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This paper assesses how the EU’s restrictive measures, or sanctions, contribute to the 
enforcement of international legal norms the EU considers to be essential, such as human 
rights, the prohibition of aggression and other UN Charter principles. It should be noted at the 
outset that we will not concern ourselves with the legal characterization of the restrictive 
measures under international law (i.e. whether they qualify as retorsions or countermeasures) 
but we will focus on the effects these measures have on the development of international 
law’s enforcement. This study is also limited to autonomous sanctions, meaning restrictive 
measures that the EU has adopted independently from Security Council measures under 
Article 41 of the United Nations Charter. By applying the constructivist concepts of 
‘intersubjective social structure’ and ‘identity’ as well as discourse analysis methods, we will 
demonstrate that the restrictive measures can potentially have a counterproductive effect by 
indirectly encouraging the responsible State to continue its wrongful act. 

I. Introduction/Issue: Enforcing International Law and the EU 

International law is often said to be a ‘primitive kind of law lacking compulsory adjudication, 
legislation and enforcement’. 2  The international legal order is widely recognized as a 
horizontal system between independent entities of equal standing, States, where no centralized 
enforcement mechanism exists and where adjudication depends on consent.3 In such a 
structure, self-help is considered to be the only means of enforcement available. With the 
prohibition of the use of force under Article 2(4) of the UN Charter, States may only have 
recourse to measures of non-forcible self-help,4 which most often take the form of sanctions. 
                                                
1 A fair warning to the reading: this paper is the first draft and has not been properly edited, the author apologies 
2 Martti Koskenniemi ‘Solidarity Measures: State Responsibility as a New International Order?’ (2001) 72:1 B 
Yb Int Law 337, 377. Also: ‘international society tends to reflect national society at an earlier stage of 
development’, Gerald Fitzmaurice ‘The foundation of authority or international law and the problem of 
enforcement’ (1956) 19:1 Modern Law Review 1, 3. 
3 Frédéric Mégret, ‘International Law as Law’ in James Crawford and Martti Koskenniemi (ed.), The Cambridge 
Companion to International Law (CUP 2012) 64, 64 to 65. 
4 It goes without saying that recourse to the use force is only permissible as a self-help mechanism in the extreme 
case of self-defence pursuant to Article 51 of the UN Charter. 
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These measures can encompass trade sanctions such as embargoes or limitations on exports 
and imports, financial sanctions, or asset freezes and travel bans (the latter two have been 
dubbed ‘smart’ or ‘targeted’ sanctions). 

In the Draft Articles on State Responsibility (DASR), the International Law Commission 
(ILC) defined ‘sanctions’ as multilateral measures adopted by an international organization or 
one of its organs, a classical example is the measures adopted by the UN Security Council 
under Chapter VII of the UN Charter. Under the ILC’s definition, sanctions adopted by the 
African Union or the European Union against a Member State are another illustration of 
multilateral sanctions. Such measures qualify as centralized or institutionalized enforcement.5 
However, in practice, sanctions are not only of a multilateral nature, as States often adopt 
their own autonomous, or unilateral, sanctions. Whereas sanctions decided by the UN 
Security Council are adopted in a multilateral context (albeit within the limited circle of the 
Security Council Member States) and are based on a treaty, autonomous sanctions are 
unilaterally adopted by the sending State and are based on its national legislation. Unilateral 
sanctions can also be adopted by an international organization against a non-member State; 
this is illustrated by the EU’s adoption of restrictive measures.6 

Under Article 215 (1) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU, a restrictive measure is ‘a 
decision, adopted in accordance with Chapter 2 of Title V of the Treaty on European Union, 
[that] provides for the interruption or reduction, in part or completely, of economic and 
financial relations with one or more third countries’. Pursuant to Chapters 1 and 2 of Title V 
of the Treaty on the EU, these decisions shall be guided by the principles of ‘democracy, the 
rule of law, the universality and indivisibility of human rights and fundamental freedoms, 
respect for human dignity, the principles of equality and solidarity, and respect for the 
principles of the United Nations Charter and international law’.7 Not only are the EU’s actions 
guided by these principles, through its international relations the organization seeks to 
advance them in the wider world.8 The EU describes its restrictive measures as ‘essential EU 
foreign policy tool[s] that it uses to pursue objectives in accordance with the principles of the 
CFSP’ (Common Foreign and Security Policy) and which it imposes to ‘bring about a change 
in policy or activity’ by the targeted entity.9 The sanctions are designed to ‘influence policies 
violating international law or human rights, or policies disrespectful of the rule of law or 
democratic principles’.10 For instance, unilateral restrictive measures have been adopted 
against, inter alia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Central African Republic and Syria for, amongst 
other allegations, human rights violations.  

Consequently, the EU’s restrictive measures aim at enforcing principles that sometimes fall 
within the scope of international law, in particular human rights and the UN Charter.11 When 
this is the case, the EU appears as an actor that seeks to ensure the observance of international 

                                                
5 Christian Tams, ‘Individual States as Guardians of Community Interests’ in Ulrich Fastenrath et al. (ed), From 
Bilateralism to Community Interest, essays in honour of Bruno Simma (OUP 2011) 379, 381 and footnote 9. 
6 These restrictive measures are adopted in accordance with the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) 
7 Article 21(1), Chapter 1, Title V, TEU. 
8 Ibid, as well as Article 3(5), Title I, TEU. 
9 < http://eeas.europa.eu/cfsp/sanctions/index_en.htm > 
10 <http://eeas.europa.eu/cfsp/index_en.htm> Accessed June 13 2016. 
11 Barbara Delcourt, « Au nom de quoi sanctionner et punir ? », Revue internationale et stratégique 2015/1 (n° 
97), p. 79-87,  page 82. 
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legal obligations even if it is not directly affected by the breach. Tams categorized these types 
of sanctions as acts of ‘decentralized enforcement of international law’.12 

In international law, economic measures unilaterally adopted by States are typically divided 
into two categories: retorsions and countermeasures. Over the years, the emergence of a new 
category, third-party countermeasures, has been heavily debated.13 Though we are aware of 
the on-going discussions concerning these various categories of sanctions under international 
law, it is beyond the scope of this piece to address them. Instead, we seek to test if sanctions, 
or restrictive measures, are the most appropriate response to violations of community interest 
norms by questioning if these measures really do encourage compliance with international 
law. We will seek to shed light on these questions by studying the effect of the EU’s 
restrictive measures against the Russian Federation in the context of the Ukrainian crisis.14 
Though it is, of course, difficult and not advisable to draw general conclusions from one case 
study, it is hoped that this paper’s findings could be applied to other situations where 
sanctions have been imposed or contribute to existing research. 

In the sections that follow, we will discuss how we will evaluate the effectiveness of the 
restrictive measures (part II), and therefore measure the EU’s contribution to the development 
of international law enforcement, before applying our framework to our case study (part III). 

II. Rule: Evaluating Effectiveness of Sanctions as Enforcement 

When discussing the success or effectiveness of sanctions,15 it is important to be clear about 
what we mean by either of those terms and on what basis it can be measured.16 Traditionally, 
a sanction will be considered effective, or successful, if it achieves the goal that led the policy 
makers to adopt it; this involves assessing the underlying policy objective of the sanctions.17 
EU restrictive measures that are adopted in order to ‘influence policies violating international 
law’18 will be considered successful if they induce the targeted State to cease its wrongful act 
and comply with its international obligations. In this case, sanctions are effective if they cause 
the targeted State to change its behaviour. Nevertheless, as we will (briefly) see below, 
effectiveness (or success) can be measured from various angles.  

A. Past and recent studies 

The above definition corresponds to what most of scholarly literature agrees on. Generally 
speaking, ‘the focus of the debate regarding the effectiveness of sanctions is on whether they 

                                                
12 Christian Tams, ‘Individual States as Guardians of Community Interests’ in Ulrich Fastenrath et al. (ed), From 
Bilateralism to Community Interest, essays in honour of Bruno Simma (OUP 2011) 379, 381 and footnote 9. Or 
even ‘unilateral non-forcible measures (…) imposed to enforce community norms’, in Nigel White and Ademola 
Abass ‘Countermeasures and sanctions’ in M.D. Evans International Law (OUP 2010) 531. 
13 ARSIWA article 54 and debates between ILC members and discussed by Tams (2005), Dawidowicz (2006), 
Katselli.  
14 Nor will we legally qualify the nature of the restrictive measures that have been adopted against the Russian 
Federation. 
15 In this study, effectiveness is used interchangeably with success. 
16 David A. Baldwin ‘The sanctions debate and the logic of choice’ International Security 23:3 (1999) 80, 87. 
Giumelli in Biersteker et al. (2016) at 39. 
17 However, see Baldwin (n 16) 89. 
18 Quoted above at 10. 
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can enable the sanctioner to achieve its goals of altering the behaviour of the target’.19 When 
this is the case, sanctions are coercive. With this coercive purpose in mind, Pape argues that: 

economic sanctions should be credited with success if they meet three criteria: (1) the target state 
conceded to a significant part of the coercer's demands; (2) economic sanctions were threatened or 
actually applied before the target changed its behavior; and (3) no more-credible explanation exists for 
the target's change of behavior.20 

Baldwin disagrees with the first criterion, arguing that gradations of success should be taken 
into account21 and that it is essential to be aware of the costs of the sanctions both for the user 
and for the target.22 In their study of economic sanctions over the 20th century, Hufbauer, 
Schott, Elliot and Oegg define these measures as ‘a tool for coercing target governments into 
particular avenues of response’. 23  They take note of different types of foreign policy 
objectives: (1) change target-country policies in a relatively modest and limited way, (2) 
change the target country’s regime, (3) disrupt a military adventure, (4) impair the target 
country’s military potential and (5) change target-country policies in another major way.24 
They measure success in different degrees by taking into account ‘the extent to which the 
policy result sought by the sender country was in fact achieved and the contribution to success 
made by the sanctions’.25  

Biersteker, Tourinho and Eckert criticize the ‘conventional wisdom on sanctions’ as only 
being employed for coercive purposes, arguing that such a view is too simplistic given that 
policy-makers may have a variety of goals in mind and that sanctions can achieve multiple 
objectives.26 For example, sanctions may be used to influence trade relations between States 
or to enforce an international norm.27 Policy-makers may also use them to send a signal to 
their national constituencies as means to show that they are ‘doing something’.28 In Biersteker 
et al., sanctions are measured based on three objectives: constrain, coerce and signal. Based 
on Giumelli’s writings, coercion is defined as the ‘intention to change the behaviour of the 
target’ or its policy objective; constraint is defined as ‘an effort to thwart a target from 
                                                
19 Biersteker, Tourinho and Eckert (2016) at 222, quoting Morgan and Schweban (1997). See also Margaret 
Doxey ‘International Sanctions: A Framework for Analysis with Special Reference to the UN and South Africa’ 
International Organization 26:3 (1972) at 529 ‘An effective sanction in any political system is one which 
succeeds in producing the desire behavioural response from the individual or group to which it is 
communicated’. See also Baldwin and Pape (1998) at 197. Cortright and Lopez ‘Introduction: Assessing smart 
sanctions: lessons from the 1990s’ in Smart sanctions : targeting economic statecraft (Lanham (Md.) by 
Rowman and Littlefield, 2007), page 1: ‘political effectiveness [means] persuading a targeted regime to alter 
objectionable policies’ and page 2: ‘sanctions are imposed to bring about a change in the policies of a targeted 
regime’. Based on this, sanctions are ineffective if they fail convincing political elites to bring about the desired 
change. 
20 Robert A Pape ‘Why Economic Sanctions to not Work’ International Security 22:2 (1997) 90, 97. 
21 Baldwin and Pape (1998) at 192. 
22 ibid at 192; and Baldwin (n 16). 
23 (2007) at 5. 
24 Hufbauer et al. (2007) at 52-53. 
25 Hufbauer et al. (2007) at 49. 
26 Biersteker et al. (2016) at 221 
27 Ibid at 11. See also Doxey (n 19). Cortright and Lopez ‘Introduction: Assessing smart sanctions: lessons from 
the 1990s’ in Smart sanctions : targeting economic statecraft (Lanham (Md.) by Rowman and Littlefield, 2007), 
page 7. Pape (n 20), according to whom economic sanctions seek at changing the behavior of the targeted State, 
which he distinguishes from trade war, which pressures a state to change its economic policies by trying to 
influence the course of trade relations, and from economic warfare, which seeks to limit military production of 
the target state (94-95).  
28 Hufbauer et al. (2007, 3rd Edition) at 44. 
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pursuing a policy’ by impairing its operational capacity; and signalling sanctions send a 
message to one or more targets by highlighting the absence of broad international social 
acceptability of the target’s policy.29 It is noteworthy that the purpose of the sanction can 
change over the course of different phases or episodes.30 Biersteker, Tourinho and Eckert’s 
analysis of UN Security Council sanctions demonstrates that these measures were only 
effectively able to coerce a target State to change its behaviour 10 per cent of the time.31 UN 
smart sanctions are slightly more effective at constraining the target (27 per cent success rate) 
and at signalling (also 27 per cent success rate).32 Given these low success rates, policy 
analysts struggle to understand why policy makers continue to adopt sanctions despite their 
low success rates.33 With regards to explaining the low success rate of coercive sanctions, 
Pape finds that most States are willing to resist external pressure.34 In another study, Doxey 
suggests that resisting the sanctions and demonstrating resilience may become values for the 
target state.35  

Based on Biersteker et al.’s analysis, we will layout the current measures against Russia in 
order to frame their policy objective (coercion, stigmatization and constraint) before outlining 
how we well assess their effectiveness. 

B. Our case-study: the EU restrictive measures against the Russian Federation 

Though the crisis between Ukraine and Russia began in November 2013 and escalated in 
February 2014, around the time Russian soldiers were first reported to be in Crimea,36 the EU 
adopted its first restrictive measures in response to the events in Ukraine in March 2014.37 
These consisted of targeted sanctions against Ukrainian individuals and entities suspected of 
misappropriating Ukrainian State funds and committing human rights violations.38 These 
measures are justified as a means to consolidate and support the rule of law and human rights 
in Ukraine.39 The European Union adopted the first round of sanctions against the Russian 
individuals and entities on 17 March, following a referendum voting in favour of Crimea and 
Sevastopol’s separation from Ukraine and unification with Russia. The EU believes the 
referendum was contrary to Ukrainian law and thus illegal.40 The sanctions targeted Russian 
officials who were selected on the basis of their alleged influence in the Russian government 
and to the extent in which they were believed to have participated in the deterioration of the 
                                                
29 Biersteker et al. ibid, 225-226, and Giumelli 21-23. 
30 Giumelli (2016) at 49. 
31 Ibid, 233. 
32 Ibid, 233-234. See also: Francesco Giumelli, « How EU sanctions work. A new narrative », EUISS Chaillot 
Paper, n° 129, 13 mai 2013. 
33 However, see Baldwin (n 16). 
34 Pape (n 20) 93. 
35 Doxey (n 19). 
36 As evidenced by a letter from the representative of Ukraine to the President of the UN Security Council, 
S/2014/136. See also UN Doc S/PV.7124 1 March 2014 page 2 (Deputy Secretary General,). 
Allow us to recall that on 1 March, President Putin sought and obtained permission from the Russian Duma to 
deploy troops in Crimea. 
37  A timeline on the EU sanctions is available here < 
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/sanctions/ukraine-crisis/history-ukraine-crisis/>. Accessed 24 July 
2016. 
38 Council Decision 2014/119/CFSP (OJ L 66, 5 March 2014) and Council Regulation (EU) No 208/2014 (OJ L 
66, 5 March 2014). 
39 Council Decision 2014/119/CFSP (OJ L 66, 5 March 2014), page 1 para. (2). 
40 Council Decision 2014/145/CFSP (OJ L 78, 17 March 2014) and Council Regulation (EU) No 269/2014 (OJ L 
78, 17 March 2014). 
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situation in Ukraine and who are ‘responsible for actions which undermine or threaten the 
territorial integrity, sovereignty and independence of Ukraine’.41 The Russian Federation was 
also excluded from the G8 (Group of 8) Summit scheduled to take place in Russia in June 
2014 but that was held in Brussels instead. Russia has not reintegrate the G8 and the group’s 
name has been changed to the G7. Following the downing of the MH17 Malaysian Air Flight 
on 17 July, the EU adopted economic and sectorial sanctions in order to pressure Russia into 
using its influence on the separatists and to prevent the transfer of heavy arms across the 
Ukrainian border.42 The target in this case is the Russian State for its destabilizing policy in 
Ukraine,43 and not only Russian nationals or entities believed to be involved in the Ukrainian 
crisis. These new measures restrict Russian financial services and energy sectors and impose 
an arms and technology embargo; there are also restrictions on importations of dual-use 
goods. This restricts Russia’s exploitation and production of water oil, arctic oil and shale oil 
as well as the development of its aeronautics and space industries.44 The imposed restrictions 
on Russia’s financial services limit its access to the European market. Additional sectorial 
sanctions were implemented in August and September 2014. Further, EU-Russia cooperation 
programmes have been suspended, which involve bilateral talks with Russia on visa matters 
and on the new comprehensive Agreement that was to replace the Partnership and 
Cooperation Agreement.45 

After the second round of European sanctions, cease-fires were negotiated, leading to the 
Minsk I Accord in September 2014 and the Minsk II Accord in February 2015. The Package 
of Measures for the Implementation of the Minsk Agreements calls for, inter alia, an 
immediate ceasefire, the withdrawal of heavy weaponry and foreign armed formations, 
military equipment and mercenaries.46 At present, the lifting of the restrictive measures is 
dependent upon Russia’s implementation of its commitments under the Agreements and its 
contribution to the peaceful settlement of the dispute with Ukraine.47 Finding that Russia has 
not fulfilled these requirements, the EU has renewed the sanctions multiple times, the latest 
renewals occurred in July 2016.48 The sanctions are therefore in place until January 2017.  

Based on the above facts and the justifications provided by the EU, the restrictive measures 
have been implemented in response to the illegal annexation of Crimea and the alleged 
deliberate destabilisation of Eastern Ukraine, which amount to a violation of Ukraine’s 

                                                
41 Council Decision 2014/145/CFSP (OJ L 78, 17 March 2014), page 1 para. (4). It should be noted that the main 
targets of the sanctions were Ukrainian nationals who benefitted from Russia’s policy in Crimea. 
42 Council Decision 2014/512/CFSP (OJ L 229, 31 July 2014) and Council Regulation (EU) No 833/2014 (OJ L 
229, 31 July 2014). 
43 Council Decision 2014/512/CFSP (OJ L 229, 31 July 2014), page 1 para. (8). 
44 Reference: EU website 
45 This occurred in March 2014, as referred to here <http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-
council/2014/03/06/> Accessed 8 August 2016. 
46 ‘Full Text of the Minsk Agreements’ Financial Times < http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/21b8f98e-b2a5-11e4-
b234-00144feab7de.html#axzz4FKRzIKVU > Accessed 24 July 2016. 
47 The question that arises is whether or not Russia is legally bound by the Minsk Agreements. Though they may 
constitute political commitments this does not automatically imply that they are obligations under international. 
In this way, the EU cannot argue that it is enforcing international law by seeking compliance with the Minsk 
Agreements. We will not address the legal character of the Agreements here, it suffices to say that the EU 
considers that the Agreements are a means through which Russia can cease its alleged wrongful act in Ukraine. 
Consequently, at the very least, the Agreements are a policy tool that aims at enforcing international law.  
48  <https://europeansanctions.com/2016/06/10/eu-set-to-renew-sanctions-on-russia/> Accessed June 13 2016; 
<http://www.reuters.com/article/us-ukraine-crisis-eu-russia-idUSKCN0YA134> Accessed June 13 2016. 
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territorial integrity and sovereignty, and hence of Article 2(4) of the UN Charter. Through its 
restrictive measures, the EU seeks to enforce compliance with one of the most fundamental 
principles of international law by pressuring Russia into changing its behaviour towards 
Ukraine and complying with the Minsk Accords. According to the criteria provided by 
Giumelli and Bierstecker et al., the restrictive measures can be said to have a coercive 
purpose. However, in as much as the EU’s CFSP policy seeks to promote EU guiding 
principles in its international relations, the sanctions certainly have a signalling/stigmatizing 
aim: they seek to demonstrate that the EU upholds international legal norms. Indeed, Herman 
von Rompuy and José Manuel Barroso described the second round of sanctions as ‘a strong 
warning: illegal annexation of territory and deliberate destabilization of a neighboring 
sovereign country cannot be accepted in 21st century Europe’.49 Further, certain of the 
restrictive measures undoubtedly aim at preventing Russia from developing the means it 
needs to pursue its policy in Ukraine, and thus impose constraint (i.e. the embargo on arms). 
Given the limited purpose of this article, changing State behaviour so that it complies with 
international law, we will focus on the coercive objective of the sanctions. 

Against this backdrop, and as we stated above, coercive sanctions are effective if they 
encourage the State responsible for a breach of international law to cease the wrongful act; 
this requires them to have an effect on the responsible State’s behaviour. At first glance, the 
restrictive measures seem to have had little or no effect on the Russian Federation, which has 
not changed its destabilizing policy in Ukraine. Medvedev made an unambiguous statement 
on Crimea: ‘[the Crimean issue] was settled once and for all. Crimea is part of Russia. A 
referendum was held there, we amended the Constitution. The Republic of Crimea and the 
city of Sevastopol are part of the Russian Federation’. 50  This assertion dashed any 
expectations for change in that region in the near future. We seek to understand the current 
outcome by applying a sociological approach to the issue; this will allow us to properly 
analyse State behaviour in international relations and what the best means to change it may 
be.  

C. Proposed framework: social constructivism  

In the context of this study, we have chosen to draw insight from a sociological approach in 
foreign policy, constructivism. It is believed that this theory will allow us to zero-in on the 
constitutive elements of State behaviour and examine how they are influenced by economic 
sanctions. These constitutive elements are identity, interests and norms, the latter being 
understood in the sociological and ethical sense. The focus in this paper will be placed on 
identity. Further, given that sanctions are essentially a self-help policy, it is believed that 
Alexander Wendt’s notion of intersubjective social structure will be useful in the context of 
this analysis.51 

                                                
49  < https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/144158.pdf > Accessed July 24 
2016. 
50  Dimitri Medvedev’s interview with Euronews TV Channel, 14 February 2016 < 
http://government.ru/en/news/21789/> 
51  Alexander Wendt ‘Anarchy is what States Make of it: The Social Construction of Power Politics’ 
International Organization, Vol. 46, No. 2 (Spring, 1992) 391, 396-397: ‘people act towards objects, including 
other acts, on the basis of the meanings that the objects have for them. States act differently toward enemies than 
they do toward friends because enemies are threatening and friends are not. (…) The distribution of power may 
always affect states' calculations, but how it does so depends on the intersubjective understandings and 
expectations (…) that constitute their conceptions of self and other’. Though of course this notion is not only 
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As we saw in the introduction, sanctions and self-defence in response to an armed attack by a 
State are the only lawful forms of self-help in the decentralized legal system where there is no 
prevailing authority. This decentralized structure is what the realist school of thought labelled 
anarchy. According to realists, the lack of a political authority in international relations forces 
States to have recourse to measures of self-help and power politics. Anarchy and the self-help 
policies that inevitably follow are therefore structural. It is this assertion that Wendt 
challenged in his article ‘Anarchy is what States make of it’, where he argued that anarchy is 
‘an institution based on particular inter-subjective understandings about the self and the other 
that are reinforced through agents’ practice’.52 This led to one of the main premises of 
constructivism: agents, with their sets of identities and interests, and structures (i.e. 
institutions that internalize certain identities and interests)53 are mutually constituted; this 
means they influence each other.54 Depending on the identities and interests involved, the 
structure will be cooperative or conflictual. Wendt therefore argues that ‘self-help is an 
institution, one of various structures of identity and interest that may exist under anarchy’.55 
In this way, inter-State interactions and the way States perceive the interactions are incredibly 
important.56 A State will assess the actions of another State and choose the appropriate 
reaction based on its identity and how it interprets and defines the other State’s action. This 
flow of action-reaction is what leads to the creation of a given social structure.57 Hence, 
threats are socially constructed, not natural.58 Human beings, as social creatures with their 
own set of ideas and a certain identity, matter because they create the social world they live 
in.59 It follows that if a system of self-help is created through the practice of agents (i.e. 
States), then in order for that system to change, the practice needs to change. For this to occur, 
States need to develop new inter-subjective understandings on which they can base this new 
interaction. Constructivists therefore turn to ideational variables such as identity, norms and 
interests in order to understand how they contribute to the State behaviour that leads to the 
creation of a given structure.60 For example, Doty has studied US foreign policy in the 
Philippines by asking a ‘how-possible’ question. She argues that this question allows us to 

                                                                                                                                                   
attributable to Wendt, see also Ted Hopf Social Construction of International Politics (Cornell University Press 
2002) 5. 
52 Trine Flockhart ‘Constructivism and Foreign Policy’, in Steve Smith, Amelia Hadfield and Tim Dunne 
Foreign Policy: theories, actors, cases (OUP, 2012), page 81. For the direct quote Wendt (n 51) at 407: ‘If states 
find themselves in a self-help system, this is because their practices made it that way. Changing the practices will 
change the intersubjective knowledge that constitutes the system’. See also David P. Houghton, ‘Reinvigorating 
the Study of Foreign Policy Decision Making: Toward a Constructivist Approach’ Foreign Policy Analysis 
(2007) 3, 24 at 28. 
53 Jeffrey Checkel ‘The Constructivist Turn in International Relations’ World Politics, Vol. 50, No. 2 (Jan., 
1998) 324, 327-328 refers to structures as norms, which are ‘collective understandings that make behavioral 
claims on actors (…) they constitute actor identities and interests and do not simply regulate behavior.’ 
54 Wendt (n 51) 399. See also Houghton (n 52) at 28. 
55 Wendt (n 51) 399. Wendt continues by outlining the different forms of self-help that exist: competitive, 
individualistic and cooperative. 
56 See Checkel (n 53) at 326. 
57 This is illustrated by Wendt (n 51) at pages 404-406. Another example is the work of Risse-Kappen on the 
‘democratic peace theory’, where he argues that intersubjective perceptions on international interactions are key 
in understanding why democracies do not use force against one another, hence democratic peace is socially 
constructed. See Thomas Risse-Kappen ‘Democratic Peace-Warlike Democracies? A Social Constructivist 
Interpretation of the Liberal Argument.’ European Journal of International Relations 1:491 (1995).  
58 Wendt (n 51) 405. 
59 Houghton (n 52) 28 
60 Or as Houghton (n 52) says ‘ideas [and] identities matter’ at 29-30. 
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understand how decision makers socially create the reality they participate in and act in;61 
thus enabling us to understand how certain policies options are brought to the table and 
adopted.62 Like other scholars, Doty studies discourse in order to understand how policies are 
adopted. This method is also applied in studies of identity. By studying narratives and 
storylines, academics are able to understand how actors define themselves, how they perceive 
other actors, and ultimately how policies are chosen.63 

Against this backdrop, we will turn to the constitutive elements of Russian foreign policy in 
Ukraine and the effect the EU sanctions have. This requires understanding Russia’s identity 
(i.e. its definition of itself) as well as its understanding of its interaction with the EU and 
Ukraine, this will give us insight into what motivated the Kremlin to annex Crimea and 
support the rebels in Eastern Ukraine. We therefore begin by seeking to understand – through 
discourse analysis64 – how these policies became possible from the Russian perspective. It is 
suggested that the EU’s sanctions will be successful in changing this behaviour if they have 
an effect on the elements that led Russia to adopt its destabilizing policy in Ukraine; this 
would influence the Russian Federation in adopting a different policy with regards to Ukraine. 
However, the hypothesis here is that the EU’s sanctions are, and will continue to be, 
unsuccessful because of the interaction with Russia, which causes the maintenance of mutual 
distrust. Indeed, it is suggested in this paper that the sanctions have the effect of promoting 
distrust and threat between the EU and Russia, which is what led Russia to intervene in the 
Ukraine. The restrictive measures therefore provide Russia with a justification to pursue its 
policy in Ukraine.  

III. Application: The Effect of the EU Restrictive Measures against Russia 

A. Before the sanctions: understanding Russia’s policy in Ukraine 

                                                
61 Roxanne Doty ‘Foreign Policy as Social Construction: A Post-Positivist Analysis of U.S. Counterinsurgency’ 
in International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 37, No. 3 (Sep., 1993) 297, 303. 
62 Ibid, 298: she studies ‘how the subjects, objects, and interpretive dispositions were socially constructed such 
that certain practices were made possible’. Though she calls her work post-positivist, it does have common 
features with constructivism in that it studies the social construction of a foreign policy decision, see Houghton 
(n 52) at 35-36. 
63 For more on the application of discourse analysis to studies of identity see: Ted Hopf (n 51) 1: ‘each identity 
has associated with it a collection of discursive practices’; Nikki Slocum-Bradley, who uses a much more refined 
methodology that the one applied here in ‘Introduction: Borders of the Mind’, in Nikki SLOCUM-BRADLEY 
(ed.) Promoting Conflict or Peace through Identity (Ashgate 2008) and ‘Identity Construction in Europe: A 
Discursive Approach’, in Identity: An International Journal of Theory and Research 10:50 (2010) 68; post-
structuralist studies of identity are also insightful, see: Pablo de Orellana ‘Struggles over identity in diplomacy: 
‘Commie terrorists’ contra ‘imperialists’ in Western Sahara’ in International Relations 29(4) (2015) 477; David 
Campbell, Writing Security: US Foreign Policy and the Politics of Identity (University of Minnesota 1998) and 
Lene Hansen, Security as Practise: Discourse Analysis and the Bosnian War (Routledge: 2006). 
64 The discourse focused on here are the narratives expressed by Russian State officials, mainly President Putin 
and Prime Minister Medvedev, in the course of interviews and public statements, as well as the speeches given 
by representatives of the Russian Federation in international forums. Indeed, Doty writes that language produces 
the perceptions that will influence foreign policy makers in their decision-making process, (n 61), in particular 
pages 302-309. See also Jennifer Milliken, ‘The Study of Discourse in International Relations: A Critique of 
Research and Methods’ in European Journal of International Relations 5:2 (1999) 225. 
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We begin by briefly outlining the reasons that may have led Russia to intervene in Ukraine.65 
It should be highlighted that Russia denies it sent troops in east Ukraine66 and that it has a 
different version of the events that occurred in Crimea in February 2014; President Putin has 
explained the latter in the following manner: 

We did not make war, nor did we occupy anyone; there was no shooting, no one got killed 
during the events in Crimea. Not a single person! We used the Armed Forces only to stop more 
than 20,000 Ukrainian service members stationed there from interfering with the free 
expression of will by the residents of Crimea. People came to the referendum and cast their 
vote. They chose to be part of Russia. Here is a question: what is democracy? Democracy is 
the will of the people. People voted for the life they wanted. It is not the territory and borders 
that I am concerned about but the fates of people. (…) In Crimea, there was no violation 
of international law. Under the United Nations Charter, every nation has the right to self-
determination.67 

During the build-up to the Crimean referendum, Russian officials argued that their 
government was asked to assist Crimea by the ‘legitimate authorities’ of the region.68 
Concerning the alleged support of Russia to Ukraine rebels in Donetsk and Luhansk, Russian 
leaders deny that they provide support to the rebels69 and described the events in east Ukraine 
as the result of ‘great concern’ and ‘alarm’ caused by the ‘anti-government’ uprisings in Kiev 
and the anti-Russian demonstrations.70 It is consistently argued that the rights and interests of 
the people of Donbass should be respected.71 

Hopf discussed Russia’s reasons for intervening in Ukraine in his recent article ‘”Crimea is 
ours”: a discursive history’. Following an analysis of Russian discursive practices, he submits 
that ‘the predominate elite discourse of Russian national identity makes the annexation of 
Crimea and the arming of rebels in Donetsk and Luhansk sensible’.72 He argues that Russian 
policies in the Ukraine can be understood as the result of Russia’s identity73 and its 
understandings of Western politics74 coupled with the circumstances that arose in Ukraine.75 It 
is also important to be aware of the position Ukraine holds in Russian discourse: ‘Ukraine 

                                                
65 Margaret Doxey, Economic sanctions and international enforcement (Macmillan 1979), page 132 ‘the 
circumstances which contributed to the adoption of policies which the international community deems offensive 
also merit attention’. 
66 Although according to some newspapers Putin has admitted that Russian troops were in Ukraine, see 
<http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/vladimir-putin/12054164/Vladimir-Putins-annual-press-
conference-2015-live.html> Accessed 10 August 2016. 
67 Interview to German newspaper Bild. Part 1, < http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/51154>. Accessed 
27 July 2016. 
68 UN Doc S/PV.7124 and UN Doc S/PV.7125. 
69 Instead they claim they are sending humanitarian aid or that they have intelligence officers in the region, see 
Tom Ruys and Nele Verlinden ‘Digest of State Practice 1 January - 30 July 2014’ in Journal on the Use of Force 
and International Law 1:2 (2014)   
70 UN Doc S/PV.7124 and UN Doc S/PV.7125. 
71  Putin speech during the UNGA 70th session 
<http://gadebate.un.org/sites/default/files/gastatements/70/70_RU_EN.pdf>. Accessed 10 August 2016. 
72 Ted Hopf ‘”Crimea is ours”: a discursive history’ (2016) vol 30(2) International Relations 227, 244. 
73 ‘[I]n the last 10 years, Russia understood itself as becoming authentically Russia, delinked from identification 
with the West, and rejecting most of its Soviet past, but increasingly identifying with Imperial Russia’, ibid, 227.  
74 According to Hopf’s analysis, Russia believes it has been humiliated and ridiculed by the West since the end 
of the Cold War: ‘Disappointed by US unilateralism after 9/11, Russian hopes to be a multilateral partner of the 
United States and the West were dashed, pushing it to establish its own unilateral regional hegemony’, ibid, 244. 
On the effects of US unilateralism and the expansion of NATO see ibid 232-233, 244, 246-247. 
75 Ibid, 246. 
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itself and Ukrainians are always referred to as fraternal by Putin and Medvedev’.76 On the 
other hand, according to Russia, ‘Ukraine is merely a geopolitical playground for some 
Western politicians’.77 In contrast to the EU, Russia presents itself as a Nation that cares about 
Ukraine’s wellbeing. The Russian narrative on Ukraine’s rapprochement with the EU through 
the Association Agreement was framed in terms of severe economic costs for Ukraine; PM 
Medvedev further described the Agreement as a form of neo-colonialism and as a means for 
the EU to dictate rules to Ukraine, which included convincing Kiev to reduce its cooperation 
with Russia.78 Hence, the Kremlin believes that Western leaders are encouraging Ukraine to 
diminish its ties with Russia at the former’s disadvantage. Additionally, the EU was accused 
of stirring up the Ukrainian population, leading to the Maiden protests that undermined 
Ukrainian democracy 79  and finally causing the ousting of Yanukovych. Ukraine, and 
especially the south-eastern region and Crimea, were therefore under threat. Given the 
fraternal ties between Russian and Ukrainian peoples, the Russian government had a duty to 
respond to the request for assistance. Indeed, in reaction to these unsettling events, the 
Russian Foreign Affairs emphasized that ‘Ukraine is a friendly and fraternal state for Russia, 
its strategic partner, and we will use all our influence to help this country live calmly and in 
peace.’80 

Furthermore, Russia also harbours misgivings about NATO’s expansion to Eastern Europe. 
According to President Putin, at the end of the Cold War: 

We did not overcome Europe’s division: 25 years ago the Berlin Wall fell, but Europe’s 
division was not overcome, invisible walls simply moved to the East. This created 
the foundation for mutual reproaches, misunderstanding, and crises in the future.81  

Subsequently, in order for Europe to be united after the Cold War, the entire political structure 
needed to be reshaped. Yet, from the Russian perspective NATO – as a leftover of the Cold 
War – remains an obstacle to European reunion. According to the Russian narrative, once the 
Iron Wall fell there was a gentleman’s agreement that the military alliance would not turn to 
the East.82 Though Gorbatchev had reluctantly accepted that Germany join the alliance, he 
                                                
76 Ibid, 245. See also 247-248. 
77 UN Doc S/PV.7125 (3 March 2014) page 4 (Russia). 
78  UN Doc S/PV.7124 (1 March 2014) page 4 (Russia). See also Medvedev’s narrative here: < 
http://government.ru/en/news/16118/> accessed 13 August 2016. 
79 UN Doc S/PV.7124 (1 March 2014) pages 4-5 (Russia); UN Doc S/PV.7125 (3 March 2014) page 3 (Russia); 
President Putin’s speech during the UNGA 70th session 
<http://gadebate.un.org/sites/default/files/gastatements/70/70_RU_EN.pdf> Accessed 10 August 2016. 
80Statement of the MFA 19 February 2014 < http://www.mid.ru/en/press_service/spokesman/official_statement/-
/asset_publisher/t2GCdmD8RNIr/content/id/75606> Accessed 6 August 2016. 
81 Interview to German newspaper Bild. Part 1, < http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/51154>. Accessed 
27 July 2016. 
82  This is hinted at in Putin Interview to German newspaper Bild. Part 1, < 
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/51154>. This narrative remains heavily contested, for example 
Christopher Clarke and Kristina Spohr ‘Moscow’s account of Nato expansion is a case of false memory 
syndrome’ The Guardian (24 May 2015) < https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/may/24/russia-
nato-expansion-memory-grievances>. Nevertheless, an article from the New York Times points to the 
ambiguities and mixed messages that were created during diplomatic discussions between the USA, West 
Germany and the Soviet Union, Marie Elise Sarotte ‘Enlarging NATO, expanding confusion’ (29 November 
2009) < http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/30/opinion/30sarotte.html?_r=0>. See also Marie Elise Sarotte ‘A 
Broken Promise? What the West really told Moscow about NATO Expansion’ Foreign Affairs (Sept./Oct. 2014) 
< https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russia-fsu/2014-08-11/broken-promise> and Joshua R. Itzkowitz 
Shifrinson ‘Russia’s got a point: the US broke a NATO promise’ Los Angeles Times (30 May 2016) < 
http://www.latimes.com/opinion/op-ed/la-oe-shifrinson-russia-us-nato-deal--20160530-snap-story.html> 
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was reassured that the former-Soviet Union’s security concerns would be taken into account.83 
Despite these guarantees, NATO has moved eastwards. To President Putin, this is a sign that 
the West was not interested in overcoming past divides with the Soviet Union but that they 
wanted to take advantage of being at the ‘pinnacle of world fame, power and prosperity (…). 
They wanted to reign’. 84  Medvedev has described NATO’s policy towards Russia as 
unfriendly and obdurate.85 As explained by Hopf, it was absolutely essential that NATO be 
prevented from integrating Ukraine as this would have made the region impenetrable to 
Russia.86  

In conclusion, it is suggested that Russia responded to the perception of threat posed by 
Western influence and NATO’s expansion, which would have damaged Russia’s fraternal and 
economic ties with Kiev, hurt Ukraine’s wellbeing and threaten Russia’s security interests. 
Under these circumstances, Russia reacted dominantly, or aggressively, in response to 
Ukraine’s rapprochement with Europe and NATO. 

B. After the sanctions: the effect of sanctions on Russia’s behaviour 

Gomez and Nivet have submitted that ‘les sanctions internationales sont (…) révélatrices de 
l’environnement international dans lequel elles se déploient et du rôle qu’entendent y jouer 
différents types d’acteurs’.87 With regards to the EU, Delcourt has suggested that the EU’s 
sanctions policy ‘correspond assez bien à l’image de puissance civile et libérale que les 
institutions européennes convoquent régulièrement’.88 Indeed, promoting international legal 
norms is something that the EU takes seriously, to the extent that it has become an integral 
part of the organization’s identity; as we noted above, the TEU provides that the EU should 
use its external relations to promote, inter alia, respect for the principles of the United Nations 
Charter and international law.89 

This clearly came across during the unfolding of he events in Ukraine. When the crisis was 
reaching its peak in Crimea, the Heads of Government of EU Member States issued a 
statement on 6 March 2014, whereby it claimed that the EU ‘has a special responsibility for 
peace, stability and prosperity in Europe’.90 They further condemned Russia’s actions in 
Ukraine as a violation of international law and highlighted that: 

The European Union's and the Russian Federation's common objective of a relationship based on 
mutual interest and respect of international obligations needs to be promptly restored. It would be a 

                                                
83  Mikhaïl Sergueïevitch Gorbatchev, ‘De la chute du mur de Berlin au risque d’une nouvelle guerre froide’ 
2015/1 (97) Revue internationale et stratégique 16, pages 18-20. 
84 Interview to German newspaper Bild. Part 1, < http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/51154>. Accessed 
27 July 2016. 
85  Speech delivered at the Munich Conference < http://government.ru/en/news/21784/> See also Dimitri 
Medvedev’s interview with Euronews TV Channel, 14 February 2016 < http://government.ru/en/news/21789/> 
and Dimitri Medvedev’s with Time Magazine, 15 February 2016 <http://government.ru/en/news/21790/>. All 
accessed July 27 2016.  
86 Hopf (n 72) 247. 
87 Carole Gomez, Bastien Nivet, ‘Sanctionner et punir. Coercition, normalisation et exercice de la puissance dans 
une société internationale hétérogène’ 2015/1 (97) Revue internationale et stratégique 61, page 65 
88 Barbara Delcourt, « Au nom de quoi sanctionner et punir ? », Revue internationale et stratégique 2015/1 (n° 
97), p. 79-87,  page 83. 
89 Treaty on European Union, Title 1, Article 3 and Title V, Chapter 1 ‘General Provisions on the Union's 
External Action’, Article 21. 
90  Statement of the Heads of State or Government on Ukraine, 6 March 2014, < 
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2014/03/06/ > Accessed 8 August 2016, para. 3.  
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matter of great regret if the Russian Federation failed to work in that direction, and in particular if it 
continued to refuse to participate in a productive dialogue with the Government of Ukraine. We have 
today decided to take actions (…).91 

These actions included measures that the EU Council adopted on 3 March – in response to the 
announcement that a referendum would take place in Crimea in 16 March – deciding to 
suspend bilateral talks with Russia on visa matters and on the new agreement.92 The EU 
threatened to consider restrictive measures if Russia were to continue its destabilizing 
policies. Herman Von Rompuy also emphasized that: 

Any further steps by the Russian Federation to destabilize the situation in Ukraine would lead to 
additional and far reaching consequences for relations in a broad range of economic areas between the 
European Union and its Member States, on the one hand, and the Russian Federation, on the other 
hand.93 

In reaction, during discussions at the UN Security Council, the Russian representative stated: 

[t]hose who (…) are threatening sanctions and boycotts of all kinds are the very partners who have 
consistently encouraged political forces close to them to engage in ultimatums, to reject dialogue, to 
ignore the concerns of southern and eastern Ukraine, and ultimately to polarize Ukrainian society. We 
call on them to adopt a responsible approach, to set aside geopolitical calculations and to place the 
interests of the Ukrainian people above all else.94 

Despite attempts at countering the referendum,95 the vote took place and Crimea and 
Sevastopol were integrated into the Russian Federation on 17 March. If Russia described this 
reunification as a historical moment, the EU considered it as a violation of Ukraine’s 
sovereignty and territorial integrity,96 amounting to an aggression.97 Whereas Russia was 
violating Ukraine’s sovereignty, the EU emphasized that it supported the ‘Ukrainian people 
and their right to decide their own future’.98 As we saw above (Part II.B), it is on 17 March 
that the EU adopted its first round of restrictive measures against the Russian Federation, 
which consisted primarily of targeted sanctions against Russian officials; further restrictive 
measures – comprising of sectorial and financial sanctions – were adopted in July 2014.  

In retaliation, Russia adopted its own sanctions against the EU under the guise of ‘emergency 
measures’ in August 2014, restricting trade in agricultural products.99 The Russian Federation 
has frequently lamented the sanctions that have been implanted against it. For example, 
during his speech at the Munich Security Conference in February 2016, Dmitry Medvedev 
stated that the soured relations between the EU and Russia was leading ‘into a period of a new 

                                                
91 Ibid, para. 4. 
92 As mentionned here (n 45). 
93  Remarks by Herman Van Rompuy on Ukraine, 6 March 2014, 
<http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2014/03/06/> Accessed 8 August 2016. 
94 UN Doc S/PV.7124 (3 March 2014) page 4 (Russia). 
95 Following the Russian veto on draft resolution S/2014/189 during UN Security Council meeting on 15 March 
2014, UN Doc S/PV.7138. 
96 Council Decision 2014/512/CFSP of 31 July 2014, para. 1. 
97 Council Decision 2014/659/CFSP of 8 September 2014, para. 2. See also UN Doc A/68/PV.80 (27 March 
2014) page 5 (European Union). The EU also sponsored and voted in favor of ‘Resolution on the Territorial 
Integrity of Ukraine of 27 March 2014’, UN Doc A/RES/68/262. 
98 See for example UN Doc A/68/PV.80 (27 March 2014) page 5 (European Union). Notice how this conflicts 
with Putin’s narrative that Russia was helping democracy – the will of the people – be respected in Crimea 
(quoted in Part III.A). 
99 Executive order on applying certain special economic measures to ensure the security of the Russian 
Federation <http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/46404> Accessed 10 2016. 
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Cold War’, to which the sanctions were contributing.100 In response to the EU’s justification 
that Russia needs to fulfil its obligations under the Minsk Agreements, Russian officials 
continuously reiterate that the Ukrainian authorities are stalling the cease-fire and failing to 
respect their end of the deal. We can, for instance, refer to the following statement by Putin: 

Everyone says that the Minsk Agreements must be implemented and then the sanctions issue 
may be reconsidered. This is beginning to resemble the theatre of the absurd because 
everything essential that needs to be done with regard to implementing the Minsk Agreements 
is the responsibility of the current Kiev authorities. You cannot demand that Moscow do 
something that needs to be done by Kiev.101 

Consequently, Russia is contesting the re-adoption of the restrictive measures on the basis that 
the Agreements are not properly respected by Ukraine. In this way, Russia denies that it 
carries any responsibility in the Crimean crisis; this gives the impression that the EU’s 
sanctions policy is unreasonable. By rejecting that they are playing a role in the Ukrainian 
crisis, Russian officials are also signalling that their behaviour has not contributed to the 
current situation, hence there is nothing they should – or need to – change. It should be noted 
that when Russia acknowledges that it has intervened in Ukraine that it frames its operations 
in a manner that is positive for the Ukrainian people, for example by respecting the Crimean 
people’s right to self-determination or by providing humanitarian aid. 

If we want to understand the effect the sanctions have had on Russia, it is important to be 
aware of a few of the characteristics that constitute Russian identity; these have been 
identified by Hopf. First, Russia sees itself as a regional leader,102 it therefore does not 
respond well to being pressured, especially when – as we shall see below – it does not agree 
with the European narrative of the Ukrainian crisis that portrays Russia as ‘the bad guy’.103 
Russia has been able to withstand the sanctions against it by turning to other partners in 
international relations. Whereas European governments want the Russian Federation to feel 
the costs of the sanctions, the ban on exportations to Russia in technology is presented as an 
opportunity to develop the Russian industry and improve Russian agricultural production as 
the necessary steps are being taken to substitute European and American food imports.104  
                                                
100  Munich Security Conference, Dmitry Medvedev’s speech at the Panel Discussion < 
http://government.ru/en/news/21784/ > Accessed 23 March 2016. The full quote on the unilateral economic 
sanctions: ‘We regret that the practice of unilateral economic pressure in the form of sanctions is gaining 
momentum. Decisions are taken arbitrarily and at times in violation of international law. This is undermining the 
operating foundations of international economic organisations, including the World Trade Organisation. We 
have always said, I have always said that sanctions hit not only those against whom they are imposed but also 
those who use them as an instrument of pressure.’ 
101 Putin Interview to German newspaper Bild. Part 1, < http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/51154> 
Speech given by Medvedev at the Munich Conference < http://government.ru/en/news/21784/>; Medvedev 
interview with Euronews on 14 February 2016 < http://government.ru/en/news/21789/>. All accessed July 27 
2016. See also Remarks by Permanent Representative of the Russian Federation to the OSCE Vienna, 28 July 
2016  <http://www.mid.ru/en/web/guest/maps/ua/-/asset_publisher/ktn0ZLTvbbS3/content/id/2375991>, 
accessed 10 August 2016. 
102 Hopf identifies Russia as a regional leader, (n 73) 233 and 238-239. 
103 See below (n 121), see also Barbara Delcourt (n 88) 87 and Entretien avec Bertrand Badie et al. “Les 
sanctions, une forme particulière d’humiliation” (2015) 97:1 Revue internationale et stratégique 70 
104 ‘Import substitution in industry and the agro-industrial complex of the North Caucasus’ 29 July 2015 < 
http://government.ru/en/news/19079/ > Accessed 11 January 2016; ‘First meeting with government on import 
substitution’ 11 August 2015 < http://government.ru/en/news/19246/ > Accessed 11 January 2016. ‘A meeting 
on sectoral import substitution programmes’ 3 April 2015 <http://government.ru/en/news/17521/> Accessed 11 
January 2016; ‘Meeting of the Government Commission on Import Substitution’ 3 October 2015 
<http://government.ru/en/news/19937/> Accessed 11 January 2016. 
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Despite the fact that it has been excluded from the G8,105 Russia has avoided isolation by 
participating in other high-level meetings and actively participating in the Syrian crisis, 
making it a crucial actor in the conflict, to the extent that a group of European MPs have been 
calling for the end of the sanctions against Russia, claiming that cooperation with Russia is 
essential if the war on terror is to be successful.106 The American government has also made 
steps to cooperate with Russia concerning Syria.107 Finally, the Russian sanctions have 
inflicted pain on European States, reportedly causing some to suggest that the restrictive 
measures should be lifted and that normal relations with Russia should resume.108  

Second, Russia resents criticism from the West, portraying itself as a ‘work in progress’.109 In 
relation to Europe, Russia places itself as equal, if not superior to, its Western neighbour.110 
Hopf finds that ‘Russia has come to be understood as the True Europe, while Western Europe 
is a corrupted version occupied, influenced, and suborned by the United States.’111 This has 
led Russia to turn away from Western Europe and to become more authentically Russia, and 
perhaps even more ‘European than Europe’.112 For example, Russian officials do not appear 
to take European criticism about human rights abuses in Russia very seriously. When remarks 
are made that condemn Russia for alleged political and social violations, statesmen are also 
quick to point out any shortcomings on behalf of the USA and European countries.113 

Further, Russia believes that it is demonized as the threat to the EU, NATO and America, 
arguing that this hurts relations between Russia and the West.114 During the Munich Security 
Conference in February 2016, Medvedev called for an end of the deterrence policy against 
Russia and for the establishment of trust between Russia and Europe. He also remarked that 
‘ideological stereotypes, double standards and unilateral actions do not ease but only fan 
tensions in international relations’.115 Putin has made similar comments: 

 [I]f someone is not happy with our stance, they could find a better option than declaring us an enemy 
every time. Would not it be better to listen to us, to critically reflect on what we say, to agree 

                                                
105 For Putin’s response to being excluded from the G8 see Interview to German newspaper Bild. Part 2, < 
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/51155>. Accessed 27 July 2016. 
106 Rachida Dati, ‘To prevent terrorism we must lift EU sanctions against Russia’ The Independent (12 June 
2016) <http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/to-prevent-terrorism-we-must-lift-eu-sanctions-against-russia-
a7077856.html>. 
107 Josh Rogin, ‘Obama proposes new military partnership with Russia in Syria’ The Washington Post (30 June 
2016) < https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/global-opinions/obama-proposes-new-military-partnership-
with-russia-in-syria/2016/06/29/8e8b2e2a-3e3f-11e6-80bc-d06711fd2125_story.html> ; Ian Black, ‘US ready to 
work with Russia to fight Syria’s Islamic extremists’ The Guardian (1 July 2016) < 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jul/01/syria-us-russia-cooperate-fight-islamic-extremists-united-
nations>. Both accessed 10 August 2016. 
108 Examples include: Greece <http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-03-31/greece-pulls-support-from-
russian-sanctions-tsipras-tells-tass>; Italy, Cyprus and Hungary < http://www.reuters.com/article/us-ukraine-
crisis-eu-idUSKCN0WG1AU>; French President Hollande 
<http://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/06/world/europe/francois-hollande-says-destabilizing-sanctions-on-russia-
must-stop-now.html>. 
109 Ibid, 238, 242. 
110 Ibid, 236. This is especially the case concerning President Putin’s vision of Russia, see ibid 240. 
111 Hopf (n 73) 235. 
112 Ibid, 241. See also  
113  See for example Interview to German newspaper Bild. Part 2, < 
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/51155>. Accessed 27 July 2016. 
114 Dmitry Medvedev’s speech at the Munich Conference < http://government.ru/en/news/21784/> Accessed July 
27 2016. 
115 Ibid. 
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to something and to look for a common solution? (…) If we want the relations between Russia and our 
friends and neighbours in Europe and around the world to develop in a positive and constructive 
manner, at least one condition must be observed: we need to respect each other, each other’s interests 
and follow the same rules instead of constantly changing them to suit someone’s interests.116 

Returning to the object of our study, sanctions that come across as illegitimate, such as the 
EU’s restrictive measures against the Russian Federation, clearly play a role within this 
narrative as they invoke the feeling within the target that it is being punished for bad 
behavior.117 In fact, Russia has consistently condemned the practice of unilateral sanctions.118 
This has been clearly articulated in the joint Russian-Chinese declaration of international law, 
where both States claimed that they:  

share the view that good faith implementation of generally recognized principles and rules of 
international law excludes the practice of double standards or imposition by some States of their will on 
other States, and consider that imposition of unilateral coercive measures not based on international 
law, also known as «unilateral sanctions», is an example of such practice. 119 

According to Putin, ‘unilaterally imposed sanctions circumventing the UN Charter have all 
but become commonplace today. They not only serve political objectives, but are also used 
for eliminating market competition’.120 

Against this background, the sanctions represent a threat to Russia: ‘as to the reaction of our 
western partners, I believe that it was wrong and it was not aimed at supporting Ukraine but 
at suppressing the growth of Russia’s capabilities.’121 The sanctions against Russia are also 
described as a foolish and harmful decision that aims at imposing stigmatization and 
punishment. From Medvedev’s perspective: ‘[t]hey told us we were the bad guys and had to 
be punished. (…) They have always been trying to intimidate us with some sanctions, which 
were introduced even in the Soviet period, many times.’122 Whereas the EU continues to 
adopt sanctions and claims that Russia needs to change its behavior for the sanctions to be 
lifted, Medvedev has responded that the EU should ‘have the courage to say, guys, we’ll just 
scrap all this from day X, and could you please reciprocate by lifting your response measures 

                                                
116 Putin Interview to German newspaper Bild. Part 1, < http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/51154> 
117 Dimitri Medvedev’s with Time Magazine, 15 February 2016 http://government.ru/en/news/21790/. 
118  Munich Security Conference, Dmitry Medvedev’s speech at the Panel Discussion < 
http://government.ru/en/news/21784/ > Accessed 23 March 2016. The full quote on the unilateral economic 
sanctions: ‘We regret that the practice of unilateral economic pressure in the form of sanctions is gaining 
momentum. Decisions are taken arbitrarily and at times in violation of international law. This is undermining the 
operating foundations of international economic organisations, including the World Trade Organisation. We 
have always said, I have always said that sanctions hit not only those against whom they are imposed but also 
those who use them as an instrument of pressure.’ See also The Declaration of the Russian Federation and the 
People's Republic of China on the Promotion of International Law, 
<http://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/2331698> point 6. 
See also Mergen Doraev ‘The "Memory Effect" of Economic Sanctions against Russia: opposing approaches to 
the legality of unilateral sanctions clash again’, (2015) 37 U. Pa. J. Int'l L. 355. 
< http://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/2331698>.  
119  Point 6, available here: < http://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-
/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/2331698>  
120 President Putin speech during UNGA 70th session. 
121  President Putin Interview to German newspaper Bild. Part 1, < 
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/51154>. Accessed 27 July 2016. 
122 Medvedev interview with Euronews on 14 February 2016 < http://government.ru/en/news/21789/>.  
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as well. That would be the right approach’.123 In this sense, it is not Russia that needs to 
change its behavior but the European Union.  

Finally, it is worth quoting Medvedev’s comments on the effect the sanctions have had on 
Russia’s policy-makers: 

The next question is whether [the EU] really punished us. Perhaps they gave us some uncomfortable 
moments. Bad? Not really. We are developing. We live and naturally, we’ll survive. Have the Russian 
authorities changed their political position? They have not. Are they supported by the Russian people? 
You know very well that they are and they have support that no other political authority has because 
nobody likes it when their country is pushed around. Therefore, responsibility for these sanctions is 
borne by the entire European Union and other countries that supported them. (…) [W]e’ll never ask for 
these sanctions to be lifted. They’ll come and say: Let’s finally put an end to this because nobody is 
better off for it; everyone is only the worse off.124 

From this perspective, Russian officials will not give into coercion and change their behavior 
in Ukraine. 

C. Concluding remarks 

The above sections put emphasis on the Russian narrative concerning the Ukrainian crisis and 
the EU’s restrictive measures as it is through discourse that we can reconstruct narratives and 
gain insight on State officials’ understandings of the issues faced. It is important to understand 
how Russia perceives its own role in the situation as well as its framing of the EU’s intentions 
because it is based on their perceptions that State officals determine which policy to follow 
and ultimately whether or not they should change their behaviour.125 

Based on our analysis, it would appear that the EU’s coercive measures have not encouraged 
the Kremlin to change its policy in Ukraine and cease its wrongful conduct. Instead, the 
sanctions appear to have enforced Russia’s perception that the EU poses a threat. Taking into 
account the fact that this perception of threat caused the Kremlin to pursue its destabilizing 
policy in the first place, the restrictive measures are not encouraging Russia to change its 
policy. Further, Russia denies that it holds any responsibility in the Ukrainian crisis, making it 
difficult for the Kremlin to recognize – or even admit – that it needs to change its behaviour in 
order for the issue to be resolved.126 Finally, through its restrictive measures the EU is held 
responsible for causing friction with Russia. 

In this vein, Doxey’s research on sanctions is insightful, as she has demonstrated that such 
coercive measures can give rise to ‘anger and antagonism within the target’ to the extent that 
‘resistance and retaliation may become values in itself, and thus encourage non-
compliance’.127 Furthermore, both parties are caught in a stalemate as neither one wants to 
lose face. Gries has described the ‘face’ as the ‘self displayed before others’.128 When a leader 
feels that his face is threatened or that it has been lost, he may be induced to take more 

                                                
123 Medvedev interview with Euronews on 14 February 2016 < http://government.ru/en/news/21789/>. See also 
Dimitri Medvedev’s with Time Magazine, 15 February 2016 <http://government.ru/en/news/21790/>. 
124 Dimitri Medvedev’s with Time Magazine, 15 February 2016 <http://government.ru/en/news/21790/>. 
125 The work of Risse-Kappen (n 57) insightful in this regard. 
126 On the other hand, Russian officials accuse their European counterparts of having stirred unrest in Ukraine, 
leading to the Maiden protests and causing Yanukovych to leave the country. 
127 Margaret Doxey (n 19) at 535 
128 Peter Hays Gries China’s New Nationalism, pride, politics and diplomacy (University of California Press 
2005) 20 
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aggressive or risky policies in order to restore his country’s self-image. The EU’s policies of 
coercion and exclusion have caused a feeling of punishment and humiliation within Russia, 
thus threatening their ‘face’, or authority,129 and causing the Kremlin to demonstrate that they 
will not be intimated. If Russia were to give into European pressure, it would risk losing its 
standing in the international community. 

In conclusion, it appears that the restrictive measures have been counterproductive because 
they have contributed to promoting a situation of mutual distrust between the EU and the 
Russian Federation. Each actor continues to view the other as a threat and bases its response 
on this perception. This would mean that contrary to encouraging Russia to cease its policy in 
the Ukraine, the sanctions give Russia incentive to continue its destabilizing actions in the 
region, which gives the EU incentive to pursue its sanctions policy, etc. Additionally, given 
Russian leader’s resentment of NATO’s expansion towards the East and deterrence policies, 
the military alliance’s recent practices do not seem to be helping, one case in point being the 
scheduled NATO ‘Anaconda’ operation. 130  Our conclusion is similar to the warning 
expressed by Gries on Chinese nationalism: ‘If Western (…) policies to not consider how 
Chinese nationalism is shaped by interactions with the West and evolving narratives of the 
national past, they may well push Chinese nationalism in a malevolent direction.’131 Likewise, 
it is becoming increasingly necessary for European leaders to take Russian identities and 
narratives into account.  

IV. Conclusion 

By demonstrating that the the sanctions cause Russia to be further convinced that the EU 
poses a threat and therefore encourage the Kremlin to continue its destabilizing policy, this 
paper argues that the EU is unsuccessful in coercing Russia to change its behaviour. The 
result is that instead of being enforced, international law is continuously violated. It should be 
noted that though the restrictive measures fail to achieve their coercive purpose, the EU has 
been successful in signalling that it believes that Russia has committed an internationally 
wrongful act against Ukraine. This has enabled the EU to promote the legal norms it believes 
should be upheld with regards to third parties while at the same time indirectly encouraging 
Russia to pursue of an illegal policy. This contradictory assessment can be explained by the 
fact that there has been a breaking down of communication between Western Europe and the 
Russian Federation. Instead of listening to each other and understanding the other’s interests 
and concerns, each party is too focused on convincing the international community and its 
own public that its policy is justified. 

Given this situation, the current author cannot help but agree with Doxey who wrote in 1979 
that: 

                                                
129 Ibid, 24 
130  <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jun/06/nato-launches-largest-war-game-in-eastern-europe-since-
cold-war-anaconda-2016> article published online 6 June 2016. 
<http://abonnes.lemonde.fr/europe/article/2016/06/14/face-a-la-russie-l-otan-precise-ses-projets-de-presence-
avancee-dans-l-est-de-l-europe_4950206_3214.html> online 16 June 2016. See also US operations in the Black 
Sea, <http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-usa-ship-idUSKCN0YW0PP>. 
131 Gries (n 128) 20. He also writes ‘Until Chinese and Americans learn to affirm rather then threaten, each 
other’s national identities, their mutual benefit from a stable East Asia will not ensure peace in the twenty-first 
century’.  
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the emphasis in international political organizations should be placed on developing ways and means of 
lessening tension, keep lines of communication open and avoiding conflict between their members. In 
the long run, this would be a more constructive approach to problem-solving than occasional resort to 
international ‘enforcement’ which suffers from [limitations].132  

As the EU values and has an interest in promoting peaceful relations between States and 
contributing to the respect of international law in Europe, then it would be in the 
organization’s interest to consider changing strategies and adopt a policy that would have a 
more positive influence on Russian decision-makers. Consequently, if the EU and Russia 
want out of the stalemate, they need to change their practices.133 The EU should focus on 
tools that promote dialogue and communication, which would bridge the gap and help Russia 
no longer perceive the EU as a threat. This may then have the effect of encouraging Russia to 
demilitarize in Ukraine. 

The challenge is that this may appear unthinkable to the EU and Russia because of their 
respective identities. 134  Since the Cold War, both parties have become accustomed to 
perceiving the other as a threat and as something that is foreign to their own sense of identity; 
they have constructed who they are and what they stand for in opposition to each other. 
Today’s present stalemate demonstrates that neither actor has ever recovered from the Cold 
War mentality. Stepping away from this mind-set comes at a huge personal cost as it requires 
each party to confront its own identity and the personal narrative that it has created and 
integrated. Baldwin’s study on sanctions and the ‘logic of choice’: perhaps the true cost for 
the EU or Russia would be the change of identity and the commencement of a new 
interaction.  

These findings are useful in understanding the effect of the EU’s restrictive measures on the 
development of international law’s enforcement as they may inspire us to look for 
sociological understandings of the effect of the EU’s restrictive measures in other States 
where the EU seeks to enforce compliance with international legal norms, in particular human 
rights. Some examples that come to mind in particular are the restrictive measures that have 
been placed on Belarus, Myanmar or Iran. Despite the fact that sanctions have been imposed 
for years, the relation between the EU and these States is still on shaky ground and the norms 
that the EU seeks to enforce have not been complied with in their entirety. 

Further, this paper demonstrates that the effect of sanctions cannot be evaluated in monetary 
terms alone. It appears that States are willing to pay a very high price in order to save face and 
uphold their sense of identity. These costs should be taken into account in policies that aim at 
influencing a State to change its behaviour. 

 

                                                
132 Doxey (n 65) 132. Similar conclusion in (n 19) at 550. 
133 To quote Wendt: ‘if states find themselves in a self-help system, this is because their practices made it that 
way’, in (n 51) 407 
134 Hopf (n 51) 13-16. 


