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Borders, Irredentism, & Russia 

By Chris Alexander 

Synopsis

Under Vladimir Putin, Russia has engaged in reckless expansionism.  Unlike the irredentism evident in seizures of 
territory in Georgia or Moldova, however, the 2014 invasions of Crimea and the Donbass region of Ukraine went 
further than the Soviet Union’s own record since the Second World War. By annexing the territory it had conquered, 
Russia put an end to almost seventy years in which the UN system had largely prevented forced annexation.  From the 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan to the US invasion of Iraq, other military adventures were eventually met by a restoration 
of sovereignty.  Putin tramples over these longstanding norms of international relations because the expansion of 
territory reinforces Russia’s internal cohesion and demonstrates “success” on the international stage.  These benefits 
outweigh the great hardships and diminished economic prospects this destabilizing behaviour provokes.
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The inviolability of borders, a fundamental principle of 
international law, has had a long birth. At the end of the 
Thirty Years’ War, arguably Europe’s bloodiest prior to the 
First World War, the treaties comprising the Peace of 
Westphalia (1648) provided for “a Christian, universal and 
perpetual Peace, and a true and sincere Friendship and 
Amity” among former belligerents. They also required 
“that this Peace and Amity be observ'd and cultivated with 
such a Sincerity and Zeal, that each Party shall endeavor to 
procure the Benefit, Honour and Advantage of the other; 
that thus on all sides they may see this Peace and 
Friendship in the Roman Empire, and the Kingdom of 
France flourish, by entertaining a good and faithful 
Neighbourhood.” The same went for the Holy Roman 
Empire and Sweden, as well as allies of the signatories.

The Westphalian settlement provided for “a perpetual 
Oblivion, Amnesty, or Pardon” for all hostile acts 
committed previously; in other words, further retaliation 
was forbidden. It required restitution of estates held in 
violation of the treaties to their rightful owners. Over 
succeeding centuries these three principles –good 
neighbourliness; a ban on score-settling; and restitution of 
legally alienated territory – became the basis of modern 
notions of national sovereignty and territorial integrity.

The 1648 treaties did nothing, however, to prevent the wars 
of Louis XIV; two major global conflicts over succession to 
the thrones of Spain and Austria (the first of which saw 
Acadia ceded by France to Britain); the Seven Years’ War 
(which saw Canada ceded by France to Britain); three 
partitions of Poland; the two American invasions of 
Canada; the wars of Napoleon and Bismarck; and many 
other wars that forcibly altered borders.

The Treaty of Versailles (1919) and League of Nations 
(founded in 1920), may have even weakened these 
Westphalian principles by allowing Britain and France to 
recolonize the Middle East, while acquiescing in brazen 
land grabs by Lenin, Ataturk, Mussolini, Hitler, Stalin, 
imperial Japan, and others. This history has fresh relevance 
today because so many current conflicts, each deserving 
deeper public scrutiny, have roots in the decade after 1918.

After the Second World War, the UN Charter (1945) set 
out to keep the peace by removing threats and enshrining 
principles of friendly relations, sovereign equality of all 
member states and self-determination. States were now “to 
refrain in their international relations from the threat or 
use of force against the territorial integrity or political 
independence of any state, or in any other manner 
inconsistent with the Purposes of the United Nations.”

While reaffirming these principles, the Helsinki Final Act 
(1975) asserted the inviolability of frontiers in these terms: 
“the participating States regard as inviolable all one 
another's frontiers as well as the frontiers of all States in 
Europe and therefore they will refrain now and in the 
future from assaulting these frontiers. Accordingly, they 
will also refrain from any demand for, or act of, seizure and 
usurpation of part or all of the territory of any 
participating State.”

The UN Charter, as buttressed by the Helsinki Final Act, 
has had a far better track record of preventing occupation, 
forced seizure, and annexation than either the Peace of 
Westphalia settlement of 1648 (modified by subsequent 
treaties from Westminster, Nijmegen, and Ryswick to the 
Congress of Vienna) or the Versailles/League of Nations 
settlement after 1919. Starting in 1950, military coalitions 
acted decisively in Korea, Kuwait, Bosnia, and Kosovo to 
roll back aggression and prevent forceful seizure of 
territory. During the decades of decolonization, new states 
were recognized (for the most part) on the basis of agreed 
national borders, and again after the dissolution of the 
Warsaw Pact and the Soviet Union.

One notable exception was the former Yugoslavia, where 
diplomacy prevailed only after several phases of armed 
conflict. The post-1945 Soviet occupation of much of 
central Europe, parts of the Korean Peninsula, Manchuria, 
and the Kurile Islands, as well as long-running wars in 
Vietnam (France and the US), Afghanistan (USSR), and 
Iraq (US), were unquestionably crimes of aggression. But 
they did not result in annexation or changed borders. Even 
China’s brutal takeover of Tibet after 1950 was not a 
forceful annexation “of part or all of the territory” of one 
internationally recognized state by another; Chinese 
sovereignty there had been acknowledged by Britain and 
others long before.  
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Turkey invaded and occupied part of Cyprus in 1974, 
forming a self-proclaimed breakaway republic, but has not 
sought to annex this territory.

Indonesia’s annexation of Timor Leste, and Iraq’s of Kuwait 
were both reversed. Even Israel’s recent annexation of Gaza 
came in the absence of any peace treaty or mutual 
recognition of borders with Syria, following three 
unprovoked wars (1948, 1967, and 1972) initiated by 
Damascus, and in the wake of Assad’s 1976-2005 
occupation of Lebanon.

In other words, since 1945, the UN system has largely 
prevented forced annexation. This record was broken by 
Putin’s 2014 invasion of Ukraine, which was both illegal 
and destabilizing. As a permanent member of the UN 
Security Council it was in flagrant violation of Russia’s duty 
to uphold the UN Charter. In stark contrast to Turkey’s 
invasion of Cyprus, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and 
the US invasion of Iraq, Russia’s illegal invasion and 
occupation of Ukraine’s Crimea and Donbass regions in 
early 2014 were followed by a vote of Russia’s parliament, 
on March 14th, 2014, permanently to ‘annex’ Crimea 
(including its capital Sevastopol) to the territory of the 
Russian Federation.

This singular breach of international law was the first major 
forced annexation of territory since 1945 that has not been 
reversed by international action. To make matters much 
worse, Putin and his key associates justified this outrageous 
behaviour and even future aggression by defending the 
indefensible: Stalin’s 1939 deal with Hitler’s Nazi Germany. 
By praising the violent irredentism of dictators in one of 
Europe’s darkest chapters, the Kremlin is both white-
washing seizures of territory by Lenin and Stalin (that were 
among the main causes of the Second World War), and 
holding the door open to a new era of forced annexations. It 
is as if Putin and his associates have been trying to turn 
back the clock to 1920.

Why do Putin and his associates play this dangerous game? 
In short, Russia today remains an expansionist state, just as 
it was under the Tsarist and Soviet regimes. Starting in the 
14th century, successive regimes in Moscow made it their 
core business to use force to acquire territory across 
Europe, Asia, and North America. 

When this empire fell apart after the 1917 revolution and 
subsequent Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, Lenin and Stalin 
expended enormous resources in the 1920s and 1930s 
towards the occupation and annexation of territories in 
Europe, the Caucasus, Central Asia, and the Far East. 
When the Soviet Union’s retreat following Nazi attacks in 
1941 was reversed at Leningrad, Moscow, and Stalingrad, 
Stalin and his successors occupied many neighbouring 
countries from the 1940s to the 1980s. However, following 
1945, the Soviet Union did not forcibly annex territory. 
Subsequent border adjustments – with Poland, China and 
other neighbours – were enacted on the basis of 
diplomatic agreements. In fact, no UN member state had 
forcibly annexed territory until 2014.

Why did Putin take this reckless step? As it turns out, since 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Russia has been a 
hotbed of irredentism. In the years immediately before and 
after 1991, Moscow began to seize and occupy territory 
anew – this time in the form of enclaves within several 
non-Russian Soviet republics that became independent 
states in 1992. Even at the time of Gorbachev’s glasnost 
and perestroika and Yeltsin’s democratic reforms, the 
Kremlin did not hesitate to support forces championing 
breakaway states in Georgia (Abkhazia in 1988-89 and 
South Ossetia in 1990) and in Moldova (Transnistria in 
1992). Right up to the present day, Russian military forces 
from the former Soviet 14th Guards Army in Moldova and 
Russian peacekeeping forces in Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia have remained occupying forces, preventing 
Moldova and Georgia from exercising full sovereignty over 
their own territories. Indeed, after Putin’s 2008 invasion of 
Georgia, Russia’s military occupation was extended to 20 
percent of that country.

Yet Moscow has not sought illegally to annex territory in 
either Georgia or Moldova. Nor has Russia sought to 
annex Donetsk or Luhansk, two oblasts of eastern Ukraine 
that it has illegally occupied since 2014, costing 14,000 
lives and displacing up to two million more. As a result, 
Russia’s sham referendum and illegitimate parliamentary 
vote to ‘annex’ Crimea and the city of Sevastopol in 2014, 
while clearly unprecedented, was built on a longstanding 
irredentist policy. Why has Putin been willing to bring all 
the ensuing sanctions, economic isolation, and political 
rogue status upon himself and his country? 
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There are two answers. First, he is steeped in the ideology 
of the Committee for State Security (KGB) and its 
predecessor, the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs 
(NKVD, 1917-46), which hold that power can only be 
obtained or retained by continuous use of intimidation, 
repression, and, when necessary, violence against 
adversaries. The second reason is that Putin’s latent interest 
in violent expansion has not been adequately deterred. In 
particular, the weak international response in Syria in 2011 
convinced Putin he had a free hand.

Putin has been a loyal disciple of this NKVD/KGB code 
from his earliest days. Even while burning KGB documents 
at the residency in Dresden (during the Warsaw Pact’s 
collapse) or working as the corrupt chair of Leningrad’s 
committee on external relations (when the Soviet Union 
collapsed), Putin has viewed Russia’s new borders and 
reduced territory as provisional. In lamenting the USSR’s 
dissolution as a ‘catastrophe,’ musing about reversing it, 
and pursuing political ‘union’ with Belarus, Putin has been 
laying out a policy of irredentism where Russia reserves the 
right to annex or seize neighbouring territories, as it has 
done in Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine.

The invasion of parts of Ukraine and illegal annexation of 
Crimea in particular, have made post-1991 Russia poorer 
and more isolated. Russian society is caught in an 
information vice that increasingly stifles free speech and 
suppresses views contrary to the official Kremlin line. Only 
Russia has recognized its zones of occupation in Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia as ‘independent states’ – something it 
has not done in either Moldova or Ukraine. The attempted 
illegal incorporation of Crimea into Russia has been 
acknowledged in some form by only ten states, most of 
which have significant economic or military dependence on 
Moscow. Yet in Russia itself, there was jingoistic, knee-jerk 
support on television and by many leading figures for the 
2008 and 2014 invasions. Kremlin control over national 
media, academic research, and a sadly depleted civil society 
landscape have placed Putin’s irredentism mostly above 
criticism within Russia.

Few Russians realize that Putin’s illegal annexation of 
Crimea is without precedent in the post-1945 era. On the 
contrary, Russians are encouraged by official media and the

education system itself to celebrate Stalin as their 
country’s greatest leader and the NKVD/KGB and its 
successor organizations as the country’s most reliable 
institutions. Most regard Moscow’s irredentist policies in 
Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine since 1989 as legitimate 
responses to the breakup of the USSR – just as they take 
pride in the Kremlin’s ‘active measures’ to disrupt and 
degrade democratic politics in the United States, United 
Kingdom, and other countries.

For Putin’s Kremlin, conquering territory by force is not 
only acceptable, it is a necessary prerequisite for Russia’s 
internal cohesion and success on the international stage. 
In the words of Vladislav Surkov, a key Putin advisor, the 
forcible seizure of territory is a trigger for “de-
globalization, restoration of sovereignty, and 
nationalism.” Under Putin, Russia is prepared to endure 
great hardships and diminished economic prospects so 
long as its territory expands and the appeal of democratic 
governance fades. The inviolability of borders as an 
anchor for global peace and prosperity is dismissed almost 
completely by today’s Kremlin, which is only too happy to 
hold the threat of fresh invasions, occupations, or 
annexations of territory like a sword of Damocles over 
Ukraine, Belarus, and potentially other neighbouring 
states. Any effort to reverse Russia’s illegal land grabs will 
need to take account of the Kremlin’s new irredentism 
since 1989, including Putin’s 2008 and 2014 adventures. It 
will also require a fresh international commitment to 
enforce the inviolability of borders and a new Russian 
leader willing to honour the most basic rules of the UN 
Charter. When democracies act in unison, history is on 
the side of principle and international law, as illustrated 
by the restored independence of Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania — whose illegal annexation by Stalin in 1940 
was never recognized. Belarus, Georgia, Moldova and — 
given the scale of violence and repression inflicted by 
Russia on both Crimea and Donbass — especially Ukraine 
deserve to be the focus of a fresh international effort to 
reinforce the essential principles of the inviolability of 
borders and territorial integrity.
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