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Editor’s Note

THIS c o m p e n d i u m  o f  e s s a y s  i s  b a s e d  o n  p r e s e n t a t i o n s  
d e l i v e r e d  a t  a  o n e - d a y  w o r k s h o p  s p o n s o r e d  j o i n t l y  
b y  t h e U.S. Ar m y  Wa r  Co l l e g e a n d  t h e U.S. Eu r o p e a n  

Co m m a n d  ( EUCOM) ,  w i t h  a d d i t i o n a l  f u n d i n g  g e n e r o u s l y  
p r o v i d e d  b y  t h e U.S. Ar m y  Wa r  Co l l e g e F o u n d a t i o n . Th e 
i n v i t a t i o n - o n l y  e v e n t  w a s  h e l d  o n  Ma y  1 ,  2 0 1 8  a t  t h e At l a n t i c  
Co u n c i l  i n  Wa s h i n g t o n ,  DC a n d  i n c l u d e d  No r t h  Am e r i c a n  
a n d  Eu r o p e a n  e x p e r t s  f r o m  t h e p o l i c y m a k i n g  c o m m u n i t y ,  
a c a d e m i a ,  t h i n k  t a n k s ,  t h e i n t e l l i g e n c e c o m m u n i t y ,  a n d  t h e 
m i l i t a r y  s e r v i c e s . Th e s e i n d i v i d u a l s  g a t h e r e d  t o g e t h e r  t o  
a d d r e s s  Ru s s i a ’ s  g e o p o l i t i c a l  s t r a t e g y ,  i t s  o p e r a t i o n a l  c a p a c i t y  
and capabilities, and its military modernization efforts, all in 
an effort to inform EUCOM and U.S. Department of Defense 
p l a n n i n g  a s  w e l l  a s  s t r e n g t h e n  a l l i e d  d e t e r r e n c e i n  Eu r o p e .

Ru s s i a ’ s  i l l e g a l  a n n e x a t i o n  o f  Cr i m e a ,  i t s  i n v a s i o n  o f  Uk r a i n e ,  
i t s  l a r g e - s c a l e n o - n o t i c e m i l i t a r y  e x e r c i s e s ,  i t s  v i o l a t i o n s  o f  
a l l i e d  s o v e r e i g n t y ,  a n d  i t s  n o r m - s h a t t e r i n g  a c t i o n s  e l s e w h e r e 
a c r o s s  Eu r o p e i n  r e c e n t  y e a r s  h a v e b r o u g h t  c o l l e c t i v e d e f e n s e ,  
d e t e r r e n c e ,  a n d  n e a r - p e e r  c o m p e t i t i o n  b a c k  t o  t h e  f o r e  o f  
t r a n s a t l a n t i c  s e c u r i t y . Th e We s t  i n  g e n e r a l  a n d  t h e Un i t e d  
States specifically are slowly waking to the new reality in 
r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  Ru s s i a . At  b e s t ,  Ru s s i a n  f o r e i g n  p o l i c y  i s  
d e s t a b i l i z i n g  w h a t  h a d  b e e n  a  r e l a t i v e l y  q u i e s c e n t  t h e a t e r ,  
c o m p e l l i n g  t h e We s t  t o  r e i n f o r c e i t s  d e t e r r e n t  p o s t u r e . 
At worst, Moscow is engaged in an unofficial hybrid war 
a g a i n s t  t h e We s t ,  e m p l o y i n g  c y b e r - a t t a c k s ,  i n f o r m a t i o n  
m a n i p u l a t i o n ,  p o l i t i c a l  i n t e r f e r e n c e ,  e l e c t r o n i c  w a r f a r e ,  a n d  
o t h e r  m e t h o d o l o g i e s  d e s i g n e d  t o  a v o i d  p r o v o k i n g  a  f u l l -
t h r o a t e d  a l l i a n c e r e s p o n s e a n d  i n v o c a t i o n  o f  Ar t i c l e 5 .

Co r r e c t l y  i d e n t i f y i n g  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  Mo s c o w ’ s  
m o t i v a t i o n s ,  i t s  m o d a l i t i e s ,  a n d  i t s  v u l n e r a b i l i t i e s  a r e  c r i t i c a l  
t o  s u c c e s s f u l l y  c o n s t r u c t i n g  a n d  m a i n t a i n i n g  a  r e s p o n s e t h a t  
d e f e n d s  a n d  s e c u r e s  t h e Un i t e d  St a t e s ,  i t s  a l l i e s ,  a n d  i t s  v i t a l  
i n t e r e s t s .  Th e e s s a y s  o f  t h i s  c o m p e n d i u m  s e e k  t o  d o  j u s t  t h a t ,  
p r o v i d i n g  d e c i s i o n - m a k e r s  a n d  p o l i c y - m a k e r s  i n  b o t h  t h e 
e x e c u t i v e  a n d  l e g i s l a t i v e  b r a n c h e s  w i t h  n o t  s i m p l y  a n a l y s i s  
a n d  i n s i g h t s ,  b u t  a l s o  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  f o r  s t r a t e g y  o r  p o l i c y .  
Th e St r a t e g i c  St u d i e s  In s t i t u t e a t  t h e U.S. Ar m y  Wa r  Co l l e g e 
i s  p r o u d  t o  h a v e c o n v e n e d  t h i s  e x p e r t  g r o u p  o f  t h i n k e r s  i n  a n  
effort to benefit U.S. national security.

— John R. Deni, PhD
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RUSSIAN STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES AND PLANNING

Russian 
Strategic 
Objectives:  
It’s About the 
State

Eugene Rumer

THROUGHOUT Vl a d i m i r  Pu t i n ’ s  
n e a r l y  t w o  d e c a d e s  a s  t h e m a n  
i n  c h a r g e o f  t h e Ru s s i a n  s t a t e ,  h e 

h a s  b e e n  o f t e n  d e s c r i b e d  a s  a  c a p a b l e 
t a c t i c i a n  w h o  c a n  r e s p o n d  q u i c k l y  t o  a  
r a p i d  s h i f t  i n  t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s  f a c i n g  
h i m  a n d  h i s  c o u n t r y ,  b u t  d o e s  n o t  h a v e 
s t r a t e g y  f o r  t h e l o n g  t e r m . Th e m o s t  r e c e n t  
e p i s o d e  t h a t  t r i g g e r e d  s u c h  c o m m e n t s  
w a s  t h e  c r i s i s  i n  Uk r a i n e i n  2 0 1 4 ,  w h e n  
Pu t i n  a n n e x e d  Cr i m e a  a n d  u n l e a s h e d  a  
w a r  i n  e a s t e r n  Uk r a i n e . H e s u c c e e d e d  i n  
d a m a g i n g  Uk r a i n e’ s  p r o s p e c t s  f o r  s u c c e s s  
i n  t r a n s f o r m i n g  i t s  e c o n o m y ,  i t s  p o l i t i c a l  
s y s t e m ,  a n d  j o i n i n g  t h e We s t . Bu t  h e 
a c c o m p l i s h e d  t h a t  a t  a  s t e e p  p r i c e – a  
r u i n e d  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  Uk r a i n e a n d  t h e 
We s t ,  a n d  a  b l o w  t o  Ru s s i a ’ s  p r o s p e c t s  t o  
m o d e r n i z e  i t s  o w n  e c o n o m y .

Th i s  c r i t i c i s m  o f  Pu t i n  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  
f a i r  i f  h i s  g o a l  h a d  b e e n  g o o d  r e l a t i o n s  
w i t h  t h e We s t  a n d  w i t h  Uk r a i n e ,  a n d  a  
m o d e r n i z e d  e c o n o m y  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  s y s t e m  
in Russia. However, his goal is different – 
i t  i s  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e Ru s s i a n  s t a t e a s  h e a n d  
h i s  c o h o r t  o f  t o p  n a t i o n a l  s e c u r i t y  d e c i s i o n  
m a k e r s  u n d e r s t a n d  i t  a n d  t o  p r e v e n t  t h e 

e v e n t s  o f  t h e l a t e - 1 9 8 0  a n d  1 9 9 0 s  f r o m  
h a p p e n i n g  t o  Ru s s i a  a g a i n .

To  u n d e r s t a n d  t h i s  a n d  f u l l y  a p p r e c i a t e t h e 
significance of that era, one has to follow 
t h e t r a j e c t o r y  o f  Ru s s i a n  f o r e i g n  p o l i c y  
s i n c e 2 0 0 0  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e m e n t a l i t y  o f  
Pu t i n  a n d  h i s  i n n e r  c i r c l e . Su c h  a n  e x e r c i s e 
would produce a very different picture of 
t h e Ru s s i a n  p r e s i d e n t ’ s  p r i o r i t i e s  a n d  t h e 
s t r a t e g y  t h a t  h e h a s  e m p l o y e d  t o  a c h i e v e 
h i s  g o a l s .

Th e t r a j e c t o r y  o f  Pu t i n ’ s  l i f e i s  w e l l  
k n o w n . Bo r n  t o  w o r k i n g  c l a s s  ‘ g r e a t e s t  
g e n e r a t i o n ’  p a r e n t s  a n d  r a i s e d  i n  m o d e s t  
c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  h e w a s  t r e a t e d  w e l l  b y  t h e 
So v i e t  s y s t e m . It  p r o v i d e d  h i m  w i t h  a n  
e d u c a t i o n ,  a  p r e s t i g i o u s  c a r e e r  p a t h ,  a n d  a  
p r o m i s e o f  u p w a r d  m o b i l i t y ,  a n d  t h u s  g o o d  
r e a s o n s  t o  b e l i e v e t h a t  t h e s y s t e m  w o r k e d . 
Ot h e r  m e n  i n  Pu t i n ’ s  e n t o u r a g e – Se c u r i t y  
Co u n c i l  s e c r e t a r y  Ni k o l a y  Pa t r u s h e v ,  
F e d e r a l  Se c u r i t y  Se r v i c e c h i e f  Al e x a n d e r  
Bo r t n i k o v ,  De f e n s e Mi n i s t e r  Se r g e y  Sh o y g u  
– c a m e f r o m  c o m p a r a b l e b a c k g r o u n d s ,  
f o l l o w e d  m o r e o r  l e s s  s i m i l a r  c a r e e r  p a t h s ,  
a n d  s h a r e d  s i m i l a r  b e l i e f s . Th e y  p r o b a b l y  
w e r e n o t  h a r d  c o r e Co m m u n i s t  i d e o l o g u e s ,  
b u t  t h e y  b e l o n g e d  t o  t h e Co m m u n i s t  Pa r t y  
a n d  w e r e l o y a l  s e r v a n t s  o f  t h e So v i e t  s t a t e ,  
proud of its accomplishments and confident 
o f  i t s  – a n d  t h e i r  – f u t u r e .

Al l  o f  t h a t  c r a s h e d  r a p i d l y  a n d  u n e x p e c t e d l y  
i n  t h e l a t e - 1 9 8 0 s . Th e i d e o l o g y ,  t h e 
e c o n o m y ,  a n d  t h e  v e r y  c o u n t r y  c o l l a p s e d  
w i t h  h a r d l y  a n y  w a r n i n g . In  1 9 9 1 ,  w h e n  
t h e So v i e t  Un i o n  b r o k e u p ,  Pu t i n  w a s  3 9  
y e a r s  o l d . Wh a t  g r e a t e r  c a t a s t r o p h e  c o u l d  
h a v e b e f a l l e n  a  m a n  w h o  w a s  b r o u g h t  u p  
b e l i e v i n g  i n  t h e So v i e t  s t a t e ,  b r o u g h t  u p  

Born to working class ‘greatest generation’ 
parents and raised in modest circumstances, he 

was treated well by the Soviet system.
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b y  t h e  So v i e t  s t a t e ,  a n d  c o m m i t t e d  t o  
s e r v i n g  t h e So v i e t  s t a t e ?  F o r  m a n y  w h o  
w e r e s h o c k e d  b y  Pu t i n ’ s  2 0 0 5  d e s c r i p t i o n  
o f  t h e b r e a k - u p  o f  t h e USSR a s  t h e g r e a t e s t  
g e o p o l i t i c a l  c a t a s t r o p h e o f  t h e 2 0 t h  c e n t u r y ,  
t h i s  o u g h t  t o  p r o v i d e  s o m e  c o n t e x t  f o r  t h e  
Ru s s i a n  l e a d e r ’ s  r e m a r k . Th e e v e n t  t h a t  w a s  
c e l e b r a t e d  i n  t h e We s t  a s  t h e b e g i n n i n g  o f  
a  n e w  b r i g h t  e r a  i s  s t i l l  r e m e m b e r e d  a s  a  
t r a g e d y  b y  a  w h o l e g e n e r a t i o n  o f  Ru s s i a n s  
w h o  w e r e  l e f t  w i t h o u t  a  c o u n t r y .

Wo r s e y e t ,  t h e b r e a k - u p  o f  t h e USSR w a s  
o n l y  t h e b e g i n n i n g  o f  n e w  Ru s s i a ’ s  t r o u b l e s . 
Th e d e c a d e o f  t h e 1 9 9 0 s  w a s  t r u l y  a  h o r r i b l e 

d e c a d e f o r  t h e c o u n t r y  a s  i t  l i m p e d  a l o n g  
f r o m  o n e c r i s i s  t o  a n o t h e r . Th e s u c c e s s i o n  
o f  c r i s e s ,  b o t h  p o l i t i c a l  a n d  e c o n o m i c ,  w a s  
a c c o m p a n i e d  b y  a  p r o f o u n d  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  
i n  t h e s e c u r i t y  e n v i r o n m e n t  o f  Ru s s i a . Th e 
post-World War II security buffer that 
p r o t e c t e d  i t  f r o m  t h e We s t  – w h i c h  w a s  t h e 
s o u r c e o f  d e v a s t a t i n g  i n v a s i o n s  i n  1 8 1 2  a n d  
1 9 4 1  – w a s  g o n e . Th e Wa r s a w  Pa c t  – t h e 
o u t e r  r i n g  o f  t h e So v i e t  e m p i r e – d i s s o l v e d  
a n d  i t s  f o r m e r  m e m b e r s  w e r e c l a m o r i n g  t o  
j o i n  NATO a n d  t h e Eu r o p e a n  Un i o n . Th e 
i n n e r  r i n g  o f  t h e e m p i r e – t h e Ba l t i c  St a t e s ,  
Uk r a i n e ,  Be l a r u s ,  a n d  Mo l d o v a  – w e r e n o w  
i n d e p e n d e n t  s t a t e s ,  a l s o  s e e k i n g  t o  s e c u r e  
t i e s  t o  t h e We s t .

H o w e v e r ,  Ru s s i a  f a c e d  m o r e c h a l l e n g e s  
e v e n  a f t e r  t h e s e d r a m a t i c  c h a n g e s . Th e 
t h r e a t  o f  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  d i d  n o t  e n d  w i t h  
t h e d i s s o l u t i o n  o f  t h e So v i e t  Un i o n  a n d  
t h e c e n t r i f u g a l  f o r c e s  t h a t  h a d  t o r n  i t  a p a r t  
p e r s i s t e d  i n  t h e Ru s s i a n  F e d e r a t i o n . Th e 
t h r e a t  o f  s e p a r a t i s m  s p r e a d  t o  p a r t s  o f  t h e 
Ru s s i a n  F e d e r a t i o n  a l o n g  i t s  p e r i p h e r y  a s  

w e l l  a s  i t s  h e a r t l a n d . Th e g o v e r n m e n t  o f  
Ta t a r s t a n ,  a n  o i l - r i c h  a u t o n o m o u s  r e p u b l i c  
o n  t h e Vo l g a  Ri v e r  c a r v e d  o u t  f o r  i t s e l f  
a degree of control over its own affairs 
f r o m  t h e f e d e r a l  g o v e r n m e n t  t h a t  r a i s e d  
d o u b t s  a b o u t  t h e l a t t e r ’ s  s o v e r e i g n  c o n t r o l  
t h e r e . Mo s c o w ’ s  m a y o r  Yu r i  Lu z h k o v  
r a n  t h e  c a p i t a l  w i t h  l i t t l e  r e g a r d  t o  t h e  
f e d e r a l  a u t h o r i t i e s . In  t h e No r t h  Ca u c a s u s ,  
Ch e c h n y a  r o s e i n  a n  o p e n  r e b e l l i o n  
f o r c i n g  t h e Ru s s i a n  g o v e r n m e n t  t o  w a g e 
a  p r o t r a c t e d  m i l i t a r y  c a m p a i g n  t h e r e t h a t  
l a s t e d  i n t o  t h e n e x t  c e n t u r y . It  s e e m e d  t h e 
v e r y  e x i s t e n c e o f  t h e Ru s s i a n  s t a t e w a s  a t  
s t a k e .

Co m p o u n d i n g  t h e s e  p o l i t i c a l  a n d  i n t e r n a l  
s e c u r i t y  c h a l l e n g e s  w a s  a  s u c c e s s i o n  o f  
e c o n o m i c  p o l i c y  m o v e s  t h a t  s e e m e d  t o  
f u r t h e r  w e a k e n  t h e Ru s s i a n  s t a t e . Th e 
c a m p a i g n  o f  p r i v a t i z a t i o n  l a u n c h e d  d u r i n g  
the first Yeltsin presidency with help from 
We s t e r n  a d v i s o r s  t r a n s f e r r e d  t h e m o s t  
v a l u a b l e a s s e t s  o f  t h e Ru s s i a n  e c o n o m y  i n t o  
t h e h a n d s  o f  a  s m a l l  g r o u p  o f  b u s i n e s s m e n  
c o n n e c t e d  t o  t h e K r e m l i n ,  w h o  u s e d  t h e i r  
p o l i t i c a l  t i e s  t o  a m a s s  v a s t  f o r t u n e s . Th e y  
b e c a m e t h e l u c k y  w i n n e r s  i n  t h e w i l d  
s w e e p s t a k e s  o f  Ru s s i a n  p r i v a t i z a t i o n ,  w h i l e 
m a n y  f o r m e r  l o y a l  s e r v a n t s  o f  t h e  s t a t e 
w e r e l e f t  o u t . Al o n g  w i t h  m a s s i v e w e a l t h ,  
t h e s e  b u s i n e s s m e n  g a i n e d  u n p r e c e d e n t e d  
p o l i t i c a l  p o w e r  a n d  w e r e a b l e t o  d i c t a t e 
t h e i r  p r e f e r e n c e s  t o  t h e K r e m l i n  t h a t  g r e w  
d e p e n d e n t  o n  t h e m  f o r  s u p p o r t .

Ru s s i a ’ s  r e t r e a t  f r o m  t h e g l o b a l  s t a g e w a s  
e q u a l l y  s t r i k i n g . It s  d o m e s t i c  w e a k n e s s  
necessitated its retreat from far-flung 
c o m m i t m e n t s  i n  As i a ,  Af r i c a ,  a n d  i n  t h e 
We s t e r n  h e m i s p h e r e ,  a b a n d o n i n g  d e c a d e s -

The Kosovo campaign and de-facto independence 
in its aftermath was a signal to the Putin cohort 

that a weak country could be dismembered against 
its wishes.
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l o n g  c o m m i t m e n t s . It  b e c a m e a  v i r t u a l  n o n -
a c t o r  i n  t h e Mi d d l e Ea s t ,  a  r e g i o n  w h e r e i t  
had long exercised considerable influence 
a n d  p o s i t i o n e d  i t s e l f  a s  a  c o m p e t i t o r  t o  t h e  
Un i t e d  St a t e s . Ru s s i a ’ s  w i t h d r a w a l  f r o m  t h e 
g l o b a l  s t a g e w a s  s u c h  t h a t  s o m e s c h o l a r s  
b e g a n  t o  e n v i s i o n  a  w o r l d  w i t h o u t  Ru s s i a ,  
w h e r e Ru s s i a  w o u l d  b e c o m e s o  w i t h d r a w n  
a s  t o  b e c o m e  i n c o n s e q u e n t i a l .

F e w  t h i n g s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  t h e i r  c o u n t r y ’ s  
w e a k n e s s  t o  t h e Pu t i n  g e n e r a t i o n  o f  l o y a l  
s e r v a n t s  o f  t h e So v i e t  s t a t e t h a n  t h e NATO 
c a m p a i g n  i n  K o s o v o  a g a i n s t  t h e r u m p  
Yu g o s l a v  Se r b i a n - d o m i n a t e d  s t a t e a n d  t h e 
e x p a n s i o n  o f  NATO i n t o  t h e f o r m e r  Wa r s a w  
Pa c t . Th e  K o s o v o  c a m p a i g n  a n d  d e - f a c t o  
i n d e p e n d e n c e i n  i t s  a f t e r m a t h  w a s  a  s i g n a l  
t o  t h e Pu t i n  c o h o r t  t h a t  a  w e a k  c o u n t r y  
c o u l d  b e d i s m e m b e r e d  a g a i n s t  i t s  w i s h e s . 
Th e s u b s e q u e n t  a r r e s t  o f  Se r b i a n  l e a d e r  
Sl o b o d a n  Mi l o s e v i c  a n d  t r i a l  i n  Th e H a g u e 

o n  c h a r g e s  o f  w a r  c r i m e s  w a s  a l s o  a  s i g n a l  
– t h a t  a  w e a k  Ru s s i a n  g o v e r n m e n t  c o u l d  
b e c o m p e l l e d  b y  t h e We s t  t o  s u r r e n d e r  
t h o s e a c c u s e d  o f  w a r  c r i m e s  i n  Ch e c h n y a  
t o  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  a u t h o r i t i e s .

To  t h e Pu t i n  g e n e r a t i o n  o f  Ru s s i a n  n a t i o n a l  
security officials who witnessed the break-
u p  o f  t h e i r  c o u n t r y ,  t h e c o l l a p s e o f  t h e 
s t a t e t h e y  h a d  s e r v e d ,  t h e r e t r e a t  f r o m  t h e 
w o r l d  s t a g e ,  a n d  t h e p r o s p e c t  o f  f u r t h e r  
h u m i l i a t i n g  d e f e a t s ,  a l l  o f  t h e s e e v e n t s  
w e r e a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e r i s e  o f  t h e  U.S.-
l e d  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  l i b e r a l  o r d e r ,  o r  a s  t h e y  
s a w  i t  t h e u n i p o l a r  w o r l d . Op p o s i t i o n  t o  
t h a t  o r d e r  a n d  p u r s u i t  o f  a n  a l t e r n a t i v e ,  a  
m u l t i p o l a r  w o r l d  w i t h  Ru s s i a  a s  o n e o f  t h e 
p o l e s ,  b e c a m e t h e p r i n c i p a l  g o a l  o f  Ru s s i a n  
f o r e i g n  p o l i c y ,  i t s  g u i d i n g  p r i n c i p l e t o  t h e 
p r e s e n t  d a y . F o r  a  g e n e r a t i o n  o f  Ru s s i a n  
national security officials who have 
e x p e r i e n c e d  t h e d i s l o c a t i o n  o f  t h e 1 9 9 0 s  

Figure 1: Then-Russian Foreign Minister Yevgeny Primakov talks with then-Secretary of 
Defense William S. Cohen, 1997. Photo: Department of Defense (DoD).
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a n d  w a t c h e d  t h e  Un i t e d  St a t e s ’  r i s e  a s  
t h e  p r e e m i n e n t  g l o b a l  p o w e r ,  t h i s  i s  m o r e  
t h a n  a  f o r e i g n  p o l i c y  p u r s u i t . It  i s  t h e i r  
m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  d e f e n s e  a g a i n s t  t h e  t h r e a t  
f r o m  t h e  U.S.- l e d  u n i p o l a r  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
s y s t e m  t o  Ru s s i a ’ s  i n t e r n a l  s t a b i l i t y  a n d  
s u r v i v a l  a s  a  s t a t e .

Th e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  f o u n d a t i o n  f o r  t h i s  p o l i c y  
w a s  e s t a b l i s h e d  b y  Ye v g e n i y  Pr i m a k o v ,  
a  l o n g - t i m e  So v i e t  a c a d e m i c ,  p o l i t i c i a n ,  
f o r e i g n  p o l i c y  t h e o r i s t ,  a n d  p r a c t i t i o n e r ,  
w h o  i n  t h e  1 9 9 0 s  s e r v e d  i n  s u c c e s s i o n  a s  
f o r e i g n  i n t e l l i g e n c e  c h i e f ,  F o r e i g n  Mi n i s t e r ,  
a n d  Pr i m e  Mi n i s t e r  o f  Ru s s i a . Be g i n n i n g  
i n  t h e  m i d - 1 9 9 0 s ,  h e  a r t i c u l a t e d  a  f o r e i g n  
p o l i c y  v i s i o n  f o r  Ru s s i a  t h a t  e m p h a s i z e d  
s t r e n g t h e n i n g  t i e s  t o  Ch i n a  a n d  In d i a  
a s  a  c o n s t e l l a t i o n  o f  r i s i n g  p o w e r s  t o  
c o u n t e r b a l a n c e  t h e  Un i t e d  St a t e s . 
Pr i m a k o v ’ s  o r i g i n a l  i d e a  o f  p a r t n e r i n g  
w i t h  In d i a  a n d  Ch i n a  e v e n t u a l l y  m o r p h e d  

i n t o  t h e  Ru s s i a n - p i o n e e r e d  c o n s t r u c t  o f  
BRICS— Br a z i l ,  Ru s s i a ,  In d i a ,  Ch i n a ,  So u t h  
Af r i c a — a s  a  g r o u p i n g  o f  m a j o r  r e g i o n a l  
a n d  g l o b a l  a c t o r s  p o s i n g  a s  a n  a l t e r n a t i v e  
t o  t h e  U.S.- l e d  G7 .

Pr i m a k o v  c o u l d  d o  l i t t l e  t o  a c t  o n  t h i s  
v i s i o n  a s  F o r e i g n  a n d  Pr i m e  Mi n i s t e r  
w h i l e  t h e  Ru s s i a n  e c o n o m y  w a s  w e a k  
a n d  d e p e n d e n t  o n  U.S. s u p p o r t  i n  
o r d e r  t o  s e c u r e  m u l t i p l e  l i f e l i n e s  f r o m  
international financial institutions and 
t h e  Un i t e d  St a t e s  b i l a t e r a l l y . H o w e v e r ,  
a s  t h e  Ru s s i a n  e c o n o m y  r e c o v e r e d  i n  t h e  
first decade of the 21st century, so did the 
Ru s s i a n  g o v e r n m e n t ’ s  a b i l i t y  t o  s t a n d  u p  
t o  p e r c e i v e d  U.S. e n c r o a c h m e n t  u p o n  i t s  
i n t e r e s t s .

Pu t i n ’ s  e x p e r i e n c e  i n  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  
Un i t e d  St a t e s  e a r l y  i n  h i s  p r e s i d e n c y  
o n l y  r e i n f o r c e d  t h e  c o m m i t m e n t  o f  t h e  
n e w  f o r e i g n  a n d  s e c u r i t y  p o l i c y  t e a m  t o  
t h e  Pr i m a k o v  d o c t r i n e . Th e  n e w  Ru s s i a n  
p r e s i d e n t ’ s  a t t e m p t s  t o  b u i l d  a  p a r t n e r s h i p  
w i t h  t h e  Bu s h  Ad m i n i s t r a t i o n  p r o d u c e d  
f e w  r e s u l t s  a n d  m u l t i p l e  d i s a p p o i n t m e n t s ,  
i n c l u d i n g  t h e  U.S. d e c i s i o n s  t o  w i t h d r a w  
f r o m  t h e  ABM Tr e a t y  a n d  t o  l a u n c h  t h e  
w a r  i n  Ir a q ,  b o t h  o f  w h i c h  t h e  K r e m l i n  
h a d  o p p o s e d . Th e  s i g n a l  r e c e i v e d  b y  t h e  
Pu t i n  c o h o r t  o f  n a t i o n a l  s e c u r i t y  d e c i s i o n -
m a k e r s  w a s  t h a t  t h e  Un i t e d  St a t e s  w o u l d  
e x p l o i t  i t s  u n i l a t e r a l  a d v a n t a g e s  i n  o r d e r  
t o  p u r s u e  i t s  o w n  f o r e i g n  a n d  s e c u r i t y  
p o l i c y  l i n e  w i t h  l i t t l e  i f  a n y  r e g a r d  t o  
Ru s s i a n  o b j e c t i o n s  o r  i n t e r e s t s . Th e  
Bush Administration’s efforts to promote 
d e m o c r a c y  i n  t h e  c o u n t r i e s  o f  t h e  f o r m e r  
So v i e t  Un i o n  a n d  p u r s u i t  o f  NATO 
m e m b e r s h i p  f o r  Uk r a i n e  a n d  Ge o r g i a  o n l y  

r e i n f o r c e d  t h e  Pu t i n  g o v e r n m e n t ’ s  r e s o l v e  
t o  o p p o s e  t h e  e x p a n s i o n  o f  t h e  U.S.- l e d  
u n i p o l a r  o r  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  l i b e r a l  o r d e r  
a r o u n d  t h e  p e r i p h e r y  o f  Ru s s i a ,  a s  w e l l  a s  
i n  o t h e r  r e g i o n s  f a r t h e r  a w a y .

Bu o y e d  b y  t h e  g l o b a l  c o m m o d i t i e s  b o o m  
of the first decade of the 21st century, the 
Ru s s i a n  e c o n o m y  u n d e r w e n t  a  s p e c t a c u l a r  
r e c o v e r y . Ec o n o m i c  g r o w t h  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  
c o n s o l i d a t i o n  u n d e r  Pu t i n  i n  t u r n  e n a b l e d  
a  m o r e  a c t i v i s t  a n d  m u s c u l a r  f o r e i g n  
p o l i c y  w h o s e  p r i n c i p a l  g o a l  w a s  s t i l l  t o  
o p p o s e  t h e  U.S.- l e d  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  l i b e r a l  
o r d e r . Th e  2 0 0 8  Ru s s i a n - Ge o r g i a n  w a r  
s i g n a l e d  t h a t  Ru s s i a  w o u l d  n o t  t o l e r a t e  
t h e  e x p a n s i o n  o f  NATO i n t o  t h e  f o r m e r  
So v i e t  s t a t e s  a n d  w o u l d  a c t  t o  e n f o r c e  i t s  

Putin’s experience in dealing with the United 
States early in his presidency only reinforced the 

commitment of the new foreign and security policy 
team to the Primakov doctrine.
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s p h e r e  o f  ‘ p r i v i l e g e d  i n t e r e s t s ’  a n d  p r o t e c t  
i t  a g a i n s t  We s t e r n  e n c r o a c h m e n t .

Th e  2 0 1 1 - 2 0 1 2  p r o t e s t s  i n  Ru s s i a  t r i g g e r e d  
b y  t h e  c o r r u p t e d  e l e c t i o n s  o f  t h e  Du m a  a n d  
Pu t i n ’ s  d e c i s i o n  t o  r e c l a i m  t h e  p r e s i d e n c y  
f r o m  Dm i t r y  Me d v e d e v  f u r t h e r  r e i n f o r c e d  
t h e  Pu t i n  c o h o r t ’ s  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  t h e  Un i t e d  
St a t e s  a s  a  h o s t i l e  a c t o r  s e e k i n g  t o  w e a k e n  
t h e  Ru s s i a n  s t a t e . U.S. c r i t i c i s m  o f  t h e  
c o n d u c t  o f  t h e  e l e c t i o n  w a s  i n t e r p r e t e d  
b y  t h e  K r e m l i n  a s  a n  e n c o u r a g e m e n t  t o  
p r o t e s t e r s  i n t e n d e d  t o  u p s e t  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  
o r d e r  i n  Ru s s i a  a n d  w e a k e n  i t . In  r e s p o n s e ,  
t h e  K r e m l i n  e x p e l l e d  USAID f r o m  Ru s s i a  
a n d  c r a c k e d  d o w n  o n  c i v i l  s o c i e t y ,  
including effectively banning foreign 
a s s i s t a n c e  t o  Ru s s i a n  NGOs .

U.S. r h e t o r i c a l  s u p p o r t  o f  t h e  2 0 1 3 - 2 0 1 4  
r e v o l u t i o n  i n  Uk r a i n e  w a s  i n t e r p r e t e d  i n  
t h e  K r e m l i n  a s  a  g e o p o l i t i c a l  p o w e r  p l a y  
a n d  a  l a n d  g r a b  b y  t h e  Un i t e d  St a t e s ,  
NATO, and the EU designed to cut off 
Ru s s i a  f r o m  i t s  c e n t u r i e s - o l d  a l l y  Uk r a i n e . 
Co m m e n t s  b y  We s t e r n  c o m m e n t a t o r s  
t h a t  a  d e m o c r a t i c  r e v o l u t i o n  i n  Uk r a i n e  
c o u l d  t r i g g e r  s i m i l a r  c h a n g e s  i n  Ru s s i a  
o n l y  r e i n f o r c e d  t h e  K r e m l i n ’ s  v i e w  t h a t  
t h e  u l t i m a t e  g o a l  o f  U.S. p o l i c y  i s  r e g i m e  
c h a n g e  i n  Ru s s i a  a n d  i t s  w e a k e n i n g  t o  
t h e  p o i n t  w h e r e  i t  c a n  n o  l o n g e r  a c t  a s  a n  
i n d e p e n d e n t  a n d  s o v e r e i g n  a c t o r  o n  t h e  

¹ See, for example, Brian Whitmore, “Ukraine’s Threat to Putin: Why the protests in Kiev could deal a major blow to 
official corruption in Russia,” The Atlantic, December 6, 2013, www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/12/
ukraines-threat-to-putin/282103/. Accessed June 12, 2018. See also Carl Gershman, “A Fight for Democracy: Why 
Ukraine Matters,” World Affairs, March/April 2015, www.worldaffairsjournal.org/article/fight-democracy-why-ukraine-
matters. Accessed June 12, 2018. 

w o r l d  s t a g e ,  o r  i n  o t h e r  w o r d s  a  r e t u r n  t o  
t h e  1 9 9 0 s ’  Ru s s i a . 1

Si n c e  t h e n ,  t h e  w o r l d  h a s  s e e n  a  v e r y  
different Russian posture on the world 
s t a g e ,  w h i c h  m a n y  o b s e r v e r s  h a v e  f o u n d  
s u r p r i s i n g . In s t e a d  o f  a s s u m i n g  a  d e f e n s i v e  
p o s i t i o n ,  t h e  K r e m l i n  h a s  l a u n c h e d  a  
counter-offensive, seeking to counter 
U.S. and Western influence beyond its 
i m m e d i a t e  s p h e r e  o f  ‘ p r i v i l e g e d  i n t e r e s t s . 
It  h a s  i n t e r v e n e d  m i l i t a r i l y  i n  Sy r i a  a n d  
s a v e d  t h e  As s a d  r e g i m e  f r o m  c o l l a p s e . It  
h a s  e n g a g e d  i n  a c t i v e  d i p l o m a c y  i n  t h e  
Persian Gulf. It has emerged as a financial 
backer to the financially strapped Maduro 
r e g i m e  i n  Ve n e z u e l a . It  h a s  i n t e r v e n e d  
i n  t h e  2 0 1 6  U.S. p r e s i d e n t i a l  e l e c t i o n  a n d  
m e d d l e d  i n  Eu r o p e a n  p o l i t i c s .

Th e s e  a r e  j u s t  s o m e  o f  t h e  m o r e  p r o m i n e n t  
e x a m p l e s  o f  Ru s s i a ’ s  n e w f o u n d  a c t i v i s m  
a n d  a m b i t i o n s  o n  t h e  g l o b a l  s t a g e . 
Th e  K r e m l i n  a p p e a r s  d e t e r m i n e d  t o  
p u r s u e  t h i s  p o l i c y  w i t h  a  t w o - f o l d  a i m —
c o n s t r a i n i n g  t h e  Un i t e d  St a t e s ,  w h i c h  i t  
s e e s  a s  i t s  p r i n c i p a l  a d v e r s a r y ,  a n y w h e r e  
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  d o  s o  a r i s e ,  a n d  t h u s  
p r o t e c t i n g  Pu t i n ’ s  Ru s s i a  f r o m  t h e  t h r e a t  
o f  t h e  U.S.- l e d  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  l i b e r a l  o r d e r . 
Ag i l e ,  w e l l  r e s o u r c e d ,  a n d  d e t e r m i n e d ,  t h e  
K r e m l i n ’ s  v i s i o n  o f  a  w o r l d  w i t h  Ru s s i a  i s  
h e r e  t o  s t a y . 

U.S. rhetorical support of the 2013-2014 revolution 
in Ukraine was interpreted in the Kremlin as a 

geopolitical power play and a land grab by the 
United States, NATO, and the EU designed to cut 

off Russia from its centuries-old ally Ukraine.

http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/12/ukraines-threat-to-putin/282103/
http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/12/ukraines-threat-to-putin/282103/
http://www.worldaffairsjournal.org/article/fight-democracy-why-ukraine-matters
http://www.worldaffairsjournal.org/article/fight-democracy-why-ukraine-matters
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What Drives 
Russian Foreign 
Policy?

Angela Stent

THE K r e m l i n ’ s  g o a l s  a r e v a r i e d ,  b u t  
t h e y  a r e a l l  t a r g e t e d  a t  o n e o v e r r i d i n g  
d e s i r e :  t o  r e n e g o t i a t e t h e t e r m s  u n d e r  

w h i c h  t h e Co l d  Wa r  e n d e d . Pu t i n  w a n t s  t o  
r e - l i t i g a t e t h e s e t t l e m e n t  t h a t  w a s  a g r e e d  
u p o n  i n  1 9 9 0 - 1 9 9 1 ,  a s  h e h a s  a l r e a d y  d o n e 
b y  a n n e x i n g  Cr i m e a . Al t h o u g h  h e d o e s  n o t  
s e e k  t o  r e s t o r e t h e So v i e t  Un i o n ,  h e w o u l d  
l i k e t h e r e s t  o f  t h e w o r l d  t o  t r e a t  Ru s s i a  a s  i f  
i t  w e r e t h e USSR,  a  c o u n t r y  w h o s e i n t e r e s t s  
a r e a s  l e g i t i m a t e a s  t h o s e o f  t h e We s t ,  o n e 
t h a t  i s  r e s p e c t e d  a n d  f e a r e d . H e w o u l d  l i k e 
t h e We s t  t o  r e d u c e i t s  i n v o l v e m e n t  i n  t h e 

p o s t - So v i e t  s p a c e ,  b e c a u s e h e b e l i e v e s  t h a t  
Ru s s i a  i s  a t  a  g r e a t  s t r a t e g i c  d i s a d v a n t a g e 
a s  l o n g  a s  i t s  n e i g h b o r s  l o o k  We s t . 

Mo s c o w ’ s  n a t i o n a l  s e c u r i t y  p o l i c y  i s  d r i v e n  
b y  s e v e r a l  k e y  c o n c e r n s . F o r e m o s t  a m o n g  
t h e s e i s  t h e n o t i o n  t h a t  Ru s s i a  h a s  a  r i g h t  t o  
a  s e a t  a t  t h e t a b l e o n  a l l  m a j o r  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
d e c i s i o n s . F r o m  t h e K r e m l i n ’ s  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  
e x c l u d i n g  Ru s s i a  f r o m  t h e s e d i s c u s s i o n s  
d i s r e s p e c t s  o n e o f  t h e w o r l d ’ s  g r e a t  p o w e r s . 
Even if the West defines its interests 
differently than Russia, the Kremlin wants 
t h e We s t  t o  a c k n o w l e d g e t h a t  Mo s c o w ’ s  
i n t e r e s t s  a r e a s  l e g i t i m a t e a s  t h o s e o f  
Wa s h i n g t o n  o r  Br u s s e l s .

Se c o n d ,  Mo s c o w  b e l i e v e s  i t  h a s  a  r i g h t  
t o  a  s p h e r e o f  p r i v i l e g e d  i n t e r e s t s  i n  t h e 
p o s t - So v i e t  s p a c e . H e n c e ,  n e i t h e r  NATO 
n o r  t h e  EU s h o u l d  m o v e  a n y  c l o s e r  t o  
Russia’s borders. Russia defines its security 

Figure 2: Soldiers provide support during a multinational training event for exercise Puma 2, 
with Battle Group Poland, at Bemowo Piskie Training Area, Poland, June 14, 2018, as part of 
Saber Strike 18. Army photo by Spc. Hubert D. Delany III.
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p e r i m e t e r  n o t  a s  t h e b o r d e r s  o f  t h e Ru s s i a n  
F e d e r a t i o n ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a s  t h e b o r d e r s  o f  t h e 
p o s t - So v i e t  s p a c e . 

Th i r d ,  a n d  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e p r e v i o u s  t w o  
c o n c e r n s ,  t h e K r e m l i n  c l e a r l y  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  
s o m e s t a t e s  a r e m o r e e q u a l  t h a n  o t h e r s ,  
a n d  s t a t e s  t h a t  e n j o y  a b s o l u t e s o v e r e i g n t y  
m u s t  e n j o y  m o r e f r e e d o m  o f  m a n e u v e r  
t h a n  s t a t e s  w i t h  l i m i t e d  s o v e r e i g n t y . Pu t i n  
h a s  s a i d  o n  s e v e r a l  o c c a s i o n s  t h a t  o n l y  a  
f e w  s t a t e s  a r e t r u l y  s o v e r e i g n — Ru s s i a ,  
Ch i n a ,  a n d  In d i a ,  f o r  e x a m p l e . Th e Un i t e d  
St a t e s ,  i n  h i s  v i e w ,  i s  n o t  f u l l y  s o v e r e i g n  
b e c a u s e i t  h a s  a l l i e s  w h o  l i m i t  i t s  f r e e d o m  
o f  m a n e u v e r . Uk r a i n e ,  i n  t h i s  v i e w ,  i s  l e s s  
s o v e r e i g n  t h a n  Ru s s i a . Th e K r e m l i n  d o e s  
n o t  s e e k  a l l i e s  i n  t h e We s t e r n  s e n s e o f  t h e 
term, but mutually beneficial instrumental 
p a r t n e r s h i p s  w i t h  c o u n t r i e s  s u c h  a s  Ch i n a  
t h a t  d o  n o t  r e s t r i c t  Ru s s i a ’ s  f r e e d o m  o f  
m a n e u v e r .

F i n a l l y ,  Ru s s i a  b e l i e v e s  i t s  i n t e r e s t s  a r e b e s t  
s e r v e d  b y  a  f r a c t u r e d  We s t e r n  a l l i a n c e . 
Th e K r e m l i n  h a s  s u p p o r t e d  ‘ Eu r o s k e p t i c ’  
p a r t i e s  i n  t h e EU a n d  p o p u l i s t  g r o u p s  i n  
the United States either through financial 
s u p p o r t  o r  t h r o u g h  t h e t a r g e t e d  u s e o f  
s o c i a l  m e d i a . It  h a s  a c t i v e l y  w o r k e d  t o  
p r o m o t e t h e q u e s t i o n i n g  o f  t h e v a l u e o f  
d e m o c r a c y  t h o u g h  i t s  c y b e r - i n t e r f e r e n c e i n  
t h e Un i t e d  St a t e s  a n d  Eu r o p e . 

Ru s s i a  p r e s e n t s  i t s e l f  t o  t h e o u t s i d e w o r l d  
a s  a  s u p p o r t e r  o f  t h e s t a t u s  q u o  a n d  o f  
e s t a b l i s h e d  g o v e r n m e n t s ,  r e g a r d l e s s  o f  h o w  
t h e y  w e r e e l e c t e d . On  t h i s  i s s u e ,  a m o n g  
o t h e r s ,  t h e K r e m l i n  b e l i e v e s  i t  s t a n d s  i n  
o p p o s i t i o n  t o  t h e We s t ,  w h i c h  p r o m o t e s  
r e g i m e c h a n g e a n d  c h a o s ,  a s  h a p p e n e d  
d u r i n g  t h e Ar a b  s p r i n g .

H o w e v e r ,  Ru s s i a  a c t s  a s  a  r e v i s i o n i s t  p o w e r  
i n  i t s  o w n  n e i g h b o r h o o d  w h e n  r e v i s i o n i s m  

Figure 3:  Military engineers of the Russian army’s International Anti-Mine Center prepare to 
leave Aleppo. Photo: Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation.
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s u i t s  i t s  p u r p o s e s . F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  Ru s s i a ,  l i k e 
Ch i n a ,  i s  p u s h i n g  t o  c r e a t e a  n e w  ‘ p o s t -
We s t ’  o r d e r  t h a t  w i l l  j e t t i s o n  t h e p o s t - Co l d  
Wa r  l i b e r a l  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  o r d e r . Th i s  t i m e ,  
p o s i t s  t h e K r e m l i n ,  Ru s s i a  w i l l  h a v e  a  k e y  
r o l e i n  s e t t i n g  t h e a g e n d a ,  u n l i k e i n  1 9 9 1 . 
It  i s  u n c l e a r  w h a t  t h i s  o r d e r  w i l l  b e ,  b u t  
f r o m  t h e K r e m l i n ’ s  p o i n t  o f  v i e w  i t  w o u l d  
r e s e m b l e a  t r i p o l a r  Ya l t a ,  w h e r e t h e w o r l d  i s  
divided into spheres of influence between 
t h e Un i t e d  St a t e s ,  Ch i n a ,  a n d  Ru s s i a ,  a n d  
w h e r e  Am e r i c a  n o  l o n g e r  d o m i n a t e s  t h e  
global financial system.

Vi e w e d  f r o m  t h e K r e m l i n ,  Ru s s i a  h a s  b e e n  
q u i t e s u c c e s s f u l  i n  a c h i e v i n g  i t s  g o a l s . 
Ma n y  c o u n t r i e s  – i n c l u d i n g  s o m e i n  Eu r o p e 
– b e l i e v e t h a t  Ru s s i a  d o e s  i n d e e d  h a v e a  
historical right to a sphere of influence in 
i t s  n e i g h b o r h o o d  b a s e d  o n  i t s  g e o s t r a t e g i c  
l o c a t i o n . Mo r e o v e r ,  b e c a u s e o f  Ru s s i a ’ s  
a c t i o n s  i n  Ge o r g i a  a n d  Uk r a i n e ,  i t  i s  h i g h l y  
u n l i k e l y  t h a t  Eu r o - At l a n t i c  s t r u c t u r e s  w i l l  
m o v e a n y  c l o s e r  t o  Ru s s i a ’ s  b o r d e r s . Ne i t h e r  

NATO nor EU membership is on offer for 
a n y  p o s t - So v i e t  s t a t e n o r  w i l l  t h e y  b e f o r  
t h e  f o r e s e e a b l e  f u t u r e .

At the same time, Russia is benefitting from 
s e r i o u s  c h a l l e n g e s  c o n f r o n t i n g  t h e We s t . 
Th e Un i t e d  K i n g d o m ’ s  i n t e n t  t o  l e a v e t h e EU,  
t h e r i s e o f  Eu r o s k e p t i c  p a r t i e s ,  a  p o t e n t i a l  
t r a d e w a r  b e t w e e n  t h e Un i t e d  St a t e s  a n d  
t h e EU,  a n d  t r a n s a t l a n t i c  d i s a g r e e m e n t s  
o v e r  a l l i a n c e b u r d e n - s h a r i n g  a l l  r e p r e s e n t  
f r a c t u r e s  t h a t  t h e K r e m l i n  c a n  a n d  w i l l  
exploit for its own benefit. 

Th r o u g h  i t s  b o m b i n g  c a m p a i g n  i n  Sy r i a  
w h i c h  b e g a n  i n  Se p t e m b e r  2 0 1 5 ,  Ru s s i a  h a s  
r e t u r n e d  t o  t h e g l o b a l  b o a r d  o f  d i r e c t o r s . It  
h a s  b e c o m e t h e g o - t o  p o w e r  i n  t h e Mi d d l e 
Ea s t ,  e n j o y i n g  p r o d u c t i v e t i e s  w i t h  Ir a n ,  
t h e Su n n i  s t a t e s ,  a n d  w i t h  Is r a e l . Th e r e 
w i l l  b e n o  s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e Sy r i a n  c i v i l  w a r  
w i t h o u t  Ru s s i a . Th e We s t  t r i e d  t o  i s o l a t e 
Ru s s i a  a f t e r  t h e a n n e x a t i o n  o f  Cr i m e a ,  
b u t  w a s  u n a b l e t o  b e c a u s e o f  Ru s s i a ’ s  

Figure 4: President Reagan and President Gorbachev sign the INF Treaty, 1987.  
Source: Ronald Reagan Presidential Library–Public Domain.
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i n c r e a s i n g l y  c l o s e p a r t n e r s h i p  w i t h  Ch i n a ,  
w h i c h  h a s  s u p p o r t e d  Ru s s i a  i n  i t s  f o r e i g n  
p o l i c y  a g e n d a . 

A p o s t - We s t  o r d e r  i s  u n l i k e l y  t o  e m e r g e a n y  
t i m e s o o n ,  b u t  t h e p o s t - Co l d  Wa r  l i b e r a l  
o r d e r  i s  f r a y i n g . Ru s s i a  i s  a b l e t o  e x e r c i s e 
influence on the global stage well beyond 
w h a t  i t s  l i m i t e d  m i l i t a r y  r e s o u r c e s  a n d  
w e a k  e c o n o m y  w o u l d  s u g g e s t . Pu t i n  h a s  
s k i l l f u l l y  t a k e n  a d v a n t a g e o f  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  
p r e s e n t e d  b y  We s t e r n  p o l i c i e s  – o r  l a c k  
t h e r e o f  – i n  Sy r i a  a n d  o t h e r  p l a c e s . 

In  r e s p o n s e ,  t h e  Un i t e d  St a t e s  a n d  i t s  
a l l i e s  n e e d  t o  f o l l o w  p o l i c y  g u i d e l i n e s  
t o w a r d  Ru s s i a  a s  t h e y  d i d  t o w a r d  t h e  
USSR –  d e t e r r e n c e  w h e r e  n e c e s s a r y  a n d  
e n g a g e m e n t  w h e r e  p o s s i b l e  a n d  r e a l i s t i c . 
Th e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  p r e c o n d i t i o n  f o r  
d e t e r r e n c e  i s  a  u n i t e d  NATO t h a t  p r o j e c t s  
i t s  p o w e r  c o n v i n c i n g l y . Th e  Eu r o p e a n  
De t e r r e n c e  In i t i a t i v e  ( EDI)  a n d  n e w  
NATO d e p l o y m e n t s  a r e  a n  i m p o r t a n t  p a r t  
o f  t h e  We s t e r n  r e s p o n s e . Wh a t  i s  l e s s  c l e a r  
is how efficacious sanctions are. Sanctions 
a g a i n s t  Pu t i n ’ s  i n n e r  c i r c l e  a n d  t h e i r  
companies have had the opposite effect 
t h a n  w h a t  w a s  i n t e n d e d :  t h e y  m a k e  t h e  

o l i g a r c h s  m o r e  d e p e n d e n t  o n  t h e  K r e m l i n ,  
a n d  t h e i r  c o m p a n i e s  a r e  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  
b e  n a t i o n a l i z e d . 1  It  i s  u n c l e a r  w h e t h e r  
s a n c t i o n s  h a v e  c h a n g e d  Ru s s i a n  b e h a v i o r  
in Ukraine, although Obama-era officials 
h a v e  a r g u e d  t h a t  Ru s s i a  m i g h t  h a v e  t a k e n  
m o r e  t e r r i t o r y  h a d  s a n c t i o n s  n o t  b e e n  
i m p o s e d . Th e  Un i t e d  St a t e s  a n d  i t s  a l l i e s  
a l s o  n e e d  t o  c o n t i n u e  t o  s t r e n g t h e n  t h e i r  

¹ Max Seddon, “Londongrad Oligarchs are being forced back to Russia’s embrace,” Financial Times, June 3, 2018, 
www.ft.com/content/35843d8e-6580-11e8-90c2-9563a0613e56. Accessed June 12, 2018.

c y b e r  d e f e n s e s  a g a i n s t  Ru s s i a . 

Th e We s t  a l s o  n e e d s  t o  e n g a g e Ru s s i a  
where appropriate. The Syria de-confliction 
c h a n n e l s  a r e i m p o r t a n t  t o  p r e v e n t  
u n f o r e s e e n  a c c i d e n t s ,  a s  a r e  t h e c o n t a c t s  
b e t w e e n  t h e U.S. Ch a i r m a n  o f  t h e Jo i n t  
Chiefs of Staff and his Russian counterpart. 
Co u n t e r - t e r r o r i s t  c o o p e r a t i o n  s h o u l d  
c o n t i n u e ,  a l t h o u g h  i t  i s  o f t e n  u n p r o d u c t i v e . 
Li k e w i s e Am b a s s a d o r  K u r t  Vo l k e r ’ s  
negotiations to resolve the Ukraine conflict 
s h o u l d  c o n t i n u e ,  h o w e v e r  f r u s t r a t i n g  t h e y  
c a n  b e . 

Gi v e n  t h e i m m i n e n t  e x p i r a t i o n  o f  t h e Ne w  
START Tr e a t y ,  t h e Un i t e d  St a t e s  a n d  Ru s s i a  
s h o u l d  d i s c u s s  w h e t h e r  t o  e x t e n d  t h e  t r e a t y  
by another five years or negotiate a new 
t r e a t y . Li k e w i s e ,  t a l k s  o n  t h e In t e r m e d i a t e -
r a n g e Nu c l e a r  F o r c e s  ( INF )  t r e a t y  a n d  h o w  
t o  p r e s e r v e i t  m u s t  c o n t i n u e .  Ot h e r w i s e ,  
w e c o u l d  b e i n  a  s i t u a t i o n  w h e r e ,  f o r  t h e 
first time since 1972, there is no arms 
c o n t r o l  r e g i m e b e t w e e n  t h e Un i t e d  St a t e s  
a n d  Ru s s i a . Th i s  c o u l d  h a v e n e g a t i v e 
effects not only on the U.S-Russian 
r e l a t i o n s h i p  b u t  a l s o  o n  t h e f u t u r e o f  WMD 
n o n p r o l i f e r a t i o n .

For the rest of Putin’s fourth term in office, 
t h e We s t ’ s  c h a l l e n g e w i l l  b e t o  e x e r c i s e 
s t r a t e g i c  p a t i e n c e w h i l e c o n t a i n i n g  Ru s s i a ’ s  
a b i l i t y  t o  d i s r u p t  t r a n s a t l a n t i c  t i e s  a s  i t  
s t r e n g t h e n s  i t s  d e f e n s e s  a g a i n s t  Ru s s i a n  
i n c u r s i o n s . Sh o u l d  t h e K r e m l i n  s t e p  b a c k  
f r o m  i t s  c u r r e n t  c o n f r o n t a t i o n a l  p o l i c i e s ,  
t h e We s t  m u s t  b e r e a d y  t o  r e - e n g a g e m o r e 
a c t i v e l y  w i t h  t h e K r e m l i n . 

For the rest of Putin’s fourth term in office, the 
West’s challenge will be to exercise strategic 

patience…

http://www.ft.com/content/35843d8e-6580-11e8-90c2-9563a0613e56
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How (and Why) 
Russia Does 
More With Less

Julia Gurganus

BY NOW, t h e  We s t  h a s  b e c o m e 
f a m i l i a r  w i t h  Mo s c o w ’ s  r e l a t i v e l y  
l o w  b u d g e t  a p p r o a c h  t o  a c h i e v i n g  

i t s  s t r a t e g i c  f o r e i g n  a n d  s e c u r i t y  p o l i c y  
o b j e c t i v e s . Mo s c o w  h a s  e m p l o y e d  t h i s  
m e t h o d o l o g y  i n  Uk r a i n e ,  Sy r i a ,  a n d  
a r o u n d  t h e w o r l d . Th i s  a p p r o a c h  i s  f u e l e d  
b y  a  n u m b e r  o f  d r i v e r s ,  i n c l u d i n g  t w o  k e y  
d o m e s t i c  c o m p o n e n t s :  s t o k i n g  Ru s s i a n  
n a t i o n a l  p r i d e a n d  e n s u r i n g  Ru s s i a n  
e l i t e  a n d  p u b l i c  c o m p l a c e n c y  r e g a r d i n g  
t h e  e c o n o m y . Th e s e  t w o  e l e m e n t s  a r e  
p a r a m o u n t  t o  Pr e s i d e n t  Pu t i n ’ s  p o p u l a r i t y  
a n d  h i s  r e g i m e’ s  s t a b i l i t y ,  a n d  t h e y  a r e 
i n t e r r e l a t e d .1

In  t o d a y ’ s  Ru s s i a ,  n a t i o n a l  p r i d e r e l i e s  
o n  f o r e i g n  p o l i c y  s u c c e s s e s ,  s u c h  a s  
t h e a n n e x a t i o n  o f  Cr i m e a ,  t h e m i l i t a r y  
e x p e d i t i o n  i n  Sy r i a ,  a n d  Pu t i n ’ s  p r o j e c t i o n  
o f  h i m s e l f  a s  a  p e e r  w i t h  w o r l d  l e a d e r s . 
Su c h  p r i d e a n d  p e r c e i v e d  s u c c e s s  h a s  b e e n  
u s e f u l  t o  Pu t i n  a n d  h i s  d o m e s t i c  s t a n d i n g  
because it has offset public and elite 
d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  e c o n o m y . Pu t i n ’ s  
p u b l i c  a p p r o v a l  r e s t s  o n  h i s  s e c u r i t y  a n d  
f o r e i g n  p o l i c y  a c h i e v e m e n t s . Ac c o r d i n g  t o  

¹ Andrei Kolesnikov and Denis Volkov, “The Perils of Change: Russians’ Mixed Attitudes Toward Reform,” Carnegie 
Moscow Center, February 6, 2018, carnegie.ru/2018/02/06/perils-of-change-russians-mixed-attitudes-toward-reform-
pub-75436. Accessed June 12, 2018.
² Press Release, “Vladimir Putin,” Levada Center, May 7, 2018, www.levada.ru/2018/05/07/vladimir-putin-6/. Accessed 
June 12, 2018.
³ Duma Approves Soviet Anthem,” BBC News, December 8, 2000, news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/1060975.stm. 
Accessed June 12, 2018.
⁴ Press Release, “Putin’s Approval Rating,” Levada Center, May 7, 2018, www.levada.ru/en/ratings/. Accessed June 12, 
2018.
⁵ “GDP Growth (annual %), 1990-2016,” The World Bank, data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.
KD.ZG?locations=RU. Accessed June 12, 2018.
⁶ Press Release, “Support for Government Institutions,” Levada Center, April 25, 2018, www.levada.ru/2018/04/25/
odobrenie-institutov-vlasti-2. Accessed June 12, 2018.

a  Le v a d a  Ce n t e r  s u r v e y  c o n d u c t e d  i n  Ap r i l  
2 0 1 8 ,  t h e t o p  t w o  a n s w e r s  t o  t h e q u e s t i o n  
“ Wh a t  i s  Pu t i n ’ s  g r e a t e s t  a c c o m p l i s h m e n t  
w h i l e h e’ s  b e e n  i n  p o w e r ? ”  w e r e :  1 )  In c r e a s e 
i n  m i l i t a r y  c a p a b i l i t y  a n d  t h e r e f o r m  o f  
m i l i t a r y  f o r c e s  a n d  2 )  St r e n g t h e n i n g  o f  
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  p o s i t i o n  o f  Ru s s i a . 2

Since first becoming president in 2000, 
Pu t i n  h a s  w o r k e d  t o  r e s t o r e  a  s e n s e  o f  
n a t i o n a l  p r i d e  a m o n g  Ru s s i a n s . In  t h e  
e a r l y  2 0 0 0 s ,  Pu t i n  l e v e r a g e d  p o w e r f u l  
s y m b o l s — s u c h  a s  a  n e w  n a t i o n a l  a n t h e m  
s e t  t o  t h e  So v i e t  h y m n  a n d  t h e  Ru s s i a n  
tricolor flag and coat of arms—to shore up 
p a t r i o t i s m  a m o n g  t h e  Ru s s i a n  p o p u l a c e  
s t i l l  r e e l i n g  f r o m  t h e  c o l l a p s e  o f  t h e  So v i e t  
Un i o n .3  As  a  r e s u l t  h i s  a p p r o v a l  r a t i n g  
s u r p a s s e d  8 0  p e r c e n t  b y  l a t e  2 0 0 3 . 4  Pu t i n  
also benefited from high commodities 
prices during his first two terms—the 
trickledown effect of which pulled many 
Russians out of poverty and filled state 
coffers with cash. Russia enjoyed an 
a v e r a g e  o f  a b o u t  7  p e r c e n t  e c o n o m i c  
g r o w t h  p e r  y e a r  b e t w e e n  2 0 0 0  a n d  2 0 0 8 .5

H o w e v e r ,  a s  t h e  e c o n o m y  f e l t  t h e  
r e v e r b e r a t i o n s  o f  t h e  2 0 0 8  g l o b a l  
financial crisis, Putin’s approval rating 
d i p p e d  t o  6 0  p e r c e n t .6  At  t h e  s a m e  t i m e ,  
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  o p e n e d  u p  f o r  Pu t i n  t o  r a i s e  
Ru s s i a ’ s  s t a t u s  i n  t h e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  a r e n a  
a n d  l e v e r a g e  t h e  s p e c t e r  o f  t h e  We s t  a t  
w a r  w i t h  Ru s s i a . Ru s s i a n  a c t i o n s  h a v e  
i n c l u d e d  t h e  n e g o t i a t i o n  o f  t h e  c h e m i c a l  

http://carnegie.ru/2018/02/06/perils-of-change-russians-mixed-attitudes-toward-reform-pub-75436
http://carnegie.ru/2018/02/06/perils-of-change-russians-mixed-attitudes-toward-reform-pub-75436
http://www.levada.ru/2018/05/07/vladimir-putin-6/
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/1060975.stm
http://www.levada.ru/en/ratings/
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?locations=RU
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?locations=RU
http://www.levada.ru/2018/04/25/odobrenie-institutov-vlasti-2
http://www.levada.ru/2018/04/25/odobrenie-institutov-vlasti-2
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w e a p o n s  a g r e e m e n t  w i t h  Sy r i a  i n  2 0 1 3 ,  
t h e  i l l e g a l  a n n e x a t i o n  o f  Cr i m e a  i n  2 0 1 4  
a n d  t h e  s u b s e q u e n t  w a r  i n  Do n b a s ,  a n d  
t h e  m i l i t a r y  i n t e r v e n t i o n  i n  Sy r i a  s t a r t i n g  
i n  2 0 1 5 . Th r o u g h  t h e s e  a c t i o n s ,  Pu t i n  
w a s  a b l e  t o  b o o s t  Ru s s i a n  n a t i o n a l  p r i d e  
a n d  d i s t r a c t  t h e  p u b l i c  f r o m  t h e  p o o r l y  
p e r f o r m i n g  e c o n o m y .

Pu t i n  r e m a i n s  p o p u l a r  t o d a y — w i t h  a n  
8 2  p e r c e n t  a p p r o v a l  r a t i n g  a s  o f  Ap r i l  
2 0 1 8 7 — b u t  t h e  e c o n o m y  i s  s t a g n a t i n g . 
We s t e r n  s a n c t i o n s  h a v e  r a t t l e d  Ru s s i a ’ s  
financial market. GDP recovered last year 
t o  1 .5  p e r c e n t  g r o w t h  a n d  i s  p r o j e c t e d  
t o  g r o w  a t  a  s i m i l a r  r a t e  t h i s  y e a r . 8  Th e 
Ru s s i a n  p u b l i c  h a s  e x p r e s s e d  i t s  d e s i r e  

⁷ Press Release, “Putin’s Approval Rating.”
⁸ Zlata Garasyuta and Andrey Ostroukh, “Sanctions to limit room for Russia’s rate cuts, economic growth,” Reuters 
Business News, April 28, 2018, www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-economy-poll/sanctions-to-limit-room-for-russias-
rate-cuts-economic-growth-idUSKBN1HZ0JC. Accessed June 12, 2018.
⁹ Andrei Kolesnikov and Denis Volkov, “The Perils of Change: Russians’ Mixed Attitudes Toward Reform,” Carnegie 
Moscow Center, February 6, 2018, carnegie.ru/2018/02/06/perils-of-change-russians-mixed-attitudes-toward-reform-
pub-75436. Accessed June 12, 2018.
10 Andrei Kolesnikov, “Permanent Stagnation: Putin’s Invisible Fourth-Term Agenda,” Carnegie Moscow Center, April 
20, 2018, carnegie.ru/commentary/76103. Accessed June 12, 2018.

f o r  a  s h i f t  i n  f o c u s  f r o m  f o r e i g n  p o l i c y  t o  
d o m e s t i c  e c o n o m i c  i s s u e s . Ac c o r d i n g  t o  a  
s u r v e y  c o n d u c t e d  l a s t  s u m m e r  b y  Le v a d a  
Ce n t e r  a n d  t h e  Ca r n e g i e  Mo s c o w  Ce n t e r ,  
m o r e  t h a n  8 0  p e r c e n t  o f  Ru s s i a n s  a g r e e  
t h a t  s o m e  d e g r e e  o f  c h a n g e  i s  n e e d e d  f o r  
Ru s s i a . F o r t y  t w o  p e r c e n t  s a i d  t h a t  t h e r e  
w a s  a  d e c i s i v e ,  c o m p r e h e n s i v e  n e e d  f o r  
c h a n g e .9  Th u s  f a r ,  Pu t i n  h a s  p r i o r i t i z e d  
e c o n o m i c  s t a b i l i t y  f o r  Ru s s i a  ( r a t h e r  t h a n  
e c o n o m i c  r e f o r m )  i n  o r d e r  t o  e n s u r e  h e  
h a s  t h e  c o n t i n u e d  s u p p o r t  o f  e l i t e s  a n d  
t h e  p u b l i c ,  w h i c h  a r e  c r i t i c a l  t o  r e g i m e  
s u r v i v a l . F o r  Pu t i n ,  r e f o r m  i s  a  t h r e a t  t o  
t h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e  s y s t e m ,  w h i c h  r e v o l v e s  
a r o u n d  e l i t e  e n r i c h m e n t  t h r o u g h  a c c e s s  t o  
s t a t e  a s s e t s . 1 0

Figure 5: Putin’s Approval Rating, Feb 2010 - 
May 2018. Source: Levada Center.

Figure 6: Russian President Vladimir Putin. 
Source: Wikimedia Commons. 

Putin remains popular today…but the economy  
is stagnating.

http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-economy-poll/sanctions-to-limit-room-for-russias-rate-cuts-economic-growth-idUSKBN1HZ0JC
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-economy-poll/sanctions-to-limit-room-for-russias-rate-cuts-economic-growth-idUSKBN1HZ0JC
http://carnegie.ru/2018/02/06/perils-of-change-russians-mixed-attitudes-toward-reform-pub-75436
http://carnegie.ru/2018/02/06/perils-of-change-russians-mixed-attitudes-toward-reform-pub-75436
http://carnegie.ru/commentary/76103
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In  Pu t i n ’ s  a n n u a l  a d d r e s s  t o  t h e  f e d e r a l  
a s s e m b l y  o n  Ma r c h  1 ,  2 0 1 8 ,  h e  r e c o g n i z e d ,  
a t  l e a s t  r h e t o r i c a l l y ,  t h e  d e m a n d  f o r  
c h a n g e . H e  p r o m i s e d  a  b r e a k t h r o u g h  t h a t  
w o u l d  s h o r e  u p  t h e  e c o n o m y  a n d  i m p r o v e  
l i v i n g  s t a n d a r d s  a n d  s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  t h i s  
w o u l d  b e  d o n e  p r i m a r i l y  t h r o u g h  s p e n d i n g  
o n  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e ,  b u t  h e  p r o v i d e d  f e w  
details on how this would be financed. 1 1

In  f a c t ,  Ru s s i a ’ s  r e s o u r c e  c o n s t r a i n t s  
s u g g e s t  t h a t  Pu t i n  w i l l  n e e d  t o  c o n t i n u e  
t o  r e l y  o n  f o r e i g n  p o l i c y  s u c c e s s e s — o r  
a t  l e a s t  t h e  Ru s s i a n  p u b l i c ’ s  p e r c e p t i o n  
o f  t h e m — i n  o r d e r  t o  m a i n t a i n  d o m e s t i c  
o r d e r  a n d  t h e  i n t e g r i t y  o f  t h e  Ru s s i a n  
p o l i t i c a l  s y s t e m . Th e  l o w e r  t h e  c o s t  o f  
the effort, the better. Leveraging low cost 
f o r m s  o f  p o w e r  p r o j e c t i o n ,  d i s r u p t i o n ,  
and influence therefore plays a key role in 
t h e  s t a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  Pu t i n  r e g i m e  b e c a u s e  
i t  a l l o w s  t h e  K r e m l i n  t o  c o n t i n u e  t o  
d e m o n s t r a t e  f o r e i g n  p o l i c y  s u c c e s s  w h i l e  
a l s o  f r e e i n g  u p  m o r e  f u n d s  t o  s h a r e  a m o n g  
e l i t e s  o r  t o  s p e n d  o n  s o c i a l  p r o g r a m s .

Pu t i n  h a s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  t h e  r e t u r n  o f  
Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  p o w e r  o v e r  t h e  p a s t  
f e w  y e a r s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  Sy r i a ,  b u t  t h i s  
d o e s  n o t  m e a n  t h a t  t h e  m i l i t a r y  w i l l  
s e r v e  a s  t h e  “ g o - t o ”  t o o l  t o  a c c o m p l i s h  
Ru s s i a n  o b j e c t i v e s . In  c a s e s  w h e r e  Ru s s i a  
h a s  d e p l o y e d  i t s  m i l i t a r y  f o r c e s — m o s t  
r e c e n t l y  i n  Uk r a i n e  a n d  Sy r i a — i t  h a s  d o n e  
so in a limited and cost-effective manner. 
Ru s s i a n  h a r d  p o w e r  s e r v e s  a s  a  f o u n d a t i o n  

11 Vladimir Putin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly,” Events, President of Russia, March 1, 2018, 
en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/56957. Accessed June 12, 2018.
12 Nicole Perlroth and David E. Sanger, “Cyberattacks Put Russian Fingers on the Switch at Power Plants, U.S. Says,” 
The New York Times, March 15, 2018, www.nytimes.com/2018/03/15/us/politics/russia-cyberattacks.html. Accessed June 
12, 2018.
13 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, “Assessing Russian Activities and Intentions in Recent US Elections,” 
National Intelligence Council, January 6, 2017, www.dni.gov/files/documents/ICA_2017_01.pdf. Accessed June 12, 2018.

t o  d e m o n s t r a t e  Ru s s i a n  s t r e n g t h  a n d  
r e s o l v e ,  b u t  e c o n o m i c  r e a l i t i e s  s u g g e s t  
t h a t  Mo s c o w  w i l l  b e  m o t i v a t e d  t o  r e l y  
i n c r e a s i n g l y  o n  l o w e r  c o s t  m e a n s  t o  
p r o m o t e  i t s  f o r e i g n  p o l i c y  a g e n d a . Ne w  
t o o l s  a n d  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  h a v e  b r o k e n  i n  
Ru s s i a ’ s  f a v o r  i n  t h i s  r e s p e c t . Mo s c o w  h a s  
l e v e r a g e d  a  v a r i e t y  o f  t o o l s  s h o r t  o f  t h e  
u s e  o f  m i l i t a r y  f o r c e  t o  p r o m o t e  Ru s s i a n  
i n t e r e s t s ,  i n c l u d i n g :  

• Cyber capabilities – i n  t h e f o r m  o f  
p o t e n t i a l  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e a t t a c k s ,  a s  
s e e n  i n  Ru s s i a ’ s  p e n e t r a t i o n  o f  t h e U.S. 
e n e r g y  g r i d , 1 2  a n d  i n  t h e f o r m  o f  h a c k i n g  
a n d  t a r g e t e d  l e a k i n g  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  
f o r  p o l i t i c a l  p u r p o s e s  a s  Ru s s i a  d i d  
w i t h  t h e DNC e m a i l s  i n  t h e 2 0 1 6  U.S. 
p r e s i d e n t i a l  e l e c t i o n .1 3  

• Propaganda – u s e d  t o  c r e a t e 
e n v i r o n m e n t s  c o n d u c i v e  t o  Ru s s i a n  
i n t e r e s t s ,  s u c h  a s  c r e a t i n g  a  v a r i e t y  o f  
narratives to explain the crash of flight 
MH - 1 7  o v e r  e a s t e r n  Uk r a i n e i n  o r d e r  
t o  c o m p l i c a t e  U.S. a n d  EU d e c i s i o n -
m a k i n g  r e g a r d i n g  s a n c t i o n s  a g a i n s t  
Ru s s i a .

• Diplomacy –  u s e d  t o  p r o m o t e  Mo s c o w ’ s  
i m a g e a s  a  k e y  p l a y e r  a n d  d e c i s i o n –
m a k e r ,  a s  Ru s s i a  d i d  i n  o r g a n i z i n g  t h e 
s e r i e s  o f  As t a n a  t a l k s  t h a t  w e r e h e l d  
w i t h  s o m e b u t  n o t  a l l  o f  t h e p l a y e r s  i n  
the Syria conflict.

In fact, Russia’s resource constraints suggest that 
Putin will need to continue to rely on foreign 

policy successes…

http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/56957
http://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/15/us/politics/russia-cyberattacks.html
http://www.dni.gov/files/documents/ICA_2017_01.pdf
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•	 Influence campaigns and active
measures –  e m p l o y i n g  a u t o m a t e d  
n e t w o r k s  a n d  f a l s e p e r s o n a s  o n  s o c i a l  
m e d i a  t o  m a n i p u l a t e p u b l i c  o p i n i o n  o r  
s o w  p o l i t i c a l  o r  s o c i e t a l  c h a o s  i n  t h e 
domestic affairs of other countries, as 
Ru s s i a  d i d  i n  t h e 2 0 1 6  U.S. p r e s i d e n t i a l  
e l e c t i o n .1 4

Lo o k i n g  f o r w a r d ,  w e  c a n  a l s o  e x p e c t  Pu t i n  
t o  d e v o t e  r e s o u r c e s  t o  a d v a n c e  Ru s s i a ’ s  
t e c h n o l o g i c a l  c a p a b i l i t i e s ,  b o t h  f o r  e c o n o m i c  
r e a s o n s ,  b u t  a l s o  t o  f u r t h e r  Ru s s i a ’ s  f o r e i g n  
p o l i c y  t o o l  k i t . Th e  d e g r a d a t i o n  o f  h i g h e r  
e d u c a t i o n  i n  Ru s s i a  r a i s e s  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  
h o w  c o m p e t i t i v e  Mo s c o w  i s  i n  t e r m s  o f  h i g h  
t e c h  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  b u t  t h e r e  i s  e x p e r t i s e  
i n  Ru s s i a  i n  t h i s  a r e a ,  a n d  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t  
h a s  b e e n  c r e a t i v e  i n  a t t r a c t i n g  p r i v a t e  h i g h -
t e c h  a n d  h a c k e r  e x p e r t s  i n t o  g o v e r n m e n t  
s e r v i c e . In  t h e  Ma r c h  1  a d d r e s s ,  Pu t i n  

n o t e d :  “ Th o s e  w h o  m a n a g e  t o  r i d e  t h i s  
t e c h n o l o g i c a l  w a v e  w i l l  s u r g e  f a r  a h e a d . 
Th o s e  w h o  f a i l  t o  d o  t h i s  w i l l  b e  s u b m e r g e d  
a n d  d r o w n  i n  t h i s  w a v e . Te c h n o l o g i c a l  l a g  
a n d  d e p e n d e n c e  t r a n s l a t e  i n t o  r e d u c e d  
s e c u r i t y  a n d  e c o n o m i c  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  o f  
t h e  c o u n t r y  a n d ,  u l t i m a t e l y ,  t h e  l o s s  o f  i t s  
s o v e r e i g n t y . Th i s  i s  t h e  w a y  t h i n g s  s t a n d  
n o w .” 1 5  Pu t i n  h a s  a l s o  s p o k e n  i n  r e c e n t  
months about the importance of artificial 
i n t e l l i g e n c e  t o  g r e a t  p o w e r  c o m p e t i t i o n  a n d  
s e c u r i t y 1 6 ,  a n d  Ru s s i a  h a s  d a b b l e d  i n  t h e  
d i g i t a l  r e a l m ,  h e l p i n g  Ve n e z u e l a  t o  d e v e l o p  

14 Ibid.
15 Vladimir Putin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly.”
16 Jeremy Straub, “Artificial Intelligence is the Weapon of the Next Cold War,” The Conversation, January 29, 2018, 
theconversation.com/artificial-intelligence-is-the-weapon-of-the-next-cold-war-86086. Accessed June 12, 2018. 
“‘Whoever leads in AI will rule the world’: Putin to Russian children on Knowledge Day,” RT World News, September 1, 
2017, www.rt.com/news/401731-ai-rule-world-putin. Accessed June 12, 2018.
17 Nathaniel Popper, “Blockchain Will Be Theirs, Russian Spy Boasted at Conference,” The New York Times, April 29, 
2018, www.nytimes.com/2018/04/29/technology/blockchain-iso-russian-spies.html. Accessed June 12, 2018.

a n d  p r o m o t e  i t s  v i r t u a l  c u r r e n c y ,  t h e  Pe t r o ,  
a n d  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  e a r l y  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
c o n v e r s a t i o n s  a b o u t  b l o c k c h a i n  s t a n d a r d s .1 7

As  t h e  e c o n o m y  c o m e s  u n d e r  a d d i t i o n a l  
p r e s s u r e ,  Pu t i n  w i l l  i n c r e a s i n g l y  l o o k  f o r  
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  s h o w c a s e  Ru s s i a ’ s  g r e a t  
power status as a way to offset domestic 
d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n . Us i n g  n o n - m i l i t a r y  m e a n s —
e s p e c i a l l y  t h o s e  t h a t  a r e  l o w  c o s t ,  h i g h  t e c h ,  
a n d  p r o v i d e  a n  e l e m e n t  o f  d e n i a b i l i t y — w i l l  
b e  t h e  p r e f e r e n c e .

Th i s  a p p r o a c h  w i l l  n o t  b e  e a s y ,  a s  Pu t i n  
h a s  a  l o t  t o  m a n a g e  a t  h o m e . Th e  Ru s s i a n  
p e o p l e  h a v e  g i v e n  h i m  c r e d i t  f o r  a d v a n c i n g  
Ru s s i a ’ s  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  s t a t u s ,  b u t  n o w  
t h e y  a r e  e x p e c t i n g  t h a t  h e  w i l l  t u r n  h i s  
a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  n e e d s  o f  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n . 
Ac c o r d i n g  t o  a  r e c e n t  Ca r n e g i e  Mo s c o w  
Ce n t e r  /  Le v a d a  Ce n t e r  s t u d y ,  Ru s s i a n s  a r e  

c a l l i n g  f o r  i m p r o v e d  l i v i n g  s t a n d a r d s  a n d  
s o c i a l  p r o t e c t i o n s  t o  b e  t h e  m a i n  f o c u s  o f  
c h a n g e  i n  Ru s s i a . F o r e i g n  p o l i c y  g o a l s  r a t e  
l a s t  i n  t e r m s  o f  p r i o r i t i e s  a s  t h e  p o p u l a c e  
p e r c e i v e s  t h a t  Ru s s i a ’ s  g r e a t  p o w e r  s t a t u s  
h a s  b e e n  a c h i e v e d . Bu t  w i t h  n o  p o l i t i c a l  
r o o m  f o r  e c o n o m i c  r e f o r m ,  t h e  Pu t i n  
r e g i m e  w i l l  l i k e l y  c o n t i n u e  t o  g o  b a c k  t o  t h e  
well of foreign policy, leveraging conflict 
w i t h  t h e  We s t  f o r  d o m e s t i c  p u r p o s e s ,  a n d  
i n c r e a s i n g l y  r e l y i n g  o n  n o n - m i l i t a r y  m e a n s  
t o  a d v a n c e  i t s  i n t e r e s t s . H o w  l o n g  t h i s  w i l l  
remain effective remains to be seen. 

Looking forward, we can also expect Putin to 
devote resources to advance Russia’s 

technological capabilities…

http://theconversation.com/artificial-intelligence-is-the-weapon-of-the-next-cold-war-86086
http://www.rt.com/news/401731-ai-rule-world-putin
http://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/29/technology/blockchain-iso-russian-spies.html
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SINCE Vl a d i m i r  Pu t i n  b e c a m e  
p r e s i d e n t  i n  2 0 0 0 ,  a n d  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
s i n c e t h e m i d - 2 0 0 0 s ,  t h e Ru s s i a n  

l e a d e r s h i p  h a s  c o n s i s t e n t l y  s o u g h t  t o  
s h a p e a  s t r a t e g i c  a g e n d a . Nu m e r o u s  
d o c u m e n t s  h a v e r e s u l t e d ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e 
Na t i o n a l  Se c u r i t y  St r a t e g y ,  t h e F o r e i g n  
Po l i c y  Co n c e p t ,  t h e Mi l i t a r y  Do c t r i n e ,  t h e 
Ec o n o m i c  Se c u r i t y  St r a t e g y ,  t h e  Ma r i t i m e  
Doctrine, and even in much more specific 
a r e a s  s u c h  a s  f o o d  s e c u r i t y . Th e r e a r e 
a l s o  i m p o r t a n t  d o c u m e n t s  t h a t ,  t h o u g h  
p u b l i c a l l y  a c k n o w l e d g e d ,  r e m a i n  h i g h l y  
classified, such as the Defense Plan.

H o w e v e r ,  t h i s  s t r a t e g i c  a g e n d a  i s  p e r h a p s  
most obviously reflected in the ‘May 
De c r e e s , ’  w h i c h  Pu t i n  s i g n e d  i n t o  f o r c e 
i n  2 0 1 2 . Th e s e 1 1  d o c u m e n t s  s e t  o u t  a n  
a m b i t i o u s  c r o s s - g o v e r n m e n t  a g e n d a . On e  
o f  t h e d e c r e e s  f o c u s e s  o n  f o r e i g n  p o l i c y  a n d  
a n o t h e r  o n  m i l i t a r y  m a t t e r s  ( i n c l u d i n g  t h e 
m o d e r n i z a t i o n  o f  t h e a r m e d  f o r c e s ) ,  b u t  
t h e  o t h e r  n i n e  a d d r e s s  d o m e s t i c  p r i o r i t i e s ,  
f r o m  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  t o  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  
h e a l t h ,  t o  s o c i a l  h o u s i n g  a n d  u t i l i t i e s . Th e 
l e a d e r s h i p  t e a m ,  i n c l u d i n g  Pu t i n  h i m s e l f ,  
o f t e n  r e f e r s  t o  t h e s e d o c u m e n t s  a s  b e i n g  
t h e c o r e a g e n d a  – a  t r a n s f o r m a t i v e ,  n o t  t o  
s a y  a s p i r a t i o n a l  o n e t h a t  s e e k s  t o  d r a g  t h e 
Ru s s i a n  s t a t e i n t o  t h e 2 1 s t  c e n t u r y .

Un d e r p i n n i n g  t h i s  a g e n d a  h a s  b e e n  a n  
a t t e m p t  t o  m o d e r n i z e a n d  i m p r o v e Ru s s i a n  

s t r a t e g i c  p l a n n i n g  l e g i s l a t i o n . Th o u g h  
t h e Ru s s i a n  l e a d e r s h i p  h a s  l o n g  e n g a g e d  
i n  s t r a t e g i c  p l a n n i n g ,  i t  w a s  r e c o g n i z e d  
i n  2 0 0 6  t h a t  t h e r e w a s  n o  l e g a l  b a s i s  f o r  
c r e a t i n g  a  c o m p r e h e n s i v e f e d e r a l  l e v e l  
s t r a t e g y . A p r o l o n g e d  d e b a t e a b o u t  t h i s  
w i t h i n  t h e Ru s s i a n  g o v e r n m e n t  r e s u l t e d  
i n  t h e d o c u m e n t s  On  t h e F o u n d a t i o n s  o f  
St r a t e g i c  Pl a n n i n g  ( 2 0 0 9 ) ,  w h i c h  p r o v i d e d  
t h e b a s i s  f o r  t h e “ d e t e r m i n a t i o n  o f  d i r e c t i o n s  
a n d  m e a n s  o f  a c h i e v i n g  t h e s t r a t e g i c  g o a l s  
of Russia’s stable development” and, five 
y e a r s  l a t e r ,  t h e La w  o n  St r a t e g i c  Pl a n n i n g . 
Th i s  l e g i s l a t i v e b a s i s  s e e k s  t o  p r o v i d e t h e 
f o u n d a t i o n  a n d  s t r u c t u r e f o r  t h e r e g u l a r  
n e c e s s a r y  u p d a t e s  a n d  r e f r e s h m e n t s  o f  t h e 
p l a n s . 

A number of different organizations 
h a v e b e e n  i n v o l v e d  i n  s t r a t e g i c  p l a n n i n g ,  
i n c l u d i n g  t h e Mi n i s t r y  o f  Ec o n o m i c  
De v e l o p m e n t ,  w h i c h  p l a y e d  a n  i m p o r t a n t  

Figure 7: Nikolai Patrushev, Secretary of the 
Russian Security Council. Source: Wikimedia 
Commons.
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r o l e i n  s h a p i n g  t h e p l a n n i n g  l e g i s l a t i o n . 
Ot h e r  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  s u c h  a s  t h e Al l -
Ru s s i a n  Po p u l a r  F r o n t  ( ONF ) ,  e s t a b l i s h e d  
i n  2 0 1 1 ,  h a v e p l a y e d  a n  i n c r e a s i n g  r o l e n o t  
o n l y  i n  f o r m u l a t i n g  p o l i c y  b u t  i n  o v e r s e e i n g  
i t s  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n . Pe r h a p s  t h e  m o s t  
i m p o r t a n t  o r g a n i z a t i o n  t h o u g h  i n  o v e r a l l  
s t a t e s t r a t e g i c  p l a n n i n g  i s  t h e n a t i o n a l  
Se c u r i t y  Co u n c i l . By  p r e s i d e n t i a l  d e c r e e 
o f  2 0 1 1 ,  t h e Se c u r i t y  Co u n c i l  i s  t o  f o r m  
t h e m a i n  d i r e c t i o n s  o f  s t a t e d o m e s t i c  a n d  
f o r e i g n  p o l i c y . In  2 0 1 3 ,  Ni k o l a i  Pa t r u s h e v ,  
a  l o n g - t e r m  a l l y  o f  Pu t i n  a n d  s i n c e 2 0 0 8  
t h e Se c r e t a r y  o f  t h e Co u n c i l ,  s t a t e d  t h a t  
i t  w a s  t h e c h i e f  i n t e r a g e n c y  c o o r d i n a t o r  
o f  d e c i s i o n s  f o r m u l a t i n g  p o l i c y  a n d  
o v e r s e e i n g  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n . 

A c r i t i c a l  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h i s  s t r a t e g i c  
a g e n d a  h e l p s  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  Ru s s i a n  
a c t i v i t y  o n  t h e w o r l d  s t a g e ,  a n d  w h e t h e r  
t h e Ru s s i a n  l e a d e r s h i p  i s  s t r a t e g i c  i n  i t s  
a c t i o n s ,  o r  m o r e o p p o r t u n i s t i c . In d e e d ,  i t  
i l l u s t r a t e s  t h a t  i t  i s  s t r a t e g i c  i n  i t s  o u t l o o k . 

Th i s  s u g g e s t s  t h e n e e d  f o r  a  m o r e 
h o l i s t i c  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  Ru s s i a ,  o n e 
t h a t  i l l u m i n a t e s  t h e  a t t e m p t  t o  g e n e r a t e  
unified, integrated, and coherent activity 

a c r o s s  r e g i o n s  a s  d i s p a r a t e a s  t h e Le v a n t  
a n d  t h e Ar c t i c . It  a l s o  u n d e r s c o r e s  t h e 
i m p o r t a n c e o f  w e a v i n g  t o g e t h e r  a n a l y s i s  o f  
different but often related themes, such as 
t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  n a t i o n a l  s e c u r i t y  
a n d  e n e r g y . 

F u r t h e r m o r e ,  s u c h  a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  
h i g h l i g h t s  t h e  n e e d  t o  t h i n k  i n  t e r m s  
o f  a  l o n g e r - t e r m  t r a j e c t o r y :  m u c h  o f  t h e 
s t r a t e g i c  a g e n d a  h a s  t a k e n  s h a p e s i n c e t h e 

¹ Vladislav Inozemtev, “NeoFeudalism Explained,” The American Interest, March 1, 2011, www.the-american-interest.
com/2011/03/01/neo-feudalism-explained/. Accessed June 12, 2018.

e a r l y  2 0 0 0 s  w i t h  a  h o r i z o n  o f  2 0 2 0  a n d  
b e y o n d . To d a y ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  t h e n e w  St a t e 
Ar m a m e n t s  Pl a n  s e t s  a  h o r i z o n  o f  2 0 2 7 ,  
a n d  t h e r e a r e i n i t i a l  d i s c u s s i o n s  u n d e r w a y  
a b o u t  t h e s h a p i n g  o f  St r a t e g y  2 0 3 0 . 

Ev e n  t h o u g h  a  d e t a i l e d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  
t h e p l a n n i n g  p r o c e s s  i s  i m p o r t a n t ,  g r a n d  
s t r a t e g y  i s  m o r e p r o p e r l y  u n d e r s t o o d  a s  
t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  m e a n s ,  w a y s ,  a n d  
e n d s . Th e o r i s t s  o f  g r a n d  s t r a t e g y  a l s o  a r g u e 
t h a t  i t  i s  t h e b r i d g e b e t w e e n  t h e f o r m u l a t i o n  
o f  p l a n s  a n d  t h e i r  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n . It  i s  
a n  e x e c u t i v e f u n c t i o n  – t h e e x e c u t i v e 
m a n a g e m e n t  o f  a  p u r p o s e f u l  s e t  o f  i d e a s . 
Co n s e q u e n t l y ,  i t  i s  a l s o  n e c e s s a r i l y  b o t h  
a n  o n g o i n g  d i a l o g u e w i t h  t h e c o n t e x t  i n  
w h i c h  t h o s e p l a n s  m u s t  b e i m p l e m e n t e d  – 
p a s t ,  p r e s e n t  a n d  f u t u r e – a n d  a  q u e s t i o n  
o f  “ c o n d u c t i n g  t h e o r c h e s t r a ”  o f  m i n i s t r i e s  
a n d  a g e n c i e s  o f  s t a t e p o w e r . H e r e i n  l i e 
i m p o r t a n t  c o m p l i c a t i o n s  a n d  p r o b l e m s . 
St r a t e g y  n o t  o n l y  r e l i e s  o n  o t h e r  p e o p l e 
f o l l o w i n g  t h e s c r i p t ,  i t  i s  a l s o  a  c o n s t a n t  
e n g a g e m e n t  w i t h  t h e f r i c t i o n  o f  e v e n t s  
a n d  t h e f o g  o f  u n c e r t a i n t y  s i n c e i t  i n c l u d e s  
p l a n n i n g  a b o u t  t h e f u t u r e . It  i s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  
above all difficult. Moscow has not been 
able to avoid these difficulties. 

A n u m b e r  o f  f a c t o r s  c o m p l i c a t e t h e Ru s s i a n  
l e a d e r s h i p ’ s  a t t e m p t  t o  c o n v e r t  t h e  p l a n s  
i n t o  a c t i o n  a n d  t h u s  g e n e r a t e s t r a t e g y . 
Th e s e b e g i n  i n  t h e p l a n n i n g  p r o c e s s  i t s e l f . 
Ru s s i a n  a n a l y s t s  a r e c r i t i c a l  o f  t h e a b i l i t y  
o f  t h e Ru s s i a n  b u r e a u c r a c y  t o  s h a p e a  
m e a n i n g f u l  a g e n d a . So m e e v e n  a s s e r t  
t h a t  t h e r e h a s  b e e n  a n  a c c e l e r a t i n g  d e -
p r o f e s s i o n a l i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  b u r e a u c r a c y .1

Ce r t a i n l y ,  p l a n n e r s  f a c e a  s e r i e s  o f  p r a c t i c a l  

It is, therefore, above all difficult. Moscow has not 
been able to avoid these difficulties.

http://www.the-american-interest.com/2011/03/01/neo-feudalism-explained/
http://www.the-american-interest.com/2011/03/01/neo-feudalism-explained/
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c h a l l e n g e s . F i r s t ,  p l a n n e r s  i n  Ru s s i a  a s  
e v e r y w h e r e e l s e ,  m u s t  f a c e c o n s i d e r a b l e 
u n c e r t a i n t y  a s  t h e y  m a k e t h e i r  f o r e c a s t s  
a n d  p r o g n o s e s . Th i s  h a s  l e d  t o  s u b s t a n t i a l  
d e l a y s  i n  p l a n n i n g  p r o c e s s e s . Th e d r a f t i n g  
o f  t h e En e r g y  Se c u r i t y  St r a t e g y  t o  2 0 3 5  w a s  
significantly delayed, for instance, because 
of the great difficulties planners faced 
i n  c o m i n g  t o  t e r m s  w i t h  t h e m a n y  i n t e r -
r e l a t e d  d o m e s t i c  a n d  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  f a c t o r s  
a n d  g l o b a l  c h a n g e s  u n d e r w a y . 

Se c o n d ,  s t r a t e g i c  p l a n n i n g  i n  Ru s s i a ,  a s  
e l s e w h e r e ,  i s  n o t  m o n o l i t h i c . Th e r e  h a s  
b e e n  a n  o n g o i n g  t e n s i o n ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  
o v e r  t h e  p r i o r i t i z a t i o n  o f  s o c i o - e c o n o m i c  
m a t t e r s  a n d  n a t i o n a l  s e c u r i t y . F u r t h e r m o r e ,  
Pu t i n  i s  a m o n g  t h o s e w h o  h a v e p u b l i c a l l y  
c r i t i c i z e d  m i n i s t r i e s  f o r  p r o t e c t i n g  a n d  
a d v a n c i n g  t h e i r  o w n  i n t e r e s t s  a b o v e t h o s e 
o f  t h e s t a t e ,  e v e n  u s i n g  t h e i r  v e t o  p o w e r s  
t o  d o  s o .

Th i r d ,  Mo s c o w ’ s  a t t e m p t  t o  s h a p e a  
s t r a t e g i c  a g e n d a  h a s  p l a c e d  a  h u g e b u r d e n  
o n  w h a t  i s  a  r a t h e r  l i m i t e d  b u r e a u c r a c y . As  
t h e l e a d e r s h i p  h a s  a c k n o w l e d g e d ,  o n e o f  
t h e r e s u l t s  o f  t h i s  h a s  b e e n  t h a t  s t r a t e g i c  
p l a n n i n g  d o c u m e n t s  a r e t o o  o f t e n  v a g u e l y  
w o r d e d . Ag a i n ,  t h i s  i s  a  c o m m o n  f e a t u r e 

o f  s u c h  d o c u m e n t s ,  a  p r o b l e m  n o t  l i m i t e d  
t o  Ru s s i a . Al t h o u g h  a  c e r t a i n  v a g u e n e s s  
i s  o f t e n  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h e c o m p r o m i s e s  
r e q u i r e d  t o  a c h i e v e t h e n e c e s s a r y  p o l i t i c a l  
c o n s e n s u s ,  t h a t  s a m e v a g u e n e s s  m e a n s  
t h a t  t h e r e i s  t o o  l i t t l e p r e c i s i o n  f o r  t h e  p l a n s  
t o  b e i m p l e m e n t e d . Th u s ,  t h e p l a n n i n g  
p r o c e s s  i s  e x t e n d e d  a s  d r a f t s  a r e r e t u r n e d  
f o r  f u r t h e r  w o r k . 

A n u m b e r  o f  d o m e s t i c  f a c t o r s  a l s o  h i n d e r  
Mo s c o w ’ s  a t t e m p t  t o  g e n e r a t e  s t r a t e g y . Th e  
So v i e t  i n h e r i t a n c e a n d  t h e l e g a c y  o f  t h e 1 9 9 0 s  
w e i g h  h e a v i l y  e v e n  n o w ,  e n h a n c i n g  p r e s s u r e 
o n  r e s o u r c e s  a n d  t h e i r  p r i o r i t i z a t i o n . 
Th e w a y  t h a t  t h e So v i e t  e c o n o m y  w a s  
structured still exerts a distorting effect 
o n  t o d a y ’ s  Ru s s i a n  e c o n o m y . Th e  c h r o n i c  
u n d e r i n v e s t m e n t  o f  t h e 1 9 9 0 s  a c r o s s  t h e 
s t a t e h a s  l e f t  t h e Ru s s i a  w i t h  a  l i m i t e d  a n d  
d e c r e p i t  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e a n d  w i d e s p r e a d  
o b s o l e s c e n c e  f r o m  t h e  m i l i t a r y  t o  t h e  
i n d u s t r i a l  a n d  e n e r g y  s e c t o r s  a n d  a c r o s s  
t h e t r a n s p o r t  n e t w o r k . Th e o n g o i n g  i m p a c t  
o n  Ru s s i a n  s t r a t e g y  i s  t w o - f o l d . F i r s t ,  t h e 
l i m i t s  a n d  o b s o l e s c e n c e o f  l a r g e p a r t s  
o f  t h e e c o n o m y  a n d  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e l i m i t  
e c o n o m i c  p o t e n t i a l . Se c o n d ,  t h e i r  r e p a i r  
a n d  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  a b s o r b  h u g e r e s o u r c e s  
– t h e  r a i l w a y  n e t w o r k  a l o n e i s  e s t i m a t e d  t o  

Figure 8: Russian Federation Air Force Su-27 aircraft. DoD 
photo by Tech. Sgt. Jason Robertson, U.S. Air Force/Released.

Figure 9: Russia’s Energy 
Security Strategy to 2035.
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n e e d  i n  e x c e s s  o f  $ 3 3 0  b i l l i o n . Th i s  p r e s s u r e 
on resources is exacerbated by inefficiency 
w i t h i n  t h e s y s t e m ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  w i d e s p r e a d  
c o r r u p t i o n  a n d  o t h e r  f o r m s  o f  w a s t e  i n  t h e 
s t a t e b u d g e t . 

Pe r h a p s  a s  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  t h e c h a i n  o f  
c o m m a n d  – o r  w h a t  i s  o f t e n  t e r m e d  
Ru s s i a ’ s  v e r t i c a l  o f  p o w e r  – i s  o f t e n  
d y s f u n c t i o n a l . Pl a n s  a r e f r e q u e n t l y  t a r d i l y  
o r  p a r t i a l l y  i m p l e m e n t e d . In d e e d ,  t h i s  
b e c a m e s o  s e v e r e t h a t  t h e t e r m  ‘ s a b o t a g e’  
r e t u r n e d  t o  t h e p o l i t i c a l  d e b a t e i n  t h e 
m i d - 2 0 1 0 s ,  a n d  Ru s s i a n  p a r l i a m e n t a r i a n s  
d e b a t e d  w h e t h e r  t o  i n t r o d u c e  l e g i s l a t i o n  
c r i m i n a l i z i n g  t h e  f a i l u r e  t o  i m p l e m e n t  t h e  
l e a d e r s h i p ’ s  i n s t r u c t i o n s . Th o u g h  t h i s  d i d  
n o t  p a s s  i n t o  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  i t  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e 
e x t e n t  o f  t h e p r o b l e m  t h e a u t h o r i t i e s  f a c e 
i n  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n . Wh i l e t h e v e r t i c a l  o f  
p o w e r  w o r k s  b e t t e r  w h e n  t h e a u t h o r i t i e s  u s e 
manual control – effectively direct micro-
m a n a g e m e n t  – t o  o v e r s e e i m p l e m e n t a t i o n ,  
t h i s  s e r v e s  t o  i l l u s t r a t e t h a t  Mo s c o w  t o o  
suffers from a limited bandwidth.

Su c h  a  v i e w  o f  Ru s s i a n  g r a n d  s t r a t e g y ,  
b r i n g i n g  t o g e t h e r  t h e e v i d e n t  c o n s i s t e n c y  
o f  s t r a t e g i c  p l a n n i n g  w i t h  t h e p r o b l e m s  
i n h e r e n t  i n  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n ,  i n f o r m s  a  
m o r e  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  
Ru s s i a n  a c t i v i t y . It  e n a b l e s  o b s e r v e r s  t o  

i n c o r p o r a t e a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  h o w  t h e 
Ru s s i a n  s y s t e m  d o e s  a n d  d o e s  n o t  f u n c t i o n ,  
and it exposes the doubts and difficulties 
Mo s c o w  f a c e s .

In d e e d ,  i t  i s  h e r e ,  i n  t h e n e x u s  o f  s t r a t e g i c  
p l a n n i n g  a n d  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  i m p l e m e n t  
t h e p l a n s ,  w h e r e Ru s s i a n  s t r a t e g y  i s  t o  b e 
f o u n d . Th o u g h  t h e p l a n n i n g  p r o c e s s  i s  
i m p o r t a n t ,  t h e l e a d e r s h i p ’ s  m a i n  e m p h a s i s  
h a s  b e e n  o n  m e a s u r e s  t o  i m p r o v e t h e 
i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  o f  p l a n s . Th e p r e s s u r e 
t h e l e a d e r s h i p  i s  a p p l y i n g  o n  t h e s y s t e m  i s  
b e s t  d e s c r i b e d  a s  s t a t e m o b i l i z a t i o n . Th i s  
t e r m  h a s  m u c h  i n  c o m m o n  w i t h  We s t e r n  
definitions of grand strategy – mobilization 
is defined by the Russian state as the set 
o f  m e a s u r e s  f o r  a c t i v a t i n g  t h e r e s o u r c e s ,  
s t r e n g t h ,  a n d  c a p a b i l i t i e s  o f  t h e s t a t e f o r  t h e 
a c h i e v e m e n t  o f  m i l i t a r y - p o l i t i c a l  a i m s . On e 
o f  t h e m o s t  n o t a b l e f e a t u r e s  o f  t h i s  s e n s e 
o f  m o b i l i z a t i o n  h a s  b e e n  t h e a t t e m p t  t o  
e n h a n c e  c o o r d i n a t i o n  a n d  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  
a c r o s s  t h e s t a t e . In  d o i n g  s o ,  t h e K r e m l i n  
h o p e s  t o  b r i d g e g a p s  b e t w e e n  m i n i s t r i e s  
a n d  a g e n c i e s ,  c i v i l i a n  a u t h o r i t i e s  a n d  
m i l i t a r y  l e a d e r s ,  a n d  f e d e r a l ,  r e g i o n a l ,  
a n d  l o c a l  l e v e l s ,  a  p r o c e s s  s y m b o l i z e d  b y  
t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  t h e Na t i o n a l  De f e n s e 
Co n t r o l  Ce n t r e .

Ot h e r  p a p e r s  i n  t h i s  v o l u m e e x a m i n e t h e 
k e y  e x t e r n a l  o b j e c t i v e s  i n  Ru s s i a n  f o r e i g n  
a n d  s e c u r i t y  p o l i c y ,  a n d  o n e o f  Mo s c o w ’ s  
c o r e s t r a t e g i c  o b j e c t i v e s  i s  t o  r e a d y  t h e 
Ru s s i a n  s h i p  o f  s t a t e f o r  w h a t  t h e K r e m l i n  
f o r e c a s t s  w i l l  b e a  t u r b u l e n t  d e c a d e a h e a d  
i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y . On e o f  t h e c o r e o b j e c t i v e s ,  
t h e r e f o r e ,  i s  t o  m a k e t h e Ru s s i a n  v e r t i c a l  o f  
p o w e r  l e s s  d y s f u n c t i o n a l . Th e  c o m b i n a t i o n  
o f  a  s t r a t e g i c  p l a n n i n g  p r o c e s s ,  a l b e i t  o n e 
t h a t  i s  c o m p l i c a t e d ,  a n d  t h e h i g h  p r e s s u r e 
o n  t h e s y s t e m  t o  i m p l e m e n t  t h e p l a n s  m e a n s  
t h a t  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e t o  s p e a k  o f  t h e r e b i r t h  
o f  Ru s s i a n  g r a n d  s t r a t e g y  – t r o u b l e d  a n d  
difficult, to be sure, but broadly consistent 
a n d  c l e a r ,  a n d  b e g i n n i n g  t o  s h o w  p r a c t i c a l  
r e s u l t s . 

Figure 10: Russia’s National Defense Control 
Centre. Source: Wikimedia Commons.
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BY EMPLOYING w e l l  k n o w n  
m e t h o d s  o f  w a r f a r e i n  i n n o v a t i v e 
w a y s  a n d  w i t h  t h e h e l p  o f  n e w  

t e c h n o l o g i e s ,  Ru s s i a ’ s  s t r a t e g y  i n  Cr i m e a  
a n d  Ea s t e r n  Uk r a i n e t o o k  m o s t  o f  t h e We s t  
b y  s u r p r i s e . Th e Ru s s i a n s  r e f e r  t o  t h e s e 
m e t h o d s  c o l l e c t i v e l y  a s  Ne w  Ge n e r a t i o n  
Wa r f a r e ( NGW) . Al m o s t  Im m e d i a t e l y ,  
We s t e r n  a n a l y s t s  s t a r t e d  l o o k i n g  f o r  
definitions, mostly within the West’s own 
t h e o r e t i c a l  f r a m e w o r k  a n d  i g n o r i n g  t h e  
v a s t  Ru s s i a n  t h e o r e t i c a l  d e b a t e a b o u t  n e w  
w a y s  o f  c o n d u c t i n g  w a r f a r e .

In i t i a l l y ,  We s t e r n  a n a l y s t s  r e f e r r e d  t o  i t  
a s  F o u r t h  Ge n e r a t i o n  Wa r f a r e ,  r e f e r r i n g  
t o  Wi l l i a m  Li n d ’ s  i d e a  o f  t h e s t a t e l o s i n g  
the monopoly of violence and fighting 
n o n - s t a t e  a d v e r s a r i e s .1  An o t h e r  t e r m ,  t h i s  
t i m e m a d e p o p u l a r  b y  Ma r k  Ga l e o t t i  b u t  

c o i n e d  b y  Pu t i n ’ s  c l o s e a d v i s o r  Vl a d i s l a v  
Su r k o v ’ s  ( u n d e r  t h e p s e u d o n y m  o f  Na t h a n  
Du b o v i t s k y ) ,  w a s  ‘ No n - Li n e a r  Wa r f a r e .’  
It appeared for the first time in an article 
d e s c r i b i n g  t h e F i f t h  Wo r l d  Wa r ,  i n  w h i c h  
all will fight against all. 2

¹ William S. Lind, Understanding Fourth Generation War, Antiwar.com, January 15, 2004, www.antiwar.com/
lind/?articleid=1702. Accessed June 13, 2018.
² Nathan Dubovitsky, “Bez Neba (Without the Sky),” Russkii Pioner, March 12, 2014, ruspioner.ru/honest/m/single/4131. 
Accessed June 13, 2018.
³ Peter Pomerantsev, Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible: the Surreal Heart of the New Russia (New York: Public 
Affairs, 2014).
⁴ Oscar Jonsson and Robert Seely, “Russian Full-Spectrum Conflict: An Appraisal After Ukraine,” Journal of Slavic 
Military Studies, vol. 28, no. 1, 2015.
⁵ Frank Hoffman, “Hybrid Warfare and Challenges,” Joint Forces Quarterly, no. 52, 2009, www.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/
u2/a516871.pdf. Accessed June 13, 2018

Th e m a i n  r a t i o n a l e i s  t h a t  s i n c e t r a d i t i o n a l  
g e o - p o l i t i c a l  p a r a d i g m s  n o  l o n g e r  h o l d ,  
t h e K r e m l i n  g a m b l e s  w i t h  t h e i d e a  t h a t  
o l d  a l l i a n c e s  l i k e t h e Eu r o p e a n  Un i o n  a n d  
NATO a r e l e s s  v a l u a b l e t h e n  t h e e c o n o m i c  
i n t e r e s t s  i t  h a s  w i t h  We s t e r n  c o m p a n i e s . 
Be s i d e s ,  m a n y  We s t e r n  c o u n t r i e s  w e l c o m e 
obscure financial flows from the post-
So v i e t  s p a c e ,  a s  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  o w n  m o d e o f  
e c o n o m i c  r e g u l a t i o n .

Th e r e f o r e ,  t h e K r e m l i n  b e t s  t h a t  t h e s e 
i n t e r c o n n e c t i o n s  m e a n  t h a t  Ru s s i a  c a n  
g e t  a w a y  w i t h  a g g r e s s i o n .3  Mo r e  r e c e n t l y ,  
Os c a r  Jo n s s o n  a n d  Ro b e r t  Se e l y  u s e d  t h e 
term, ‘Russian Full-Spectrum Conflict’ to 
r e f e r  t o  Ne w  Ge n e r a t i o n  Wa r f a r e . 4  To d a y ,  
t h e m o s t  w i d e l y  a c c e p t e d  t e r m  f o r  Ru s s i a n  
Ne w  Ge n e r a t i o n  Wa r f a r e i s  H y b r i d  Wa r f a r e . 
NATO i t s e l f  h a s  a d o p t e d  i t . Th e s e m i n a l  
work on Hybrid Warfare is Frank Hoffman’s, 
“ H y b r i d  Wa r f a r e a n d  Ch a l l e n g e s .”  H e 
d e v e l o p e d  t h e i d e a  t h a t  t h e m a i n  c h a l l e n g e 
r e s u l t s  f r o m  s t a t e  a n d  n o n - s t a t e  a c t o r s  
e m p l o y i n g  t e c h n o l o g i e s  a n d  s t r a t e g i e s  t h a t  
are more appropriate for their own field, in 
a  m u l t i - m o d e  c o n f r o n t a t i o n .5

Hoffman’s concept is appealing, but like 
a l l  a p p r o a c h e s  d i s c u s s e d  a b o v e ,  H y b r i d  
Wa r f a r e s t i l l  p r e s u p p o s e s  t h e a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  
k i n e t i c  f o r c e i n  s o m e w a y . Al t h o u g h  Ru s s i a  
m i g h t  r e s o r t  i n  u s i n g  m i l i t a r y  p o w e r ,  
c o n c e p t u a l l y  Ru s s i a n  Ne w  Ge n e r a t i o n  

…Hybrid Warfare still presupposes the application 
of kinetic force in some way.

http://www.antiwar.com/lind/?articleid=1702
http://www.antiwar.com/lind/?articleid=1702
http://ruspioner.ru/honest/m/single/4131
http://www.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a516871.pdf
http://www.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a516871.pdf
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Wa r f a r e d o e s  n o t  r e q u i r e i t . Be s i d e s ,  t h e 
Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  u s e s  t h e t e r m  H y b r i d  
Wa r f a r e t o  r e f e r  t o  t h e s t r a t e g y  o f  Co l o r  
Re v o l u t i o n s  a l l e g e d l y  e m p l o y e d  b y  t h e 
We s t  i n  t h e Mi d d l e  Ea s t  a n d  e l s e w h e r e .

Ru s s i a n  Ne w  Ge n e r a t i o n  Wa r f a r e i s  n o t  
s o m e t h i n g  n e w ,  o r  e v e n  a n  e n t i r e l y  n o v e l  
c r e a t i o n  o f  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  t h i n k e r s . 
Rather, it reflects how Russian military 
t h i n k e r s  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e e v o l u t i o n  o f  
m i l i t a r y  a r t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e We s t . 
Although it is not correct to affirm that 
t h e We s t e r n  w a y  o f  c o n d u c t i n g  w a r f a r e 
d e t e r m i n e d  h o w  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  t h i n k e r s  
d e v e l o p e d  t h e i r  o w n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o n  t h e 
subject, its influence is undeniable. Thus, 
t o  a n a l y z e t h e w a y  Ru s s i a  d o e s  w a r f a r e ,  i t  
i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  t h i n k  w i t h i n  t h e Ru s s i a n  
f r a m e w o r k .

The Russian strategy has five elements. The 
first and most important one is Asymmetric 
Warfare. It forms the main base defining 
t h e Ru s s i a n  w a y  o f  c o n d u c t i n g  w a r f a r e . 
Th e s e c o n d  i s  t h e s t r a t e g y  o f  Lo w  In t e n s i t y  
Conflict, as borrowed from the Pentagon’s 
Jo i n t  Sp e c i a l  Op e r a t i o n s  Co m m a n d ,  w h i c h  
d e v e l o p e d  i t  i n  t h e 1 9 8 0 s . Th e t h i r d  i s  
Ru s s i a ’ s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  a n d  t h e o r e t i c a l  
d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  Ne t w o r k - Ce n t r i c  
Wa r f a r e . Th e f o u r t h  e l e m e n t  i s  Ge n e r a l  
Vl a d i m i r  Sl i p c h e n k o ’ s  Si x t h  Ge n e r a t i o n  
Warfare, which essentially reflects his 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  s t r a t e g i c  i m p l i c a t i o n s  
o f  Op e r a t i o n  De s e r t  St o r m  a n d  t h e NATO 
b o m b i n g  i n  Yu g o s l a v i a .6  The final element 
is the strategic concept of Reflexive 
Co n t r o l ,  w h i c h  h a s  a  v i t a l  r o l e i n  s h a p i n g  
h o w  m i l i t a r y  a n d  n o n - m i l i t a r y  m e a n s  a r e  
c o m b i n e d . Th e s e  m e a n s  c a n  b e  c o m b i n e d  
in different proportions accordingly to the 
s t r a t e g i c  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  e a c h  o p e r a t i o n . 

⁶ Victor I. Slipchenko, “Voiny Shestogo pokoleniya, Reshayushchaya rol’ v nikh budet prinadlezhat,” Na strazhe Rodiny, 
Ezhednevnaia gazeta Leningradskogo voennogo okruga, May 7, 1997.
⁷ S. G. Chekinov and S. A. Bogdanov, “The Nature and Content of New-Generation War,” Military Thought, vol. 22, no. 
4, 2013, www.eastviewpress.com/Files/MT_FROM%20THE%20CURRENT%20ISSUE_No.4_2013.pdf. Accessed June 12, 
2018.

F o r  e x a m p l e ,  i n  Uk r a i n e t h e Ru s s i a n s  u s e d  
mostly Low Intensity Conflict while in 
Sy r i a  t h e y  h a v e b e e n  r e s o r t i n g  m o s t l y  t o  
Si x t h  Ge n e r a t i o n  Wa r f a r e .

Th e o p e r a t i o n a l  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  Ru s s i a n  Ne w  
Ge n e r a t i o n  Wa r f a r e f o l l o w s  e i g h t  p h a s e s .7
Th e y  a r e t o  b e e m p l o y e d  i n  a  s e q u e n t i a l  
w a y ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e y  a r e n o t  r i g i d  o r  m u t u a l l y  
e x c l u s i v e . Th e p h a s e s  a r e :   

1 . No n - m i l i t a r y  a s y m m e t r i c  w a r f a r e ,  
e n c o m p a s s i n g  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  m o r a l ,  
p s y c h o l o g i c a l ,  i d e o l o g i c a l ,  d i p l o m a t i c ,  
a n d  e c o n o m i c  m e a s u r e s  a s  p a r t  o f  a  
p l a n  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a  f a v o r a b l e p o l i t i c a l ,  
e c o n o m i c ,  a n d  m i l i t a r y  s e t u p .

2 . Sp e c i a l  o p e r a t i o n s ,  t o  m i s l e a d  p o l i t i c a l  
a n d  m i l i t a r y  l e a d e r s  b y  c o o r d i n a t e d  
m e a s u r e s  c a r r i e d  o u t  t h r o u g h  
d i p l o m a t i c  c h a n n e l s ,  m e d i a ,  a n d  t o p  
g o v e r n m e n t  a n d  m i l i t a r y  a g e n c i e s  
l e a k i n g  f a l s e  d a t a ,  o r d e r s ,  d i r e c t i v e s ,  
a n d  i n s t r u c t i o n s .

3 . In t i m i d a t i o n ,  d e c e p t i o n ,  a n d  b r i b e r y  
of government officials and military 
officers, with the objective of making 
t h e m  a b a n d o n  t h e i r  s e r v i c e  d u t i e s .

4 . Is s u i n g  d e s t a b i l i z i n g  p r o p a g a n d a  
t o  i n c r e a s e  d i s c o n t e n t  a m o n g  t h e  
p o p u l a t i o n ,  b o o s t e d  b y  t h e a r r i v a l  o f  
Ru s s i a n  b a n d s  o f  m i l i t a n t s  w h o  e n g a g e 
i n  s u b v e r s i o n .

5. Establishing no-fly zones over the 
c o u n t r y  t o  b e a t t a c k e d ,  i m p o s i t i o n  o f  
b l o c k a d e s ,  a n d  e x t e n s i v e u s e o f  p r i v a t e 
m i l i t a r y  c o m p a n i e s  i n  c l o s e c o o p e r a t i o n  
w i t h  a r m e d  o p p o s i t i o n  u n i t s .

http://www.eastviewpress.com/Files/MT_FROM%20THE%20CURRENT%20ISSUE_No.4_2013.pdf
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6 . Co n d u c t i n g  m i l i t a r y  a c t i o n ,  
i m m e d i a t e l y  p r e c e d e d  b y  l a r g e -
s c a l e r e c o n n a i s s a n c e a n d  s u b v e r s i v e 
m i s s i o n s . Th i s  i n v o l v e s  a l l  t y p e s  o f  
m i l i t a r y  a c t i v i t y ,  i n c l u d i n g  s p e c i a l  
o p e r a t i o n s  f o r c e s ,  s p a c e ,  r a d i o ,  r a d i o  
e n g i n e e r i n g ,  e l e c t r o n i c ,  d i p l o m a t i c ,  
i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  a n d  i n d u s t r i a l  e s p i o n a g e .

7 . Co m b i n a t i o n  o f  a  t a r g e t e d  i n f o r m a t i o n  
o p e r a t i o n ,  e l e c t r o n i c  w a r f a r e o p e r a t i o n ,  
a e r o s p a c e  o p e r a t i o n ,  a n d  c o n t i n u o u s  
a i r  f o r c e  h a r a s s m e n t ,  c o m b i n e d  w i t h  
t h e u s e o f  h i g h - p r e c i s i o n  w e a p o n s  
l a u n c h e d  f r o m  v a r i o u s  p l a t f o r m s  ( l o n g -
r a n g e a r t i l l e r y ,  a n d  w e a p o n s  b a s e d  
o n  n e w  p h y s i c a l  p r i n c i p l e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  
m i c r o w a v e s ,  r a d i a t i o n ,  a n d  n o n - l e t h a l  
b i o l o g i c a l  w e a p o n s ) .

8 . Cr u s h i n g  r e m a i n i n g  p o i n t s  o f  r e s i s t a n c e 
a n d  d e s t r o y i n g  s u r v i v i n g  e n e m y  u n i t s . 
Th i s  i s  a c c o m p l i s h e d  u s i n g  s p e c i a l  
o p e r a t i o n s  f o r c e s  t o  s p o t  w h i c h  e n e m y  
u n i t s  h a v e s u r v i v e d ;  a r t i l l e r y  a n d  
missile units to fire barrages at the 
r e m a i n i n g  e n e m y  u n i t s ;  a i r b o r n e u n i t s  
t o  s u r r o u n d  p o i n t s  o f  r e s i s t a n c e ;  a n d  
r e g u l a r  i n f a n t r y  t o  c o n d u c t  m o p - u p  
o p e r a t i o n s .

The first four phases are basically non-

k i n e t i c ,  u s i n g  s t r a t e g i e s  
of Low Intensity Conflict 
a s  u n d e r s t o o d  b y  t h e 
Russians. The fifth phase 
i s  w h e n  m i l i t a r y  a c t i o n  
r e a l l y  s t a r t s ,  b y  s e t t i n g  
t h e t h e a t e r  f o r  a  k i n e t i c  
o p e r a t i o n . It  i s  i m p o r t a n t  
t o  s t r e s s  t h e r o l e o f  p r i v a t e 
m i l i t a r y  c o m p a n i e s  
( PMCs ) . Th e Un i t e d  St a t e s  
h a s  e x t e n s i v e l y  u s e d  t h e m  
i n  Ir a q  a n d  Af g h a n i s t a n  
f r o m  o p e r a t i n g  m e s s  h a l l s  
t o  p r o v i d i n g  s e c u r i t y  a n d ,  
s o m e t i m e s ,  p e r f o r m i n g  

m i l i t a r y  d u t i e s . F o r  t h e Ru s s i a n s ,  PMCs  
m u s t  b e u n d e r s t o o d  a s  m e r c e n a r i e s  i n  t h e 
w o r s t  s e n s e o f  t h e w o r d . Th e o b j e c t i v e i s  t o  
h a v e a n  a c t i v e m i l i t a r y  f o r c e t h a t  c a n n o t  b e 
l i n k e d  t o  t h e Ru s s i a n  Ar m e d  F o r c e s . Th e s e 
m e r c e n a r i e s  c a n  a c t  a s  i f  t h e y  w e r e l o c a l s ,  
p a r t  o f  t h e e n e m y ’ s  Ar m e d  F o r c e s ,  p o l i c e ,  o r  
w h a t e v e r  n e c e s s a r y . Th e y  w i l l  o f t e n  e n g a g e 
i n  s a b o t a g e ,  b l a c k m a i l i n g ,  s u b v e r s i v e 
a c t i v i t i e s ,  t e r r o r i s m ,  k i d n a p p i n g ,  o r  a n y  
o t h e r  a c t i v i t y  t h a t  i s  n o t  c o n s i d e r e d  
r e g u l a r  w a r f a r e . Ru s s i a  c a n  a n d  w i l l  d e n y  
a n y  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  i t s  m e r c e n a r i e s ,  
p u b l i c l y  a c c u s i n g  t h e m  o f  b e i n g  p a r t  o f  t h e 
e n e m y ’ s  f o r c e s . Th e l a s t  t h r e e p h a s e s  a r e a  
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  Ne t w o r k  Ce n t r i c  Wa r f a r e ,  
Sixth Generation Warfare, and Reflexive 
Co n t r o l .

Th r o u g h o u t  a l l  o f  t h e s e p h a s e s ,  b e c a u s e 
Ru s s i a  c o n s i d e r s  i t s e l f  w e a k e r  i n  
c o m p a r i s o n  t o  t h e  Un i t e d  St a t e s  a n d  NATO,  
i t s  a c t i o n s  a r e g o i n g  t o  b e a s y m m e t r i c . Th i s  
a s y m m e t r y  w i l l  o c c u r  n o t  o n l y  i n  t e r m s  
o f  o p e r a t i o n s  a n d  c a p a b i l i t i e s  b u t  a l s o  i n  
t e r m s  o f  w h a t  i s  a n d  w h a t  i s  n o t  a c c e p t a b l e 
i n  w a r f a r e . Ru s s i a  i s  r e a d y  t o  g o  m u c h  
f a r t h e r  t h a n  w h a t  m i g h t  b e a c c e p t a b l e t o  
t h e We s t . At  t h i s  m o m e n t ,  NATO’ s  a n d  
Eu r o p e’ s  g r e a t e s t  c h a l l e n g e i s  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a  
f e a s i b l e s t r a t e g y  t o  c o p e w i t h  t h i s ,  w i t h o u t  
j e o p a r d i z i n g  We s t e r n  v a l u e s . 

Figure 11: Russian private military contractors in Syria, March 
2017. Source: gazeta.ru.
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THE v i b r a n t  w r i t i n g  a n d  d i s c u s s i o n  
t h a t  f o r m s  t h e c o r p u s  o f  i d e a s  
i n  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  t h o u g h t  i s  

e x e m p l a r y  o f  a  t i m e l e s s  t r a d i t i o n  a m o n g  
d e f e n s e e s t a b l i s h m e n t s ,  e v e r  d e b a t i n g  t h e 
c h a n g i n g  c h a r a c t e r  o f  w a r ,  o p e r a t i o n a l  
concepts, and capabilities that will define 
the battlefield. Naturally the debates 
n e v e r  e n d ,  b u t  e v e n t u a l l y  t h e t i m e 
c o m e s  f o r  m i l i t a r y  r e f o r m ,  
m o d e r n i z a t i o n ,  a n d  t o  c h o o s e 
a  d i r e c t i o n  f o r  t h e d e v e l o p m e n t  
o f  t h e a r m e d  f o r c e s  b a s e d  
o n  a  c o n g e a l e d  v i e w  o f  t h e 
o p e r a t i n g  e n v i r o n m e n t  a n d  
t h e  f u t u r e  t e n d e n c i e s  i n  
w a r f a r e . F o r  Ru s s i a ’ s  Ge n e r a l  
staff this period began with 
t h e m i l i t a r y  r e f o r m s  o f  2 0 0 8 -
2 0 1 2 ,  a n d  a  s t a t e  a r m a m e n t  
p r o g r a m  l a u n c h e d  i n  2 0 1 1  t h a t  
w a s  s u b s e q u e n t l y  r e n e w e d  i n  
2 0 1 8 . Si n c e 2 0 1 4 ,  t h e Ru s s i a n  
m i l i t a r y  h a s  a l s o  h a d  a m p l e 
o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  b l o o d y  i t s e l f  
in multiple conflicts, putting 
t h e n e w  f o r c e t h r o u g h  a  t r i a l  
by fire, and integrating those 
e x p e r i e n c e s  i n t o  t h e n e x t  c y c l e 
o f  c o n c e p t  d e v e l o p m e n t  f o r  
a r m e d  f o r c e s .

Th e  e v o l u t i o n  o f  c u r r e n t  Ru s s i a n  t h i n k i n g  
on warfare can be confidently traced 
t o  t h e  d e b a t e s  i n  t h e  1 9 8 0 s  o n  h o w  b e s t  
t o  r e f o r m  So v i e t  a r m e d  f o r c e s ,  a n d  t h e  
s u b s e q u e n t  d i s c u s s i o n s  o n  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  
Si x t h  Ge n e r a t i o n  w a r f a r e  i n  t h e  1 9 9 0 s  a n d  
early 2000s. The Russian General Staff’s 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  m a y  b e g i n  w i t h  a  c l a s s i c a l  
r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  c o r r e l a t i o n  f o r c e s ,  b u t  i s  
b a s e d  m o r e  o n  t h e  c o r r e l a t i o n  o f  f o r m s  
a n d  m e t h o d s  i n  w a r f a r e . As  s u c h ,  t h e  
s a l i e n t  f e a t u r e s  o f  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  t h o u g h t  
i n c l u d e :  a  g r e a t e r  a p p r e c i a t i o n  t h a t  m o d e r n  
precision guided weapons and standoff 
conventional capabilities can create effects 
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  d e p t h  o f  t h e  e n e m y ’ s  l i n e s ,  
t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  n o  l o n g e r  o p e r a t i o n a l  p a u s e s  
in conflict, and non-military or indirect 
methods are at times much more effective 
t h a n  d i r e c t  a c t i o n . Th e  a b s e n c e  o f  s p a t i a l  
d i s t a n c e ,  m a d e  p r o m i n e n t  b y  a d v a n c e m e n t s  
i n  g l o b a l  d o m a i n s  s u c h  a s  c y b e r ,  s p a c e ,  o r  
i n f o r m a t i o n ,  a l l  o f  w h i c h  a r e  c o m m o n l y  
i n t e g r a t e d  i n  Ru s s i a n  w r i t i n g  o n  i n f o r m a t i o n  
superiority, has led to a battlefield shaped by 
capabilities that yield persistent effects.

Figure 12: The BM-30 Smerch, a Russian heavy multiple 
rocket launcher. Source: Shutterstock/ID1974.
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Ru s s i a n  c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n  o f  t h e 
modern battlefield sees a leveling off of 
t h e t a c t i c a l ,  o p e r a t i o n a l  a n d  s t r a t e g i c ,  
w i t h  t h e a r m e d  f o r c e s  n o w  l i v i n g  m o r e 
firmly in the operational-strategic or 
o p e r a t i o n a l - t a c t i c a l  s p a c e . Ba s e d  o n  a  
s t r o n g  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  t h e U.S. w a y  o f  
w a r f a r e ,  w h i c h  i s  p r i n c i p a l l y  a e r o s p a c e 
b l i t z k r i e g  e n a b l e d  b y  a n  i n f o r m a t i o n  

d r i v e n  m i l i t a r y  m a c h i n e ,  Ru s s i a  s e e s  t h e 
i n i t i a l  p e r i o d  o f  w a r  a s  b e i n g  d e c i s i v e t o  
the conflict. Modern weapons, persistent 
effects, and a host of capabilities that are 
e m p l o y e d  d u r i n g  a  t h r e a t e n e d  p e r i o d  p r i o r  
t o  t h e o n s e t  o f  o v e r t  h o s t i l i t i e s  h a v e r a i s e d  
f u n d a m e n t a l  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  t h e  v i a b i l i t y  
o f  t e r r i t o r i a l  d e f e n s e a n d  t h e p a c i n g  o f  
conflict. In the Russian view, massed 
c o n v e n t i o n a l  s t r i k e s  w i t h  p r e c i s i o n  g u i d e d  
w e a p o n s  c a n  i m p o s e d a m a g e  e q u i v a l e n t  t o  
t h a t  p r e v i o u s l y  a s s i g n e d  t o  t a c t i c a l  n u c l e a r  
w e a p o n s . As  a  c o n s e q u e n c e ,  t h e e m p h a s i s  
h a s  s h i f t e d  f r o m  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y  i n d u s t r i a l  
w a r f a r e t o  t h e t h r e a t e n e d  p e r i o d  o f  w a r  a n d  
the initial period of conflict. Large armored 
f o r m a t i o n s ,  o r  o p e r a t i o n a l  m a n e u v e r  
g r o u p s  o f  t h e 1 9 8 0 s ,  a r e n o w  c o n s i g n e d  t o  
t h e m u c h  l a t e r  a n d  l e s s  r e l e v a n t  p h a s e s  o f  
w a r . 

Ru s s i a n  t h i n k i n g  i s  i n f o r m e d  b y  t h e 
d e s i r e  t o  a c q u i r e  t h e  a d v a n c e d  c a p a b i l i t i e s  
fielded by Western militaries, as successful 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  o f t e n  s e e k  t o  r e p l i c a t e  e a c h  
o t h e r ’ s  a d v a n c e m e n t s ,  b u t  t o  u s e  t h e m  
for different purposes, adopting said 
t e c h n o l o g y  o r  a p p r o a c h e s  t o  c o u n t e r  a n d  
d e f e n d  a g a i n s t  t h e p e r c e i v e d  We s t e r n  
w a y  o f  w a r f a r e . H e n c e Ru s s i a n  a r m e d  
f o r c e s  a r e i n v e s t i n g  h e a v i l y  i n  p r e c i s i o n  
g u i d e d  m u n i t i o n s ,  e l e c t r o n i c  w a r f a r e ,  n e w  
generations of long range standoff weapons, 

u n m a n n e d  s y s t e m s ,  a n d  r o b o t i c s  d e s i g n e d  
t o  i n t e g r a t e  i n t o  Ru s s i a ’ s  a d v a n t a g e s  i n  
the area of ground-based fires. Beyond 
m a k i n g  t h e c u r r e n t  f o r c e m u c h  m o r e l e t h a l  
a n d  c a p a b l e a g a i n s t  c u r r e n t  g e n e r a t i o n  
c o u n t e r p a r t s ,  t h e g o a l  i s  t o  s u c c e s s f u l l y  
e n g a g e  i n  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  v i a  n o n - m i l i t a r y  
m e a n s  d u r i n g  c r i s i s ,  e s t a b l i s h i n g  
i n f o r m a t i o n  s u p e r i o r i t y  o v e r  t h e a d v e r s a r y ,  

a n d  b l u n t  o r  r e t a l i a t e a g a i n s t  a  m a s s e d  
a e r o s p a c e a t t a c k  i n  t h e i n i t i a l  p e r i o d  o f  
w a r . Un d e r s t a n d i n g  t h a t  Ru s s i a  i s  n o t  
a n  e x p e d i t i o n a r y  m a r i t i m e  o r  a e r o s p a c e  
p o w e r ,  i t  d o e s  n o t  n e e d  t h e s e c a p a b i l i t i e s  
f o r  g l o b a l  p o w e r  p r o j e c t i o n ,  b u t  i n s t e a d  
f o r  d e f e n s e o f  t h e h o m e l a n d ,  t o  i m p o s e t h e 
K r e m l i n ’ s  w i l l  o n  n e i g h b o r s ,  a n d  t o  p r o j e c t  
p o w e r  i n t o  a d j a c e n t  r e g i o n s  j u s t  b e y o n d  
Ru s s i a ’ s  n e a r  a b r o a d .

Several offense and defense centered 
c o n c e p t s  h a v e  e m e r g e d  t o  a n s w e r  t h e  
challenges defined by this conception of 
t h e t h r e a t  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  i n t e g r a t i n g  n e w l y  
a v a i l a b l e  c a p a b i l i t i e s  a f t e r  c o n s i d e r a b l e  
i n v e s t m e n t  i n  t h e a r m e d  f o r c e s . Ru s s i a n  
a r m e d  f o r c e s  a r e o r g a n i z e d  a r o u n d  a  s e r i e s  
o f  ‘ s t r a t e g i c  o p e r a t i o n s ’ ,  m a n y  o f  t h e m  
o v e r l a p p i n g . Th e s e a r e d e s i g n e d  t o  a t t a c k  
t h e a d v e r s a r y  a s  a  s y s t e m ,  t a r g e t i n g  t h e 
opponent’s ability and will to sustain a fight, 
w i t h  e m p h a s i s  o n  l o g i s t i c a l ,  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  
a n d  c r i t i c a l  c i v i l i a n  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e . 

A s e c o n d  a p p r o a c h  d e v e l o p s  t h e t a c t i c a l -
o p e r a t i o n a l  s p a c e ,  a l l o w i n g  Ru s s i a ’ s  
a b i l i t y  t o  c o n d u c t  w a r  t h r o u g h  t h e 
a d v e r s a r y ’ s  o p e r a t i o n a l  d e p t h  b y  l i n k i n g  
r e c o n n a i s s a n c e  c o m p l e x e s  w i t h  l o n g  r a n g e  
fires. This is designed to leverage Russia’s 
firepower and compensate for the military’s 
h i s t o r i c  b l i n d n e s s  – t h a t  i s ,  i t s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  

…the goal is to successfully engage in confrontation 
via non-military means during crisis…
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t a r g e t  e n e m y  f o r c e s  i n  r e a l  t i m e b e y o n d  
the tactical ranges of a battlefield. Russia’s 
g o a l  i s  t o  m a k e m u c h  g r e a t e r  u s e o f  t h a t  
1 0 0 k m - 5 0 0 k m  t a c t i c a l - o p e r a t i o n a l  s p a c e ,  
w h i c h  w i l l  a l l o w  i t  t o  s u c c e s s f u l l y  c o n d u c t  
w a r f a r e  a c r o s s  d o m a i n s ,  a n d  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  
b o l s t e r  i t s  c o n v e n t i o n a l  d e t e r r e n c e  a g a i n s t  
w o u l d - b e a t t a c k e r s ,  r e g a r d l e s s  o f  t h e i r  
t e c h n o l o g i c a l  o r  n u m e r i c a l  s u p e r i o r i t y . 

F i n a l l y ,  t h e c o u n t r y  i s  h e a d l o n g  i n t o  
d e v e l o p i n g  t h e  c a p a b i l i t y  a n d  c a p a c i t y  t o  
conduct long range fires that can target the 
f u l l  d e p t h  o f  a d v e r s a r y  l i n e s ,  a t  o p e r a t i o n a l -
s t r a t e g i c  d i s t a n c e s  ( 5 0 0 k m - 2 5 0 0 k m ) ,  
i n v e s t i n g  i n  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  a v a i l a b l e 
fires. Such strikes will be integrated with 
offensive non-kinetic capabilities targeting 
e n e m y  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e ,  b a s e d  a r o u n d  t h e 
d e s i r e t o  c h a l l e n g e t h e a d v e r s a r y ’ s  w i l l ,  
create operational pauses during conflict for 
n e g o t i a t i o n ,  a n d  d e s t r o y  k e y  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e 
t h a t  t h e o t h e r  s i d e w o u l d  n e e d  t o  s u s t a i n  a  
campaign. This approach is flexible, aimed 
a t  b o t h  d e n i a l  a n d  p u n i s h m e n t . It  i s  a n  
a t t e m p t  t o  c o e r c e  t h r o u g h  c o s t  i m p o s i t i o n  
w h i l e r e m a i n i n g  s c a l a b l e t o  a c h i e v e 
warfighting aims. The scalability remains 
a s p i r a t i o n a l ,  a s  Ru s s i a  s t i l l  h a s  a  l o n g  w a y  
to go in acquiring conventional standoff 
w e a p o n s  i n  l a r g e  q u a n t i t i e s .

De f e n s i v e  c o n c e p t s  s e e k  t o  s o l v e  t h e  
Ru s s i a n  n a t i o n ’ s  h i s t o r i c  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  
a n d  p e n e t r a t i o n  b y  o p p o n e n t s ’  m o d e r n  
offensive systems, against which defense 
i s  b o t h  t e c h n i c a l l y  a n d  e c o n o m i c a l l y  
difficult to mount. Russia is integrating 
c i v i l i a n  a n d  m i l i t a r y  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e u n d e r  a  
concept in which everyone fights, creating 
n e w  d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g  m e c h a n i s m s  l i k e 
t h e Na t i o n a l  De f e n s e Co n t r o l  Ce n t r e ,  a n d  
b r i n g i n g  c i v i l i a n  l e a d e r s h i p  i n t o  m i l i t a r y  
simulations. This is in effect the ability to 
c o n d u c t  t o t a l  m o b i l i z a t i o n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
effective in bolstering a country’s coercive 
c r e d i b i l i t y  i n  a  c r i s i s ,  a l l o w i n g  t h e m  t o  
s i g n a l  t h e r e a d i n e s s  t o  a b s o r b  c a s u a l t i e s  

a n d  e n g a g e i n  t o t a l  w a r . Me a n w h i l e ,  
t h e j o b  o f  a e r o s p a c e f o r c e s  i s  t o  b l u n t  
a e r o s p a c e  a t t a c k s  a n d  i m p o s e  h i g h  c o s t s  
w i t h  i n t e g r a t e d  a i r  d e f e n s e s  a g a i n s t  
t e c h n o l o g i c a l l y  s u p e r i o r  a i r  p o w e r s  l i k e t h e 
Un i t e d  St a t e s . Ai r  d e f e n s e ,  m i s s i l e d e f e n s e ,  
a n d  e l e c t r o n i c  w a r f a r e c o m e t o g e t h e r  
to reduce the effectiveness of Western 
weapons, absorb those fires, and protect 
c r i t i c a l  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e i n  t h e Ru s s i a n  
h o m e l a n d . 

A p h a s e d  c o n c e p t  o f  s t r a t e g i c  d e t e r r e n c e ,  
i n c r e a s i n g l y  p r o m i n e n t  s i n c e 2 0 0 9 ,  i s  
i n t e n d e d  t o  m a k e u s e o f  i m p o s e d  o p e r a t i o n a l  
pauses to effect escalation management, 
or deterrence in conflict. Integrating 
i n s t r u m e n t s  o f  n a t i o n a l  p o w e r ,  Mo s c o w  
s e e k s  t o  p r e v e n t  h o s t i l i t i e s  v i a  a n t i c i p a t o r y  
o p e r a t i o n s  i n  a  t i m e o f  c r i s i s ,  a n d  a t t a c k  
k e y  e n e m y  n o d e s  d u r i n g  t h e i n i t i a l  p e r i o d  
o f  w a r . A p u l s e d  a t t a c k  o n  c r i t i c a l  e n e m y  
i n f r a s t r u c t u r e ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  c o u l d  i m p o s e 
‘ g u t  c h e c k s ’  o n  a n  o p p o n e n t ’ s  d e s i r e t o  
further continue fighting, assuming the 
a s y m m e t r y  o f  i n t e r e s t s  a t  s t a k e f a v o r s  
Mo s c o w  ( a n d  i n  t h e K r e m l i n ’ s  c o n c e p t i o n  
i t  a l w a y s  d o e s ) . If  e s c a l a t i o n  m a n a g e m e n t  
fails, the final step is to demonstrate the 
r e a d i n e s s  a n d  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  t o  u s e n u c l e a r  
w e a p o n s ,  a n d  i f  n e c e s s a r y ,  e m p l o y  t h e m . 
Nu c l e a r  e s c a l a t i o n  w h e n  d e f e n d i n g  i s  q u i t e 
c r e d i b l e ,  a s  i t  p r e s u m e s  g r e a t e r  r e s o l v e ,  
based off of interests at stake, and distinct 
f o r c e a d v a n t a g e s  f a v o r i n g  t h e Ru s s i a n  s i d e . 
In  t h i s  r e s p e c t  Ru s s i a n  n u c l e a r  c o n c e p t s  
differ little from NATO’s Flexible Response 
o f  t h e 1 9 6 0 s  a n d  t h e Sc h l e s i n g e r  Do c t r i n e 
o f  l i m i t e d  n u c l e a r  o p t i o n s  o f  t h e 1 9 7 0 s . 
H o w e v e r ,  f o r  Ru s s i a  s u c h  a p p r o a c h e s  a r e 
i n h e r e n t l y  m u c h  m o r e c r e d i b l e ,  a s  Ru s s i a ’ s  
d e t e r r e n c e  i s  c e n t r a l  v e r s u s  e x t e n d e d ,  a n d  
t h e  d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g  m e c h a n i s m s  i n v o l v e d  
w i l l  b e u n i t a r y  a s  o p p o s e d  t o  i n  c o n s u l t a t i o n  
w i t h  a l l i e s  o r  a n  a l l i a n c e c o m m a n d . 

H o w e v e r ,  m i l i t a r y  t h o u g h t  a n d  o p e r a t i o n a l  
c o n c e p t s  r a r e l y  s u r v i v e  a c t u a l  c o m b a t  
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e x p e r i e n c e s ,  w h i c h  s h a p e  i n t e r n a l  d e b a t e s  
like nothing else. Whatever senior officers 
m a y  w r i t e  o r  s a y ,  a l l  m i l i t a r i e s  h a v e  a  
t e n d e n c y  t o  w a n t  t h e  s a m e  t h i n g s :  h i g h -
e n d  c a p a b i l i t i e s ,  l a r g e r  f o r c e  s t r u c t u r e s ,  
e x p e n s i v e  p l a t f o r m s ,  a n d  n u m e r o u s  g e n e r a l  
officer billets. These are what one might 
c a l l  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  p r o c l i v i t i e s  b o r n e  o f  t h e  
p r o f e s s i o n . It  i s  w a r  t h a t  h e l p s  t o  f o c u s  t h e  
minds of General Staff officers on those 
c a p a b i l i t i e s  a n d  c o n c e p t s  t h e y  n e e d  i n  o r d e r  
t o  w i n . Uk r a i n e  d e m o n s t r a t e d  t h e  n e e d  
t o  r e s t r u c t u r e  t h e  g r o u n d  f o r c e ,  r e t h i n k  
m a n e u v e r  e l e m e n t s  l i k e  b a t t a l i o n  t a c t i c a l  
g r o u p s ,  a n d  t i l t  b a c k  f r o m  o v e r l y  f o c u s i n g  
o n  j u s t  d e f e n d i n g  a g a i n s t  t h e  U.S. w a y  o f  
w a r f a r e . 

Th e r e  i s  n o  s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  a  l a r g e  a n d  
effective ground force if one seeks to impose 
t h e i r  w i l l  o n  n e i g h b o r s ,  b e c a u s e  o n l y  a  
c a p a b l e  g r o u n d  f o r c e  c a n  h o l d  t e r r a i n . 
Wi t h o u t  i t  o n e  c a n n o t  t h r e a t e n  i n v a s i o n ,  
and thus cannot effectively coerce, as 
airpower is notoriously ineffective as a tool 
o f  c o e r c i v e  d i p l o m a c y . At  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  d a y ,  
Ru s s i a  i s  a  Eu r a s i a n  l a n d  p o w e r ,  a n d  a t  t h e  

heart of its force beats land-based firepower 
together with a large armored fist. Ukraine 
w a s  a  s t a r k  r e m i n d e r  t h a t  l o c a l  a n d  r e g i o n a l  
w a r s  r e m a i n  t h e  m o s t  l i k e l y  c o n t i n g e n c i e s  
f o r  Mo s c o w ,  a n d  Ru s s i a  w o u l d  h a v e  t o  
r e i n v e s t  i n  n o t  j u s t  e q u i p m e n t  b u t  t h e  f o r c e  
i t s e l f ,  d r a m a t i c a l l y  i n c r e a s i n g  t h e  n u m b e r  
o f  c o n t r a c t  s e r v i c e m e n ,  i m p r o v i n g  t h e i r  
p e r s o n a l  k i t ,  a n d  i n t e g r a t i n g  l a n d - b a s e d  
fires with autonomous ISR (intelligence, 
s u r v e i l l a n c e ,  a n d  r e c o n n a i s s a n c e )  s y s t e m s  
on the battlefield.

Sy r i a  o n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d  i s  p r o v i n g  a  
transformative conflict for the Russian 
a r m e d  f o r c e s ,  w h e r e  n o t  o n l y  e q u i p m e n t  

b u t  t h e  e n t i r e  Ru s s i a n  c a d r e  o f  s e n i o r  
officers have gained operational experience 
in warfighting. Russian Aerospace forces 
c a m e  o f  a g e  i n  Sy r i a ,  w i t h  m u c h  o f  t h e  a i r  
force intentionally bloodied in the conflict. 
Mo s t  l o n g  r a n g e  m i s s i l e s  a n d  o t h e r  h i g h -
e n d  c a p a b i l i t i e s  h a v e  b e e n  t e s t e d  i n  Sy r i a ,  
t o g e t h e r  w i t h  v a r i o u s  r e c o n n a i s s a n c e  
p l a t f o r m s  t o  d i r e c t  t h e m . Ru s s i a n  a r m e d  
f o r c e s  q u i c k l y  r e a l i z e d  t h e i r  l i m i t a t i o n s  
i n  b o t h  t h e  d e a r t h  o f  w e a p o n s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  
prosecute moving targets on the battlefield, 
a n d  t h e  l a c k  o f  p l a n n i n g  e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t  
w o u l d  p e r m i t  r e a l  t i m e  i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  g r o u n d  
f o r c e s  w i t h  a i r p o w e r . Th e s e  p r o b l e m s  a r e  i n  
t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  b e i n g  a d d r e s s e d . Th e  Ru s s i a n  
m i l i t a r y  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  h a s  p r o v e n  f a i r l y  
f o r t h r i g h t  i n  e v a l u a t i o n  o f  i t s  p e r f o r m a n c e ,  
s e e k i n g  t o  l e v e r a g e  Sy r i a  i n  o r d e r  t o  b u i l d  a  
p r o v e n  m i l i t a r y .

H o w e v e r ,  t h e  Ru s s i a n  a r m e d  f o r c e s  d e p l o y e d  
in Syria today are already quite different 
from the force that first began the campaign 
i n  f a l l  2 0 1 5 . Ba s e d  o n  t h a t  e x p e r i e n c e ,  t h e  
b a c k b o n e  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e  i s  s l o w l y  f a l l i n g  
i n t o  p l a c e ,  a l l o w i n g  Ru s s i a n  a i r p o w e r  t o  

effectively support ground units, in real time, 
w i t h  n e w l y  d e v e l o p e d  p r e c i s i o n  w e a p o n s . 
Mo s t  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  t h e  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  
e x p e r i e n c e  i n  Sy r i a  e x p o s e d  t h e  w e a k n e s s e s  
i n  m o d e r n  e q u i p m e n t ,  f o r c e  s t r u c t u r e s ,  a n d  
o p e r a t i o n a l  c o n c e p t s  a t  a  t i m e  w h e n  t h e y  
w e r e  r e l a t i v e l y  n a s c e n t ,  g i v i n g  t h e  Ru s s i a n  
General Staff useful results when there is 
p l e n t y  o f  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  a d j u s t  c o u r s e . As  a  
r e s u l t ,  Ru s s i a n  a r m e d  f o r c e s  a r e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  
a b l e  t o  c o n d u c t  c o m b i n e d  a r m s  w a r f a r e ,  
project fires at operational distances, and 
e s t a b l i s h  t h e  s t a t e ’ s  c o e r c i v e  c r e d i b i l i t y  t o  
s h a p e  a d v e r s a r y  d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g ,  r e s t o r i n g  
t h e  m i l i t a r y  a s  a  u s e f u l  a n d  r e l i a b l e  
i n s t r u m e n t  o f  n a t i o n a l  p o w e r . 

Whatever senior officers may write or say, all militaries 
have a tendency to want the same things…
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THIS e s s a y  f o c u s e s  o n  f o u r  w i d e -
r a n g i n g  y e t  l i n k e d  f a c t o r s  t h a t  
have a considerable influence on 

c u r r e n t  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  t h i n k i n g . Th e s e 
f a c t o r s  a r e e x a m i n e d  u n d e r  t h e s u b t i t l e s  
o f  a k t i v n o s t ’ ,  e l e c t r o n i c  w a r f a r e ( EW) ,  
s u r p r i s e ,  a n d  m a n p o w e r . Wh a t  l i n k s  t h e m  
is the effect they have on the concept of 
p a c e . It  i s  a  g i v e n  t h a t  t h e Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  
t o d a y  i s  f o c u s e d  o n  i n c r e a s i n g  t h e s p e e d  
o f  i t s  t r o o p  d e p l o y m e n t s  a n d  i t s  o v e r a l l  
c o m b a t  a c t i v i t y . H o w e v e r ,  t h e r e i s  a l s o  
t h e c o n c o m i t a n t  Ru s s i a n  a i m  o f  s l o w i n g  
d o w n  t h e p a c e o f  t h e t r o o p  d e p l o y m e n t s  
a n d  c o m b a t  a c t i v i t y  o f  a d v e r s a r i e s . Th i s  
i n c l u d e s  l e n g t h e n i n g  t h e  r e s p o n s e  t i m e s  
o f  NATO g o v e r n m e n t s  a n d  t h e i r  m i l i t a r y  
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  t o  w h a t  m a y  b e v i e w e d  a s  
Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  a g g r e s s i o n  a n d ,  a t  t h e 
o p e r a t i o n a l  l e v e l ,  d e c r e a s i n g  t h e r e a c t i o n  
t i m e s  o f  NATO c o m m a n d e r s  i n  a n y  f u t u r e 
c o m b a t  s c e n a r i o s . F u n d a m e n t a l l y ,  a  f a s t e r  
p a c e o f  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  u n d e r t a k i n g s  i s  
b e i n g  d e v e l o p e d  t o  t a k e a d v a n t a g e o f  a  
Ru s s i a n - i m p o s e d  s l o w e r  NATO p a c e . 

When it comes to warfighting, militaries in 

¹ See William Baxter, Soviet Airland Battle Tactics (Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1986), p. 113.
² Nathan Leites, Soviet Style in Warfare (New York, NY: Crane Russak, 1982).
³ S. G. Chekinov and S. A. Bogdanov, “The Nature and Content of New-Generation War,” Military Thought, 22(4), 2013, 
www.eastviewpress.com/Files/MT_FROM%20THE%20CURRENT%20ISSUE_No.4_2013.pdf. Accessed June 12, 2018.
4 Shimon Naveh, In Pursuit of Military Excellence: The Evolution of Operational Theory (London: Frank Cass, 1997), p. 
172.
5 Jacob Kipp, “The Evolution of Soviet Operational Art: The Significance of ‘Strategic Defense’ and ‘Premeditated 
Defense’ in the Conduct of Theatre-Strategic Operations,” Journal of Soviet Military Studies, 4(4), December 1991.
⁶ Baxter, Soviet Airland Battle Tactics, p. 124.

t h e  We s t  t e n d  n o t  t o  b e  t o o  c o n c e r n e d  a b o u t  
w h a t  t h e o p p o n e n t  i s  d o i n g . In  c o n t r a s t ,  
Ru s s i a n  m e a s u r e s  t o  h i n d e r  a n  o p p o n e n t ’ s  
a b i l i t y  t o  b r i n g  i t s  m i l i t a r y  p o w e r  t o  
b e a r  i s  s e e n  a s  j u s t  a s  i m p o r t a n t  a s  t h o s e 
m e a s u r e s  t h a t  e n h a n c e i t s  o w n  a p p l i c a t i o n  
o f  m i l i t a r y  p o w e r .1  Th i s  i d e a  i s  c a p t u r e d  
i n  t h e Ru s s i a n  ( a n d  b e f o r e t h a t ,  So v i e t )  
c o n c e p t  o f  a k t i v n o s t ’ . 2  Th i s  i s  b a s i c a l l y  
‘ a c t i v i t y ’  d e s i g n e d  t o  d i s r u p t  a n  o p p o n e n t ’ s  
warfighting capabilities.3  As  Sh i m o n  Na v e h  
p u t s  i t ,  “ Ak t i v n o s t ’  r e p r e s e n t s  a  u n i q u e 
i d e a ,  c o n s t i t u t i n g  o n e  o f  t h e  f u n d a m e n t a l s  
o f  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  t h o u g h t .” 4

Wh e n  c o n s i d e r i n g  h o w  t h i s  a k t i v n o s t ’  
manifests itself, the first point to be mindful 
o f  i s  t h e s e e m i n g  i n h i b i t i o n  i n  Ru s s i a n  
m i l i t a r y  c u l t u r e o f  m a i n t a i n i n g  a  p a s s i v e 
d e f e n s i v e p o s t u r e – f r o m  t h e s t r a t e g i c  
d o w n  t o  t h e t a c t i c a l  l e v e l .5  To flesh out this 
i d e a ,  i t  s h o u l d  b e n o t e d  t h a t  i n  t h e Ru s s i a n  
m i l i t a r y  l e x i c o n  t h e r e a r e t w o  w o r d s  f o r  
‘ d e f e n s e’  – z a s h c h i t a  a n d  o b o r o n a . Th e 
first (meaning ‘shield’) is what Western 
m i l i t a r i e s  w o u l d  v i e w  a s  d e f e n s i v e i n  n a t u r e 
i n  t h a t  i t  e m p h a s i z e s  p a s s i v i t y  i n v o l v e d  i n  
w a i t i n g  t o  b e a t t a c k e d . 

H o w e v e r ,  t h i s  d o e s  n o t  s u i t  t h e Ru s s i a n  
m i l i t a r y  p s y c h e . Th e f a v o r e d  f o r m  o f  
d e f e n s e ,  a d o p t e d  b y  t h e So v i e t  a n d  n o w  b y  
t h e Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y ,  i s  t h a t  e s p o u s e d  i n  
t h e i d e a  o f  o b o r o n a . Th i s  i s  n o t  p a s s i v e i n  
n a t u r e . H e l d  w i t h i n  t h i s  n o t i o n  o f  o b o r o n a  
i s  t h e s e n s e o f  a  m o r e a g g r e s s i v e d e f e n s e 
p o s t u r e o r  a n  ‘ a c t i v e d e f e n s e .’ 6  Th i s  i s  v e r y  
m u c h  p r a c t i c e d  t o d a y . Th e o v e r a l l  Ru s s i a n  
a i m  a t  t h e s t r a t e g i c  l e v e l ,  a n d  e v e n  b e f o r e 

http://www.eastviewpress.com/Files/MT_FROM%20THE%20CURRENT%20ISSUE_No.4_2013.pdf
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a n y  h o s t i l i t i e s  h a v e  c o m m e n c e d ,  i s  t o  
neutralize the effectiveness of any potential 
o p p o n e n t ’ s  m i l i t a r y  c a p a b i l i t i e s . Th i s  i s  
d o n e t h r o u g h  t h e a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  n o n - k i n e t i c  
m e a s u r e s  ( o f t e n  v i a  t h e m a c h i n a t i o n s  o f  
t h e GRU) . 7

Th e Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  p a c k a g e s  s u c h  a c t s  
o f  n e u t r a l i z a t i o n  w i t h i n  t h e c o n c e p t  o f  
‘ s t r a t e g i c  d e t e r r e n c e .’ 8  Wi t h i n  i t s  a m b i t  
a r e s e v e r a l  a k t i v n o s t ’  m e a s u r e s  f a m i l i a r  t o  
NATO g o v e r n m e n t s ,  s u c h  a s  s a b e r - r a t t l i n g  
m i l i t a r y  e x e r c i s e s ,  a t t e m p t s  t o  a l t e r  e l e c t i o n  
r e s u l t s ,  c y b e r  a n d  i n f o r m a t i o n  w a r f a r e 
a t t a c k s ,  a n d  a t t e m p t e d  a s s a s s i n a t i o n s . Th e  
a i m  a t  t h i s  s t r a t e g i c  l e v e l  i s  t o  c r e a t e a m o n g  
t h e p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s  o f  a d v e r s a r y  s t a t e s  a  
d e g r e e o f  u n c e r t a i n t y  a n d  i n d e c i s i o n  t h a t  
u n d e r m i n e s  t h e i r  r e s o l v e t o  c o u n t e r  t h e s e 
Ru s s i a n  a c t i v i t i e s . Th i s  w o u l d  i n c l u d e 
c o u n t e r s  i n v o l v i n g  m i l i t a r y  a c t i o n .9

Moreover, a specific goal of ‘strategic 
d e t e r r e n c e’  m e a s u r e s  i s  t h e f o s t e r i n g  o f  
d i v i s i o n  b e t w e e n  NATO a l l i e s  s o  t h a t  n o  
d e c i s i o n  i s  e v e r  t a k e n  – o r  i s  t a k e n  t o o  l a t e 
– b y  t h e Al l i a n c e t o  r e s p o n d  t o  a n y  Ru s s i a n  
military aggression. Affecting the pace of 
NATO d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g  i s  t h u s  d e s i g n e d  
t o  c r e a t e g r e a t e r  f r e e d o m  o f  a c t i o n  a t  t h e 
s t r a t e g i c  l e v e l  f o r  Mo s c o w .1 0

At  t h e o p e r a t i o n a l  l e v e l ,  t h e a p p l i c a t i o n  
o f  a k t i v n o s t ’  ( t h i s  t i m e i n c l u d i n g  k i n e t i c )  

⁷ GRU – the intelligence arm of the Russian military. See, for instance, Russian Federation, The Military Doctrine of the 
Russian Federation, 2014, rusemb.org.uk/press/2029. Accessed June 12, 2018. See also Chekinov and Bogdanov, “The 
Nature and Content of New-Generation War.”
⁸ Russian Federation, Russian National Security Strategy 2015, www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/OtrasPublicaciones/
Internacional/2016/Russian-National-Security-Strategy-31Dec2015.pdf. Accessed June 12, 2018. See also Anon., 
“Strategic Deterrence and Russia’s National Security Today,” Military Thought, 21(3), 2012. 
⁹ Dmitry (Dima) Adamsky, “From Moscow with Coercion: Russian Deterrence Theory and Strategic Culture,” Journal 
of Strategic Studies, 41(1-2), 2018, www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01402390.2017.1347872?src=recsys. Accessed 
June 12, 2018.
10 See Kier Giles, “Russia’s ‘New’ Tools for Confronting the West,” Chatham House Paper, March 2016, www.
chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/publications/2016-03-russia-new-tools-giles.pdf. Accessed June 12, 2018.
11 Rod Thornton, “The Russian Military’s ‘New Main Emphasis’: Asymmetric Warfare,” 162(4), 2017, www.tandfonline.
com/doi/abs/10.1080/03071847.2017.1381401. Accessed June 13, 2018. 
12 See Notra Truelock, “The Role of Deception in Soviet Military Planning,” in Brian D. Dailey and Patrick J. Parker 
(eds), Soviet Strategic Deception (Lexington, MA: Lexington Books, 1987).
13 See, for instance, V. I. Orlyansky and N. F. Kuznetsov, “Operational Masking: Problems to Solve,” Voennaya Mysl’ 
[Military Thought], 22(1), 2013.

m e a s u r e s  i s  a g a i n  d e s i g n e d  f u n d a m e n t a l l y  
t o  n e u t r a l i z e a n  o p p o n e n t ’ s  a b i l i t y  t o  r e a c t  
effectively on a battlefield against Russian 
f o r c e s . Ta r g e t i n g  t h e d e c i s i o n - m a k e r s  – 
n o w  a t  t h e o p e r a t i o n a l  l e v e l  – i s  a g a i n  k e y .1 1

Th e y  w i l l  b e p u t  u n d e r  p r e s s u r e t o  m a k e 
t h e w r o n g  d e c i s i o n s  o r ,  i f  t h e y  d o  m a k e 
t h e  c o r r e c t  d e c i s i o n s ,  t o  d o  s o  t o o  s l o w l y . 
Th e g e n e r a t i o n  o f  d e c e p t i o n  m e a s u r e s  
i s  a n  i m p o r t a n t  e l e m e n t  h e r e b u t  s o  
a l s o  i s  t h e u n d e r m i n i n g  o f  a n y  o p p o s i n g  
commanders’ ability to maintain effective 
c o m m a n d  a n d  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e i r  a s s e t s .1 2

A f o r c e w h o s e c o m m a n d  a n d  c o n t r o l  a r e 
d i s r u p t e d  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a  f o r c e w e a k e n e d  – 
‘ n e u t r a l i z e d ’  – b y  t h e f a c t  t h a t  t h e p a c e a n d  
t h u s  t h e t i m e l i n e s s  o f  d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g  i s  
c o m p r o m i s e d .1 3

A c r u c i a l  f a c t o r  i n  t h e s l o w i n g  d o w n  o f  
a n  o p p o n e n t ’ s  a b i l i t y  t o  m a k e t i m e l y  
d e c i s i o n s  a t  t h i s  o p e r a t i o n a l  l e v e l  – a n d  
o n e v e r y  m u c h  e m b r a c e d  b y  t h e Ru s s i a n  
m i l i t a r y  – i s  t h r o u g h  t h e u s e o f  El e c t r o n i c  
Wa r f a r e  ( EW)  a n d  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h r o u g h  
j a m m i n g . Th e u s e o f  j a m m i n g  t e c h n o l o g i e s  
i n  m o d e r n  w a r f a r e c a n  b e a n  o p e r a t i o n a l  a s  
w e l l  a s  s t r a t e g i c ,  g a m e - c h a n g e r .

As  p a r t  o f  Mo s c o w ’ s  p o s t - 2 0 0 8  m i l i t a r y  
m o d e r n i z a t i o n  p r o c e s s ,  t h e Ru s s i a n  
m i l i t a r y ’ s  EW c a p a b i l i t i e s  h a v e b e e n  
significantly refined. By the time of 

http://rusemb.org.uk/press/2029
http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/OtrasPublicaciones/Internacional/2016/Russian-National-Security-Strategy-31Dec2015.pdf
http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/OtrasPublicaciones/Internacional/2016/Russian-National-Security-Strategy-31Dec2015.pdf
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01402390.2017.1347872?src=recsys
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the conflict in Ukraine 
( 2 0 1 4 - p r e s e n t ) ,  Ru s s i a n  f o r c e s  
w e r e u s i n g  i m p r o v e d  EW 
assets to good effect. They 
w e r e e m p l o y e d  t o  p r o t e c t  
f r i e n d l y  s y s t e m s  b u t  a l s o ,  a n d  
p e r h a p s  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  
t o  n e u t r a l i z e  t h o s e  o f  t h e  
Uk r a i n i a n  m i l i t a r y . Ja m m i n g  
p r o v e d  t o  b e  a  n o t a b l e f o r c e 
m u l t i p l i e r .1 4

Ja m m i n g  i s  c e r t a i n l y  a n  
i m p o r t a n t  e l e m e n t  i n  c u r r e n t  
Ru s s i a n  o p e r a t i o n a l  t h i n k i n g .1 5

It  i s  h e a v i l y  e m p h a s i z e d . 
It  m a y  a l s o  b e s a i d  t o  s u i t  
t h e Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  p s y c h e 
b e c a u s e o f  i t s  a k t i v n o s t ’  
q u a l i t i e s . Ag a i n ,  d i s r u p t i n g  
a n  o p p o n e n t ’ s  a b i l i t y  t o  s e n d  
a n d  r e c e i v e  s i g n a l s  f r e e l y  
will have a deleterious effect 
o n  t i m e l y  c o m m a n d - a n d -
c o n t r o l  a c t i v i t y .1 6  At  t h e v e r y  
l e a s t ,  j a m m i n g  w i l l  g e n e r a t e 
p a u s e i n  t h e d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g  
p r o c e s s e s  o f  o p p o n e n t  ( r e a d  
NATO)  c o m m a n d e r s  i n  a n y  
c o m b a t  s i t u a t i o n  a n d  r e d u c e  
t h e o v e r a l l  p a c e o f  t h e i r  
o p e r a t i o n a l  a c t i v i t y .1 7

In  o r d e r  t o  t a k e f u l l  a d v a n t a g e 
o f  i t s  e m p h a s i s  o n  s l o w i n g  
d o w n  t h e r e s p o n s e t i m e s  o f  
t h e o p p o n e n t  a t  t h e s t r a t e g i c ,  
o p e r a t i o n a l ,  a n d  t a c t i c a l  l e v e l s ,  

14 Sergey Sukhankin, “Russian Electronic Warfare in Ukraine,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, 14(71), May 24, 2017, jamestown.
org/program/russian-electronic-warfare-ukraine-real-imaginable/. Accessed June 13, 2018.
15 Roger McDermott, “Russia’s Electronic Warfare Capabilities to 2025,” International Centre for Defence and 
Diplomacy (Estonia), September 2017, icds.ee/russias-electronic-warfare-capabilities-to-2025-challenging-nato-in-the-
electromagnetic-spectrum/. Accessed June 13, 2018.
16 Yu. I. Lastochkin, “Electronic Warfare Today and in the Future,” Voennaya Mysl’ [Military Thought], vol. 24, no. 4, 
2015.
17 Kim Sengupta, “War in Syria: Russia’s ‘Rustbucket’ Military Delivers a Hi-tech Shock to West and Israel,” The 
Independent, January 29, 2016, www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/war-in-syria-russia-s-rustbucket-
military-delivers-a-hi-tech-shock-to-west-and-israel-a6842711.html. Accessed June 13, 2018.

Figure 13: Russian electronic warfare equipment. Source: 
Wikimedia Commons.

Figure 14: Russian troops on exercise. Source: Wikimedia 
Commons.
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t h e Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  i s  c u r r e n t l y  t a k i n g  
t h e a d d i t i o n a l  s t e p  o f  t r y i n g  t o  i n c r e a s e 
t h e s p e e d  o f  m o v e m e n t  o f  i t s  o w n  f o r c e s . 
Ag a i n ,  i t  i s  h e r e a c t i n g  j u s t  a s  i t s  So v i e t  
p r e d e c e s s o r  w a n t e d  t o  d o . Th e So v i e t  a r m e d  
f o r c e s  u s e d  s p e e d  t o  h e l p  c r e a t e d e g r e e s  o f  
s u r p r i s e t h a t  w o u l d  d i s o r i e n t  o p p o n e n t s . 
H o w e v e r ,  t h i s  c o n c e p t  w e n t  b e y o n d  t h e 
g o a l  o f  m e r e l y  g e n e r a t i n g  s u r p r i s e – i t  a l s o  
l o o k e d  t o  c r e a t e  v n e z a p n o s t ’ .1 8  Th i s  i s  a  
w o r d  w h i c h  e n c o m p a s s e s  n o t  j u s t  t h e  s e n s e 
o f  s o m e t h i n g  u n e x p e c t e d  b u t  a l s o  t h a t  o f  
a  s t u n n i n g  a n d  a l m o s t  p a r a l y s i n g  b l o w .1 9

Su c h  b l o w s  a r e  m o r e l i k e l y  t o  b e s u c c e s s f u l  
i f  t h e y  a r e c o n d u c t e d  a t  c o n s i d e r a b l e 
p a c e ( a n d  u s i n g  c o n s i d e r a b l e m a s s  a n d  
firepower) against an opponent that has 
a l r e a d y  b e e n  m a d e v u l n e r a b l e b e c a u s e 
i t  i s  n o t  a b l e ,  b e c a u s e o f  p r i o r  a k t i v n o s t ’  
m e a s u r e s ,  t o  r e a c t  i n  a  t i m e l y  m a n n e r .

Th i s  d e s i r e t o  m o v e i t s  o w n  f o r c e s  a t  g r e a t e r  
s p e e d  i s  b e c o m i n g  a  m a j o r  f a c t o r  i n  c u r r e n t  
Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  t h i n k i n g . Th e Ru s s i a n s  
s e e k  t o  h a v e  t h e i r  f o r c e s  b o t h  d e p l o y  t o  
t h e a t r e s  a n d  o p e r a t e w i t h i n  t h e a t r e s  a t  
s u c h  s p e e d  –  w i t h  s u c h  v n e z a p n o s t ’  – t h a t  
t h e y  c r e a t e  f a i t  a c c o m p l i  s i t u a t i o n s .2 0  Th a t  
i s ,  t r o o p s  a r e d e p l o y e d ,  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  a n d  
d i p l o m a t i c a l l y  a n d  m i l i t a r i l y  i m m o v a b l e  
b e f o r e U.S. o r  NATO f o r c e s  h a v e a  c h a n c e 
to react effectively (as in Crimea in 2014). 

Of  c o u r s e ,  t h e a b i l i t y  t o  g e n e r a t e t h e 
r e q u i r e d  v n e z a p n o s t ’  m e a n s  t h a t  Ru s s i a n  
f o r c e s  m u s t  b e c a p a b l e o f  m o v i n g  a t  
c o n s i d e r a b l e  s p e e d  w i t h o u t  l o s i n g  c o m b a t  
p o t e n t i a l . Su c h  f o r c e s  t h u s  n e e d  t o  b e o f  

18 Baxter, Soviet Airland Battle Tactics, p. 113.
19 See David Glantz, Soviet Military Deception in the Second World War (New York, NY: Frank Cass, 1989).
20 Dan Altman, “By Fait Accompli, Not Coercion: How States Wrest Territory from Their Adversaries,” International 
Studies Quarterly, vol. 61, no. 4, December 2017.
21 Igor Sutyagin and Justin Bronk, Russia’s New Ground Forces: Capabilities, Limitations and Implications for International 
Security (London: Whitehall Papers, RUSI, 2017).
22 The Airborne Forces are only about 30 percent conscript. Sutyagin and Bronk, Russia’s New Ground Forces, p. 50.
23 Keir Giles, “Assessing Russia’s Reorganized and Rearmed Military,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 
May 3, 2017, carnegieendowment.org/2017/05/03/assessing-russia-s-reorganized-and-rearmed-military-pub-69853. 
Accessed June 13, 2018.

h i g h  q u a l i t y  a n d  t o  c a r r y  a  c e r t a i n  d e g r e e 
o f  m a s s ,  n o t  j u s t  i n  t e r m s  o f  e q u i p m e n t  
b u t  a l s o  o f  p e r s o n n e l . H e r e i s  a  f u r t h e r  
m a j o r  r e q u i r e m e n t  o f  t h e Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  
i n  i t s  s e a r c h  f o r  t h e p a c e t h a t  i s  c r u c i a l  t o  
v n e z a p n o s t ’  – a  h i g h  p e r s o n n e l  c o u n t  o f  
s k i l l e d  s o l d i e r s .

On  p a p e r ,  t h e Ru s s i a n  a r m y  ( t h e Gr o u n d  
F o r c e s  a n d  t h e Ai r b o r n e F o r c e s )  a p p e a r s  
t o  c o m p r i s e  a  c o n s i d e r a b l e  n u m b e r  o f  
u n i t s  a n d  f o r m a t i o n s . H o w e v e r ,  o n l y  a  
l i m i t e d  n u m b e r  o f  t h e s e a r e f u l l y  m a n n e d  
a n d  a t  h i g h  r e a d i n e s s . Th e Gr o u n d  F o r c e s  
a r e c u r r e n t l y  u n d e r m a n n e d  o v e r a l l  b y  a n  
e s t i m a t e d  1 9  p e r c e n t . 2 1

Mo r e o v e r ,  t h e t r o o p s  w i t h i n  t h e s e u n i t s  
a r e n o t  a l w a y s  o f  t h e r i g h t  q u a l i t y . Th e 
p r e s e n c e o f  c o n s c r i p t s  i n  t h e Ru s s i a n  
m i l i t a r y  h a s  a l w a y s  a c t e d  a s  a  d r a g  o n  
operational efficiency. The length of 
c o n s c r i p t  s e r v i c e i s  n o w  d o w n  t o  j u s t  o n e 
y e a r  a n d  l a w s  h a v e b e e n  p a s s e d  p r e v e n t i n g  
t h e i r  u s e i n  c o m b a t  z o n e s . H a v i n g  s u c h  
i l l - t r a i n e d  a n d  u n d e p l o y a b l e  c o n s c r i p t s  
w i t h i n  i t s  r a n k s  d o e s  l i t t l e f o r  t h e a r m y ’ s  
operational effectiveness (conscripts make 
u p  a b o u t  5 0  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e Gr o u n d  F o r c e s  
p e r s o n n e l  s t r e n g t h 2 2 ) . Th e p r o c e s s  o f  
p r o f e s s i o n a l i z a t i o n  o f  t h e m i l i t a r y ,  o n g o i n g  
s i n c e t h e e a r l y  1 9 9 0 s ,  w a s  d e s i g n e d  i n  p a r t  
t o  a l l e v i a t e  t h i s  c o m b a t  u t i l i t y  p r o b l e m  
c a u s e d  b y  h a v i n g  c o n s c r i p t s . H o w e v e r ,  
b e c a u s e t h e p a y  a n d  t e r m s  o f  s e r v i c e h a v e 
been so poor, it has proven difficult to 
b o t h  r e c r u i t  a n d  r e t a i n  t h e r i g h t  q u a l i t y  o f  
p e r s o n n e l . 2 3

http://carnegieendowment.org/2017/05/03/assessing-russia-s-reorganized-and-rearmed-military-pub-69853
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No n e t h e l e s s ,  i n  r e c e n t  y e a r s  r e f o r m s  
h a v e  m e a n t  t h a t  t h e  Ru s s i a n  a r m y  h a s  
g r o w n  i n  b o t h  n u m b e r  a n d  q u a l i t y  o f  
t r o o p s . F o r e i g n e r s  c a n  n o w  s e r v e  i n  
t h e  Ru s s i a n  a r m y , 2 4  m e m b e r s  o f  p r i v a t e  
m i l i t a r y  c o m p a n i e s  a r e  b e i n g  e m p l o y e d  o n  
o c c u p a t i o n  d u t i e s , 2 5  a n d  r e c e n t  s t r u c t u r a l  
r e f o r m s  m e a n  t h a t  r e a r - e c h e l o n  t r o o p s  
c a n  n o w  b e  m o v e d  t o  s e r v e  i n  f r o n t - l i n e  
u n i t s .2 6  Mo r e o v e r ,  c o m b a t  p o t e n t i a l  h a s  
a l s o  i m p r o v e d  i n  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  
Ba t t a l i o n  Ta c t i c a l  Gr o u p s  ( BTGs ) . Th e s e  

a r e  r e i n f o r c e d  b a t t a l i o n s  r a i s e d  w i t h i n  
b r i g a d e s . Th u s  w h i l e  t h e  w h o l e  b r i g a d e  
i s  n o t  o p e r a t i o n a l l y  d e p l o y a b l e ,  t h e  BTG 
i s . Be t t e r  o p e r a t i o n a l  t e m p o  i s  n o w  a l s o  
b e i n g  c r e a t e d  b y  h a v i n g  e n o u g h  BTGs  
i n  r e s e r v e  t o  g e n e r a t e  a  c o n t i n u o u s  
r o t a t i o n a l  d e p l o y m e n t  c a p a c i t y  f o r  t h e  
l i k e s  o f  t h e  m i s s i o n  i n  Uk r a i n e .2 7  De s p i t e  
t h e s e  i m p r o v e m e n t s  t h o u g h ,  m a n p o w e r  
i s  p r o b a b l y  c a u s i n g  t h e  g r e a t e s t  h e a d a c h e  
f o r  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  p l a n n e r s  i n  t e r m s  o f  
c r e a t i n g  t h e  d e g r e e s  o f  p a c e  a n d  m a s s  t h a t  
c a n  g e n e r a t e  t h e  r e q u i s i t e  v n e z a p n o s t ’ . 

Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  t h i n k i n g ,  w i t h  i t s  
a k t i v n o s t ’  a n d  a l l i e d  ‘ s t r a t e g i c  d e t e r r e n c e ’  
l o g i c ,  i s  c u r r e n t l y  a i m e d  a t  u n d e r m i n i n g  
t h e  d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g  p r o c e s s e s  w i t h i n  
NATO i t s e l f ,  w i t h i n  i n d i v i d u a l  NATO 
c o u n t r i e s ,  a n d  w i t h i n  t h e i r  m i l i t a r y  
o r g a n i z a t i o n s . Th e  Ru s s i a n  a i m  i s  t o  m a k e  
t h e s e  p r o c e s s e s  r u n  i n  Mo s c o w ’ s  f a v o r  o r  
t o  a t  l e a s t  s l o w  t h e m  d o w n  s o  t h a t  t h e i r  
effectiveness is reduced. At the same time, 

24 Farangis Najibullah, “Russia’s Foreign Legion of Doubt,” Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, January 18, 2015, www.
rferl.org/a/russia-foreigners-military-recruiting/26800177.html. Accessed June 13, 2018.
25 Niklas Eklund and Jorgen Elfving, “Russian Private Military Companies – Redwater?” Eurasia Daily Monitor, 14(39), 
March 22, 2017, jamestown.org/program/russian-private-military-companies-redwater/. Accessed June 13, 2018.
26 Sutyagin and Bronk, Russia’s New Ground Forces, p. 18.
27 Dimitry Gorenburg, “Contractees in BTGs,” Russian Defense Policy, September 17, 2016, russiandefpolicy.blog/tag/
battalion-tactical-group/. Accessed June 13, 2018.

Ru s s i a  i s  t r y i n g  t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  p a c e  o f  i t s  
o w n  m i l i t a r y  a c t i v i t i e s  a t  b o t h  t h e  s t r a t e g i c  
a n d  o p e r a t i o n a l  l e v e l s . In  m a n y  w a y s ,  t h e  
Russian military is very effective in its 
a p p r o a c h .

Ad e q u a t e  r e s p o n s e s  b y  b o t h  U.S. a n d  NATO 
a u t h o r i t i e s  t o  t h e s e  Ru s s i a n  a p p r o a c h e s  
w i l l  u l t i m a t e l y  r e l y  o n  e d u c a t i o n . Ed u c a t i o n  
o f  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  p e r s o n n e l  c a n  c r e a t e  a  
b e t t e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  Ru s s i a n  m o t i v e s  
a n d  o f  t h e  w a y s  i n  w h i c h  Mo s c o w  i s  s e e k i n g  

to fulfil its goals. Education will lead to 
t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  b e t t e r  c o u n t e r s . In  
p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h e  e d u c a t i o n  o f  c o m m a n d e r s  a t  
t h e  o p e r a t i o n a l  l e v e l  i s  c r u c i a l ,  s o  t h a t  t h e i r  
l e a d e r s h i p  q u a l i t i e s  a r e  e n h a n c e d . Th e  n e e d  
n o w  i s  f o r  l e a d e r s  w h o  a r e  b e t t e r  a b l e  t o  m a k e  
i n f o r m e d  a n d  t i m e l y  d e c i s i o n s  w h e n  s u b j e c t  
t o  Ru s s i a n  a k t i v n o s t ’  m e a s u r e s . Le a d e r s  
m u s t  b e  d e v e l o p e d  w h o  a r e  c o m f o r t a b l e  
w i t h  t h e  i d e a  o f  m i s s i o n  c o m m a n d  a n d  w h o  
a r e  a b l e  t o  m a k e  d e c i s i o n s  a n d  t a k e  a c t i o n  
q u i c k l y  a n d  i n  t h e  a b s e n c e  o f  o r d e r s  f r o m  
a b o v e  b u t  w i t h i n  a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e i r  
c o m m a n d e r ’ s  i n t e n t .

Th e  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y ’ s  c u r r e n t  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  
o n  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  p a c e  m u s t  a l s o  b e  
m a t c h e d  b y  a  s i m i l a r  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  w i t h i n  
NATO r a n k s . If  n o t ,  Mo s c o w  w i l l  c o n t i n u e  
t o  h a v e  t h e  c a p a c i t y  t o  g e n e r a t e  f r e e d o m  
o f  a c t i o n  a t  b o t h  s t r a t e g i c  a n d  o p e r a t i o n a l  
l e v e l s  –  a n d  We s t e r n  p o l i t i c i a n s  a n d  NATO 
c o m m a n d e r s  w i l l  t h e n  a l w a y s  b e  t r y i n g  t o  
p l a y  c a t c h - u p . 

The presence of conscripts in the Russian military 
has always acted as a drag on operational efficiency.

http://www.rferl.org/a/russia-foreigners-military-recruiting/26800177.html
http://www.rferl.org/a/russia-foreigners-military-recruiting/26800177.html
http://russiandefpolicy.blog/tag/battalion-tactical-group/
http://russiandefpolicy.blog/tag/battalion-tactical-group/
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RUSSI A’S s t r a t e g i c  c a p a b i l i t i e s ,  
a n d  h e r  n u c l e a r  a r s e n a l  i n  
p a r t i c u l a r ,  h a v e  s i n c e  t h e  e n d  

o f  t h e  Co l d  Wa r  b e e n  f u n d a m e n t a l  t o  
Ru s s i a ’ s  p u r s u i t  o f  s e c u r i t y . Th e  r o l e  o f  
n u c l e a r  w e a p o n s  h a s  s h i f t e d  o v e r  t i m e  
i n  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  s t r a t e g y ,  i n  p a r t  a s  
a  r e s u l t  o f  v a r i a t i o n  i n  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  
b a l a n c e  o f  m i l i t a r y  p o w e r  b e t w e e n  Ru s s i a  
a n d  t h e  We s t . As  Ru s s i a n  p e r c e p t i o n s  
o f  We s t e r n  c o n v e n t i o n a l  s u p e r i o r i t y  
have intensified, Russia has balanced by 
c h a n g i n g  i t s  d o c t r i n e  f o r  n u c l e a r  w e a p o n s  
u s e  a n d  b y  m o d e r n i z i n g  i t s  n u c l e a r  a n d  
c o n v e n t i o n a l  i n v e n t o r y . 1

Ru s s i a n  c o n v e n t i o n a l  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  h a s  
p i c k e d  u p  i n  r e c e n t  y e a r s ,  a n d  Ru s s i a ’ s  
o w n  i n v e n t o r y  f o r  h i g h  t e c h  a n d  m o d e r n  
w a r f a r e  i s  i m p r o v i n g  i n c r e m e n t a l l y . St i l l ,  
Ru s s i a  p e r c e i v e s  i t s e l f  b e h i n d ,  e s p e c i a l l y  
i n  a r e a s  s u c h  a s  C4 ISR a n d  b a l l i s t i c  m i s s i l e  
d e f e n s e . Th i s  c o n t i n u e d  l a g  m e a n s  Ru s s i a  
s t i l l  d e e m s  n u c l e a r  c a p a b i l i t i e s  v i t a l  f o r  
deterrent and warfighting purposes. 
Ru s s i a  j e a l o u s l y  g u a r d s  i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  

¹ Kristin Ven Bruusgaard, Russian nuclear strategy after the Cold War, forthcoming.
² Voennaia doktrina Rossiiskoi Federatsii [Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation], (Russian Federation Security 
Council), December 25, 2014.

d e t e r  a n y  a d v e r s a r y  t h r o u g h  t h e  t h r e a t  
of “inflicting unacceptable damage on an 
a d v e r s a r y  u n d e r  a n y  c o n d i t i o n s .” 2

Ru s s i a  c o m p e t e s  h a r d  i n  t h e s t r a t e g i c  r e a l m ,  
d e s p i t e  i t s  e c o n o m i c  a n d  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  
s h o r t c o m i n g s . Se v e r a l  f a c t o r s  e x p l a i n  
the intensity of Russian efforts, ranging 
f r o m  t h e d e t e r i o r a t i o n  o f  r e l a t i o n s  a n d  
m u t u a l  m i s p e r c e p t i o n ,  t o  a c t u a l  c a p a b i l i t y  
gaps and the increased influence of the 
Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  o v e r  s e c u r i t y  p o l i c y . 
An  e x a g g e r a t e d  e m p h a s i s  o n  a d v e r s a r y  
c a p a b i l i t y  o v e r  i n t e n t i o n s  i s  a  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  
t r a i t  o f  t h i s  p o l i c y . In  Ru s s i a  t o d a y ,  t h e 
p o l i t i c a l  p u s h b a c k  a g a i n s t  a n  e x a g g e r a t e d  
t h r e a t  p e r c e p t i o n  i s  l i k e l y  m i n i m a l . Th e 
m i l i t a r y  i n d u s t r y ’ s  r o l e i n  p u s h i n g  t h e 
n e w  s t r a t e g i c  c a p a b i l i t i e s  Pu t i n  d i s p l a y e d  
i n  a  Ma r c h  s p e e c h  r e m a i n s  u n d e r s t u d i e d . 
Re g a r d l e s s  o f  w h e t h e r  h i s  t h r e a t  p e r c e p t i o n  
i s  r e a l  o r  p r o p a g a n d i s t i c ,  t h e c o n s e q u e n c e s  
f o r  f o r c e m o d e r n i z a t i o n  a r e m a t e r i a l  a n d  
significant. 

In  t h e c u r r e n t  s t r a t e g i c  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  
Ru s s i a  p e r c e i v e s  t h r e e p r e s s i n g  t a s k s . 
First, to secure an effective second strike 
c a p a b i l i t y . Se c o n d ,  t o  s e c u r e  n u c l e a r  

o r  c o n v e n t i o n a l  o p t i o n s  t o  r e s p o n d  
t o  c o n v e n t i o n a l  a g g r e s s i o n . Th i r d ,  t o  
d e m o n s t r a t e  n o n - t r a d i t i o n a l  c a p a b i l i t i e s  
t h a t  e n h a n c e d e t e r r e n c e o f  a d v e r s a r y  
efforts to undermine the very existence of 
t h e Ru s s i a n  s t a t e . Th e r e s t  o f  t h i s  e s s a y  w i l l  
e x a m i n e e a c h  o f  t h e s e i n  d e t a i l .

Al t h o u g h  m o s t  We s t e r n  a n a l y s t s  p o r t r a y  
Ru s s i a n  s e c o n d  s t r i k e c a p a b i l i t i e s  a s  

An exaggerated emphasis on adversary capability 
over intentions is a characteristic trait…
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m a s s i v e a n d  s e c u r e ,  Ru s s i a n  s t r a t e g i s t s  h a v e 
c o n s i s t e n t l y  q u e s t i o n e d  t h e r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  
t h i s  s e c o n d  s t r i k e c a p a b i l i t y . Th e i n c r e a s e d  
p r e p o n d e r a n c e  o f  U.S. c o n v e n t i o n a l  
s t r a t e g i c  s t r i k e c a p a b i l i t y ,  e m p h a s i z e d  a l s o  
in U.S. official strategy documents, has 
intensified this paranoia.3  Th e  s c e n a r i o  
t h a t  d e s c r i b e s  Ru s s i a ’ s  e n d a n g e r e d  
r e t a l i a t o r y  c a p a b i l i t y  i s  o n e i n  w h i c h  
t h e Un i t e d  St a t e s  c a r r i e s  o u t  a  m a s s i v e 
c o n v e n t i o n a l  p r e c i s i o n  d e c a p i t a t i n g  s t r i k e ,  
and effectively hinders Russian retaliation 
w i t h  i t s  ( f u t u r e a n d  p o t e n t i a l )  b a l l i s t i c  
m i s s i l e  d e f e n s e  c a p a b i l i t i e s . 

In  t h e n u c l e a r  d o m a i n ,  Ru s s i a  s e e k s  t o  
o v e r c o m e  s u c h  c h a l l e n g e s  b y  d e v e l o p i n g  
n e w  s t r a t e g i c  s y s t e m s  m o r e c a p a b l e i n  t h e 
c u r r e n t  e n v i r o n m e n t . Th e y  h a v e d e c i d e d  t o  
r e n e w  t h e i r  n u c l e a r  t r i a d  t o  o v e r c o m e w h a t  
t h e y  s e e a s  c h a l l e n g e s  t o  s t r a t e g i c  s t a b i l i t y . 
Th i s  e n t a i l s  i n c r e a s i n g  t h e s u r v i v a b i l i t y  o f  
t h e i r  r e t a l i a t o r y  f o r c e b y  p r o d u c i n g  n e w  

s t r a t e g i c  s u b m a r i n e s  w i t h  n e w  s u b m a r i n e -
l a u n c h e d  b a l l i s t i c  m i s s i l e s ,  p r o d u c i n g  
n e w  ICBMs  w i t h  e n h a n c e d  f e a t u r e s  f o r  
m o b i l i t y  a n d  s u r v i v a b i l i t y ,  a n d  b y  i n v e s t i n g  
i n  s u b s t a n t i a l  c r u i s e m i s s i l e c a p a b i l i t i e s . 4

Th e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  o v e r c o m e m i s s i l e d e f e n s e s  
i s  r a p i d l y  i m p r o v i n g ,  p e r h a p s  a t  a  s u r p r i s i n g  
r a t e t o  m i s s i l e d e f e n s e p e s s i m i s t s . 

Al t h o u g h  m o s t  We s t e r n  a n a l y s t s  q u e s t i o n  
t h e p r e m i s e t h a t  Ru s s i a ’ s  r e t a l i a t o r y  n u c l e a r  
c a p a b i l i t y  i s  t h r e a t e n e d ,  t h e Ru s s i a n  d r i v e 
t o  u p g r a d e t h e s e c a p a b i l i t i e s  i s  g e n u i n e . 

³ One interesting aspect of the 2010 Nuclear Posture Review is how it explicitly reduced the emphasis on nuclear 
weapons because of conventional superiority. U.S. Department of Defense, “Nuclear Posture Review Report” (2010).
⁴ Hans M. Kristensen, “Russian Nuclear Forces: Buildup or Modernization?,” Russia Matters, September 14, 2017, www.
russiamatters.org/analysis/russian-nuclear-forces-buildup-or-modernization. Accessed June 13, 2018.
⁵ Sergei Lavrov, “Statement at the Conference of Disarmament, Geneva,” (2018).

It  s e e m s  t o  s t e m  f r o m  a  Ru s s i a n  c o n c e r n  
t h a t  t h e Un i t e d  St a t e s  n o  l o n g e r  a c c e p t s  
m u t u a l  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  w i t h  Ru s s i a  a n d  
p u r s u e s  s u p e r i o r i t y  a c r o s s  d o m a i n s . Th i s  
i m p r e s s i o n  w a s  d i s p l a y e d  w i t h  Ru s s i a n  
r e a c t i o n s  t o  t h e r e l e a s e o f  t h e 2 0 1 8  US 
Nu c l e a r  Po s t u r e Re v i e w .5

De s p i t e t h e s e c o n c e r n s  o v e r  i t s  n u c l e a r  
s e c o n d  s t r i k e c a p a b i l i t y ,  t h e t r i c k i e s t  
s t r a t e g i c  c h a l l e n g e f o r  Ru s s i a  s i n c e t h e f a l l  
of the Soviet Union has been to effectively 
d e t e r  c o n v e n t i o n a l  a g g r e s s i o n ,  i n c l u d i n g  o f  
a  s m a l l e r  c a l i b e r  t h a n  t h e b o l t  f r o m  t h e b l u e 
m a s s i v e a t t a c k  a s  d e s c r i b e d  a b o v e . Ru s s i a  
revoked the Soviet no first use pledge in its 
first military doctrine in 1993, and has since 
b e c o m e  m o r e  a n d  m o r e  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  
h o w  i t s  d e t e r r e n t  s t r a t e g y  c a n  c o n t a i n  o r  
d e t e r  a n  i n c r e a s i n g  n u m b e r  o f  n o n - n u c l e a r  
t h r e a t s . 

Figure 15: U.S. Nuclear Posture Review of 
2018.

In the nuclear domain, Russia seeks to overcome 
such challenges by developing new strategic 

systems more capable in the current environment.

http://www.russiamatters.org/analysis/russian-nuclear-forces-buildup-or-modernization
http://www.russiamatters.org/analysis/russian-nuclear-forces-buildup-or-modernization
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Th e e a r l y  s o l u t i o n  t o  t h i s  p r o b l e m  w a s  t o  
r e l y  o n  n u c l e a r  o p t i o n s  t o  c o m p e n s a t e  f o r  
c o n v e n t i o n a l  s h o r t c o m i n g s . Th i s  a p p r o a c h  
w a s  r e v i t a l i z e d  t o w a r d  t h e e n d  o f  t h e 1 9 9 0 s , 6

w h e n  t h e d i s p l a y  o f  We s t e r n  a i r  p o w e r  i n  
Kosovo made a significant impression in 
Mo s c o w . Ru s s i a n  t h e o r i s t s  t h e n  s t a r t e d  
d e l i b e r a t i n g  t h e p o t e n t i a l  l i m i t e d  u s e 
o f  n u c l e a r  w e a p o n s  f o r  d e - e s c a l a t i o n  o f  
conflicts. A limited nuclear strike could 
p o t e n t i a l l y  c o n v i n c e  a n  a d v e r s a r y  o f  t h e  
futility of continuing the fight in the face 
o f  Ru s s i a n  r e s o l v e t o  e s c a l a t e t o  t h e n u c l e a r  
l e v e l . 

Th i s  i n c r e a s e d  u t i l i t y  o f  n u c l e a r  w e a p o n s  
t o  n a t i o n a l  s e c u r i t y  r e s u l t e d  i n  d e c i s i o n s  
m a d e b y  Pr e s i d e n t  Ye l t s i n  a n d  l a t e r  
Pr e s i d e n t  Pu t i n  t o  s u s t a i n  a  s t r a t e g i c  t r i a d  
and to upgrade the significant Russian sub-
s t r a t e g i c  n u c l e a r  a r s e n a l . Th e l a t t e r  w a s  
p e r c e i v e d  a s  p o t e n t i a l l y  m o s t  u s e f u l  t o  d e t e r  
or contain regional conflict scenarios.7

⁶ There are some indications such nuclear weapons utility was entertained also by the Soviet and Russian General 
Staff in the late 1980s and early 1990s.
⁷ Dmitry (Dima) Adamsky, “Nuclear Incoherence: Deterrence Theory and Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons in Russia,” 
The Journal of Strategic Studies, vol. 37, no. 1, 2014.
⁸ This strategy document was, according to many observers, the result of bureaucratic infighting between the 
Ministry of Defense and the Security Council on the priorities of military reform, and an attempt by the Ministry to 
pre-empt the formulation of military doctrine which in turn should guide modernization. Jacob W. Kipp, “Russian 
Military Doctrine: Past, Present and Future,” in Russian Military Politics and Russia’s 2010 Defense Doctrine, ed. Stephen 
J. Blank (Carlisle, PA: Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army War College, 2011). The Russian 2017 maritime doctrine 
apparently mentions de-escalation as one of the missions of the Russian Navy. Katarzyna Zysk, “Escalation and 
Nuclear Weapons in Russian Military Strategy,” RUSI Journal, vol. 163, no. 2, 2018.
⁹ S.G. Chekinov and S.A. Bogdanov, “Strategicheskoe Sderzhivanie I Natsional’naia Bezopasnost’ Rossii Na 
Sovermennom Etape/ Strategic Deterrence and Russian National Security in the Contemporary Era,” Voennaya Mysl’ 
[Military Thought], no. 3, March 2012. Alexey Arbatov, “Understanding the U.S.-Russia Nuclear Schism,” Survival, vol. 
59, no. 2, 2017.
10 Andrei A. Kokoshin, Ensuring Strategic Stability in the Past and Present: Theoretical and Applied Questions 
(Cambridge, MA: Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, 2011); Varfolomey Korobushin, “Metamorfosisy 
Strategicheskogo Sderzhivanie,” Nezavisimoye Voyennoye Obozrenie, April 15, 2005.

Ru s s i a n  t h e o r i s t s  c o n t i n u e d  t o  d i s c u s s  
the effectiveness and associated risks of 
t h i s  s t r a t e g y ,  a s  i t  a s s u m e d  a n  a d v e r s a r y  
n o t  w i l l i n g  t o  m a t c h  n u c l e a r  e s c a l a t i o n . 
Th i s  u n c e r t a i n t y  w a s  o n e l i k e l y  r e a s o n  t h e 
t h e o r y  o f  d e - e s c a l a t i o n  n e v e r  m a d e i t  i n t o  
official Russian strategy, although the word 
“de-escalation” appeared in a non-official 
s t r a t e g y  d o c u m e n t  i s s u e d  b y  t h e Mi n i s t r y  
o f  De f e n s e i n  2 0 0 3 .8  Th e  We s t e r n  d e b a t e  
o n  w h e t h e r  Ru s s i a n  s t r a t e g y  c o n t a i n s  t h i s  
c o n c e p t  c o n t i n u e s ,  a s  d o e s  t h e Ru s s i a n  
d e b a t e  a b o u t  w h e t h e r  i t  w o u l d  w o r k .9

Ev e n  w h e n  t h e c o n c e p t  e m e r g e d ,  m a n y  
Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  s t r a t e g i s t s  p r e f e r r e d  
l a r g e r  r e l i a n c e  o n  c o n v e n t i o n a l  r a t h e r  
t h a n  n u c l e a r  o p t i o n s . F r o m  a r o u n d  2 0 0 8 ,  
Ru s s i a n  t h e o r i s t s  s t a r t e d  d i s c u s s i n g  n o n -
n u c l e a r  d e t e r r e n c e  o p t i o n s  t o  a u g m e n t  
n u c l e a r  d e t e r r e n c e .1 0  Si n c e 2 0 1 0 ,  Ru s s i a n  
m i l i t a r y  d o c t r i n e h a s  f o r m a l l y  e m p h a s i z e d  
t h e r o l e o f  c o n v e n t i o n a l  w e a p o n s  i n  

Even when the concept emerged, many Russian 
military strategists preferred larger reliance on 

conventional rather than nuclear options.
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s t r a t e g i c  d e t e r r e n c e , 1 1  a n d  t h e 2 0 1 4  d o c t r i n e 
u p d a t e  e x p l i c i t l y  c o n t a i n s  a  c o n c e p t  o f  
“ n o n - n u c l e a r  d e t e r r e n c e .” 1 2  Th i s  d o c t r i n a l  
shift has been matched by significant 
Ru s s i a n  a d v a n c e s  i n  d e v e l o p i n g  a i r -  a n d  
s e a - l a u n c h e d  c r u i s e  m i s s i l e s .1 3  Th e Ru s s i a n  
p o l i t i c a l  a n d  m i l i t a r y  l e a d e r s h i p  c o n t i n u e 
t o  e m p h a s i z e t h e i n c r e a s e d  r e l e v a n c e o f  
n o n - n u c l e a r  t e c h n o l o g i e s  i n  t h e  s t r a t e g i c  
c o m p e t i t i o n . 

Th e p u r p o s e o f  e n h a n c i n g  n o n - n u c l e a r  
d e t e r r e n t  o p t i o n s  h a s  t h u s  b e e n  t o  r e d u c e 
r e l i a n c e  o n  n u c l e a r  o p t i o n s  f o r  d e a l i n g  w i t h  
c o n v e n t i o n a l  a n d  r e g i o n a l  c o n t i n g e n c i e s . 
Ne w  s e a -  a n d  a i r  b a s e d  c r u i s e m i s s i l e s  
significantly improve Russia’s ability to 
hold targets at risk and inflict damage 
a c r o s s  a  w i d e g e o g r a p h i c a l  s p a c e . Wh e r e 
p r e v i o u s l y ,  o n l y  b a l l i s t i c  m i s s i l e s  w i t h  
i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  r a n g e  c o u l d  r e a c h  t h e  
c o n t i n e n t a l  Un i t e d  St a t e s ,  Ru s s i a  n o w  h a s  
a  d e m o n s t r a t e d  a b i l i t y  t o  h i t  t h e l o w e r  4 8  
s t a t e s  w i t h  d u a l - c a p a b l e c r u i s e m i s s i l e s ,  
a n d  i t  h a s  d i s p l a y e d  o t h e r  c a p a b i l i t i e s  s u c h  
a s  h y p e r s o n i c  ( a n d  n u c l e a r  p o w e r e d )  c r u i s e 
m i s s i l e s . In  Ru s s i a ’ s  We s t e r n ,  So u t h e r n ,  
a n d  Ea s t e r n  s t r a t e g i c  d i r e c t i o n s ,  s u c h  
c a p a b i l i t i e s  i n c r e a s e Ru s s i a ’ s  s t r i k e r a n g e . 
Th i s  p e r t a i n s  t o  a i r ,  s e a ,  a n d  l a n d - b a s e d  
c a p a b i l i t i e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  c a p a b i l i t i e s  t h a t  

11 Kremlin, “Voennaya Doktrina Rossiiskoy Federatsii/ Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation,” (Moscow: 
President of the Russian Federation, 2010).
12 “Voennaya Doktrina Rossiiskoi Federatsii/ the Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation,” 2014.
13 Roger N. McDermott and Tor Bukkvoll, “Russia in the Precision-Strike Regime - Mlitary Theory, Procurement 
and Operational Impact,” FFI-Rapport (Norwegian Defence Research Establishment), August 1, 2017, www.ffi.no/no/
Rapporter/17-00979.pdf. Accessed June 13, 2018.
14 Dave Johnson, “Russia’s Conventional Precision Strike Capabilities, Regional Crises, and Nuclear Thresholds “ 
Livermore Papers on Global Security, February 2017.
15 V.I. Poletayev, Alferov, V.V., “O Neyadernom Sderzhivanii, Ego Roli I Meste V Sisteme Strategicheskogo 
Sderzhivaniya/Nonnuclear Deterrence in the Strategic Deterrence System,” Voennaya Mysl’ [Military Thought], July 
2015.

w o u l d  v i o l a t e t h e In t e r m e d i a t e - r a n g e 
Nu c l e a r  F o r c e s  ( INF )  Tr e a t y .

De s p i t e  t h i s  d r i v e  t o  r e d u c e  r e l i a n c e  
o n  n u c l e a r  o p t i o n s ,  Ru s s i a n  s t r a t e g i s t s  
c o n t i n u e t o  d e b a t e t h e u t i l i t y  o f  n u c l e a r  
o p t i o n s  a s  w e l l  a s  d u a l - u s e o p t i o n s . Ru s s i a n  
s t r a t e g i s t s  n o w  d i s c u s s  a  r a n g e o f  s t r a t e g i c  
o p e r a t i o n s  t h a t  c a n  b e c a r r i e d  o u t  b y  
b o t h  n o n - n u c l e a r  a n d  n u c l e a r  d e t e r r e n t  
f o r c e s . Th e y  i n c l u d e d e m o n s t r a t i o n  s t r i k e s ,  
o p e r a t i o n s  t o  h i t  c r i t i c a l l y  i m p o r t a n t  
t a r g e t s ,  a n d  s t r a t e g i c  a i r  s p a c e o p e r a t i o n s ,  
t o  n a m e a  f e w .1 4  Co n v e n t i o n a l  p r e c i s i o n  
s t r i k e c a p a b i l i t i e s  a r e d i s p l a y e d  a s  
p o t e n t i a l l y  t a k i n g  o v e r  t h e t a s k s  o f  s u b -
s t r a t e g i c  n u c l e a r  w e a p o n s ,  a d d i n g  a  r u n g  
t o  t h e l a d d e r  o f  e s c a l a t i o n . Th e d e t e r r e n t  
or compellent effect of non-nuclear options 
m a y  i n c r e a s e a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h e d u a l - c a p a b l e 
s y s t e m s  t h a t  a r e n o w  a  p r e d o m i n a n t  f e a t u r e 
i n  t h e Ru s s i a n  i n v e n t o r y . Mi l i t a r y  t h e o r i s t s  
debate the utility of mixed fires and the 
i m p o r t a n c e o f  a s s e s s m e n t s  o f  t h e b a t t l e 
d a m a g e a n d  l i k e l y  r e a c t i o n  t o  s u c h  s t r i k e s .1 5

Th e s u s t a i n e d  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  o f  t h e 
r e l a t i v e l y  l a r g e  s u b - s t r a t e g i c  a r s e n a l s  
c a n  o n l y  b e r e a d  a s  a  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  
t h a t  Ru s s i a  p e r c e i v e s  d e t e r r e n t  a n d / o r  
m i l i t a r y  u t i l i t y  i n  t h e s e s y s t e m s . Al t h o u g h  

Despite this drive to reduce reliance on nuclear 
options, Russian strategists continue to debate the 

utility of nuclear options as well as dual-use options.

http://www.ffi.no/no/Rapporter/17-00979.pdf
http://www.ffi.no/no/Rapporter/17-00979.pdf
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t h e p u r p o s e  o f  r e d u c i n g  r e l i a n c e o n  
nuclear options is explicit and official, 
nonofficial deliberations regarding the 
i n t e r c h a n g e a b i l i t y  o f  n o n - n u c l e a r  a n d  
n u c l e a r  d e t e r r e n c e o p t i o n s  p e r s i s t . Th e t w o  
c o m p o n e n t s  f u n c t i o n  a s  a  w h o l e i n  Ru s s i a n  
t h i n k i n g  – n o n - n u c l e a r  d e t e r r e n c e o p t i o n s  
a r e m o r e c r e d i b l e b e c a u s e o f  t h e n u c l e a r  
s h a d o w  u n d e r  w h i c h  t h e y  o p e r a t e . 

Me a n w h i l e ,  Ru s s i a n  s t r a t e g i s t s  a n d  
p l a n n e r s  b e l i e v e t h e y  f a c e a  m a j o r  c h a l l e n g e 
i n  t e r m s  o f  d e t e r r i n g  n o n - t r a d i t i o n a l  
threats, such as efforts at undermining 
s o c i e t a l  c o h e s i o n ,  w h i c h  Ru s s i a n  s t r a t e g y  
documents now define as military 
p r o b l e m s . Th e s e t h r e a t s  a r e a l s o  p a r t  o f  
t h e r e a s o n  Ru s s i a n  s t r a t e g i s t s  c o n t i n u e t o  
refine the concept of strategic deterrence, 
a n  i n t e g r a t e d  c o n c e p t  f o r  m i l i t a r y  a n d  
non-military levers of influence to affect 
a d v e r s a r y  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  Ru s s i a . 

Si n c e  t h e  1 9 9 0 s ,  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  p l a n n e r s  
h a v e  b e e n  l o o k i n g  t o  d e v e l o p  f o r c e s  
and capabilities specifically tailored to 
e l i m i n a t e  t h e  a d v a n t a g e s  o f  t h e  a d v e r s a r y . 1 6

Th e  a b o v e  m e n t i o n e d  c o n v e n t i o n a l  
superiority has likely influenced the 
Ru s s i a n  c a l c u l u s  i n  t h i s  r e g a r d ,  i n  
terms of fixing Russian efforts on non-
m i l i t a r y  t e c h n o l o g i e s . Ru s s i a n  c o n c e p t s  

16 Mary C. FitzGerald, “The Russian Military’s Strategy for “Sixth Generation” Warfare,” Orbis, Summer 1994.

o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  c o n f r o n t a t i o n ,  a s  w e l l  a s  
a n  a s y m m e t r i c a l  a p p r o a c h e s  a r e  d e e m e d  
v i t a l  t o  a n y  Ru s s i a n  a b i l i t y  t o  p r e v a i l  
in future conflict. They are two ways in 
which Russian strategists look to influence 
t h e  c e n t e r  o f  g r a v i t y  i n  m o d e r n  w a r f a r e ,  
which they define as the willingness of 
the adversary to fight. This willingness to 
fight consists of the will of both political 
l e a d e r s  a n d  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n . In  t h i s  l i g h t ,  
efforts to influence elections, domestic 
p o l i t i c s ,  a n d  p a r t i c u l a r  p o l i c y  d e c i s i o n s  i n  
We s t e r n  c o u n t r i e s  s e e m  u n s u r p r i s i n g . 

A final and critical element in Russian 
efforts to compete strategically and 
a s y m m e t r i c a l l y  i s  i n t e g r a t i n g  c a p a b i l i t i e s  
for enhanced effect and planning 
c o n c e p t u a l l y  f o r  a n d  e x e r c i s i n g  i n t e g r a t e d  
o p e r a t i o n s . No n e o f  t h e o p e r a t i o n s  a b o v e 
take place without a significant information 
o p e r a t i o n s  c o m p o n e n t  a c r o s s  t h e r a n g e o f  
such efforts, including cyber, electronic 
w a r f a r e ,  p r o p a g a n d a ,  a n d  s u b v e r s i o n . 
Mi l i t a r y  h a r d w a r e – e v e n  j u s t  t h e 
p o t e n t i a l i t y  o f  i t ,  a s  d i s p l a y e d  i n  Cr i m e a  – 
r e m a i n s  c r u c i a l  t o  p r e v a i l  i n  t h e m i n d  o f  t h e 
a d v e r s a r y . Al t h o u g h  t h e i r  a p p l i c a t i o n  m a y  
n o t  b e p r e p o n d e r a n t ,  t h e i r  r e l e v a n c e w i l l  
s u s t a i n  Ru s s i a ’ s  f o c u s  o n  b o t h  n u c l e a r  a n d  
n o n - n u c l e a r  a s s e t s  i n  f u t u r e  c o m p e t i t i o n  
w i t h  t h e We s t . 

A final and critical element in Russian efforts 
to compete strategically and asymmetrically 

is integrating capabilities for enhanced effect 
and planning conceptually for and exercising 

integrated operations.
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Force or 
Modernization?

Fredrik Westerlund

RUSSIA’S p e r c e p t i o n  o f  t h e w o r l d  
a s  a n  u n p r e d i c t a b l e a n d  d a n g e r o u s  
p l a c e i s  a  s t r o n g  d r i v e r  f o r  m i l i t a r y  

f o r c e m o d e r n i z a t i o n . H o w e v e r ,  Ru s s i a ’ s  
t h r e a t  p e r c e p t i o n  a n d  s e c u r i t y  p o l i c y  
c h o i c e s  a l s o  t e n d  t o  p o s e  c h a l l e n g e s  t o  
modernization. This essay will reflect 
u p o n  t h e d o u b l e - s i d e d  n a t u r e o f  t h e o v e r a l l  
s t r a t e g i c  o b j e c t i v e s  i n  Ru s s i a n  f o r e i g n ,  
d e f e n c e ,  a n d  d o m e s t i c  p o l i c y .

Th e Ru s s i a n  p o l i t i c a l  a n d  m i l i t a r y  
l e a d e r s h i p  s e e s  t h e w o r l d  a s  i n h e r e n t l y  
h o s t i l e  a n d  u n s t a b l e .1  Th e Ru s s i a n  Na t i o n a l  
Se c u r i t y  St r a t e g y 2  a n d  Ru s s i a n  Mi l i t a r y  
Do c t r i n e 3  d e s c r i b e a  w i d e r a n g e o f  t h r e a t s  
f r o m  a l l  d i r e c t i o n s . To  c o u n t e r  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
a n d  d o m e s t i c  i n s t a b i l i t y ,  t h e  l e a d e r s h i p  
h a s  l a u n c h e d  a  d u a l ,  c o m p l e m e n t a r y  
s t r a t e g y :  t o  a s s e r t  Ru s s i a n  s o v e r e i g n t y  
i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y  w h i l e s a f e g u a r d i n g  r e g i m e 
s e c u r i t y  a t  h o m e  t h r o u g h  e v e r  t i g h t e r  
c o n t r o l . 4

Th e s e t w o  o v e r a l l  s t r a t e g i c  o b j e c t i v e s  i n  
Ru s s i a n  s e c u r i t y  p o l i c y  a r e i n t r i n s i c a l l y  
l i n k e d ,  d u e t o  t h e t h r e a t  e n v i r o n m e n t . 
F r o m  Mo s c o w ’ s  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  e x t e r n a l  a n d  
i n t e r n a l  t h r e a t s  t o  Ru s s i a  a r e i n c r e a s i n g l y  

¹ Jakob Hedenskog, Gudrun Persson and Carolina Vendil Pallin, “Russian Security Policy,” in Gudrun Persson, ed., 
Russian Military Capability in a Ten-Year Perspective – 2016 (Stockholm, Swedish Defence Research Agency, December 
2016), 114–9.
² Strategiia natsionalnoi besopasnosti Rossiiskoi Federatsii [National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation], 
(Russian Federation Security Council), December 31, 2015.
³ Voennaia doktrina Rossiiskoi Federatsii [Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation], (Russian Federation Security 
Council), December 25, 2014.
4 Hedenskog et al., “Russian Security Policy,” 121–2.
⁵ Hedenskog et al., “Russian Security Policy,” 107-11; 115; 122.
⁶ Gudrun Persson, “Security Policy and Military Strategic Thinking,” in Jakob Hedenskog and Carolina Vendil Pallin, 
eds., Russian Military Capability in a Ten-Year Perspective – 2013 (Stockholm, Swedish Defence Research Agency, 
December 2013), 82-3.
⁷ Hedenskog et al., “Russian Security Policy,” 100–7

i n t e r w o v e n :  d o m e s t i c  u n r e s t  i s  r e g a r d e d  
a s  s p o n s o r e d  f r o m  a b r o a d . In  t h e Ru s s i a n  
Na t i o n a l  Se c u r i t y  St r a t e g y  a n d  t h e Mi l i t a r y  
Do c t r i n e ,  t h e s o - c a l l e d  Co l o r  Re v o l u t i o n s  
a n d  t h e Ar a b  Sp r i n g  a r e p r e s e n t e d  a s  
e x a m p l e s  o f  t h e i n t e r m i n g l i n g  o f  i n t e r n a l  
a n d  e x t e r n a l  t h r e a t s .5

Ru s s i a  p u r s u e s  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  s o v e r e i g n t y  
i n  o r d e r  t o  g i v e i t s e l f  r o o m  f o r  m a n e u v e r  
i n  a n  u n s a f e w o r l d . In  i t s  f o r e i g n  p o l i c y ,  
t h i s  i s  e x p r e s s e d  i n  ‘ s t r a t e g i c  s o l i t u d e’  – n o t  
i s o l a t i o n ,  b u t  g o i n g  a l o n e 6  – a n d  i n  e x t e r n a l  
aggression to fend off real or imagined 
a t t a c k s . F o r  d e f e n c e p o l i c y ,  i t  e n t a i l s  h a v i n g  
v a s s a l  s t a t e s  r a t h e r  t h a n  a l l i e s  a n d  a i m i n g  
for military self-sufficiency.

Mo s c o w ’ s  c h o i c e o f  m a i n t a i n i n g  r e g i m e 
s e c u r i t y  t h r o u g h  c o n t r o l  i s  l e a d i n g  
t h e c o u n t r y  f u r t h e r  d o w n  t h e p a t h  o f  
a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m . F o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  K r e m l i n  
h a s  e n g a g e d  i n  r i s i n g  d o m e s t i c  r e p r e s s i o n  
a n d  a n  i n c r e a s i n g  c e n t r a l i s a t i o n  o f  p o w e r  
a n d  d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g . Pe r v a s i v e a n t i -
We s t e r n  r h e t o r i c  c o u p l e d  w i t h  p a t r i o t i s m  
a n d  p r o p a g a n d a  l i m i t  t h e s c o p e f o r  p o l i t i c a l  
c r i t i c i s m  o r  d i s s e n t .7

Bo t h  o f  Ru s s i a ’ s  s t r a t e g i c  o b j e c t i v e s  s t e m  
f r o m  a  f u n d a m e n t a l  l a c k  o f  t r u s t . Ru s s i a  
b e l i e v e s  i t  m u s t  b e s o v e r e i g n  r a t h e r  t h a n  
r e l y  o n  p o t e n t i a l l y  t r e a c h e r o u s  a l l i e s  
a n d  p a r t n e r s  a n d  i t  m u s t  c o n t r o l  s o c i e t y  
a n d  i n s t i t u t i o n s  r a t h e r  t h a n  f o s t e r  a  n e w  
s o c i e t a l  c o n t r a c t  b a s e d  o n  d e m o c r a c y  a n d  
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r u l e o f  l a w . Th i s  d o u b t  i n  o t h e r s  a l s o  g u i d e s  
Ru s s i a ’ s  c h o i c e o f  m e a n s :  t o  p r i m a r i l y  
r e l y  o n  h a r d  – r a t h e r  t h a n  s o f t  – p o w e r . 
To  a c h i e v e f o r e i g n  a n d  d o m e s t i c  p o l i c y  
o b j e c t i v e s ,  t h e Ru s s i a n  g o v e r n m e n t  p r e f e r s  
t o  c o e r c e ,  c o m p e l ,  a n d  c o n s t r a i n ,  r a t h e r  
t h a n  t o  c o a c h  a n d  c o n v i n c e . 8  In  d o i n g  s o ,  
Ru s s i a  p u t s  a n  e m p h a s i s  o n  f o r c e .

Th e w i d e  a r r a y  o f  t h r e a t s ,  t h e a m b i t i o n  o f  
military self-sufficiency, and the reliance 
o n  f o r c e b o t h  a t  h o m e a n d  a b r o a d  i s  a  d r i v e r  
f o r  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  f o r c e m o d e r n i z a t i o n . 
To  c a t e r  t o  f o r e i g n ,  d e f e n c e ,  a n d  d o m e s t i c  
p o l i c y  n e e d s ,  Ru s s i a ’ s  m i l i t a r y  o r g a n i z a t i o n  
m u s t  b e c a p a b l e o f  h a n d l i n g  a  r a n g e o f  
m i s s i o n s . Th e s e i n c l u d e w h a t  Ma r k  Ga l e o t t i  
a p t l y  c a l l e d  ‘ h e a v y  m e t a l  d i p l o m a c y ’ 9  a n d  
s t r a t e g i c  d e t e r r e n c e 1 0 ,  a s  w e l l  a s  d o m e s t i c  
i n s u r g e n c i e s ,  l o c a l  w a r s ,  l a r g e - s c a l e  
c o n v e n t i o n a l  c o m b a t ,  a n d  n u c l e a r  w a r f a r e .1 1

It  s h o u l d  b e  n o t e d  t h a t  ‘ f o r c e  m o d e r n i z a t i o n ’  
c o n t a i n s  t w o  c o n t e s t i n g  p a r t s :  ‘ f o r c e ’  i s  
p r i m a r i l y  q u a n t i t a t i v e  w h i l e  ‘ m o d e r n i z a t i o n ’  
i s  q u a l i t a t i v e . Co n s e q u e n t l y ,  a  b a l a n c e  
b e t w e e n  f o r c e  s i z e  a n d  d e g r e e  o f  
m o d e r n i s a t i o n  h a s  t o  b e  s t r u c k . Th i s  
d e c i s i o n  w i l l  i m p a c t  t h e  m a i n  b u i l d i n g  
b l o c k s  o f  m i l i t a r y  p o w e r :  o p e r a t i o n a l  
c o n c e p t s ,  o r g a n i s a t i o n ,  m a n n i n g  a s  w e l l  a s  
w e a p o n s  a n d  e q u i p m e n t .

Th e g r o w i n g  n u m b e r  o f  t h r e a t s  p e r c e i v e d  

8 Hedenskog et al., “Russian Security Policy,” 115.
⁹ Mark Galeotti, “Heavy Metal Diplomacy: Russia’s Political Use of its Military in Europe Since 2014,” Policy Brief 
(London, European Council on Foreign Relations), December 2016.
10 The Russian view of strategic deterrence is more extensive than in the West, including coercion and containment as 
well; see Kristin Ven Bruusgaard, “Russian Strategic Deterrence,” Survival, vol. 58 no. 4, 2016: 7–26.
11 Hedenskog et al., “Russian Security Policy,” 107–9.
12 Johan Norberg, Training to Fight – Russia’s Major Military Exercises 2011–2014, (Stockholm, Swedish Defence Research 
Agency, December 2015); Johan Norberg, “Military Exercises and Russian Fighting Power 2009-2016,” in Beatrice 
Heuser, Tormod Heier, and Guillaume Lasconjarias, eds., Military Exercises: Political Messaging and Strategic Impact 
(Rome, NATO Defense College, April 2018).
13 Johan Norberg and Fredrik Westerlund, “Russia’s Armed Forces in 2016,” in Gudrun Persson, ed., Russian Military 
Capability in a Ten-Year Perspective – 2016 (Stockholm, Swedish Defence Research Agency, December 2016), 53.
14 Fredrik Westerlund and Johan Norberg, “The Fighting Power of Russia’s Armed Forces in 2016,” in Gudrun Persson, 
ed., Russian Military Capability in a Ten-Year Perspective – 2016 (Stockholm, Swedish Defence Research Agency, 
December 2016), 92.

h a s  s t i m u l a t e d  t h e d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  n e w  
a n d  a  r e v i s i t i n g  o f  o l d e r  o p e r a t i o n a l  
c o n c e p t s . Sp e c i a l  F o r c e s  o p e r a t i o n s ,  
expeditionary air operations and stand-off 
w a r f a r e w i t h  l o n g - r a n g e w e a p o n  s y s t e m s  
h a v e b e e n  i n t r o d u c e d  o r  e x p l o r e d ,  o f t e n  
m i m i c k i n g  t h e Un i t e d  St a t e s . La r g e - s c a l e ,  
h i g h - i n t e n s i t y  w a r f a r e  c o n c e p t s ,  w h i c h  
w e r e a b a n d o n e d  i n  t h e 1 9 9 0 s ,  h a v e b e e n  
r e i n t r o d u c e d  a n d  h o n e d  t h r o u g h  s t r a t e g i c  
e x e r c i s e s  o v e r  t h e p a s t  d e c a d e .1 2  Ru s s i a  h a s  
a l s o  i m p r o v e d  u n i t  c o m b a t  r e a d i n e s s  a n d  
m o b i l i t y  t o  b e t t e r  h a n d l e s w i f t l y  r i s i n g  
t h r e a t s .1 3

This has in turn affected the Armed Forces’ 
o r g a n i z a t i o n . Ar m y ,  Ar m y  Co r p s ,  a n d  
d i v i s i o n  l e v e l  u n i t s  h a v e b e e n  r e i n t r o d u c e d  
to allow fighting in larger formations. 1 4

H e a v i l y - a r m e d  u n i t s  a r e b e i n g  d e v e l o p e d  

Figure 16: Russian MiG-35 multi-role combat 
jet. Source: Creative Commons.
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to allow for increased firepower in high-
i n t e n s i t y  w a r f a r e .1 5  Th e Ar m e d  F o r c e s  
h a v e  c r e a t e d  a  Sp e c i a l  F o r c e s  c o m m a n d  
a n d  r e c o n n a i s s a n c e  f u n c t i o n s  a r e  
being reinforced. The General Staff has 
e s t a b l i s h e d  i n t e r - s e r v i c e  f o r c e  g r o u p i n g s  
for stand-off warfare in all strategic 
d i r e c t i o n s  a n d  h a s  f o r  y e a r s  b e e n  w o r k i n g  
o n  m e r g i n g  l o n g - r a n g e  r e c o n n a i s s a n c e  
functions and stand-off strike assets of the 
v a r i o u s  a r m s  a n d  b r a n c h e s  o f  s e r v i c e s  i n t o  
a unified reconnaissance-strike system. 1 6

Mo r e  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  e q u i p m e n t ,  o p e r a t i o n a l  
c o n c e p t s  a n d  h i g h e r  r e a d i n e s s  l e v e l s  r e q u i r e  
a  l a r g e r  s h a r e o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s o l d i e r s  a n d  
l e s s  r e l i a n c e o n  c o n s c r i p t s . At  t h e  s a m e 
t i m e ,  l a r g e - s c a l e w a r f a r e r e q u i r e s  m a s s ,  
w h i c h  e x p l a i n s  w h y  Ru s s i a n  c o n t i n u e s  t o  
e x p e r i m e n t  w i t h  r e s e r v e p e r s o n n e l  a n d  
m o b i l i z a t i o n  u n i t s .1 7

In  2 0 1 1 ,  Ru s s i a  l a u n c h e d  a n  a m b i t i o u s  St a t e 
Ar m a m e n t s  Pr o g r a m ,  d e v o t i n g  1 9  t r i l l i o n  

15 Gudrun Persson, “Russian Military Capability in a Ten-Year Perspective,” in Gudrun Persson, ed., Russian Military 
Capability in a Ten-Year Perspective – 2016 (Stockholm, Swedish Defence Research Agency, December 2016), 192.
16 Viktor Khydoleev, “Voennaia nayka smotrit v budushchee” [Military science looks at the future], Krasnaia Zvezda 
[Red Star], March 26, 2018.
17 Johan Norberg and Fredrik Westerlund, “Russia’s Armed Forces in 2016,” 48–50.
18 Tomas Malmlöf, “Russia’s New Armament programme – Leaner and Meaner’, RUFS Briefing (Stockholm, Swedish 
Defence Research Agency, Mars 2018), No.42; Tomas Malmlöf, “The Russian Defence Industry and Procurement,” 
in Gudrun Persson, ed., Russian Military Capability in a Ten-Year Perspective – 2016 (Stockholm, Swedish Defence 
Research Agency, December 2016), 152-3.
19 Tomas Malmlöf, “Russia’s New Armament programme – Leaner and Meaner,” 154–5.

Ru b l e s  t o  w e a p o n s  a n d  e q u i p m e n t  i n  t h e 
c o m i n g  d e c a d e . In  e a r l y  2 0 1 8 ,  i t  w a s  r e p l a c e d  
w i t h  a  n e w  p r o g r a m  w i t h  a  c o r r e s p o n d i n g  
b u d g e t  a n d  t h e s a m e k e y  t a r g e t :  t h a t  7 0  
p e r c e n t  o f  t h e a r m s  a n d  e q u i p m e n t  o f  t h e 
Ar m e d  F o r c e s  s h o u l d  b e m o d e r n  b y  2 0 2 1 .1 8

H o w e v e r ,  t h e r e a r e d o w n s i d e s  t o  t h e 
p u r s u i t  o f  s o v e r e i g n t y  t h r o u g h  m i l i t a r y  
self-sufficiency. A wide array of military 
m i s s i o n  t y p e s  t o  c o v e r  a l l  t h r e a t s ,  c o s t -
i n t e n s i v e  l a r g e - s c a l e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  a n d  
n u c l e a r  w a r f a r e c o n c e p t s ,  a n d  n o  a l l i e s  
t o  s h o u l d e r  t h e b u r d e n  d r a i n  r e s o u r c e s  
f o r  m o d e r n i z a t i o n . Ma i n t a i n i n g  a n d  
m o d e r n i z i n g  o p e r a t i o n a l  c o n c e p t s  a n d  a n  
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  s t r u c t u r e t h a t  c a n  h a n d l e a  
w i d e r a n g e o f  m i s s i o n s  i s  n o  e a s y  t a s k .

Th e p o l i c y  o f  ‘ s t r a t e g i c  s o l i t u d e ’  a n d  
external aggression also complicates efforts 
t o  m o d e r n i z e t h e Ar m e d  F o r c e s ’  w e a p o n s  
a n d  e q u i p m e n t . Te c h n o l o g y  t r a n s f e r  f r o m  
a b r o a d  – f o r  i n s t a n c e c e r t a i n  e n g i n e s ,  
m a c h i n e  t o o l s ,  e l e c t r o n i c  c o m p o n e n t s ,  a n d  
k n o w - h o w  – h a s  a l r e a d y  b e e n  i m p e d e d  
b y  We s t e r n  s a n c t i o n s  f o l l o w i n g  Ru s s i a n  
a g g r e s s i o n  i n  Uk r a i n e .1 9  A c o n t i n u a t i o n  
o f  t h o s e s a n c t i o n s  a n d  t h e i m p o s i t i o n  o f  
c o u n t e r - s a n c t i o n s  b y  Ru s s i a  a r e l i k e l y  t o  
f u r t h e r  i m p e d e t e c h n o l o g y  t r a n s f e r  f r o m  
t h e  We s t . Al s o ,  t h e  i m p o r t - s u b s t i t u t i o n  
p r o g r a m s  – i n i t i a t e d  b y  t h e g o v e r n m e n t  
to attain technological self-sufficiency in 
o r d e r  t o  i n c r e a s e  Ru s s i a ’ s  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
s o v e r e i g n t y  – f u r t h e r  r e d u c e t r a n s f e r  o f  
t e c h n o l o g y  a n d  g o o d s  f r o m  a b r o a d . In  t h e 
s h o r t  r u n ,  t h i s  l e a d s  t o  h i g h e r  p r i c e s  a n d  

Figure 17: Russian Armata T-14 tank. Source: 
Creative Commons.
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l o w e r  q u a l i t y  f o r  t h e s e g o o d s . In  t h e l o n g  
r u n ,  Ru s s i a n  t e c h n o l o g y  d e v e l o p m e n t  m a y  
be hampered due to a limited inflow of 
k n o w - h o w  a n d  n e c e s s a r y  c o m p o n e n t s  a n d  
m a c h i n e r y . 2 0

Mo r e o v e r ,  s t a t e  d o m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  
Ru s s i a n  d e f e n c e i n d u s t r y  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  
c e n t r a l i z a t i o n  o f  d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g ,  i n t e r n a l  
r e p r e s s i o n ,  a n d  w e a k  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r o p e r t y  
rights stifle technological innovation. This, 
i n  t u r n ,  h a m p e r s  t h e m o d e r n i z a t i o n  o f  
o p e r a t i o n a l  c o n c e p t s ,  s i n c e  t h e y  d e p e n d  o n  
t e c h n o l o g y .

Te c h n o l o g i c a l  c h a l l e n g e s ,  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  t h e  
n e e d  f o r  l a r g e  v o l u m e s  o f  e q u i p m e n t  d u e  
t o  t h e  e m p h a s i s  o n  l a r g e - s c a l e  w a r f a r e ,  h a s  
r e s u l t e d  i n  m o s t  o f  t h e  d e f e n c e  i n d u s t r y  
d e l i v e r i e s  c o n s i s t i n g  o f  r e n o v a t i o n ,  
m o d e r n i z a t i o n ,  a n d  n e w  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  
So v i e t - e r a  m i l i t a r y  e q u i p m e n t .2 1  In  c o n t r a s t ,  
n e w l y  d e v e l o p e d  w e a p o n  s y s t e m s  h a v e  s o  
f a r  b e e n  d e l i v e r e d  o n l y  i n  s m a l l  n u m b e r s . 
St i l l ,  i n  s o m e  a r e a s  n e w l y - d e v e l o p e d  
w e a p o n  s y s t e m s  a r e  p r o d u c e d  i n  q u a n t i t i e s  
t h a t  a l l o w  t h e  m i l i t a r y  t o  i n t r o d u c e  n e w  
o p e r a t i o n a l  c o n c e p t s . On e  s u c h  a r e a  i s  l o n g -
r a n g e  m i s s i l e s ,  w h e r e  t h e  Ru s s i a n  d e f e n c e  
i n d u s t r y  h a s  b e e n  a b l e  t o  d e v e l o p  m i s s i l e s  
a n d  p r o d u c e  t h e m  i n  s u c h  q u a n t i t i e s  a s  t o  
r e n d e r  i t  p o s s i b l e  f o r  t h e  Ar m e d  F o r c e s  t o  
e x p l o r e  o p e r a t i o n a l  c o n c e p t s  f o r  s t a n d -
off warfare. Provided that corresponding 
l o n g - r a n g e  ISR s y s t e m s  c a n  b e  d e v e l o p e d ,  
Russia will be able to introduce stand-off 
r e c o n n a i s s a n c e - s t r i k e  c o n c e p t s .

Th e e m p h a s i s  o n  r e g i m e s e c u r i t y  a l s o  
affects the manning of the Armed Forces. 
Th e Mi n i s t r y  o f  De f e n c e i s  e x p e r i e n c i n g  
i n c r e a s i n g  c o m p e t i t i o n  f r o m  o t h e r  p o w e r  
m i n i s t r i e s  a n d  a g e n c i e s  t h a t  a l s o  r e c r u i t  

20 See also Susanne Oxenstierna, “The Western sanctions against Russia. How do they work?” in Steven Rosefielde, 
ed., Putin’s Russia: Economic, Political and Military Foundations (World Scientific, forthcoming 2018)
21 Tomas Malmlöf, “Russia’s New Armament programme – Leaner and Meaner,” 176. 
22 Gudrun Persson, “Russian Military Capability in a Ten-Year Perspective,” 195.
23 Ibid.

c o n t r a c t  p e r s o n n e l  f o r  t h e i r  a r m e d  u n i t s . 
Ma n n i n g  a  l a r g e Ar m y  a n d  o t h e r  p o w e r  
s t r u c t u r e s  u n d e r  c u r r e n t  d e m o g r a p h i c s  
r e m a i n s  a  c h a l l e n g e . 2 2

De s p i t e  t h e s e  c h a l l e n g e s ,  t h e  We s t  s h o u l d  
e x p e c t  c o n t i n u i t y  i n  Ru s s i a  r e g a r d i n g  
t h r e a t  p e r c e p t i o n ,  s t r a t e g i c  o b j e c t i v e s ,  a n d  
t h e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  f o r  f o r c e  m o d e r n i z a t i o n . 
Th e Ru s s i a n  t h r e a t  p e r c e p t i o n  h a s  b e e n  
e n t r e n c h e d  i n  t h e  p a s t  y e a r s ,  a n d  Ru s s i a ’ s  
a g g r e s s i v e f o r e i g n  p o l i c y  h a s  i n s t i g a t e d  
We s t e r n  r e a c t i o n s . Th e s e a r e s e e n  a s  a  
confirmation of the West’s malign intent 
a n d  a  v i n d i c a t i o n  o f  Ru s s i a n  p o l i c i e s . Th e 
t h r e a t  p e r c e p t i o n  s e e m s  t o  h a v e b e c o m e a  
self-fulfilling prophecy. Maintaining the 
p o l i c i e s  o f  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  s o v e r e i g n t y  a n d  
r e g i m e s e c u r i t y  t h r o u g h  c o n t r o l  a p p e a r s  
t o  h a v e b e c o m e t h e o n l y  o p t i o n  t o  Ru s s i a ’ s  
p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s h i p . Th e v i g o r  w i t h  w h i c h  
t h e y  a r e i m p l e m e n t e d  m a y  v a r y ,  b u t  t h e 
s t r a t e g i c  d i r e c t i o n  w i l l  m o s t  l i k e l y  r e m a i n . 2 3

Si m i l a r l y ,  t h e We s t  c a n  e x p e c t  Mo s c o w  
t o  r e l y  o n  t h e Ru s s i a n  Ar m e d  F o r c e s  f o r  
‘ h e a v y  m e t a l  d i p l o m a c y ’  a n d  s t r a t e g i c  
d e t e r r e n c e ,  f o r  Sp e c i a l  F o r c e s  Op e r a t i o n s  
and stand-off strikes, as well as for large-
s c a l e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  a n d  n u c l e a r  w a r f a r e . 
Th e m o d e r n i z a t i o n  w i l l  p r o b a b l y  b e 
s e l e c t i v e a n d  b r o a d l y  r e l y  o n  t w e a k i n g  
So v i e t  t e c h n o l o g y ,  b u t  w i l l  a l l o w  Ru s s i a n  
m i l i t a r y  p o w e r  t o  c o n t i n u e t o  g r o w . In  s u m ,  
t h e We s t  i s  l i k e l y  t o  s e e m o r e ‘ f o r c e ’  t h a n  
‘ m o d e r n i z a t i o n ’  – d u e t o  Ru s s i a n  t h r e a t  
p e r c e p t i o n s  a n d  s e c u r i t y  p o l i c y  c h o i c e s  
– b u t  i t  w i l l  n o n e t h e l e s s  b e a  f o r c e t o  
r e c k o n  w i t h . Q u a n t i t y  i s  a  q u a l i t y  a l s o  i n  
f o r c e d e v e l o p m e n t . Co u p l e d  w i t h  a  r e g i m e 
w i l l i n g  t o  u s e i t  i n  i t s  f o r e i g n  p o l i c y ,  Ru s s i a n  
f o r c e  m o d e r n i s a t i o n  b e c o m e s  a  c h a l l e n g e  
a l s o  t o  Ru s s i a ’ s  n e i g h b o u r s .
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Re g a r d i n g  t h e We s t ’ s  r e s p o n s e t o  t h e s e 
l i k e l i h o o d s ,  a c t i o n s  b y  t h e Un i t e d  St a t e s  o r  
o t h e r  We s t e r n  p o w e r s  w i l l  m o s t  l i k e l y  n o t  
significantly affect Russia’s security policy 
trajectory, since it flows from choice rather 
than necessity. Russia’s leadership identified 
t h e We s t  a s  i t s  m a i n  m i l i t a r y  a d v e r s a r y  
y e a r s  b e f o r e t h e We s t  r e c o g n i z e d  Ru s s i a  
a s  a  p o t e n t i a l  o p p o n e n t . F u r t h e r m o r e ,  a  
b a s i c  g e o p o l i t i c a l  o r  r e a l i s t  a n a l y s i s  w o u l d  
s u g g e s t  t h a t  Ch i n a  i s  a  m o r e s u b s t a n t i a l  
t h r e a t  t o  Ru s s i a . Th e Pe o p l e’ s  Li b e r a t i o n  
Ar m y  i s  t w i c e a s  l a r g e a s  Ru s s i a ’ s  Ar m e d  
F o r c e s  a n d  a l s o  u n d e r g o i n g  e x t e n s i v e  
m o d e r n i z a t i o n ;  Ch i n a  b o r d e r s  Ru s s i a  a n d  
h a s  m i l i t a r i z e d  t e r r i t o r i a l  d i s p u t e s  w i t h  
s e v e r a l  o f  i t s  o t h e r  n e i g h b o r s ;  a n d  Ru s s i a  
h a s  a n  a b u n d a n c e o f  c a r b o n  e n e r g y  s o u r c e s  
t h a t  Be i j i n g  m a y  c o v e t . 

H o w e v e r ,  t h e  K r e m l i n  h a s  c h o s e n  t o  
d e s i g n a t e  Ch i n a  a s  a  s t r a t e g i c  p a r t n e r  
r a t h e r  t h a n  a  p o t e n t i a l  a d v e r s a r y . Ru s s i a n  
a n t i - w e s t e r n  p o l i t i c s  i s  p r i m a r i l y  d r i v e n  
b y  d o m e s t i c  f a c t o r s  –  s u c h  a s  t h e  n e e d s  
t o  s e c u r e  t h e  p o w e r  o f  t h e  c u r r e n t  r e g i m e  
–  n o t  b y  We s t e r n  a c t i o n s . Co n s e q u e n t l y ,  

w h i l e  b e i n g  o p e n  t o  d i a l o g u e  w i t h  Ru s s i a ,  
t h e  We s t  s h o u l d  n o t  e x p e c t  i t  t o  b e  a b l e  t o  
s w a y  Ru s s i a  f r o m  i t s  a n t a g o n i s t i c  a p p r o a c h . 
No r  s h o u l d  t h e  We s t  r e f r a i n  f r o m  a c t i o n s  i t  
finds necessary to protect its interests for 
f e a r  o f  d r i v i n g  Ru s s i a  t o  f u r t h e r  h o s t i l i t i e s . 

Th e  We s t  s h o u l d  n o t  o v e r e s t i m a t e  t h e 
o n g o i n g  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  
n o r  u n d e r e s t i m a t e  i t s  f o r c e  d e v e l o p m e n t . 
Mo d e r a t e l y  m o d e r n i z e d  So v i e t - d e s i g n e d  
a r m s  a n d  e q u i p m e n t  i n  l a r g e  v o l u m e s  
r e i n f o r c e d  w i t h  s e l e c t i v e  h i g h - t e c h n o l o g y  
s y s t e m s  i n  s m a l l e r  n u m b e r s  h a v e  a l r e a d y  
resulted in a significantly improved 
Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  p o w e r . It  i s  t h e r e f o r e  
i m p o r t a n t  t o  c l o s e l y  f o l l o w  Ru s s i a n  
f o r c e  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  t o  g a u g e  Ru s s i a ’ s  
c u r r e n t  a n d  f u t u r e  m i l i t a r y  c a p a b i l i t y . 
To  p a r a p h r a s e  a  f a m o u s  q u o t e :  ‘ Ru s s i a n  
m o d e r n i z a t i o n  i s  n e v e r  a s  s t r o n g  a s  i t  
l o o k s ;  Ru s s i a n  f o r c e  i s  n e v e r  a s  w e a k  a s  i t  
l o o k s .’  Mi l i t a r y  f o r c e  i s  a n  i m p o r t a n t  p a r t  
o f  Ru s s i a n  f o r e i g n  p o l i c y . Th e  We s t  n e e d s  
t o  c o n t i n u e  r e d u c i n g  i t s  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  
Ru s s i a n  c o e r c i o n  b y  t h r e a t s  a n d  a c t u a l  u s e  
o f  m i l i t a r y  f o r c e . 

Figure 18: President Putin and President Xi. Source: Wikimedia Commons.
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THE m i l i t a r y  t h a t  t h e Ru s s i a n  
F e d e r a t i o n  i n h e r i t e d  i n  t h e 1 9 9 0 s  
h a d  a  b l o a t e d  c o m m a n d  s t r u c t u r e 

d e s i g n e d  f o r  t h e c o m m a n d  a n d  c o n t r o l  o f  
l i t e r a l l y  t h o u s a n d s  o f  d i v i s i o n s ,  r e g i m e n t s ,  
a n d  b a t t a l i o n s ,  w i t h  t h e v a s t  m a j o r i t y  o f  
t h e s e u n i t s  b e i n g  ‘ s k e l e t o n  u n i t s ’  m a n n e d  
by small cadres that would help flesh out 
t h e u n i t  w i t h  c o n s c r i p t s  a n d  r e s e r v i s t s  i n  
t h e e v e n t  o f  a  m a s s  m o b i l i z a t i o n . Th i s  t y p e 
of structure was ideal for fighting large-
s c a l e ,  s t a t e - o n - s t a t e w a r f a r e l i k e t h e So v i e t  
Un i o n  e x p e r i e n c e d  i n  Wo r l d  Wa r  II,  b u t  i t  

b e c a m e a p p a r e n t  a f t e r  t h e Co l d  Wa r  t h a t  
Russia would most likely face a different 
type of conflict in the future. Beliefs about 
t h e c h a n g i n g  n a t u r e o f  f u t u r e w a r  a n d  t h e 
l e s s o n s  l e a r n e d  f r o m  Ru s s i a ’ s  p o s t - So v i e t  
m i l i t a r y  e x p e r i e n c e d r o v e Ru s s i a  t o  r e f o r m  
t h e m i l i t a r y  d i s t r i c t  s y s t e m  a n d  t r a n s i t i o n  
f r o m  a  d i v i s i o n / r e g i m e n t a l  t o  a  b r i g a d e 
s t r u c t u r e . Th e s e r e f o r m s  w e r e i n t e n d e d  t o  
s t r e a m l i n e  c o m m a n d  a n d  c o n t r o l ,  i n  o r d e r  
t o  g i v e t h e Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  a  c o m m a n d  
s t r u c t u r e m o r e c a p a b l e o f  r e s p o n d i n g  t o  
r e g i o n a l  a n d  l o w - i n t e n s i t y  t h r e a t s .

One of the most high profile command and 
c o n t r o l  c h a n g e s  Ru s s i a  h a s  m a d e  i s  t h e  r e f o r m  
o f  t h e  m i l i t a r y  d i s t r i c t  s y s t e m . Th i s  r e f o r m  
d i d  n o t  j u s t  c o n d e n s e  s i x  m i l i t a r y  d i s t r i c t s  
into four (later five), but also significantly 
c h a n g e d  c o m m a n d  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  g i v i n g  t h e  
m i l i t a r y  d i s t r i c t  c o m m a n d e r  o p e r a t i o n a l  
c o n t r o l  o f  m o s t  Mi n i s t r y  o f  De f e n s e  f o r c e s  i n  
t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  r e g i o n s ,  s o m e w h a t  s i m i l a r  
t o  t h e  Go l d w a t e r - Ni c h o l s  r e f o r m  i n  t h e  
Un i t e d  St a t e s . 

Figure 19: Russia military districts. Source: NATO.
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Th e r e g i m e n t a l / d i v i s i o n  s t r u c t u r e t h a t  
Ru s s i a  i n h e r i t e d  f r o m  t h e So v i e t  Un i o n  i s  a  
v e s t i g e o f  t h e So v i e t  c o n s c r i p t - b a s e d  Ar m y  
o r i e n t e d  t o  l a r g e - s c a l e w a r f a r e ,  a  s t r u c t u r e 
that is notoriously officer heavy. Russia’s 
c i v i l i a n  l e a d e r s h i p ,  a n d  s o m e  e l e m e n t s  
i n  t h e m i l i t a r y  l e a d e r s h i p ,  b e l i e v e d  t h e 
Ar m e d  F o r c e s  s t r u c t u r e s h o u l d  e m u l a t e 
t h e m o r e m o d u l a r  f o r c e s  t h a t  w e r e q u e l l i n g  
t h e  i n s u r g e n c y  i n  Ch e c h n y a  a n d  t h e  
No r t h  Ca u c u s e s  d u r i n g  t h e e a r l y  2 0 0 0 s . 
Th e Ru s s i a n  l e a d e r s h i p  w a s  a l s o  a w a r e 
o f  t h e Un i t e d  St a t e s  a n d  o t h e r  c o u n t r i e s  
t r a n s i t i o n i n g  t o  a  b r i g a d e s t r u c t u r e . 

In  t e r m s  o f  c o m m a n d  a n d  c o n t r o l ,  a n d  f o r c e  
p r o j e c t i o n ,  t h e s e r e f o r m s  a r e i m p o r t a n t  f o r  
a couple of key reasons. The first is that 
t h e y  a r e r e s p o n s i b l e f o r  c o n s o l i d a t i n g  t h e 
d i v i s i o n / r e g i m e n t a l  s t r u c t u r e  ( 8 , 0 0 0 -
1 0 , 0 0 0  p e r s o n n e l )  i n t o  m o d u l a r  m a n e u v e r  
b r i g a d e s  o f  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  3 , 0 0 0 - 4 , 5 0 0  
p e r s o n n e l ,  e a c h  c a p a b l e o f  c o n d u c t i n g  

¹ Sixth generation warfare follows fifth generation warfare, which focused on the role of nuclear weapons. 
Slipchenko also believed that since the major powers (United States and Russia) could not be successful with nuclear 
first use, they would not be used, resulting in a nuclear stalemate.

i n d e p e n d e n t  a c t i o n  a n d  p r o v i d i n g  i t s  
o w n  o r g a n i c  s u p p o r t . Th e s e c o n d  i s  t h a t  
t h e t r a n s i t i o n  t o  t h e b r i g a d e n o t  o n l y  
r e d u c e d  a  l e v e l  o f  m a n a g e m e n t ,  b u t  w a s  
a l s o  i n s t r u m e n t a l  i n  r e d u c i n g  t h e b l o a t e d  
officer corps. When the Russian Federation 
c o n v e r t e d  t o  t h e  b r i g a d e  s t r u c t u r e ,  i t  
a l s o  d e s i g n a t e d  a l l  u n i t s  a s  ‘ p e r m a n e n t  
r e a d i n e s s  u n i t s , ’  e l i m i n a t i n g  a l l  c a d r e u n i t s  
and related cadre (mostly officer) positions.

Pe r h a p s  t h e s t r o n g e s t  e x t e r n a l  f a c t o r  t h a t  i s  
d r i v i n g  Ru s s i a n  f o r c e m o d e r n i z a t i o n  i s  t h e 
fielding of U.S. long-range, precision fires. 
Le a d i n g  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  t h i n k e r s  v i e w e d  
t h e Un i t e d  St a t e s ’  r o u t i n g  o f  t h e Ir a q i s  i n  
Operation Desert Storm (1991) as the first 
s i g n s  o f  a n  e m e r g i n g  ‘ s i x t h  g e n e r a t i o n  
w a r f a r e .’ 1  Si x t h  g e n e r a t i o n  w a r f a r e i s  
c h a r a c t e r i z e d  b y  t h e i n c r e a s i n g  u s e o f  
p r e c i s i o n  g u i d e d  m u n i t i o n s  ( PGMs )  a n d  t h e 
g r o w i n g  i m p o r t a n c e o f  t h e i n f o r m a t i o n a l  
a s p e c t s  o f  w a r  ( i n f o r m a t i o n  /  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  

Figure 20: Russian SS-26 Iskander missile system. Source: NATO.
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o p e r a t i o n s ,  C4 ISR,  El e c t r o n i c  w a r f a r e ,  
c y b e r  w a r f a r e ,  e t c .) . Us u a l l y  w h e n  Ru s s i a n  
s e c u r i t y  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  a r e d i s c u s s i n g  ‘ n e w  
g e n e r a t i o n  w a r f a r e , ’  t h i s  i s  t h e c o n t e x t  i n  
w h i c h  t h e y  a r e t h i n k i n g . 2

Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  l e a d e r s  e v e n t u a l l y  c a m e t o  
b e l i e v e t h a t  s i x t h  g e n e r a t i o n  w a r f a r e w o u l d  
b e f u l l y  m a n i f e s t e d  w i t h  t h e e m e r g e n c e 
o f  ‘ n o n - c o n t a c t  w a r f a r e , ’  w h i c h  c a n  b e 
roughly defined as a type of warfare that 
i s  c o n d u c t e d  b y  l o n g - r a n g e a n d  d i s t a n t  
m e a n s ,  s u c h  a s  a d v a n c e d  c r u i s e m i s s i l e s  
a n d  l o n g - r a n g e d r o n e s . Su c h  w a r f a r e w o u l d  
r e q u i r e n o t  o n l y  a d v a n c e d  n e w  w e a p o n s ,  
b u t  a l s o  a  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  C4 ISR s y s t e m  t o  
p r o v i d e t a r g e t i n g  d a t a  f o r  t h e s e w e a p o n s . 
In  t h e Ru s s i a n  v i e w ,  t h e Un i t e d  St a t e s ’  
‘ Pr o m p t  Gl o b a l  St r i k e’  c o n c e p t  i s  a  p r i m e 
e x a m p l e  o f  ‘ n o n - c o n t a c t  w a r f a r e .’ 3

Me a n w h i l e ,  Ru s s i a  h a s  l o n g  b e e n  a t  w o r k  
o n  t h e d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  t w i n  c o n c e p t s  f o r  
t h e d e t e c t i o n  a n d  a s s u r e d  d e s t r u c t i o n  

² Dr. Jacob W. Kipp, “Russian Sixth Generation Warfare and Recent Developments,” Eurasia Daily Monitor Online, 
January 25, 2012, vol. 9, no. 17, jamestown.org/program/russian-sixth-generation-warfare-and-recent-developments. 
Accessed March 15, 2018.
³ Peter A. Mattsson, “Russian Military Thinking – A New Generation of Warfare,” Journal on Baltic Security, vol. 1, no. 1, 
2015. See also Charles K. Bartles “Russian Threat Perception and the Ballistic Missile Defense System,” The Journal of 
Slavic Military Studies, vol. 30, no. 2, 2017: 152-169.
⁴ Dr. Lester W. Grau and Charles K. Bartles, “The Russian Reconnaissance Fire Complex Comes of Age,” pending 
publication.

o f  h i g h - v a l u e t a r g e t s  i n  n e a r - r e a l  t i m e . 
It s  c u r r e n t  i t e r a t i o n  i s  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  t h e 
reconnaissance-fire system. This system 
i s  b e i n g  i m p l e m e n t e d  t h r o u g h  t h e St r e l e t s  
C4 ISR s y s t e m  t h a t  a l l o w s  s e r v i c e m e n  t o  
task tactical and operational-level fires by 
linking sensor, C2, and fire assets. 4

Si m i l a r l y ,  U.S. u s e o f  Un m a n n e d  Ae r i a l  
Ve h i c l e s  h a s  b e e n  o f  g r e a t  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e 
Ru s s i a n  F e d e r a t i o n ,  b u t  Ru s s i a  i s  t a k i n g  
a different path in its UAV development. 
Wh i l e t h e Un i t e d  St a t e s  h a s  p i o n e e r e d  t h e 
use of UAVs as mobile firing platforms, 
Ru s s i a  h a s  b e e n  m o r e i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e ISR 
a s p e c t s  o f  UAVs . In  t h e Ru s s i a n  v i e w ,  i t  i s  
f a r  b e t t e r  t o  u s e a  UAV t o  a c c u r a t e l y  d i r e c t  
c h e a p  a r t i l l e r y  f o r  a n  e x t e n d e d  d u r a t i o n ,  
than to have a UAV that just fires a missile 
o r  t w o  a n d  t h e n  n e e d s  t o  r e t u r n  t o  b a s e .

Du e t o  U.S./ NATO a i r p o w e r  a n d  c o n c e r n s  
a b o u t  s i x t h  g e n e r a t i o n  w a r f a r e ,  a i r  d e f e n s e 
a n d  e l e c t r o n i c  w a r f a r e a r e h i g h  p r i o r i t i e s  
f o r  Ru s s i a n  d e v e l o p m e n t . Ov e r l a p p i n g  
Ru s s i a n  a i r  d e f e n s e c a p a b i l i t i e s ,  s u c h  a s  t h e 
S- 5 0 0  a n d  A- 2 3 5 ,  a r e n o t  o n l y  i n t e n d e d  t o  
d e s t r o y  a i r c r a f t ,  b u t  a l s o  c r u i s e m i s s i l e s ,  
b a l l i s t i c  m i s s i l e s ,  a n d  e v e n  l o w - e a r t h  o r b i t  
s a t e l l i t e s . El e c t r o n i c  w a r f a r e  c a p a b i l i t i e s  
c a n  d i s r u p t  t h e s a t e l l i t e a n d  t e r r e s t r i a l  
c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e a n d  t h e 
p r e c i s i o n  n a v i g a t i o n  a n d  t i m i n g  c a p a b i l i t i e s  
t h a t  s i x t h  g e n e r a t i o n  w a r f a r e r e q u i r e s .

In  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  f a c t o r s  
o u t l i n e d  a b o v e ,  t h e r e a r e a  n u m b e r  o f  
d o m e s t i c  d e v e l o p m e n t s  t h a t  h a v e  s h a p e d  
Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  a s  w e l l . In  
2 0 1 6 ,  t h e Ru s s i a n  F e d e r a t i o n  e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e 

Figure 21: Yakovlev Pchela-1T Russian drone. 
Source: Wikimedia Commons.

http://jamestown.org/program/russian-sixth-generation-warfare-and-recent-developments
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Na t i o n a l  Gu a r d  o f  t h e Ru s s i a n  F e d e r a t i o n  
( Rosgvardiya) . Th i s  n e w  i n d e p e n d e n t  
a g e n c y  r e p o r t s  d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e Ru s s i a n  
Pr e s i d e n t . Rosgvardiya c o n t r o l s  m o s t  o f  
Ru s s i a ’ s  i n t e r n a l l y  o r i e n t e d  m i l i t a r i z e d  
i n t e l l i g e n c e a n d  s e c u r i t y  s e r v i c e s . Th e s e 
include the Ministry of Internal Affairs - 
In t e r n a l  Tr o o p s  ( MVD- VV) ,  Sp e c i a l  Ra p i d -
Re s p o n s e De t a c h m e n t  ( SOBR) ,  t h e Sp e c i a l -
Pu r p o s e Mo b i l e De t a c h m e n t  ( OMON) ,  
t h e MVD Pr o m p t - Re s p o n s e a n d  Av i a t i o n  
F o r c e s ’  Sp e c i a l - Pu r p o s e Ce n t e r ,  a n d  
a v i a t i o n  s u b u n i t s . Es t i m a t e s  o f  t h e t o t a l  
p e r s o n n e l  h a v e v a r i e d  b e t w e e n  2 0 0 , 0 0 0  
a n d  3 0 0 , 0 0 0  u n i f o r m e d  p e r s o n n e l .5  Th i s  

m e a n s  t h a t  Ru s s i a ’ s  m i l i t a r i z e d  i n t e l l i g e n c e 
a n d  s e c u r i t y  s e r v i c e s  a r e n o w  m o s t l y  
c o n s o l i d a t e d  u n d e r  t h r e e m a i n  g o v e r n m e n t  
b o d i e s  – t h e Mi n i s t r y  o f  De f e n s e ( Mo D) ,  
t h e F e d e r a l  Se c u r i t y  Se r v i c e ( F SB) ,  a n d  
Rosgvardiya – i n s t e a d  o f  b e i n g  s p r e a d  
t h r o u g h  a  m y r i a d  o f  m i n i s t r i e s ,  s e r v i c e s ,  
a n d  a g e n c i e s .

Th i s  c h a n g e  w a s  l i k e l y  d u e  t o  s h i f t i n g  
a t t i t u d e s  t o w a r d  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  b o t h  i n t e r n a l  
a n d  e x t e r n a l  s o u r c e s  o f  t h r e a t . Ru s s i a ’ s  
So v i e t  l e g a c y  m a d e  s t o v e - p i p e d  m i l i t a r i z e d  
i n t e l l i g e n c e  a n d  s e c u r i t y  a g e n c i e s  t h e  n o r m ,  
a s  t h e  So v i e t s  w e r e  l e e r y  o f  i n v e s t i n g  a l l  
m i l i t a r y  p o w e r  i n  a  s i n g l e  o r g a n i z a t i o n  
o r  m i n i s t r y ,  d u e  t o  f e a r s  o f  a  c o u p . Mo r e  
r e c e n t l y ,  Mo s c o w  h a s  b e e n  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
c o n c e r n e d  a b o u t  f o r e i g n  s p o n s o r e d  
‘ c o l o r  r e v o l u t i o n s , ’  s o  t h e  f o r m a t i o n  o f  a  
s i n g l e  m i l i t a r y  c o m m a n d  t o  p u t  d o w n  a n  
i n s u r r e c t i o n  m a y  h a v e  b e e n  a n  i m p o r t a n t  
f a c t o r  i n  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  Rosgvardiya.6

⁵ Aleksandr Igorev, “A Place in the Formation Has Been Designated for the Russian Guard: The President Has Defined 
the Missions of the New Service,” Kommersant Online, April 12, 2016, www.kommersant.ru/doc/2961750. Accessed 
April 15, 2016.
⁶ Charles K. Bartles, “Getting Gerasimov Right,” Military Review, vol. 96, no. 1, Jan/Feb 2016: 30-38.

At  t h e  s a m e  t i m e ,  Ru s s i a  h a s  s t r e a m l i n e d  
its ability to design and field new large end 
i t e m s  s u c h  a s  t a n k s ,  a r m o r e d  p e r s o n n e l  
carriers, and infantry fighting vehicles, a 
p r o c e s s  t h a t  t a k e s  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  l o n g e r  i n  
t h e  Un i t e d  St a t e s . It  a p p a r e n t l y  t a k e s  a b o u t  
5 - 1 0  y e a r s  f r o m  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  Ru s s i a n  
d e s i g n  p r o c e s s  u n t i l  s e r i a l  p r o d u c t i o n  b e g i n s  
f o r  m o s t  m a j o r  Gr o u n d  F o r c e s / Ai r b o r n e  e n d  
i t e m s ,  i f  t h e  i n i t i a l  p r o t o t y p e  i s  d e e m e d  
v i a b l e . ( Ai r  a n d  n a v a l  s y s t e m s  t a k e  m u c h  
l o n g e r .)  

On e  o f  t h e  r e a s o n s  Ru s s i a  h a s  a  m u c h  s h o r t e r  
d e s i g n  a n d  p r o d u c t i o n  t i m e l i n e  c o m p a r e d  

t o  t h e  Un i t e d  St a t e s  i s  t h a t  Mo s c o w  r e l i e s  
on a very different arms development cycle. 
Ca p a b i l i t y  d e v e l o p m e n t  q u e s t i o n s  a r e  
settled in the Russian General Staff with 
i n p u t s  f r o m  t h e  b r a n c h  c h i e f s  –  t h i s  m e a n s  
t h a t  r e l a t i v e  t o  t h e  Un i t e d  St a t e s ,  t h e r e  a r e  
f a r  f e w e r  b u r e a u c r a t i c  h u r d l e s . Th e r e  a l s o  
a p p e a r s  t o  b e  n o  b i d d i n g  p r o c e s s ,  s i n c e  t h e  
s a m e  m a n u f a c t u r e r s  a r e  c o n s i s t e n t l y  u s e d . 
Ru s s i a ’ s  p r i m a r y  m a n u f a c t u r e s  o f  c o m b a t  
v e h i c l e s  a r e  Ur a l Va g o n Z a v o d  ( T- 7 2 ,  T- 9 0 ,  
Ar m a t a )  a n d  K u r g a n Ma c h i n e Z a v o d  ( BMP-
1 ,  BMP- 2 ,  BMP- 3 ) . Th e s e  p r o d u c t i o n  l i n e s  
m a y  b e  k e p t  ‘ w a r m ’  t h r o u g h  t h e  s t e a d y  
p r o d u c t i o n  o f  n e w  c o m b a t  v e h i c l e s  a n d  
t h e  r e f u r b i s h m e n t  o f  o l d  c o m b a t  v e h i c l e s . 
De s i g n  t e a m s  a r e  c o n t i n u o u s l y  e m p l o y e d ,  
a n d  k e p t  t o g e t h e r  t o  s t a r t  o n  t h e  n e x t  
s y s t e m  o r  u p g r a d e  a s  s o o n  a s  t h e i r  c u r r e n t  
p r o j e c t  e n t e r s  p r o d u c t i o n . Ma n u f a c t u r e r s  
t y p i c a l l y  b u i l d  a  f e w  p r o t o t y p e s ,  a n d  i f  t h e  
p r o t o t y p e  i s  u n a c c e p t a b l e  t h e  m a n u f a c t u r e r  
r e t u r n s  t o  t h e  d e s i g n  p h a s e . In n o v a t i o n s  a r e  

…U.S. use of Unmanned Aerial Vehicles has been 
of great interest in the Russian Federation…

http://www.kommersant.ru/doc/2961750
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a c c e p t e d  o r  r e j e c t e d  a t  t h e  p r o t o t y p e  p h a s e ,  
a n d  m a n y  d e s i g n s  m a k e  i t  n o  f u r t h e r  t h a n  
t h i s  p h a s e . 

If  t h e p r o t o t y p e i s  a c c e p t a b l e ,  i m p r o v e -
m e n t s  a r e m a d e a n d  a  t e s t  b a t c h  
( a p p r o x i m a t e l y  a  b a t t a l i o n ’ s  w o r t h )  o f  
vehicles is produced for field testing.7
 This field testing takes a year or two, after 
which the product is further refined and put 
i n t o  f u l l  s e r i a l  p r o d u c t i o n . Ra r e l y  d o e s  a  n e w  
s y s t e m  o r  a n  u p g r a d e r e p l a c e a l l  p r e v i o u s  
s y s t e m s . In  t h i s  i n c r e m e n t a l ,  e v o l u t i o n a r y  
a p p r o a c h  – v e r s u s  a  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  a p p r o a c h  
– a  c e r t a i n  p e r c e n t a g e i s  u s u a l l y  r e p l a c e d  
a n d  t h e n  t h e  n e x t  i t e r a t i o n  b e g i n s . 

An o t h e r  r e a s o n  t h a t  Ru s s i a  i s  a b l e  t o  r e a c h  
s e r i a l  p r o d u c t i o n  q u i c k l y  i s  t h e  e m p h a s i s  o n  
i n t e r o p e r a b i l i t y  a n d  m o d u l a r i t y .8  Ru s s i a ’ s  
unified design standards make many 
c o m b i n a t i o n s  o f  t u r r e t s  a n d  c h a s s i s  f o r  
a r m o r e d  v e h i c l e s  p o s s i b l e ,  d e s p i t e  b e i n g  
produced by different manufacturers. It 
a l s o  a p p e a r s  t h a t  c o s t  ( b o t h  p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  
o p e r a t i o n / m a i n t e n a n c e )  i s  a  k e y  f a c t o r  t h a t  
i s  c o n s i d e r e d  f r o m  t h e  v e r y  b e g i n n i n g  o f  
d e v e l o p m e n t . In n o v a t i o n s  t h a t  a r e  d e e m e d  
t o o  c o s t l y  a r e  w e e d e d  o u t  e a r l y ,  m e a n i n g  
t h a t  f r o m  t h e  o n s e t ,  t h e  d e s i g n  m u s t  n o t  
only be combat effective, but also feasible in 
t e r m s  o f  c o s t .

Ru s s i a  i s  p u r s u i n g  a n  e v o l u t i o n a r y  s t r a t e g y  i n  
t e r m s  o f  r o b o t i z a t i o n . In s t e a d  o f  a t t e m p t i n g  
t o  d e v e l o p  r o b o t i c  c o m b a t  v e h i c l e s  f r o m  
s c r a t c h ,  Ru s s i a  i s  i n c r e m e n t a l l y  a d d i n g  

⁷ Sergey Mikhaylov, “The Armed Forces Are on the Upswing,” Stoletiye Online, October 7, 2014, www.stoletie.ru/
obschestvo/armija_na_podjeme_129.htm. Accessed March 15, 2018.
⁸ Aleksandr Kurennoy and Aleksey Naryshkin, “Vyacheslav Khalitov, Deputy Director of the Uralvagonzavod Science 
and Production Corporation Open Joint-Stock Company for Specialized Technology,” transcript of Arsenal radio 
program posted on Ekho Moskvy Online, January 26, 2015, m.echo.msk.ru/interview/detail.php?ID=1480668. Accessed 
15 March 2018.
⁹ Charles K. Bartles, “Focus on Munitions, Instead of Platform Development,” OE Watch Online, February 2018. See 
also Aleksey Ramm, Sergey Valchenko, and Dmitriy Strugovets, “Banking on Precision and High Efficiency,” Izvestiya 
Online, December 25, 2017, iz.ru/687444/aleksei-ramm-sergei-valchenko-dmitrii-strugovetc/stavka-na-vysokotochnoe-
i-vysokoeffektivnoe. Accessed March 15, 2018. Finally, see “Expanded meeting of the Defence Ministry Board,” 
Kremlin Website Press Release, December 22, 2017, en.special.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/56472. Accessed 
March 15, 2018.

r o b o t i c  c a p a b i l i t i e s  –  s u c h  a s  a u t o l o a d e r s ,  
u n m a n n e d  t u r r e t s ,  a n d  c o m p u t e r i z e d  
s t e e r i n g  –  t o  e x i s t i n g  s y s t e m s . Th i s  a l l o w s  
t h e  Ru s s i a n  m i l i t a r y  t o  r e d u c e  c r e w  s i z e s ,  
w i t h  t h e  d e s i r e d  e n d  s t a t e  o f  e v e n t u a l l y  
e l i m i n a t i n g  t h e  e n t i r e  c r e w  f o r  s o m e  c o m b a t  
v e h i c l e s . Ro b o t i c s  u t i l i z a t i o n  i s  n o t  l i m i t e d  
t o  u n m a n n e d  p l a t f o r m s  i n  t h e  Ru s s i a n  
F e d e r a t i o n . Th e  Ru s s i a n  Ar m e d  F o r c e s  i s  
a l s o  d e v e l o p i n g  s m a l l  a u t o m a t e d  t u r r e t s  f o r  
p l a c e m e n t  o n  m a n n e d  a r m o r e d  p e r s o n n e l  
c a r r i e r s ,  a r m o r e d  c a r s ,  s u p p o r t  v e h i c l e s ,  a n d  
e v e n  a s  s e c o n d a r y  w e a p o n s  o n  l a r g e  s y s t e m s  
s u c h  a s  s e l f - p r o p e l l e d  a r t i l l e r y  p i e c e s . 

De s p i t e  t h e s e  a d v a n t a g e s  i n  Ru s s i a ’ s  a b i l i t y  
t o  m o r e  r a p i d l y  d e s i g n ,  d e v e l o p ,  a n d  
p r o d u c e  l a r g e  w e a p o n s  s y s t e m s ,  Pr e s i d e n t  
Pu t i n ’ s  r e c e n t  c o m m e n t s  a t  a  m e e t i n g  o f  
t h e  De f e n s e  Mi n i s t r y  Bo a r d  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  
Ru s s i a  w i l l  i n s t e a d  f o c u s  o n  e q u i p p i n g  
m o d e s t l y  p r i c e d  p l a t f o r m s  w i t h  b e t t e r  
m u n i t i o n s . Th i s  d e v e l o p m e n t  i s  s o m e w h a t  
u n s u r p r i s i n g ,  a s  Ru s s i a  h a s  a p p e a r e d  t o  
h a v e  h a d  g r e a t  s u c c e s s  i n  Sy r i a  w i t h  u s i n g  
t e c h n o l o g i c a l l y  a d v a n c e d  m u n i t i o n s  o n  
o l d e r  a n d / o r  l e s s  t e c h n o l o g i c a l l y  a d v a n c e d  
p l a t f o r m s . Al t h o u g h  Ru s s i a  i s  a d o p t i n g  
t h i s  “ l o w e r  c o s t ”  s t r a t e g y ,  Mo s c o w  w i l l  
not stop the development and fielding of 
t e c h n o l o g i c a l l y  a d v a n c e d  p l a t f o r m s ,  b u t  
w i l l  i n s t e a d  s l o w  t h e i r  d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  
field fewer systems.9  Wh e t h e r  Ru s s i a  i s  a b l e  
to field a fully modernized military has yet 
t o  b e  s e e n ,  b u t  i t  a p p e a r s  a t  v e r y  l e a s t  a  
f r a m e w o r k  f o r  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  h a s  b e e n  l a i d ,  
a n d  i s  b e i n g  i m p l e m e n t e d . 

http://www.stoletie.ru/obschestvo/armija_na_podjeme_129.htm
http://www.stoletie.ru/obschestvo/armija_na_podjeme_129.htm
http://m.echo.msk.ru/interview/detail.php?ID=1480668
http://iz.ru/687444/aleksei-ramm-sergei-valchenko-dmitrii-strugovetc/stavka-na-vysokotochnoe-i-vysokoeffektivnoe
http://iz.ru/687444/aleksei-ramm-sergei-valchenko-dmitrii-strugovetc/stavka-na-vysokotochnoe-i-vysokoeffektivnoe
http://en.special.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/56472
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Li m i t s  o f  Pa r t n e r s h i p  a b o u t  t h e i n a b i l i t y  
of the United States and Russia to find a 
t r u e p a r t n e r s h i p  i n  t h e p o s t - So v i e t  w o r l d . 
De s p i t e n u m e r o u s  a t t e m p t s  t o  “ r e s e t ”  t h e 
r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  d i v e r g i n g  i n t e r e s t s  o n  b o t h  
s i d e s  h a v e d r i v e n  Ru s s i a  a n d  t h e Un i t e d  
States apart rather than toward finding 
c o m m o n  g r o u n d . 

To d a y  t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  a s  t r o u b l e d  a s  
a n y  t i m e i n  m y  l i f e t i m e . My  e x p e r i e n c e 
w o r k i n g  o n  t h e U.S.- Ru s s i a n  o r  U.S.- So v i e t  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e g a n  i n  Au g u s t  1 9 8 3 ,  w h e n  
I became a staff member of the Office 
of Soviet Union Affairs in the U.S. State 
De p a r t m e n t . Ju s t  o v e r  3 0  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  m y  
t e n u r e  a s  U.S. Am b a s s a d o r  t o  Mo s c o w  
b e g a n  i n  2 0 1 4 ,  a f t e r  Ru s s i a  h a d  a n n e x e d  
Cr i m e a  b y  f o r c e a n d  b e g u n  i t s  o p e r a t i o n s  i n  
t h e Do n b a s s . Sa n c t i o n s  w e r e p u t  i n  p l a c e . 
Ru s s i a  w a s  i s o l a t e d  a n d  t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  
a l r e a d y  b a d ,  g o t  w o r s e . My  t h r e e y e a r s  w e r e 
difficult ones, with no improvement in our 
r e l a t i o n s . In d e e d ,  Ru s s i a n  c y b e r - a t t a c k s  
on the United States and other differences 

¹ William J. Burns, “Putin Has Overplayed His Hand,” New York Times, March 31, 2018, available at www.nytimes.
com/2018/03/31/opinion/sunday/putin-trump-overplayed.html, accessed July 2, 2018.
² Thomas L. Friedman, “Is Putin a C.I.A. Agent?,” New York Times, April 3, 2018, available at www.nytimes.
com/2018/04/03/opinion/putin-cia-weakening-russia.html, accessed July 2, 2018.

h a v e l e d  t o  n e w  s a n c t i o n s . It  h a s  o n l y  g o t t e n  
w o r s e s i n c e I r e t u r n e d  t o  t h e Un i t e d  St a t e s  
i n  l a t e 2 0 1 7 .

In  r e c e n t  m o n t h s ,  w e h a v e w i t n e s s e d  t h e 
p o i s o n i n g  o f  a  r e t i r e d  Ru s s i a n  i n t e l l i g e n c e 
officer and his daughter in Salisbury, 
En g l a n d  a n d  t h e u n p r e c e d e n t e d  e x p u l s i o n  
of 100 Russian intelligence officers by 
o v e r  2 0  c o u n t r i e s . I a g r e e w i t h  m y  f r i e n d ,  
f o r m e r  De p u t y  Se c r e t a r y  o f  St a t e Bi l l  
Bu r n s ,  w h o  h a s  a r g u e d  t h a t  Pr e s i d e n t  
Pu t i n  l i k e l y  o v e r p l a y e d  h i s  h a n d  t h i s  
t i m e w i t h  t h e Sa l i s b u r y  a t t a c k .1  I a l s o  
a g r e e w i t h  To m  F r i e d m a n ,  w h o  a r g u e s  
t h a t  Pu t i n  h a s  f o r s a k e n  t h e l o n g - t e r m  
s t r a t e g i c  i n t e r e s t s  o f  Ru s s i a ,  i n  t h e n a m e 
o f  m a i n t a i n i n g  s h o r t - t e r m  s t a b i l i t y . 2  As  w e 
a l l  k n o w  t h o u g h ,  s t a b i l i t y  w i t h o u t  c h a n g e 
o r  a d j u s t m e n t  o f t e n  l e a d s  u l t i m a t e l y  t o  

i n s t a b i l i t y . Ru s s i a  n e e d s  d o m e s t i c  r e f o r m ,  
a n d  d e s p i t e Ru s s i a n  r h e t o r i c ,  Ru s s i a  n e e d s  
t o  h a v e a  g o o d  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t h e We s t . 
It  i s  s t i l l  a  s o c i e t y  i n  t r a n s i t i o n ,  a t t e m p t i n g  
t o  m o d e r n i z e ,  c a r v e a  p l a c e f o r  i t s e l f  i n  t h e 
modern world, and find its identity in the 
p o s t - So v i e t  p e r i o d .

Wh i l e m i s t a k e s  h a v e b e e n  m a d e o n  b o t h  
s i d e s ,  I t h i n k  t h e f u n d a m e n t a l  p r o b l e m  i s  
t h a t  t h e Ru s s i a n s  h a v e n o t  m a d e u p  t h e i r  
m i n d s  w h a t  k i n d  o f  a  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h e y  
w a n t  w i t h  u s  a n d  o u r  We s t e r n  a l l i e s . Mo r e 
p r e c i s e l y ,  Ru s s i a n s  w a n t  t h e i r  c o u n t r y  t o  
b e a  g r e a t  p o w e r ,  b u t  t h e Ru s s i a n  a p p r o a c h  
h a s  v a r i e d  c o n s i d e r a b l y . Le t  m e o u t l i n e 

While mistakes have been made on both sides, I 
think the fundamental problem is that the Russians 

have not made up their minds…

http://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/31/opinion/sunday/putin-trump-overplayed.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/31/opinion/sunday/putin-trump-overplayed.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/03/opinion/putin-cia-weakening-russia.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/03/opinion/putin-cia-weakening-russia.html
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some of the key issues of difference that 
h a v e  b r o u g h t  u s  t o  t h i s  p o i n t  a n d  t o  d i s c u s s  
h o w  w e m i g h t  a d d r e s s  t h e m  i f  w e a r e g o i n g  
t o  b e  a b l e t o  g e t  t h i n g s  b a c k  o n  t r a c k  o r  
a t  a  m i n i m u m  s t a b i l i z e a n  i n c r e a s i n g l y  
u n s t a b l e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  s i t u a t i o n . 

F i r s t  i s  t h e o v e r a r c h i n g  g e o p o l i t i c a l  
a p p r o a c h . I h a v e a l w a y s  r e s i s t e d  c a l l i n g  t h e 
c u r r e n t  p e r i o d  a  “ n e w  c o l d  w a r ”  o r  u s i n g  
words like “containment” that have specific 
m e a n i n g s  i n  a n o t h e r  h i s t o r i c a l  p e r i o d . I 
h a v e  a l w a y s  f a v o r e d  a  m i x  o f  r e c o g n i z i n g  
our differences, firmly resisting Russian 
a g g r e s s i o n  a n d  p r e s s u r e ,  b u t  k e e p i n g  o p e n  
t h e p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  p r o d u c t i v e  e n g a g e m e n t . 
My  i n t e l l e c t u a l  r o o t s  a r e i n  t h e 1 9 7 0 s  a n d  
8 0 s  w h e n  w e a n d  o u r  Eu r o p e a n  a l l i e s  
i n s i s t e d  t h a t  t h e So v i e t  Un i o n  a d d r e s s  
e a c h  o f  t h e t h r e e b a s k e t s  o f  t h e CSCE F i n a l  
Ac t  – s e c u r i t y  ( b o t h  n u c l e a r  a n d  r e g i o n a l ) ,  
e c o n o m i c s  a n d  b u s i n e s s ,  a n d  h u m a n  r i g h t s . 
F u n d a m e n t a l  t o  e a c h  o f  t h e s e a r e a s  i s  a  

³ Dmitri Trenin, “Russia and Ukraine: From Brothers to Neighbors,” March 21, 2018, available at carnegie.ru/
commentary/75847, accessed July 2, 2018.

r e s p e c t  f o r  r u l e o f  l a w ,  a n d  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
n o r m s  g o v e r n i n g  b e h a v i o r  b y  n a t i o n s  – 
t h e c o r n e r s t o n e s  o f  t h e p o s t - Wo r l d  Wa r  II 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  o r d e r .

Wh i l e  w e  w e r e  p a r t i a l l y  s u c c e s s f u l  
e n g a g i n g  w i t h  P r e s i d e n t  Ye l t s i n ’ s  
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,  w e  h a v e  b e e n  f a r  l e s s  
s u c c e s s f u l  w i t h  P u t i n ’ s . Pa r t i c u l a r l y  
s i n c e  2 0 0 7 ,  a n d  h i s  s p e e c h  a t  t h e  Mu n i c h  
S e c u r i t y  Co n f e r e n c e ,  h e  h a s  a t t e m p t e d  
t o  c r e a t e  a  w h o l e  n e w  p a r a d i g m  f o r  
E a s t - We s t  r e l a t i o n s . I n v a d i n g  s o v e r e i g n  
n a t i o n s  i n  w h a t  Ru s s i a n s  c a l l  t h e  
‘ Ne a r  Ab r o a d ’  i n  o r d e r  t o  s e c u r e  a n  
i m p e r i a l  h o l d ,  u s i n g  c o v e r t  m e t h o d s  
t o  d e s t a b i l i z e  t h e  i n d e p e n d e n t  n a s c e n t  
d e m o c r a t i c  g o v e r n m e n t s  i n  E a s t - Ce n t r a l  
Eu r o p e ,  a n d  e m p l o y i n g  c o v e r t  m e t h o d s  
t o  k i l l  h i s  o p p o n e n t s  w i t h  i m p u n i t y  a r e  
a l l  p a r t  o f  h i s  t o o l  b o x . Ru l e  o f  l a w  h a s  
b e e n  t o s s e d  o u t  t h e  w i n d o w . Re s p e c t  f o r  
s o v e r e i g n t y  a n d  t e r r i t o r i a l  i n t e g r i t y  h a s  
b e e n  i g n o r e d  r e p e a t e d l y . 

F o r m e r  Se c r e t a r y  o f  St a t e Re x  Ti l l e r s o n  
w a s  c o r r e c t  i n  p r e s s i n g  Ru s s i a  t o  a d d r e s s  
t h e p r o b l e m s  i n  Uk r a i n e i f  w e w e r e t o  g e t  
o u r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b a c k  o n  t r a c k . Re b u i l d i n g  
a successful relationship, we need to find 
s o m e  c o m m o n  g r o u n d ,  w i t h  Uk r a i n e ’ s  
i n d e p e n d e n c e ,  s o v e r e i g n t y  a n d  t e r r i t o r i a l  
i n t e g r i t y  f u n d a m e n t a l . Ru s s i a  h a s  t o  
r e s p e c t  t h e r u l e s  o f  t h e g a m e i f  w e a r e t o  
g e t  b a c k  t o  b u i l d i n g  a  Eu r o p e ,  w h o l e ,  f r e e ,  
a n d  a t  p e a c e . 

Dm i t r i  Tr e n i n  r e c e n t l y  w r o t e a  t h o u g h t -
p r o v o k i n g  a r t i c l e ,  i n  w h i c h  h e a r g u e d  t h a t  
t h e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  a n  i n d e p e n d e n t  Uk r a i n e  
– a s  w e l l  a s  Be l a r u s  – i s  a  n a t u r a l  p r o c e s s ,  
something that Russia would be better off 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  a n d  a c c e p t i n g  a s  a  f a c t .3
In s t e a d ,  Ru s s i a n  a c t i o n s  i n  Do n b a s s  h a v e 
e s s e n t i a l l y  p u s h e d  Uk r a i n e i r r e v o c a b l y  

Figure 22: President Putin at the 2007 
Munich Security Conference. Source: Antje 
Wildgrube.

http://carnegie.ru/commentary/75847
http://carnegie.ru/commentary/75847
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a w a y  f r o m  Mo s c o w  a n d  t o w a r d  a n  e m b r a c e 
o f  t h e We s t . Ru s s i a  s h o u l d  h a v e f o r e s e e n  
t h i s  a s  a  l i k e l y  o u t c o m e o f  i n t e r v e n i n g  s o  
f o r c e f u l l y ,  p o s i t s  Tr e n i n . 

Wi l l  t h e Ru s s i a n  l e a d e r s h i p  r e c o g n i z e t h i s  
r e a l i t y ?  Ca n  t h e y  a d a p t  t h e i r  p o s t - i m p e r i a l  
p o l i c y  t o  r e c o g n i z e t h e n a t i o n a l  a s p i r a t i o n s  
o f  Uk r a i n e a n d  o t h e r  n a t i o n s  o f  t h e f o r m e r  
So v i e t  Un i o n ?  I a m  s k e p t i c a l . I d o n ’ t  h a v e 
a n  e a s y  s o l u t i o n ,  b u t  I t h i n k  w e n e e d  
t o  s u p p o r t  t h e Mi n s k  Gr o u p  No r m a n d y  
Ch a n n e l  n e g o t i a t i o n s ,  a n d  b y  c o n t i n u i n g  
U.S. e n g a g e m e n t  t h r o u g h  t h e Su r k o v -
Vo l k e r  t a l k s .

I a l s o  t h i n k  w e n e e d  t o  c o n t i n u e t o  b e 
p r e p a r e d  t o  e n g a g e w i t h  Ru s s i a  i n  d i s c u s s i n g  
o t h e r  r e g i o n a l  h o t  s p o t s . In  t h e m i d - 1 9 8 0 s ,  
U.S. r e g i o n a l  As s i s t a n t  Se c r e t a r i e s  o f  St a t e 
h e l d  t a l k s  w i t h  t h e i r  Ru s s i a n  c o u n t e r p a r t s  
on most of the main regions and conflicts 
i n  t h e w o r l d . In  s o m e a r e a s  w e  h a v e 
c o n t i n u e d  t h e s e t a l k s . F o r m e r  No r t h  K o r e a  
Co o r d i n a t o r  Jo e Yu n  h e l d  s e v e r a l  r o u n d s  o f  
t a l k s  w i t h  Ru s s i a n  De p u t y  F o r e i g n  Mi n i s t e r  
Ig o r  Mo r g u l o v  o n  d e a l i n g  w i t h  No r t h  K o r e a  
d u r i n g  m y  t e n u r e i n  Mo s c o w ,  a n d  w e h a v e 
h a d  c o n s u l t a t i o n s  o n  Af g h a n i s t a n . In  m y  
v i e w ,  i f  t h e s e t a l k s  a r e g o i n g  t o  b e m o r e t h a n  
j u s t  a  p r o  f o r m a  e x c h a n g e o f  v i e w s ,  t h e r e 
h a s  t o  b e g r e a t e r  c o n s i s t e n c y . We c a n ’ t  t a l k  
a b o u t  i n c r e a s i n g  p r e s s u r e o n  No r t h  K o r e a  
t o  f o r c e  t h e d e n u c l e a r i z a t i o n  o f  t h e c o u n t r y  
w i t h  t h e Ru s s i a n  F o r e i g n  Mi n i s t r y ,  w h i l e 
Ru s s i a  k e e p s  q u i e t l y  t r a d i n g  w i t h  t h e No r t h  
K o r e a n  r e g i m e a n d  Ru s s i a n  s p o k e s m e n  
u r g e m o r e u n d e r s t a n d i n g  f o r  K i m  Ju n g  Un . 
We c a n ’ t  t a l k  a b o u t  Af g h a n i s t a n  s e r i o u s l y ,  
i f  Ru s s i a  i s  c o v e r t l y  s u p p l y i n g  w e a p o n s  
t o  t h e Ta l i b a n ,  a s  U.S. c o m m a n d e r s  i n  
Af g h a n i s t a n  r e p o r t .

Se c o n d ,  w e h a v e a  l o t  t o  d o  w h e n  i t  c o m e s  t o  
b o t h  n u c l e a r  a r m s  c o n t r o l ,  b u t  a l s o  i n  s p a c e 
a n d  c y b e r . Ru s s i a  r e f u s e s  t o  a c k n o w l e d g e 
t h a t  i t  h a s  v i o l a t e d  t h e INF  Tr e a t y  w i t h  t h e 
d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  a  n e w  c r u i s e m i s s i l e  – t h e 

SSC- 8  –  t h a t  e x c e e d s  t h e  t e r r i t o r i a l  l i m i t s  o f  
the Treaty. More broadly, despite significant 
efforts by the Obama Administration, 
Ru s s i a  h a s  n o t  e n g a g e d  s e r i o u s l y  i n  a r m s  
c o n t r o l  d i s c u s s i o n s  t o  e x t e n d  Ne w  START 
o r  d e a l  w i t h  o t h e r  s t r a t e g i c  n u c l e a r  i s s u e s . 

Ru s s i a  c o n t i n u e s  t o  r e f u s e  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  
t h e  U.S. a n t i - b a l l i s t i c  m i s s i l e  p r o g r a m  i s  
d e s i g n e d  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e  Un i t e d  St a t e s  a n d  
i t s  a l l i e s  f r o m  a n  a t t a c k  f r o m  No r t h  K o r e a  
o r  Ir a n . Ru s s i a n  l e a d e r s  a r e  c o n v i n c e d  t h a t  
t h e  U.S. a n t i - b a l l i s t i c  p r o g r a m  i s  d e s i g n e d  
t o  w i p e  o u t  t h e  Ru s s i a n  d e t e r r e n t  o r  c o u l d  
b e  a d a p t e d  t o  t a r g e t  t h e  Ru s s i a n  l e a d e r s h i p  
i n  a  p r e e m p t i v e  s t r i k e  w i t h  l o w - t r a j e c t o r y  
w e a p o n s  l a u n c h e d  f r o m  b a s e s  i n  Po l a n d  a n d  
Ro m a n i a . On e  o f  t h e  c a s u a l t i e s  o f  Ru s s i a ’ s  
c y b e r - a t t a c k s  o n  t h e  Un i t e d  St a t e s  h a s  
b e e n  t h e  s t i l l b o r n  t a l k s  o n  d e v e l o p i n g  c y b e r  
w e a p o n s . Ev e n t u a l l y  t h e  Un i t e d  St a t e s ,  
Ru s s i a ,  Eu r o p e ,  a n d  Ch i n a  a r e  g o i n g  t o  h a v e  
t o  a d d r e s s  t h e  i s s u e s  o f  c y b e r  d e t e r r e n c e  a n d  
p r e v e n t i n g  w a r  i n  t h e  c y b e r  w o r l d  a n d  s p a c e .

Th i r d ,  i n  t e r m s  o f  e c o n o m i c s  a n d  b u s i n e s s ,  
I h a v e  a l w a y s  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  Am e r i c a n  
b u s i n e s s  i n  Ru s s i a  h a s  b e e n  a  p o s i t i v e  f o r c e  
f o r  c h a n g e . Th i s  i s  n o t  j u s t  b e c a u s e  w e  s e l l  
Am e r i c a n  p r o d u c t s ,  s u p p o r t i n g  Am e r i c a n  
j o b s ,  o r  b e c a u s e  Am e r i c a n  i n v e s t m e n t  h a s  
been good for our firms. It is because I have 
found in my travels that American firms 

Figure 23: Russian SSC-8 cruise missile. 
Source: Reuters.
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i n  Ru s s i a  h a v e  a d h e r e d  f o r  t h e  m o s t  p a r t  
t o  m o d e r n  b u s i n e s s  p r a c t i c e s  a n d  e t h i c a l  
s t a n d a r d s . Ma n y  h a v e  b e c o m e  m o d e l s  i n  
t h e i r  r e g i o n s . Ad d i t i o n a l l y ,  m a n y  o f  t h e  
m a n a g e r s  o f  Am e r i c a n  m u l t i n a t i o n a l s  a r e  
n o w  y o u n g  Ru s s i a n s  w h o  h a v e  l e a r n e d  
h o w  t o  r u n  t h e i r  b u s i n e s s e s  s u c c e s s f u l l y  
a n d  e t h i c a l l y ,  a l l  w h i l e  o p e r a t i n g  i n  a  
v e r y  c o r r u p t  e n v i r o n m e n t . Th e y  h a v e ,  i n  
s h o r t ,  l e a r n e d  h o w  t o  b e c o m e  m o d e r n  
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  b u s i n e s s m e n  a n d  w o m e n . I 
l o o k  f o r w a r d  t o  t h e  d a y  w h e n  w e  c a n  r e t u r n  
t o  a  m o r e  n o r m a l ,  o p e n ,  a n d  c o m p e t i t i v e  
e c o n o m i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

F o u r t h ,  i n  t e r m s  o f  h u m a n  r i g h t s  a n d  v a l u e s ,  
I d o  n o t  t h i n k  w e  s h o u l d  c o m p r o m i s e  o n  o u r  
f u n d a m e n t a l  b e l i e f s  a n d  v a l u e s  j u s t  b e c a u s e  
t h e  Ru s s i a n  l e a d e r s h i p  r e j e c t s  t h e  w e s t e r n  
l i b e r a l  v a l u e  s y s t e m . In a c t i o n  c a u s e d  b y  
f e a r  o f  s o - c a l l e d  ‘ c o l o r  r e v o l u t i o n s ’  a s  w e l l  

a s  r e l u c t a n c e  t o  o p e n  u p  t h e  e c o n o m i c  
s y s t e m  w i t h  a  r e a l  c o u r t  s y s t e m  a n d  o t h e r  
r e f o r m s  w i l l  n o t  h e l p  Ru s s i a  b e c o m e  t h e  
m o d e r n  n a t i o n  t o  w h i c h  i t  a s p i r e s . I t h i n k  
t h a t  t h e  Ru s s i a n  p e o p l e  w a n t  r e f o r m ,  a n d  
t h i s  i n c l u d e s  m a n y  o f  t h o s e  w h o  s u p p o r t  
Pr e s i d e n t  Pu t i n . H o w e v e r ,  m a n y  h a v e  
r e s i g n e d  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  w o r k i n g  w i t h  t h e  
c u r r e n t  s y s t e m  b e c a u s e  t h e y  s e e  n o  p r o s p e c t  
o f  a n  a l t e r n a t i v e  o r  m e a n s  o f  s u p p o r t i n g  a n  
a l t e r n a t i v e .

I t h i n k  w e  n e e d  t o  c o n t i n u e  t o  h o l d  u p  
We s t e r n  v a l u e s  a s  t h e  m o s t  s u c c e s s f u l  m o d e l  
f o r  m o d e r n  n a t i o n s . I a m  c o n v i n c e d  t h a t  
t h e  We s t e r n  m o d e l  i n  t h e  b r o a d e s t  s e n s e  i s  
w h a t  y o u n g e r  Ru s s i a n s  a s p i r e  t o . I b e l i e v e  
m o s t  e d u c a t e d  Ru s s i a n s  w a n t  t o  b e  a  p a r t  
o f  a  p r o u d  Ru s s i a n  n a t i o n ,  b u t  o n e  t h a t  i s  
i n t e g r a t e d  w i t h  t h e  We s t  a n d  n o t  e s t r a n g e d  
f r o m  i t . To  a c h i e v e  t h i s ,  Ru s s i a  w i l l  h a v e  t o  
m a k e  s e r i o u s  c h a n g e s .

Lo o k i n g  t o  t h e  f u t u r e ,  m o s t  Ru s s i a n  a n d  
American experts I talk to find it hard 
t o  f o r e s e e  m u c h  c h a n g e  i n  U.S.- Ru s s i a n  
r e l a t i o n s . I w o u l d  l o v e  t o  b e  s u r p r i s e d . 
Se t t l i n g  Uk r a i n e  w i l l  b e  a  l y n c h p i n .  So  
t o o  w i l l  b e  p u t t i n g  i n t o  p l a c e  a  c l e a r  
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h a t  f u t u r e  i n v a s i o n s  o f  
n e i g h b o r i n g  c o u n t r i e s  i n  t h e  f o r m e r  So v i e t  
Un i o n  m u s t  n o t  h a p p e n . As  Ru s s i a n s  d e b a t e  
t h e i r  f u t u r e  p o l i c i e s ,  t h e y  w i l l  n e e d  t o  
r e c o g n i z e  t h a t  t h e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  c o m m u n i t y  
w i l l  n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  a t t e m p t s  t o  i n t e r v e n e  
i n  t h e  i n d e p e n d e n t  n a t i o n s  o f  t h e  f o r m e r  
So v i e t  Un i o n . 

In  t h e  e n d ,  m u c h  o f  t h i s  i s  a b o u t  t h e  
i d e n t i t y  o f  Ru s s i a . Th e  n a t i o n  h a s  s t i l l  n o t  
c o m e  t o  a n y  c o n s e n s u s  o n  a  t r u e  i d e n t i t y  
i n  t h e  m o d e r n  w o r l d ,  e x c e p t  t h a t  e v e r y o n e  
w a n t s  Ru s s i a  t o  b e  a  g r e a t  p o w e r . To  b e  
a  g r e a t  p o w e r  t o d a y ,  y o u  n e e d  n o t  j u s t  

m i l i t a r y  p r o w e s s  b u t  a  s t r o n g  e c o n o m y  
i n t e g r a t e d  i n t o  t h e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  s y s t e m . 
Pa r t  o f  t h e  p r o b l e m  i s  t h a t  Ru s s i a  c a n ’ t  
a g r e e  o n  i t s  p a s t ,  s o  i t  i s  u n c l e a r  h o w  i t  c a n  
a g r e e  o n  t h e  f u t u r e  o f  t h e  n a t i o n . An o t h e r  
p a r t  o f  t h e  p r o b l e m  i s  t h a t  Ru s s i a  h a s  t o  
g e t  o v e r  t h e  n a t i o n a l  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  
v i c t i m h o o d . Th e  p r o p a g a n d a  m a c h i n e  h a s  
t o  s t o p  a l w a y s  b l a m i n g  t h e  Un i t e d  St a t e s  
w h e n  t h e y  a r e  a n s w e r i n g  t h e  q u e s t i o n ,  
‘ K t o  Bi n o v a t ? ’  –  w h o  i s  t o  b e  b l a m e d ?  I 
e m p a t h i z e  w i t h  t h e  Ru s s i a n  p e o p l e  f o r  
t h e  d a m a g e  c a u s e d  b y  c o m m u n i s m  a n d  
t h e  So v i e t  s y s t e m ,  a n d  I u n d e r s t a n d  
t h e  m i s t a k e s  t h a t  h a v e  b e e n  m a d e  b y  
Ru s s i a n  l e a d e r s  s i n c e  1 9 9 1 . H o w e v e r ,  i t  
h a s  b e e n  o v e r  2 5  y e a r s  s i n c e  t h e  e n d  o f  
t h e  So v i e t  Un i o n . Ru s s i a n s  h a v e  t o  t a k e  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h e i r  o w n  d e c i s i o n s  –  
t h i s  h a s  t o  b e  d o n e  i f  Ru s s i a  i s  t o  b e c o m e  a  
m o d e r n  n a t i o n  w o r k i n g  p r o d u c t i v e l y  a n d  
p e a c e f u l l y  a l o n g  o t h e r  n a t i o n s . 

In the end, much of this is about the identity 
of Russia.
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t h e  Un i v e r s i t y  o f  Bi r m i n g h a m  a n d  i n v o l v e d  
a  c o m p a r i s o n  o f  Br i t i s h ,  Ru s s i a n ,  a n d  U.S. 
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t h a n  4 5  y e a r s ,  c o m p l e t i n g  h i s  s e r v i c e  a s  t h e  
U.S. Am b a s s a d o r  t o  t h e  Ru s s i a n  F e d e r a t i o n  
f r o m  2 0 1 4  t o  2 0 1 7 . Pr i o r  t o  t h a t  h e  s e r v e d  
a s  t h e  U.S. Am b a s s a d o r  t o  Li t h u a n i a  f r o m  
2 0 0 0  t o  2 0 0 3 ,  Am b a s s a d o r  t o  Ge o r g i a  f r o m  
2 0 0 5  t o  2 0 0 9 ,  a n d  Am b a s s a d o r  t o  Uk r a i n e  
f r o m  2 0 0 9  t o  2 0 1 3 . H e  w o r k e d  f r o m  2 0 0 4  
t o  2 0 0 5  a s  t h e  De p u t y  As s i s t a n t  Se c r e t a r y  
o f  St a t e  f o r  Eu r o p e a n  a n d  Eu r a s i a n  
Affairs responsible for U.S. relations with 
Ru s s i a ,  Uk r a i n e ,  Be l a r u s ,  a n d  Mo l d o v a . 
Ambassador Tefft originally retired from 
t h e  F o r e i g n  Se r v i c e  i n  Se p t e m b e r  2 0 1 3  a n d  
s e r v e d  a s  Ex e c u t i v e  Di r e c t o r  o f  t h e  RAND 
Co r p o r a t i o n ’ s  Bu s i n e s s  Le a d e r s  F o r u m  
f r o m  Oc t o b e r  2 0 1 3  t o  Au g u s t  2 0 1 4  u n t i l  
his recall to duty and confirmation as U.S. 
Am b a s s a d o r  t o  t h e  Ru s s i a n  F e d e r a t i o n . 
From 2003 to 2004, Ambassador Tefft was 
the International Affairs Adviser at the 
Na t i o n a l  Wa r  Co l l e g e  i n  Wa s h i n g t o n ,  D.C. 
H e  w a s  De p u t y  Ch i e f  o f  Mi s s i o n  a t  t h e  U.S. 
Em b a s s y  i n  Mo s c o w  f r o m  1 9 9 6  t o  1 9 9 9 ,  
and was Chargé d’Affaires from November 
1 9 9 6  t o  Se p t e m b e r  1 9 9 7 . H i s  o t h e r  F o r e i g n  
Se r v i c e  a s s i g n m e n t s  i n c l u d e  Je r u s a l e m ,  
Budapest, and Rome. Ambassador Tefft 
h o l d s  a  b a c h e l o r ’ s  d e g r e e  f r o m  Ma r q u e t t e  
Un i v e r s i t y  i n  Mi l w a u k e e ,  Wi s c o n s i n ,  
a n d  a  m a s t e r ’ s  d e g r e e  f r o m  Ge o r g e t o w n  
Un i v e r s i t y  i n  Wa s h i n g t o n ,  DC. 

JOHN R. DENI i s  a  Re s e a r c h  Pr o f e s s o r  
o f  Jo i n t ,  In t e r a g e n c y ,  In t e r g o v e r n m e n t a l ,  
a n d  Mu l t i n a t i o n a l  ( JIIM)  Se c u r i t y  St u d i e s  
a t  t h e  St r a t e g i c  St u d i e s  In s t i t u t e ,  t h e  
r e s e a r c h  i n s t i t u t e  o f  t h e  U.S. Ar m y  Wa r  
Co l l e g e . H e  p r e v i o u s l y  w o r k e d  f o r  e i g h t  
y e a r s  a s  a  p o l i t i c a l  a d v i s o r  f o r  s e n i o r  
U.S. m i l i t a r y  c o m m a n d e r s  i n  Eu r o p e . 
Wh i l e  w o r k i n g  f o r  t h e  U.S. m i l i t a r y  i n  
Eu r o p e ,  De n i  w a s  a l s o  a n  a d j u n c t  l e c t u r e r  
a t  H e i d e l b e r g  Un i v e r s i t y ’ s  In s t i t u t e  f o r  
Po l i t i c a l  Sc i e n c e . H e  t a u g h t  g r a d u a t e  a n d  
u n d e r g r a d u a t e  c o u r s e s  o n  U.S. f o r e i g n  a n d  
s e c u r i t y  p o l i c y ,  NATO,  Eu r o p e a n  s e c u r i t y ,  
a n d  a l l i a n c e  t h e o r y  a n d  p r a c t i c e . H e  i s  t h e  
a u t h o r  m o s t  r e c e n t l y  o f  t h e  b o o k  NATO 
a n d  Ar t i c l e  5 :  Th e  2 1 s t  Ce n t u r y  Ch a l l e n g e s  
o f  Co l l e c t i v e  De f e n s e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  s e v e r a l  
j o u r n a l  a r t i c l e s . H e  e a r n e d  h i s  b a c h e l o r ’ s  
d e g r e e  a t  t h e  Co l l e g e  o f  Wi l l i a m  a n d  
Ma r y ,  h i s  m a s t e r ’ s  a t  Am e r i c a n  Un i v e r s i t y ,  
a n d  h i s  d o c t o r a t e  a t  Ge o r g e  Wa s h i n g t o n  
Un i v e r s i t y . 

*  *  *
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