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Two years after Russia’s full-scale invasion of
Ukraine, its strategic objectives, which initially
included the ‘denazification’ and
‘demilitarization’ of the country, appear to have
evolved towards a fixation on Ukraine ceding
the occupied territories to Moscow. Ukraine’s
grand strategic objectives, meanwhile, have
remained unchanged: to repel the invasion, to
restore territorial integrity and state
sovereignty, to preserve the democratic
foundations and economic viability of the state,
and to build a credible deterrence against
future Russian aggression. However, Ukraine’s
vision and concept of how to achieve these
objectives and the availability of the necessary
means to do so have gradually shifted during
the war.

In February 2022, Ukraine’s all-out defence
relied almost exclusively on national resources.
Later that year, meaningful, if limited, western
support enabled the liberation of about 50% of
the territories occupied by
Russia. But in 2023, the
possibilities offered by
traditional forms of warfare
were gradually exhausted. The
supply of weapons from
Ukraine’s partners, while
important, was insufficient and
too slow to permit further
success in the ground campaign. Renewed
progress would require a combination of more
troops, new techniques, and revolutionary
technologies. Nevertheless, Ukraine was able to
conduct several successful maritime, air and
sabotage operations, which kept alive hopes for
its eventual success.
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PRINCIPLES OF WAR

Napoleon Bonaparte’s maxim, “The moral is to
the physical as three to one,” concerns morale—
one of a handful of the critical principles of war.
In the case of Ukraine, morale proved to be
among the most decisive factors, especially at
the start of the full-scale aggression when
Russia’s invasion approached population centres
such as Kyiv, Kharkiv, Chernihiv, Sumy, and
Mykolaiv. Large numbers of local citizens, both
male and female, volunteered to defend their
homeland, negating Russia’s  numerical
advantage. Their morale, and Ukraine’s military
ethos more broadly, centred on the myth and
legacy of the heroic Cossack warriors, engaged in
a sacrificial struggle for independence. This was
reinforced by the real imminent threat to
people’s homes. By contrast, the morale of
Russian troops—many of whom had not even
been told they were going to war—was
frequently reported to be low.

The supply of weapons from Ukraine’s partners, while
important, was insufficient and too slow to permit
further success in the ground campaign. Renewed
progress would require a combination of more troops,
new techniques, and revolutionary technologies

Other classic principles of war, such as surprise,
mass, manoeuvre, offensive, and unity of
command have also proved relevant in this war,
albeit in specific and evolving forms. Surprise
was most vividly on display during the first year.
Russia could not believe that the Ukrainians did
not fear them, and Ukraine was able to mount
unexpected actions on the ground. Moreover, in
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the waters of the Black Sea, Ukrainian
innovations such as stealth naval drones bottled
up the most capable ships of the Russian Black
Sea Fleet in Novorossiysk. Ukrainian sea cargo
traffic from Odesa to the Mediterranean could
thus be secured.

Later, progress in air, space, signal and other
instruments of intelligence, and their increased
density on the battlefield made achieving
surprise  much more difficult. Stealthily
concentrating troops for offensive operations
became very difficult for both sides from 2023.

The importance of mass (in Napoleon’s words,
“God is on the side of the big battalions”) has
also altered. Russia’s ability to mass troops and
firepower still offers certain advantages, but this
has become increasingly problematic due to
Ukraine’s improved reconnaissance and fire
coordination. Accurate artillery and rocket
attacks on concentrations of forces have
noticeably slowed down Russian offensive
operations.

The proliferation of various sensors on and
above the land has also made manoeuvre by
ground forces more difficult. Conversely,
manoeuvre of fire has become more effective:
Russia has continued to rely mainly on massed
fires, but Ukraine has increasingly relied on
improved reconnaissance and on more accurate
western-supplied weapons to achieve precision
effects.

The clear disparity of size and numbers between
Ukraine and Russia leaves Ukraine little choice
but to employ a higher intellectual and
technological competitive edge.  When
traditional tactics, techniques and procedures do
not translate into meaningful success, one way
out is to pursue a diplomatic solution; another is
to employ game-changing technology, such as
the powder, stirrups, crossbow, machine gun,

tank, aircraft, submarine, and guided missiles of
earlier times.

In this war, established technologies have been
used in new ways. Prime examples include the
prolific use of uninhabited air, sea and land
vehicles, antimissile defence systems, digitised
command and control, secure communications,
and electronic warfare. While Russia has
generally relied on the mass production of
weapons already in use or the reverse
engineering of foreign models, Ukraine has
preferred to develop new weapon designs and to
attempt to outstrip the enemy technologically.

This has required solid organisational efforts,
which Ukraine has put in place, but also
abundant resources, which have not been so
easily available. To manage the challenge,
Ukraine’s Ministries of Digital Transformation,
Defence, Strategic Industries, and Economy
launched a joint initiative ‘Bravel’ to create a
fast track for defence technological innovation.
In 2024, Ukraine will allocate 400 million euros
to this initiative.

Meanwhile, the entire country is
contributing to producing or
procuring drones in the hope that
these can be game-changing assets
in the next stage of the war. Ukraine
has even established a separate
military branch of the armed
forces—the Unmanned Systems Forces—that
seeks to exploit this technology and turn it to
battlefield advantage. The war has already
demonstrated the role of drones in diminishing
the importance of the enemy’s tanks, warships,
helicopters, and field fortifications, and in
compensating for the scarce supply of artillery
ammunition. However, one key lesson is that in
modern multidimensional  warfare, the
advantages delivered by advanced technologies
may not last long. Speed, stealth and mass
production of these technologies have become
ever more important for their success.

In 2014, when Russia launched an armed
aggression against Ukraine in Crimea and
Donbas, the Ukrainian military was in a poor
state of readiness. There were shortfalls of
armaments and no systemic modernisation or
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regular combat training. Comforted by security
assurances from the USA and other signatories
of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum (including
Russia), Ukraine’s leadership had neglected
security in favour of the economy.

The start of hostilities in 2014 was a wakeup call.
By the time of Russia’s full-scale aggression in
2022, Ukraine had doubled the numbers of its
regular military, strengthened the reserve,
started to build territorial defence forces, tripled
the defence budget, and mobilised the available
capacities of its defence industry. Even so, it was
unable to fully provide the army with the
necessary quantity of modern weapon systems,
to create adequate stockpiles of missiles and
ammunition, or to sufficiently strengthen civil
defence and economic resilience.

Thus, Ukraine had to learn the hard way that its
only road to durable peace would be paved with
effective  deterrence. Building a viable
deterrence against future Russian aggression
means delivering a persuasive message to the
Kremlin that attacking Ukraine would be hugely
counterproductive. This means either joining
NATO and relying on its collective defence
commitments under Article 5 or relying primarily
on national instruments in strategic partnership
with a great power—the Israeli variant
suggested by President Biden. For various
reasons, however, the likelihood of Ukraine
joining NATO in the foreseeable future is slim,
while the similarity of the Ukrainian and

Israeli cases is rather superficial. As

Israel’s Ambassador to Ukraine,
Michael Brodsky, has commented:
“Your situation is fundamentally

different... In fact, it’s not fun to be
you.”?

Nevertheless, there are grounds for optimism
too. These rest primarily with Ukraine’s inherent
human and technological potential and with its
prospective for a European future. Considering
the EU’s maturing security ambitions, the official
confirmation of Ukraine’s status as a candidate
for EU membership is an important
development. Participation in the EU defence
industry agenda is of particular interest to
Ukraine. The first practical moves in this
direction have already surfaced during the war,
with the prospects of Ukrainian joint ventures

with French, German and Swedish producers of
combat vehicles.

More ambitious deterrence options have also
come to the fore with the comment of French
President Emmanuel Macron regarding western
boots on the ground in Ukraine: “nothing should
be excluded. We will do whatever it takes to
ensure that Russia cannot win this war.”?
Several NATO countries quickly dismissed this
statement, but others were supportive, making
the probability of this option higher than merely
hypothetical.

Ukraine thus has a good chance of developing at
least a minimal set of credible instruments to
deter imperialist Russia. It already has a
seasoned security sector and mutually beneficial
cooperative relations with NATO and the EU, and
has demonstrated that it can achieve a
technological edge in a competition with Russia.

But for deterrence to be credible in the context
of grand strategy, it is important to remember
that wars are fought by countries, not just by
armies. War is not just about combat, but also
about the protection of people and critical
infrastructure, and the preservation of the social
and political foundations of the state. This, in
turn, is codified as civil defence and whole-of-
society resilience, and as the need to maintain
the political and economic course towards a
European future.

Ukraine’s deterrence is thus also supported by
certain internal factors. Its energy system is
already integrated with Europe’s through a
resilient and synchronised electricity network.
Gas storage hubs near the western border and
trans-border gas interconnectors provide for
mutually beneficial opportunities. Importantly,
such integrating factors tend to multiply—for
instance, many new land, railroad and river
transport corridors have now been developed
too.

The relocation of industrial assets and other
similar processes also contribute to Ukraine’s
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strategic repositioning. The bulk of its economic
and security potential will eventually be
transferred from the endangered east to the
more secure west of the country. This will
improve resilience and stimulate
multidimensional cooperative arrangements
with nearby European allies, providing further
credibility for Ukraine’s future deterrence.

CONCLUSIONS

After two years of resistance against Russia’s
massive invasion, the core objectives of
Ukraine’s grand strategy are stable and will
remain so. However, the ways to achieve these
objectives are evolving. Ukraine has progressed
from relying on the better quality of its troops in
the initial period of the war, through leveraging
improved technical means on the battlefield
after receiving military support from partners in
the West, to measures to build the necessary
post-war deterrence such as sharpening the
technological and operational edges of both
domestic capabilities and foreign assistance.

However, caution on the part of the key Western
partners means that Ukraine’s prospects for
NATO membership, which could provide the

ENDNOTES

country with credible security guarantees, are
unclear. The attempts by Ukraine’s staunchest
supporters to build targeted ad-hoc coalitions
will require time to reach fruition. This is
important in the long run, but in the short term
typically renders aid late and insufficient.

Against this background, Ukraine’s best chances
to achieve its grand strategic objectives in the
next stages of this war will rest on its ability to
preserve foreign support, to mitigate the
multiple wartime challenges to its resilience, and
to build viable deterrence against possible future
Russian aggression. For these purposes, Ukraine
relies primarily on developing a competitive
edge based on preserving its advantages in the
morale of is troops and citizens, in using the
indigenous benefits offered by its national
territory, and on technologically outperforming
the enemy.

The threat posed by an aggressive Russia is still
high and is also evolving and apparently durable.
The faster the lessons of the war can be
implemented in the fighting today and in the
deterrence of Russia tomorrow, the better it will
be for Ukraine and for its partners threatened by
an imperialist neighbour.
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