doubt. 

 ramp up (phrasal verb) – increase (in amount or 

number). 

 adventure (noun) – exploit, deed happening, 

event; activity, act, deed, move, measure. 

 perceived (adjective) – supposed, regarded, 

considered. 

 sustainable (adjective) – acceptable, trustworthy, 

reliable, dependable. 

 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, display, 

demonstrate, reveal, exhibit. 

 outgrowth (noun) – eruption, protrusion, 

projection, prominence; tumour. 

 Cold War (noun) – The Cold War was a state of 

political and military tension after World War II 

between powers in the Western Bloc (the United 

States and a group of countries) and powers in the 

Eastern Bloc (the Soviet Union and a group of 

countries). 

 drive (verb) – cause something to happen; prompt. 

 brain-dead (adjective) – stupid, brainless, foolish, 

empty-headed, unintelligent, half-witted, dull, 

weak-minded. 

 sovereignty (noun) – autonomy, independence, 

self-government, self-rule, self-legislation, 

freedom. 

 dialogue (noun) – discussion, conversation, talk, 

exchange of views, discourse. 

 misgiving (noun) – qualm, doubt, reservation; 

suspicion, distrust, mistrust, lack of faith, lack of 

confidence. 

 outlook (noun) – prospects, expectations, hopes, 

likely improvement, lookout, future. 

 brace (for) (verb) – prepare oneself for something 

difficult/unpleasant that is imminent (about to 

happen). 

 flow from (phrase) – come from, originate from, 

emanate from. 

 condemn (verb) – censure, criticize, castigate, 

attack, denounce, reprimand, rebuke, reprove. 

 violation (noun) – breach, breaking, non-

observance. 

 legitimate (adjective) – permissible, allowable, 

admissible. 

 confrontation (noun) – clash, fight, conflict, tussle, 

encounter. 

 inevitably (adverb) – unavoidably, certainly, 

definitely. 

 dilute (verb) – diminish, reduce, decrease, lessen, 

(the value of something). 

 calibration (noun) – evaluation, assessment, 

appraisal. 

 neighbourhood (noun) – (surrounding) area, 

region, country. 

 geopolitics (noun) – the study of the geographical 

factors (a country’s position on the earth, size, 

climate, and natural resources & etc.) in world 

politics and inter-state relations. 

 rivalry (noun) – opposition, conflict, discord. 
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