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Russia’s Grand Strategy toward the West

Thomas Graham

Abstract: Russia’s grand strategy toward the West is grounded in its historical experience 
of the past 300 years. Russian President Vladimir Putin has translated the traditional pillars 
of that strategy—strategic depth, restriction on Western ideas, and disruption of hostile 
alliances—into five concrete tasks intended to fortify Russia against Western efforts to hold 
it down: Clamp down on Western influences inside Russia to prevent the regime from being 
undermined from within; create a buffer zone against the West in the former Soviet space; 
impede the consolidation of the European Union as a strategic rival; compel the United 
States to abandon its hegemonic designs and operate like a normal great power; and work 
with China to contain the West’s strategic advance. How successful Russia will be is an 
open question, but its economic weakness raises doubts it can smoothly execute such an 
ambitious strategy.

Keywords: Russia; grand strategy; geopolitics; US-Russian relations; former Soviet space; 
China.

Introduction

Russia is a revisionist power. The prevailing Kremlin narrative is that the post-Cold 
War settlement in Europe was imposed upon Russia when it was strategically weak. Over 
Moscow’s objections, the US and its allies pushed Euro-Atlantic institutions, notably NATO, 
whose original purpose was to contain Russia, and the European Union, which Russia 
could never aspire to join, eastward toward Russia’s borders. Western ideas penetrated into 
Russia, threatening traditional Russian values and the regime itself. Washington supported 
ostensibly democratic but fundamentally anti-Russian color revolutions in Georgia, 
Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan between 2003 and 2005 with the goal of expanding its geopolitical 
reach in the former Soviet space at Russia’s expense—or so Moscow would have the world 
believe.

As Russia regained its strength under President Vladimir Putin in the 2000s, it 
began to push back against the Western advance. Putin’s passionate speech at the Munich 
Security Conference in February 2007 made clear his intention to reassert Russia’s position 
on the global stage. After castigating Washington for its alleged ambitions to create a 
unipolar world and refusal to respect Russia’s interests, he declared: “Russia is a country 
with a history that spans more than a thousand years and has practically always used 
the privilege to carry out an independent foreign policy. We are not going to change this 
tradition today.”1

A year and a half later, Putin fought a short war against Georgia, at least in part 
to prevent its further progress toward NATO membership. For an analogous purpose, he 
annexed Crimea and sparked a separatist conflict in eastern Ukraine in 2014. He ordered a 
military incursion into Syria in 2015 to bolster the Syrian president, Bashar al-Assad, and 
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counter what he saw as an American effort to use a popular uprising to oust him. And in 
February 2022 he launched a massive invasion of Ukraine to halt the country’s westward 
drift and pull it firmly back into Russia’s orbit, with the hope that his action would also 
erode the unity of the Western alliance and split the US from its European partners. His is 
a monumental effort to avenge the loss and humiliation of the 1990s and reassert Russia’s 
standing as a great power in Europe.

Russia and the West: Historical Background

Putin’s aggression has been vehemently criticized in the West. He has been 
demonized as a malevolent leader determined to upset the European security order 
established at the end of the Cold War by recreating the Soviet Union or Russian Empire 
and plunging the continent once again into the maelstrom of great-power competition and 
spheres of influence that marked Europe in the nineteenth century and the first half of the 
twentieth.

His methods are indeed brutal in the extreme, but the basic thrust of his policy 
falls well within the Russian strategic framework that has evolved since Russia entered the 
European balance of power system in the eighteenth century. Contrary to much Western 
commentary, that framework was not some emanation of Russia’s authoritarian domestic 
politics or the manifestation of some musty messianic vision. Rather it was shaped by an 
unsentimental, calculated quest for the security of the state, that is, unabashed Realpolitik.2

Since the founding of the Muscovite state in the thirteenth century, Russia has sought 
security on the vast, nearly featureless Eurasian plain in the creation of strategic depth, the 
relentless pushing of the borders outward from the country’s heartland. The process proceeded 
with great vigor during the eighteenth century, as the tsars focused on gaining access to warm 
water ports and expanding into Europe at the expense of a waning Sweden, Poland, and 
Ottoman Empire. Catherine the Great oversaw the greatest extension of Russian territory and 
control into Europe until Stalin, annexing much of what is Ukraine today, including Crimea, and 
collaborating with Austria and Prussia to partition Poland among themselves.3

But the tsars also had a sense of limits. Like the rulers of other great powers that composed 
the balance of power system—Britain, France, Austria, and Prussia—Russia subscribed to 
the system’s essential principles. While Russia’s rulers actively competed for power, influence, 
and land, they avoided actions that could unduly upset the balance—Catherine never sought 
to absorb Poland outright; rather, she carved it up with Austria and Prussia to preserve the 
equilibrium in Eastern Europe. If one state threatened to upset the balance through territorial 
expansion, the others had the right to resist or to demand compensation to restore the balance.4 
That is why Russia became the great enemy of Napoleonic France, and why Alexander I worked 
diligently at the Congress of Vienna in 1814-1815 to rehabilitate France as an essential pillar of 
the balance of power and to carefully divide up the territory of Poland and Saxony to ensure a 
stable equilibrium among the great powers.5 The Congress also marked the Russian Empire’s last 
significant territorial gain in Europe until it collapsed in 1917.
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The Congress also represented an historical divide in the relationship between 
Europe and Russia. During the century before the Congress, Europeans generally accepted 
Russia as European, even if they were aware of the barbaric quality of life in the empire. What 
was important for them was that the basic structure of the Russian regime, exemplified by 
the Court in St. Petersburg, resembled the anciens regimes elsewhere in Europe. Visiting 
aristocrats could easily mix at the Court; the Court language was French. Non-Russians 
occupied senior positions in the diplomatic corps and the military. Catherine the Great 
herself was by birth a minor German princess. 

This European view of Russia as one of their own changed dramatically after the 
Napoleonic Wars. Liberal democratic values that had emerged initially in Britain and 
France slowly moved eastward across the continent, undermining autocratic regimes along 
the way. They penetrated into Russia but never took root. Russia remained in essence an 
absolutist autocracy, reviled as the gendarmes of Europe until the Crimean War, after 
which a crushing defeat vastly reduced Russian power on the continent. Russia might be 
geographically in Europe and an essential element of the power balance, but, henceforth, it 
was increasingly not seen as part of Europe, spiritually, philosophically, or politically.6

This suited the tsarist regime well enough, even if there was a significant part 
of the elite that espoused European values, considered themselves to be Europeans, and 
wanted to modernize Russia along European lines. Moreover, the regime found itself on 
occasion compelled to adopt certain European political ideas and institutions to modernize 
the economy and advance technologically so that it could generate the power it needed to 
compete successfully with the more liberal great powers to the West. The Great Reforms of 
Alexander II, which emancipated the serfs, introduced local representative government, 
and liberalized the judicial and educational systems, among other things, are a case in point. 
But the regime’s goal was always to borrow as little from the Europe as it could so as to 
preserve as best it could the fundamental, and essentially anti-European, characteristics of 
its autocracy. Censorship waxed and waned in direct proportion to the tsars’ assessment of 
the threat Western ideas posed to their regime.7 And so another element of Russia’s grand 
strategy toward the West became apparent: politically expedient restrictions on the flow of 
Western ideas into Russia.

A third element of the grand strategy grew in prominence after the debacle of 
the Crimean War.  Suddenly made aware of its serious vulnerabilities, Russia launched a 
determined effort to disrupt any hostile coalition of powers along its borders. The Foreign 
Minister for a generation after the end of the war, Alexander Gorchakov, had as his first 
mission the dismantling of the old Crimean coalition.8 His successors actively maneuvered 
among the other European great powers, shifting alliances as necessary to ensure that 
Russia was not alone.

Thus, by the end of the nineteenth century the broad outline of a Russian grand 
strategy toward the West was visible, resting on three objectives: strategic depth, restrictions 
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on Western ideas, and disruption of hostile coalitions. The Soviets pursued them, only 
with greater vigor and ruthlessness until the mid-1980s, when General Secretary Mikhail 
Gorbachev launched a reform effort aimed at reinvigorating the Soviet system so that it 
could maintain its status as a great power well into the twenty-first century. He allowed the 
Soviet Union’s buffer zone in Europe to collapse, opened the country to Western ideas, and 
sought partnership with the US. Instead of reviving his country, however, he precipitated its 
collapse. Nevertheless, the first postSoviet Russian leader, Boris Yeltsin, pursued a similar 
course, in part because he hoped the West would help Russia overcome a deep political and 
socio-economic crisis. Indeed, he sought to integrate his country into the Euro-Atlantic 
community. He failed, and it fell to his successor, Vladimir Putin, to draw the conclusion 
that Russia needed to restore its traditional framework for relations with West.

The Current Challenge

Putin has long harbored resentment against the West. His effort to forge a 
partnership with the US during his first years as president was driven not so much by a 
desire to integrate into the Euro-Atlantic region as by an effort to harness American power 
to the revival of Russia as a great power. After the horrific terrorist attacks on the US on 
September 11, 2001, he sought to build an anti-terrorist alliance with the US, which would 
have made Russia, at least symbolically, an equal of the US.9

Putin abandoned that approach as Russia engineered an economic recovery that 
enabled Russia to liberate itself from Western financial support and he came to see US policy 
as fundamentally inimical to Russian interests. The turning point came in 2004, bracketed 
by two events. The terrorist seizure of an elementary school in Beslan in September ended 
with the deaths of nearly 385 people, 186 of them children. Putin saw an American hand in 
the Chechen rebellion against Moscow, if not in the Beslan attack itself.10 The conclusion was 
clear: American talk of counterterrorism cooperation was little more than a smokescreen 
for US geopolitical advance in the former Soviet space at Russia’s expense. In November, the 
Orange Revolution in Ukraine led to the Putin-backed presidential candidate being denied 
victory in favor of a pro-Western figure. That led Putin to conclude that US democracy 
promotion was just another smokescreen for American advance at Russia’s expense.11 

The resentment built in the following years and culminated in Putin’s remarks 
at the Munich Security Conference in February 2007.12 That marked Putin’s effective 
abandonment of any effort to forge a partnership with the West. His successor, Dmitriy 
Medvedev, might have still been interested in a partnership and welcomed US President 
Barack Obama’s decision to reset relations, but once Putin announced his decision to return 
to the Kremlin in 2011, the deterioration in Russia-West relations restarted and accelerated, 
leading to the ongoing war in Ukraine, the most severe crisis in Russia-West relations since 
the darkest days of the Cold War. In Putin’s eyes, American behavior was just the present-
day manifestation of a centuries-old Western effort to contain and undermine Russia.13
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Russia’s Grand Strategy: The Goals

In confronting the West, Putin has retooled the traditional Russian approach to current 
circumstances. The traditional pillars—the quest for strategic depth, restriction on Western 
ideas, and disruption of hostile alliances—have been translated into five concrete tasks, all in the 
name of fortifying Russia as a great power against Western efforts to hold it down:

•  Clamp down on Western influences inside Russia to prevent the regime from 
being undermined from within.

•  Create a sphere of influence, or buffer zone, in the former Soviet space against 
encroachments by the West. 

•  Impede the consolidation of a European entity that would dwarf Russia in 
population, wealth, and power potential much as the US does today.

•  Compel the US to operate like a normal great power, that is, a country that has 
no universalist ambitions and has to respect the interests of other great powers to 
advance its own.

•  Build a strategic partnership with China to counterbalance Europe economically 
and the US strategically, that is, to contain the West’s strategic advance.

During his twenty-plus years in power, Putin has elaborated a set of interlocking 
policies to advance these goals. At the same time, he has fashioned the necessary 
arrangements that have enabled him to mobilize the country’s resources for his agenda, and 
built up the instruments of coercion, especially the military, which are essential to executing 
his policies. Although his approach may not have been articulated in full in any single 
document, his speeches over the years and various national security documents have laid 
out a discernible strategy toward the West. Moreover, it is a strategy that in broad outlines is 
likely to outlive him. It enjoys widespread support within the elements and resonates with 
the people. Putin’s grand strategy toward the West is in fact Russia’s grand strategy, well-
grounded in Russian strategic thinking, tradition, and historical experience.

… And the Policies

Domestic Consolidation. Putin inherited from Yeltsin a Russia that was in disarray. 
Regional barons ruled their provinces with little regard for the Kremlin’s preferences, and 
oligarchs privatized parts of the central government apparatus for their own parochial 
purposes. Foreign governments, particularly the US, had inserted themselves into government 
offices, playing a large role in the formulation of economic and budgetary policy.14

Putin saw as his first task restoring the Kremlin’s writ across the country. He quickly 
tamed the regional barons and oligarchs. He divided the country into seven federal districts 
and placed his personal representatives in charge to ensure that the governors complied 
with Kremlin policies. He also stripped them of their ex officio seats in the Federation 
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Council, the upper house of the national legislature, thus depriving them of direct input 
into federal laws and legislation, as well as the immunity from criminal prosecution, which 
all federal legislators enjoyed. As for the oligarchs, he threatened to seize the commercial 
empires they had accumulated through corrupt means in the 1990s unless they desisted 
from interference in Kremlin politics. He drove into exile or imprisoned the very few who 
refused that offer. The others got the message.15

The second task was to restore Russia’s sovereignty, that is, to create conditions in 
which Russia could govern itself free of outside interference. For that reason, he used the 
windfall from rising oil prices to pay off Russia’s debt to the International Monetary Fund 
in 2005 and to the Paris Club of creditor nations in 2006, thus freeing Russia from Western 
financial tutelage.

While restoring Russia’s financial independence, the Kremlin also turned to 
restricting foreign influence on domestic politics. In large part, this was a reaction to the 
color revolutions in the former Soviet space from 2003 through 2005. The Kremlin was 
convinced that the West used non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to foster regime 
change, and it was determined to fortify itself against such agents.16 In 2006, it passed 
legislation that limited the operations of foreign NGOs in Russia.17 At the same time, it 
sought to limit the activities of religious organizations, especially the Jehovah Witnesses 
and Pentecostalists, that were not among Russia’s traditional religions (Orthodoxy, Islam, 
Judaism, and Buddhism).

The effort to reduce foreign influence, and push back against Western values, 
was accelerated with Putin’s return to the Kremlin in 2012. In the midst of an economic 
slowdown, he decided to shift the basis of the regime’s legitimacy from rising living 
standards to patriotic pride.18 The Kremlin had school history texts rewritten to present 
a more positive view of Russia’s development. It reintroduced patriotic education into the 
school system. As an addition to the large May 9 military parade on Red Square marking 
the victory over Nazi Germany, a celebration Putin had revived in his first presidential 
term, the Kremlin endorsed a civilian procession, the Immortal Regiment, to underscore 
the links of ordinary Russians to the generation that won the war.

To bolster this patriotic pride, Putin increasingly espoused traditional Russian, 
Orthodox family values, which he contrasted with the values of a decadent West. And he 
introduced policies to circumscribe the spread of Western values in Russia, beginning with 
the Foreign Agents law of 2012, which required any NGO receiving foreign funding to 
register as a “foreign agent,” a term associated in the Russian mind with spying, espionage, 
and treachery.19 More recently, the law has been extended to apply to individuals, especially 
bloggers, who might receive foreign sources of income.

In the past two years, the Kremlin has made a concerted effort to crack down on 
all political dissidence that has Western overtones. The fate of Russia’s leading opposition 
figure, Aleksey Navalny, provides the most graphic example.20 A failed assassination attempt 
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with a deadly poison, Novichok, in August 2020 was followed by his arrest in January 2021, 
when he returned to Russia after recovering abroad from the effects of the poison, and 
then imprisonment on trumped-up charges. His countrywide political organization was 
quickly suppressed, as its leading organizers were either arrested or fled into exile. More 
recently, with the war in Ukraine raging, the Kremlin has cracked down on all independent 
media outlets—especially those espousing liberal, Western values, such as the popular radio 
station Echo of Moscow and the TV channel Rain.

In a little more than twenty years, Putin has thus reshaped domestic politics to 
increase the country’s resilience against Western ideas and attitudes. This has provided him 
with a foundation, upon which he believes he can be more assertive in pursuing Russia’s 
national interests abroad in the face of what he sees as a concerted Western effort to 
undermine Russia.

Post-Soviet Sphere of Influence. Since the breakup of the Soviet Union, Russia 
has explored various institutional arrangements to retain its influence and presence in the 
former Soviet states, starting with the creation of the Commonwealth of Independent States 
in 1991. A subset of those states signed the Collective Security Treaty in 1992 to coordinate 
military and security matters. But all these efforts languished as Russia suffered from a 
profound socio-economic and political crisis in the 1990s.21

Although the Collective Security Treaty was given an organizational framework in 
2002 to enhance security cooperation and Russia’s influence, Putin initially was not focused 
on building an exclusive Russian sphere of influence in the former Soviet space. After the 9/11 
terrorist attacks, over the objections of his security officials, Putin approved the temporary 
establishment of US military bases in Central Asia to fight the war in Afghanistan.22 He 
also did nothing to discourage US military and security cooperation with Georgia, which 
included assistance in Tbilisi’s regaining control over the Pankisi Gorge, which had been a 
safe haven for Chechen rebels fighting against Moscow in Chechnya.

But Putin’s views changed rapidly after the color revolutions in Georgia in 2003 and 
Ukraine in 2004. The latter precipitated a government-wide reassessment of US goals in 
the former Soviet space and a decision that Moscow needed to resist US encroachments on 
Russia’s sphere of influence with much greater vigor. The first notable success was Uzbekistan’s 
demand in 2005, with Moscow’s active encouragement, that the US vacate its military 
base at Karshi-Khanabad amid strains in bilateral relations growing out of Washington’s 
condemnation of the methods Tashkent had used to suppressed anti-government protests 
in the Fergana Valley.23 At the same time, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization summit 
in Astana, Kazakhstan, issued a statement demanding that the US set a deadline by which it 
would close its military bases in Central Asia—something Washington refused to do.24 (The 
last US base at Manas, Kyrgyzstan, was not vacated until 2014.)25

Putin also gradually came to the view that Russia needed to enhance its economic 
cooperation with the former Soviet states to protect itself against Western encroachment. In 
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2011, when he was still prime minister (but had already made clear his intention to reclaim 
the presidency from Medvedev), Putin endorsed the creation of a Eurasian Economic Union, 
an idea the Kazakhstan President Nursultan Nazarbayev had first raised shortly after the 
breakup of the Soviet Union.26 Soon thereafter, Russia, Kazakhstan, and Belarus agreed to 
establish such a union by 2015. More recently, Putin has exploited the travails of Belarusian 
President Alexander Lukashenko, growing out of a massive popular protest against a rigged 
presidential election in 2020, to compel him to cede ever more of his country’s sovereignty 
in economic matters to Russia in the framework of the Belarus-Russia Union State, which 
was created in 1999.27

In the Kremlin’s view, none of these arrangements is complete politically, 
economically, or militarily without the participation of Ukraine, the post-Soviet state with 
the greatest power potential after Russia. Ukraine occupies strategically valuable territory on 
the north shore of the Black Sea, providing Russia a gateway into Europe and a buffer zone 
against invasion from the West. Moreover, Crimea, the Ukrainian peninsula that dominates 
the Black Sea, is home to Russia’s Black Sea Fleet—Moscow had insisted on retaining the 
lion’s share of the Soviet fleet when the Soviet Union broke up for strategic reasons.

Since the demise of the Soviet Union, Ukraine, however, has been at odds with the 
Kremlin, determined to assert its own independence and sovereignty. It refused to become 
a full member of the Commonwealth of Independent States or join the Collective Security 
Treaty. It relinquished its Soviet-era nuclear arsenal only after receiving (as it turned out 
worthless) security guarantees from Russia, the US, and the United Kingdom in the 1994 
Budapest Memorandum. It bargained hard over Moscow’s access to the Black Sea Fleet’s 
facilities in Crimea, while holding open the possibility of allowing NATO ships to use 
Crimean ports. Since the middle of the 2000s a large segment of the Ukrainian elite has 
worked to integrate Ukraine fully into the Euro-Atlantic community through membership 
in both NATO and the European Union. In 2019, Ukraine enshrined in the constitution its 
strategic course toward membership in those two organizations.28

Moscow finds Ukraine’s westward aspirations an unacceptable threat to its security and 
prosperity. It has tried various ways to keep Ukraine in its orbit—alternating between economic 
blandishments (heavily subsidized prices for natural gas up to 2006, for example) and economic 
pressure (sharp increases in the price for natural gas and temporary cutoffs in supply for non-
payment of Ukraine’s substantial debt).29 More recently, Moscow has resorted to force. Its 
annexation of Crimea and fomenting of rebellion in Eastern Ukraine in 2014 came in response 
to events in Kyiv that forced a pro-Russian president to flee the country and put in place a 
government intent on rapidly moving westward politically and economically. These moves did 
not have the desired effect. Ukraine signed an Association Agreement with the European Union 
in 2015, and in 2020, NATO granted the country the status of a “Enhanced Opportunity Partner.” 
Those developments lay behind Putin’s decision to invade Ukraine in February 2022, in an effort 
to end conclusively any Ukrainian aspirations to join NATO and fully escape the Russian orbit.
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Disruption of Europe. With a population of 450 million, a GDP of $15.2 trillion 
(in nominal terms), and a world-class scientific-technological base, a fully consolidated 
European Union would dwarf Russia (144 million people, $1.5 trillion economy) in power 
potential much as the US does today. By contrast, Russia compares favorably in power 
potential with France, Germany, and the United Kingdom, Europe’s major powers. The 
calculus is thus simple for Moscow: it needs to do whatever it can to retard, if not reverse, 
the consolidation of the European Union. In this regard, although it had little influence over 
the U.K.’s exit from the EU, that development was most decidedly viewed with great favor 
in Moscow.

Moscow has resorted to various tools to drive wedges between EU and NATO 
member states, and between the US and Europe, and to exacerbate tensions within individual 
countries. It has, for example, used differentiated energy policies to nourish tensions 
between Germany on the one hand and Poland and the Baltic states on the other.30 The 
dispute over the Nord Stream 2 pipeline—a Russian-German joint venture that Poland and 
the Baltic states adamantly oppose— is a case in point. Moscow has financially supported 
both right- and leftwing populist and nationalist movements, overtly and covertly, to fuel 
opposition to Brussels and to put pressure on the governments of individual states. It 
has developed warm ties with the Hungarian leader, Victor Orban, whose authoritarian 
tendencies have caused friction with the EU. It has used cybertools and disinformation 
campaigns to disrupt electoral processes across the continent. And it has put pressure on 
the vulnerable Baltic states to raise concerns as to whether NATO would indeed honor its 
guarantee of collective defense in the event of a Russian attack and anxieties among other 
NATO members that they might in fact be called upon to honor that guarantee.

In addition, Moscow is actively stoking instability in the Balkans.31 It stood behind 
an abortive coup in Montenegro in 2016 to derail that country’s path to NATO membership. 
It has maintained close ties with its traditional ally Serbia and supported Belgrade’s 
continuing efforts to undermine Kosovo’s independence. It has backed Bosnian-Serb leader 
Milorad Dodik’s separatist aspirations and disruptive policies inside Bosnia-Herzegovina. 
More broadly, it has used disinformation campaigns to stoke tensions between Muslim and 
non-Muslim populations in the region. All these steps have complicated EU and NATO 
efforts to pacify the region and to integrate the individual countries into the Euro-Atlantic 
community.

Finally, Putin has exploited Turkish leader Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s disaffection with 
the reaction of the US and other NATO countries to the failed coup attempt in 2016, and the 
close cooperation by the US with Kurdish forces in Syria, which Ankara claims have links 
to terrorist groups inside Turkey—to drive a wedge between Turkey and NATO.32 Erdoğan’s 
decision to purchase Russia’s advanced S-400 air defense system—against Washington’s 
strenuous objections—has further strained relations already under stress because of his 
authoritarian tendencies.
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Containment of the US. Putin’s goal with regard to the US, simply put, is to transform 
that country into a normal great power, that is, one without universalist ambitions that 
has to respect the interests of the other great powers to advance its own. He has, however, 
evolved in his approach to this task. When he first assumed power, Putin hoped that he 
could build a partnership with the US that would give him influence over Washington, 
much as Britain’s vaunted “special relationship” with Washington reputedly did. That was 
one reason for Putin’s quick offer of support to President George W. Bush after the terrorist 
attacks of 9/11, despite opposition from his security chiefs. This effort culminated in the 
Moscow Summit in June 2002, when the two presidents issued a joint declaration that laid 
out a framework for strategic partnership.

But Putin was quickly disabused of any thought that this arrangement gave him 
significant influence in Washington. Bush withdrew from the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) 
Treaty, despite Moscow’s objections, shortly after the Moscow Summit (he had indicated 
his intention to do so six months earlier). He proceeded with a major expansion of NATO, 
including membership for the Baltic states, even though this raised grave concerns in 
Moscow. He invaded Iraq, despite Putin’s protest. And he failed to offer much assistance 
to Putin in his effort to suppress the Chechen rebels, who were terrorists in Moscow’s view 
but who, in Washington’s eyes, had legitimate grievances against Moscow. Beslan and the 
Orange Revolution finally persuaded Putin that partnership with the US would not limit its 
ambitions or the challenges it posed to Russia’s position in Eurasia and aspirations to play a 
larger role on the world stage.

Consequently, Putin turned to other means of containing what he saw as 
Washington’s hegemonic designs.33 He began to pay more attention to the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization as a counterweight to US actions in Central Asia. He launched 
the BRICS process, which brought Brazil, Russia, India, and China, and later South Africa, 
together, to give them more weight in the global economy by setting up alternatives to the 
power of the Western-dominated international financial institutions, such as the World Bank 
and the International Monetary Fund.34 And he stressed the importance of such institutions 
as the United Nations Security Council and, to a lesser degree, the Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) as platforms for discussion of major security issues 
because Russia had an effective veto over US actions in them.

At the same time, Putin began to challenge the US more frontally, in both word 
and deed. His remarks at the Munich Security Conference in 2007 marked the beginning 
of a series of addresses that castigated the US for its alleged ambitions to build a unipolar 
world and impose its values, as well as its general disrespect for countries that pursued 
independent foreign policies, such as Russia. He used force for the first time in Georgia in 
2008 to thwart what he saw as a US effort to bring that country into NATO and tear it out of 
Russia’s sphere of influence. He used force again in Ukraine in 2014 for a similar purpose, 
and in Syria in 2015 to undermine US policy in the Middle East. And he invaded Ukraine 
in 2022 to stop NATO’s eastward expansion.
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Strategic alignment with China. Russia began to improve relations with China in 
the late Soviet period. Relations continued to advance under Yeltsin and then Putin, with a 
major acceleration coming in the wake of the Ukraine crisis in 2014. The goal throughout 
has been to use relations with China to expand Russia’s room for maneuver on the global 
state, particularly vis-à-vis the US.

The rapid rise of China as both an economic and military power has given it added 
weight in Russia’s strategic calculations. It can serve as an alternative to the European Union 
in trade, enabling Moscow to reduce its excessive reliance on Europe, which accounts for 
about half of Russia’s bilateral trade and roughly three-quarters of foreign direct investment 
in Russia (at least until the outbreak of the war in Ukraine). It provides an alternative 
market for Russian oil and gas, which are exported primarily to Europe (until Russia began 
to produce liquified natural gas, virtually all of Russian gas exports went by pipeline to 
Europe). To this end, Russia has built an oil and a gas pipeline into China. At the same time, 
China can also serve as a strategic counterbalance to the US.

Closer alignment with Russia has also served China’s purposes by providing it 
ready access to natural resources to fuel its robust economic growth and stability along a 
long border that allows China to devote greater attention and resources to the challenge it 
faces from the US in East Asia and the Western Pacific. As a result, strategic alignment has 
progressed rapidly in recent years. Bilateral trade approaches $150 billion annually, making 
China Russia’s top trading partner. Long wary of Chinese investments in Siberia and the 
Far East, Russia now welcomes them. At the same time, defense cooperation has grown 
dramatically. Joint military exercises are routine and increasing in complexity and ambition. 
Joint naval exercises have taken place in the South China Sea, in the Mediterranean, the 
Baltic Sea, and near the Persian Gulf. Russia is selling China some of its most sophisticated 
military hardware, including an advanced jet fighter (Sukhoi SU-35) and the sophisticated 
S-400 air defense system. It is now helping China build a ballistic-missile early warning 
system, which, when complete, will make China one of only three countries to have such a 
system, the other two being Russia and the US. Meanwhile, the two countries have stepped 
up their coordination of positions at international fora in opposition to what both see as US 
hegemonic ambitions, while advocating for a multipolar world.

“Not always for but never against” is the way Russians describe relations with 
China, an attribute that is on display in voting patterns at the UN Security Council, most 
recently in a vote condemning Russia’s invasion of Ukraine (Russia vetoed the resolution; 
China abstained). While Sino-Russian relations fall short of a full-fledged alliance, they 
are moving in that direction.35 In a February 4, 2022, joint statement, Putin and Xi Jinping 
declared that there are “no limits” to their strategic partnership and, for the first time, 
Beijing officially announced its opposition to NATO’s expansion.36
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Conclusion

Although Russia under President Putin has never articulated a grand strategy 
toward the West in a single document, it has developed a grand strategic framework that 
guides its actions on the global stage and enables it to opportunistically advance its interests 
against the West in a rapidly changing geopolitical context. It undergirds a sense of purpose 
and political will that have enabled Russia to become one of the three most consequential 
geopolitical actors in the world today, along with China and the US, even though by most 
measures—population, GDP, and investment in research and development, for example—it 
lags far behind the other two.

Nevertheless, it is uncertain whether this grand strategy will serve Russian purposes 
over the long run. Even now it is clear that Russia’s ambitions outrun its accomplishments. 
Russia has been more active in the former Soviet space in recent years, but its hold on 
the region is not necessarily any firmer—as recent unrest in Belarus, Kazakhstan, and the 
South Caucasus underscores. Political disarray in Europe is much more a consequence of 
domestic circumstances than Russian action. As Russia’s invasion of Ukraine demonstrates, 
its actions can be counterproductive, galvanizing Europe’s resistance to Russia—Finland and 
Sweden, two traditionally neutral countries, are on a fast track to NATO membership, and 
Europe is now working hard to wean itself off of dependence on Russian energy resources. 
The same goes for Russian efforts to constrain the US—Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has 
energized Washington to play a more active role on the global stage in opposition to Russia. 
Even the strategic alignment with China is fraught with long-term complications—given 
the great disparity in growth rates and the breakdown in relations with the West, Russia 
is well on its way to becoming China’s junior party, in danger of losing its much-prized 
strategic autonomy.

Finally, there remains the profound question of Moscow’s ability to generate over 
the long run the resources and power it needs to pursue an ambitious grand strategy toward 
the West. The West is now levying crushing sanctions against Russia because of its actions 
in Ukraine for the express purpose of eroding Moscow’s power-generating capabilities. And 
those sanctions come after a decade during which the Russian economy has stagnated. As 
John LaDonne noted, the Soviet Union collapsed, as did the Russian Empire before it, because 
it could not reconcile military and political ambition with economic backwardness.37 Russia 
today might not be headed for collapse, but its continuing economic problems raise doubts 
about how successful it will be in containing the West.

Thomas Graham, a distinguished fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations, was the 
senior director for Russia on the National Security Council staff during the George W. 
Bush administration. During his Foreign Service career, he served two tours of duty in the 
political section of the US Embassy in Moscow and, as acting political counselor from 1996 
to 1997, oversaw all embassy political reporting to Washington.
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The Domestic Foundations of Russian Foreign Policy

Peter Rutland

Abstract: This paper explores some of the structural features of Russia’s political system 
post1991 that lay behind the decision to launch the disastrous war in Ukraine. The creeping 
authoritarianism since Vladimir Putin became president in 2000 prepared the ground 
for the aggression against Ukraine in 2014 and the invasion in 2022. The checks and 
balances on presidential power were neutralized, and the bloc of security officials became 
increasingly influential. A campaign of state patriotism, promoting the restoration of Russia 
as a great power, served to prepare Russian society for war. Yet while the political system 
was becoming more authoritarian and more stridently anti-Western, Russia’s prosperity 
was still dependent on trade with the West. Putin gambled that the Ukrainian war would 
be short, and that the West would be divided and indecisive in response. Ordinary Russians 
and the business elite in particular stand to lose massively from Western efforts to isolate 
the Russian economy in retaliation for the invasion of Ukraine.

Keywords: Russia; Ukraine; war; foreign policy; militarization.

Introduction

This paper seeks to examine the shifts in Russia’s domestic political and economic 
institutions which made possible the disastrous invasion of Ukraine in 2022. At the 
beginning of the Putin era there was widespread optimism that Russia was on a path to 
a capitalist economy, integrated with the West, and that it had adopted the institutions 
of electoral democracy. These developments, if true, would have made it increasingly 
unlikely—if not impossible—for Russia to launch a genocidal war on Ukraine. The paper 
re-examines our understanding of the politics of Putinism to show that behind the creeping 
authoritarianism was something more than Putin’s desire to secure his grip on power and 
enrich himself: Russian society was being prepared for war.

The Ukrainian war is explained by Russia’s geopolitical rivalry with the West and 
Putin’s desire to prevent further NATO encroachment on the territory of the former Soviet 
Union. Clearly, these external drivers were key in shaping Putin’s decision to go to war. But 
leaving aside the geopolitical context, this paper seeks to explore the structural features 
of Russia’s domestic political system post-1991 that made possible the disastrous war in 
Ukraine: the Innenpolitik (domestic politics) that lies beneath the Aussenpolitik (foreign 
policy). The German terms seem appropriate since Vladimir Putin is living in Bismarck’s 
nineteenth-century world of imperial expansion, where war is a habitual tool for the 
promotion of national interests.

On Putin’s watch, Russia intervened with military force in Georgia (2008), Ukraine 
(2014), and Syria (2015), along with indirect involvement through mercenaries in Libya, 
Chad, and Mali from 2018 on.1 Clearly, the authoritarian regime that Putin has engineered 
was accompanied by a reversion to Russia’s traditional historical pattern of reliance on 
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the military as the backbone of the state. The increasing concentration of power in Putin’s 
hands removed the checks and balances of a democratic system which could have blocked 
the path to all-out war with Ukraine. The growing censorship of the media and civil society 
reduced the scope for debate and the chance for alternative channels of information to 
percolate up to the decision makers. Increased spending on the security forces and their 
veneration in state ideology made it more like that military solutions would be sought to 
the challenges facing Russia.2 The question of Russian political identity, and the way that 
Soviet and Tsarist history is brought into play in defining Russia’s relations with the outside 
world, are also highly relevant to understanding Russia’s war on Ukraine. Putin’s historical 
revisionism is beyond the scope of this paper but is well covered in other sources.3

Post-Soviet Russia emerged as a shaky electoral democracy that, according to 
Freedom House, achieved its maximal level of democracy in 1992. The 1990s were dogged 
by corruption, a breakdown of the rule of law, and a brutal war to suppress the independence 
of Chechnya.4 Vladimir Putin was chosen as Boris Yeltsin’s successor at the end of 1999 and 
elected president in 2000—the first transition of power in Russia’s 1,000-year history that 
followed some sort of constitutional due process. Under Putin, however, the level of political 
freedom steadily eroded, while Putin adopted a more confrontational policy toward the 
West, as signaled by his 2007 speech to the Munich Security Forum.5

Since the Soviet collapse, Russia’s leaders have mostly pursued integration into global 
economy, which involved adoption—and adaptation—of Western economic institutions.6 
Trade (imports and exports combined) as a share of GDP grew from 10-15 percent at the 
end of the 1980s to close to 50 percent by the 2000s.7 At the same time, in the broader Russia 
society, tropes of hostility toward global integration were still prevalent. After the political 
crisis caused by Putin’s return to the presidency in 2012 and the annexation of Crimea in 
2014, the Kremlin began to disengage Russia from the West, politically and economically.8 
But despite Putin’s rhetorical commitment to economic independence from the West, actual 
implementation of importsubstitution projects was slow, leaving Russia vulnerable to the 
sanctions that were imposed after the 2022 invasion.

Putin’s first two decades in power left a contradictory legacy. Russia’s growing 
authoritarianism and hostility toward the West sat uneasily with the fact that its economic 
prosperity depended heavily on integration with the very Western economies whose values 
and influence Putin increasingly openly resented. These contradictions came to a head with 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.

Putin’s Authoritarian Regime

The Russian political system is weakly institutionalized compared to other advanced 
industrial societies. Formally, there is a constitution and institutions of democratic rule, but 
in practice the Kremlin violates those norms when it chooses to do so and has been at pains 
to strip the electoral system of genuine competition. The legal system is in place, but for 
politically connected people it can be short-circuited.9
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Over his 22 years as president (including four years as prime minister, 2008-2012), 
Putin has consolidated power in his own hands to an extraordinary degree, and at the 
same time he restored the capacity of the Russian state both at home and abroad. Analysts 
disagree over the extent to which Putin is a personal dictator, capable of getting what he 
wants over each and every issue; or more of a broker, balancing competing factions in and 
around the Kremlin.10 The two key groups that form the backbone of the Russian elite 
are the people running the security agencies (the siloviki) and the new capitalist class, the 
oligarchs.11 These two groups stand atop of a large state bureaucracy composed of millions 
of loyal officials that administer and monitor Russian society. After his accession to the 
presidency, Putin used the siloviki to rein in the autonomy of the leaders of Russia’s 89 
regions and to push the oligarchs out from political power. At the same time, in addition 
to the institutional bureaucracies of the siloviki, Putin relied heavily on an inner circle of 
trusted aides, who have personal connections to him going back to the 1990s, when Putin 
was working in the St. Petersburg mayor’s office.12 From 2004 on, once the Putin regime had 
been consolidated, the siloviki and the inner circle were able to expand their own personal 
control over economic assets, expropriating or buying out existing owners.

How is it that this small group of men can rule with an iron hand a large, diverse 
country of 145 million people spread over 11 time zones? In order to understand the current 
configuration of power, it is important to look back at the collapse of the Soviet state in the 
1990s and its recuperation in the 2000s.

After becoming president in 2000, Putin moved quickly to restore what came to be 
known as the “power vertical.”13 In the Soviet Union, the Communist Party had provided 
a tightly controlled bureaucratic chain of command which reached down into every 
school, factory, and military unit in the country. The Communist Party vertical operated in 
parallel to the multiple ministerial bureaucracies that ran Soviet industry, agriculture, and 
government agencies. The Communist Party tried to coordinate the workings of the state 
Leviathan, to ensure that the Kremlin’s current priorities were being addressed, and kept an 
eye on the mass population to ensure its political quiescence.

After the failed August 1991 coup, the Soviet Communist Party was banned. 
When it was reconstituted as the Communist Party of the Russian Federation in 1993, it 
no longer had a privileged position inside state institutions: it was just another opposition 
political party. This meant that post-Soviet Russia lacked the central control bureaucracy 
that the Communist Party had provided. Instead, those coordination functions were the 
responsibility of the presidential administration at national level, and to the regional leaders 
in Russia’s then 89 provinces. After 1995 the regional governors were directly elected, and 
thus had a source of political legitimacy independent of the Kremlin. The new Russian state 
was more ethnically homogeneous than the old Soviet Union, since Russians made up 80 
percent of the population as opposed to just 53 percent in the former USSR. But 32 of the 
provinces were ethnically designated republics, whose leaders were called presidents. In the 
1990s most of the ethnic republics jealously guarded their newly won autonomy, finding 
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ways to avoid paying federal taxes and passing laws which violated federal legislation. Many 
of the non-ethnic regional governors followed suit.14

Yeltsin found his economic reforms blocked by the Congress of People’s Deputies. 
In October 1993 he used the army to disband the Congress and then held a referendum 
in December 1993 to introduce a new constitution and a State Duma with limited powers 
vis-à-vis the presidency. However, pro-Yeltsin parties fared poorly in elections to the 
State Duma in 1993, 1995, and 1999, and the Kremlin was stalemated by the opposition-
controlled Duma throughout Yeltsin’s time in office. Between 1995 and 2000, for example, 
not a single federal budget was approved by the Duma in advance.

Yeltsin is typically portrayed as the founding father of Russian democracy. 
However, Archie Brown points out that nearly all the key features of liberal democracy were 
introduced by Gorbachev, not Yeltsin: free media, competitive elections, freedom to travel, 
private property, etc.15 (Yeltsin’s one innovation was the introduction of direct election of 
regional governors.) It is also overlooked that the army played a key role in Yeltsin’s rise to 
power—refusing to support the coup in August 1991, and then obeying Yeltsin’s order to 
shell the congress in October 1993. That meant Yeltsin had little choice but to agree to the 
army’s plan to invade Chechnya in December 1994—so the military foundation of the post-
Soviet political system did not start with Putin.

On December 31, 1999, Yeltsin nominated Putin as his successor, and he won 
election in March 2000. Putin moved quickly to restore the “power vertical,” aiming to 
create a single pyramid of patrimonial power in place of the multiple competing power 
centers of the 1990s.16 He forced out the major owners of the two leading independent 
television stations, Boris Berezovsky and Vladimir Gusinsky, and arranged for them to be 
taken over by Kremlin-loyal corporations. He created seven new federal districts (okrugy) to 
monitor the regions, ensuring that they paid their taxes, brought their laws into compliance 
with federal legislation, and delivered votes for Putin and his party, United Russia, in 
elections.17 Each okrug had a head answering directly to Putin, and there was a presidential 
representative in each region reporting directly to them. Geographically, the okrugy were 
based on the federal military districts, and most of the presidential representatives were 
former military or KGB officials. This new vertical chain of command was effectively a 
replacement for the old Communist Party network. It led to a rapid improvement in tax 
collection and—to a lesser extent—the capacity of the federal government to implement 
its policies. The new tax code introduced in 2003 sharply increased the proportion of taxes 
collected by the federal center.18 In 2004, Putin used the excuse of the terrorist attack on the 
Beslan school in North Ossetia to abolish the direct election of regional governors: one of 
the few remaining elements of electoral competition in the Russian political system. At that 
point Freedom House downgraded Russia from “partly free” to “unfree.”

Russia is a hybrid regime combining formal democratic institutions (a constitution, 
regular elections) with the informal exercise of power by a ruling elite. Autocrats can use 
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their control over the media to win elections and manage society without the need for 
crude repression.19 In authoritarian regimes of the Russian type, elections are regularly held 
to maintain the appearance of democratic accountability, and the regime has to adjust its 
tactics to accommodate changing social moods and needs.20 Election management tools 
include spoiler candidates, workplace mobilization, the cooptation of opposition leaders, 
and the falsification of results. Most of these techniques were already deployed in the 1990s 
and were carried over into the Putin era.21 A key strategy to ensure the desired outcome is 
to fragment the opposition: encouraging weak opposition parties to run (and lose) creates 
an image of competition while posing no real threat of a transfer of power. At the same time, 
a powerful personality cult was built up around Putin as a national leader, floating above 
the messy business of party politics, and aided by populist performances such as his annual 
“direct line” television show in which he fields calls from citizens around the country.22 In 
2020 Putin consolidated his grip on power by rewriting the constitution to enable him to 
serve for two more terms after 2024: in effect, president for life.23

At the same time, Putin took steps to rebuild Russian national identity, focused 
on patriotism and pride in Russia’s return to the world stage as a great power. In the 1990s, 
Russia was torn by competing interpretations of national identity and the appropriate 
ideological foundation for the new/old Russian state. The very proximity of Russian and 
Soviet identities made it difficult for Russians to define themselves in opposition to their 
Soviet past, as was a common strategy of nation-building elites in most of the other post-
Soviet states. Russia inherited from the Soviet Union a multi-ethnic federal structure and 
global power worldview which made it difficult for Russian elites to adopt the strategy of a 
“nationalizing” state built around the ethno-nationalism of the majority population.

There were at least four competing visions of the appropriate identity narrative for 
the Russian Federation: a multi-national state; an ethnic state (“Russia for the Russians”); 
a civic state (neutral as to ethnicity); and an imperial state (ruling over other peoples and 
territories). The multi-ethnic and civic views were dominant in the Russian government’s 
thinking in the 1990s—though these two approaches contradicted each other in crucial 
respects, such as the special status of the ethnically-designated republics within the 
Federation. Under Putin, the emphasis shifted toward an imperial state—stressing the 
legacy of the Tsarist and to a lesser extent Soviet past. Radical nationalists promoted a more 
ethno-national approach, but the Kremlin cracked down on the extreme Russian nationalist 
groups.24

Under Putin, the state invested heavily in patriotic education and the promotion of 
new symbols, while pushing rival visions of Russia’s national narrative to the margins of the 
political system. After Putin’s return to the presidency in 2012, he put a new emphasis on the 
ethnic component in Russian identity, including a prominent role for the Orthodox Church. 
This trend accelerated after the annexation of Crimea in 2014. Putin stresses continuity 
with the “1,000 year history” of the Russian state, while elevating the Soviet victory of 
1945 into a virtual state religion. Moscow increased the pressure on non-Russian ethnic 
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groups to assimilate to that core culture—tightening restrictions on the teaching in native 
languages in the ethnic republics in 2018, for example. (Chechnya is a notable exception to 
this homogenizing trend.) This narrative was pushed out through the educational system; 
through museums and public rituals, and through television and cinema—with an endless 
supply of patriotic blockbusters.25 In addition, a network of government-led voluntary 
organizations was created to engage the community in patriotic action, especially young 
people—such as Nashi (Ours) and the Youth Army.26 These groups were founded in the 
wake of the “color revolutions” that swept incumbent autocrats from power in Georgia, 
Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan in 2003-2005, a development that greatly alarmed Putin, and 
which he attributed to Western interference. In retrospect, we can see that the steady and 
systematic militarization of Russian society (or at least the efforts in that direction), in 
response to a perceived Western threat, laid the groundwork for the annexation of Crimea 
in 2014 and the invasion of 2022. Some experts did see the importance of this development 
before the crisis of 2022.27

At the same time as Putin was building this state patriotism narrative, Putin was, 
as Oxana Shevel notes, “purposefully ambiguous” about where the borders of the Russian 
state should lie, and which ethnic groups belonged within it.28 After 2007, Putin promoted 
the concept of the “Russian world” (Russkii mir), claiming affinity with ethnic Russians and 
Russian language speakers living beyond the boundaries of the Russian Federation.29 This 
view resonated across the political spectrum in Russia—especially with regards to Crimea. 
Back in 1997 Russia and Belarus announced their intention to form a “union state,” a project 
that has proceeded in fits and starts, with the creation of a customs union in 2010. Further 
integration—such as Belarus introducing the Russian ruble as its currency—has been 
delayed due to President Alexander Lukashenko’s unwillingness to lose his independence, 
and his prickly personal relationship with Putin. But the union with Belarus is one indicator 
of Putin’s likely long-run intentions for Ukraine.

In 2008 Putin stepped down from the presidency, in line with the constitution’s two-
term limit. However, he moved sideways to the post of prime minister while his loyal aide 
Dmitry Medvedev became president. Rather than let Medvedev serve two terms as president, in 
September 2011 Putin announced that he would be returning to the presidency the next year. In 
part this was because of the Arab Spring that erupted in early 2011, which was an unwelcome 
reminder for Putin of the capacity of pro-democracy crowds to topple dictators. The Arab Spring 
culminated in NATO’s intervention in Libya—something which Putin resented. He opposed 
Western actions to promote regime change, fearing that Russia could be next. Also, the action 
in Libya replicated NATO’s bombing of Serbia in 1999 in support of Kosovo independence: a 
critical turning point in the deterioration of US-Russia relations.

Putin’s announcement that he was returning to the presidency helped fuel mass 
protests in Moscow and other cities challenging the results of the December 2011 State 
Duma elections. After he was elected president in May 2012, Putin cracked down hard 
on the protesters, and moved further to the right. He encouraged a series of legislative 
measures appealing to “traditional” Russian values in opposition to degenerate Western 



The Domestic Foundations of Russian Foreign Policy 22

values (including a ban on foreign adoptions and LGBT propaganda) and cracked down 
on civil society groups receiving foreign money. The authoritarian shift after 2012 broke 
the “live and let live” modus vivendi that had previously prevailed between the oligarchs 
and the siloviki.30 The business community was seen as too close to West, and likely to 
sympathize with the pro-democracy protestors.31 The policy shift led to growing tension 
between the competing economic and political logics driving the Kremlin’s policy.

The annexation of Crimea in March 2014 and Russian support for the separatist 
insurrection in Donbas was the culmination of the deterioration of relations with the West 
over the previous decade.32 Putin saw the overthrow of the pro-Russian president Viktor 
Yanukovich in February 2014 as a Western-inspired plot to pry Ukraine out of the Russian 
sphere of influence. Sevastopol, Crimea, was the home port of the Russian Black Sea fleet, 
and thus a vital strategic asset for Russia. The fact that Crimea was majority ethnic Russian, 
and had only been transferred to Ukraine from the Russian Federation in 1954, gave Putin 
the opportunity to combine his geopolitical interests with the theme of defending ethnic 
Russians. Putin’s approval rating leapt from 69 percent to 81 percent in the month after the 
annexation of Crimea, and to 88 percent by October 2014. The sanctions played into the 
anti-Western, conservative nationalist narrative which the Kremlin had been promoting, 
especially since 2012. Previously, Putin’s approval rating had tracked the ups and downs of 
Russia’s GDP growth rate: after 2014, this ceased to be the case.33 Putting Russian society 
on a war footing, facing off against the alleged threat from the West, provided Putin with 
a framework to justify cracking down on political opposition and thus consolidate his grip 
on power.

What Economic Strategy for Russia?

The leaders of post-Soviet Russia faced a triple challenge in trying to modernize their 
country’s economy. First, as the world’s largest producer of oil and gas it is burdened by the 
“oil curse”—a well-documented combination of pathologies that hinder the development of 
countries heavily dependent on oil exports: an overvalued currency, volatile exchange rates, 
corruption, concentration of wealth and power, etc.34

Second, it suffers from the “Russian curse”: a centuries-old tradition of a strong 
centralized state, deemed necessary to preserve internal stability and external security of 
what became the largest country in the world, trying to hold a vast stretch of territory from 
Europe to North America.35

Third, it suffers from the “Soviet curse”: 70 years of socialist central planning that 
reinforced the statist tradition of Tsarist Russia and adding new distortions such as a bloated 
military industry complex, disdain for entrepreneurship, dependency on state handouts, and 
informal networks of trusted partners that inhibit open competition and public accountability.

Russia’s attempt to build a competitive market economy and liberal democracy in 
the 1990s was, by and large, a failure.36 The wrenching transition that followed the collapse 
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of the centrally planned economy saw a 40 percent drop in GDP, rampant inflation, and a 
concomitant plunge in living standards. The “wild 1990s” discredited free market capitalism 
in the eyes of ordinary Russians—and also undermined their faith in democracy, which had 
accompanied the arrival of capitalism.37 The 1998 financial crisis, which saw Russia default 
on its debts and caused another 75 percent devaluation of the ruble, only reinforced that 
message. 

When Putin was nominated acting president in 1999, he was fully aware that 
Russia was falling further behind the economies of the developed West. In his pre-election 
manifesto in 1999 he warned that “It will take us about 15 years and an annual growth of our 
gross domestic product by 8 percent a year to reach the per capita GDP level of present-day 
Portugal or Spain, which are not among the world’s industrial leaders.”38 (Russia did manage 
to reach Portugal’s 2000 GDP per capita in 2012, although its GDP still lagged 22 percent 
behind the 2012 Portugal level.)

In his first address to the Federal Assembly in July 2000 Putin was harshly critical 
of the policies of the 1990s, which led to a situation where “the growing gap between the 
leading countries and Russia is pushing us toward the Third World.”39 He argued, “We have 
had to choose: operate on alien aid, advice, and credits or rely on our own resources.” In 
practice, however, Putin recognized the advantages that could be gained from participation 
in the international division of labor—access to cheap capital, superior management skills, 
and the latest technology. He did not turn Russia away from global integration: he kept the 
ruble a convertible currency, lifting the remaining capital controls; and continued to pursue 
World Trade Organization (WTO) membership, which Russia finally achieved in 2012.40

Putin moved quickly to centralize decision making, and gradually tightened the 
screws on political opposition. The “wild 1990s” had seen control over Russian industry 
fall into the hands of a few dozen buccaneer entrepreneurs, the “oligarchs.” Putin made it 
clear to them that they could keep their businesses, but would have to stay out of politics, 
and would follow Putin’s instructions when their help was needed. Putin also introduced 
measures to strengthen state influence over the economy. His first step was to restore state 
control over the oil and gas sector: the source of 75 percent of export earnings and around 
half of the federal budget revenues. In 2003 Roman Abramovich agreed to sell Sibneft to the 
state-controlled Gazprom for $13 billion. But Mikhail Khodorkovsky, owner of the largest 
oil company, Yukos, and Russia’s richest man, refused to cooperate. In 2003 he was arrested 
and sentenced to 10 years in jail, and his company was seized and merged with state-owned 
Rosneft. The Yukos expropriation was a turning point: it gave a green light to state officials 
at all levels to extort or expropriate local entrepreneurs, to have their own “mini Yukos.”41

Apart from the oil and gas industry, state-controlled corporations also dominated 
certain other sectors, such as the defense industry and railways. Meanwhile, a small 
inner circle of Putin cronies became very rich thanks to their stake in a circle of key 
private companies and state corporations.42 By 2020 Russia had over one hundred dollar 
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billionaires;43 and the top 1 percent earn 20 percent of the national income and own 40 
percent of the nation’s wealth—the highest level of concentration of wealth in any of the 
countries in the World Inequality Survey.44

But Putin’s overall economic strategy was somewhat ambiguous. Part of his team 
consisted of modernizers who insisted that the only way to restore Russia’s prosperity and 
standing in the world was to embrace Western market institutions and integrate with the 
global economy. They were impressed by the experience of China and other East Asian 
“tigers,” who had prospered following opening to foreign trade and investment and 
integration into global production chains. Although the number of pro-market liberals 
shrank over the course of the Putin administration, they still hold some influential positions, 
including Finance Minister Anton Siluanov and Central Bank head Elvira Nabiullina.45  
Mikhail Mishustin, prime minister since January 2020, is the primary example of an 
ideologically neutral technocrat: he was the former head of the Federal Tax Service.46 

On the other side were economic nationalists who believed that integration into 
the global economy has reduced the Russian economy to a “raw materials appendage” 
of Europe and China and undermined the political institutions and cultural norms that 
are central to Russian identity.47 The “nationalists” are also a diverse group, ranging 
from ideological Eurasianists who prioritize reintegrating the former Soviet economies, 
to lobbyists for Russia’s manufacturing and defense industries. They argue that erecting 
barriers to Western economic influence and creating an alternate trading bloc is necessary 
to prevent the exploitation of the Russian economy and even the possible destruction of the 
Russian state.48

The global financial crisis of 2008-2009 hit Russia hard, with Russia experiencing 
an 8 percent drop in GDP in 2009 (and 14 percent from September 2008 to August 2009), 
the deepest of any of the G20 countries.49 Having learned the lesson from the 1998 crisis, 
the government had paid down Russia’s foreign debt and set aside a significant part of the 
oil revenues during the boom years, providing the state with a cushion to ride through 
the crisis. They managed to prevent a precipitous decline in the value of the ruble, and 
consequently maintained the previous level of real wages. The paying down of foreign 
debt and creation of a war chest to ride out financial crises was one of the signal economic 
achievements of the Putin regime. However, in 2022, Western sanctions included the 
freezing the Russian Central Bank assets held in foreign bank accounts, some 30-40 percent 
of the total. That along with the other measures (exclusion from the Society for Worldwide 
Interbank Financial Telecommunications (SWIFT) inter-bank transfer system, a bar on 
many categories of exports to Russia) severely constrained Russia’s capacity to import goods.

In 2012 Sergei Glaz’ev was appointed economic advisor to Putin, replacing the liberal 
Arkady Dvorkovich (who was promoted to deputy prime minister in charge of economic 
policy). Glaz’ev is a critic of globalization, arguing that it leads to the deindustrialization 
of mature economies, while the deepening financialization of the international economy 
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exposes countries to speculative bubbles while strengthening the power of the US. He believes 
that recycling the petro-wealth through a state-led investment campaign in infrastructure 
and manufacturing, behind protectionist barriers, can best preserve Russia’s industrial base. 
He argued for the need to create a separate international payments system with the BRICS 
(Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) countries to insulate themselves against 
Western sanctions; more investment in research and development (R&D) to prevent bans on 
technology transfer from disrupting key industries; and the introduction of capital controls 
to stop capital flight. One important strategy that gathered pace after 2012 was an effort 
to “nationalize the elite” by imposing limits on the assets that government officials could 
hold abroad, and by encouraging oligarchs to repatriate their wealth to Russia through tax 
amnesties. Ironically, the post-Crimea sanctions served to strengthen the dependency of 
Russian oligarchs on the Russian state.

In contrast, the liberals believed that it should be private business and not the state that 
invests in modernizing Russian industry, and that the state should focus its efforts on creating 
a favorable investment climate—low inflation, secure property rights, lower corruption and 
bureaucratic barriers, and a welcome mat for foreign investors with their know-how and 
technology. (Foreign owners had an equity stake in roughly one in four Russian manufacturing 
firms.) The main standard bearer for the liberals, such as they were, was Aleksei Kudrin, a 
friend of Putin who served as finance minister from 2000 until 2011. Kudrin warned in 2013 
that “There are forces in the country who have long wanted . . . isolation, maybe a certain self-
sufficiency. Today this has all fallen on fertile ground.”50 In 2016, Kudrin was charged with 
drawing up a new economic reform plan at the Center for Strategic Research—the fourth 
such liberal reform plan since Putin came to power.51

So, in the first decade of his presidency Putin was pursuing a middle path, combining 
continued trade openness with measures to ensure Russia’s long-term development. 
However, the stagnation which the Russian economy has experienced since the 2008 
financial crisis suggests that Putin’s hybrid model was not working—even before the 2014 
Crimea crisis.52

Another plank in Putin’s economic strategy was the creation of a regional trading 
bloc that would be under Russia’s control and would be to a degree insulated from the 
global economic institutions dominated by the US and its allies. The Eurasian Economic 
Community was created in 2000, and that evolved into the Eurasian Customs Union in 2010, 
consisting of Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan. They went on to create a Eurasian Economic 
Space (EES) in 2012: a single market with common tariffs and free movement of labor.53 
Ukraine declined to join these Eurasian entities—even under the pro-Russian Yanukovich, 
who was elected president in 2010. However, the overthrow of Yanukovich in February 2014 
following the Euromaidan protest signaled that Ukraine was pulling away from economic 
integration with Russia. The EES was renamed the Eurasian Economic Union in May 2014, 
and Armenia and Kyrgyzstan were arm-twisted into joining. But without Ukraine, and its 
population of 44 million, the Eurasian Economic Union was of limited economic utility for 
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Russia. The subsequent military confrontation and Western sanctions have pushed Russia 
even further in the direction of autarchy.

The Impact of the Crimea Sanctions

The imposition of sanctions on Russia in response to the 2014 annexation of 
Crimea changed once again the dynamic between the state and business in that country. 
The US relies heavily on sanctions as a tool of foreign policy, and in recent years that tool 
has been unleashed on Russia. Sanctions are a blunt instrument, one that only succeeds one 
third to one half of the time.54 They can also have unfortunate side effects, such as damaging 
US commercial interests or turning a foreign population against the US. Cognizant of these 
issues, the US turned to “smart” sanctions that impact individual persons and corporate 
entities in the target country. The first smart sanctions on Russia were introduced by the 
2012 Magnitsky Act, aimed at bringing to justice the persecutors of Sergei Magnitsky, an 
accountant who uncovered fraud in the tax audit of William Browder’s Hermitage Capital, 
and who subsequently died in jail.55

Days after Russia’s annexation of Crimea in March 2014, the US and the European 
Union imposed asset freezes and travel bans on 21 individuals deemed to be directly 
involved in the occupation. Over the next few months as the fighting erupted in Donbas 
the list of sanctioned individuals and corporate entities gradually increased. The sanctions 
focused on the banking sector, oil and gas technology suppliers, and defense industry 
firms. At first the EU was reluctant to join the US sectoral sanctions: they only signed on 
after Malaysia Airlines Flight 17 (MH17) was shot down on July 14, 2014, killing all 298 
on board. Later that month Putin responded by imposing counter-sanctions, banning the 
import of foodstuffs from countries that joined the sanctions regime. In subsequent years 
the US widened the sanctions in response to Russian actions in Syria and interference in 
the US 2016 election.

The US rationale for imposing “smart” sanctions was that they would increase the costs 
for members of the Russian elite, without harming the well-being of ordinary Russians. That did 
not work. Putin’s countersanctions on food imports brought an immediate and visible impact 
on store shelves across Russia, and most Russians blamed the West for the shortages. (They may 
not even have been aware that it was the Russian government that banned the imports.) Also, the 
US policy seems to have been based on the premise that Russia was an oligarchy in which Putin’s 
rich friends would pressure him to step back when they saw that their own economic interests 
were being harmed. That did not happen: Putin did not seem to care that the wealth of some of 
Russia’s richest men, even those in his inner circle, was being curtailed.

The 2014 sanctions, cumulatively affecting over 200 individuals and corporate 
entities, had a serious impact on the Russian economy, shutting down some joint ventures 
in the energy sector and increasing the cost of borrowing for all Russian firms.56 The Central 
Bank spent $12 billion defending the ruble but it eventually relented and the ruble lost 40 
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percent of its value by the end of 2014. Inflation surged to 15 percent, and GDP fell 3.7 
percent in 2015. The sanctions coincided with a slump in the global oil price, so it is hard 
to disaggregate the impact of the former from the latter.57 Evsei Gurvich and Il’ia Prilepskii 
estimate the impact of the sanctions as a cumulative loss of 2.8 percent of GDP over three 
years 2014-2017, or $170 billion—against a loss of $400 billion due to the slump in oil prices.

However, these economic costs were not sufficient to alter Putin’s position over 
the annexation of Crimea or the support for separatists in Donbas. Moreover, Sam Greene 
convincingly argued that “sanctions very usefully bind the Russian economic elite to the 
Kremlin, forcing them to run their financing requirements through the Finance Ministry 
and/or the Central Bank, giving Putin more leverage over the titans of industry than he has 
ever enjoyed.”58 Overall, it is clear that the 2014 Ukraine crisis saw a strengthening of the 
nationalist wing of the Putin administration.

Putin seems to have concluded that the relatively modest economic cost of the 
2014 sanctions was a price worth paying for the acquisition of Crimea and the assertion of 
Russia’s political will on the international stage. From the US point of view, the sanctions 
did not succeed, if the measure of success is getting Russia to withdraw from Crimea and 
the Donbas. Some analysts credited the sanctions with pressuring Russia not to escalate the 
conflict, and to enter peace talks.59 But that claim is impossible to prove or disprove. What 
is clear is that the experience of 2014 and threat of wider Western sanctions did not deter 
Putin from launching the invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.

Conclusion
One might have imagined that Putin had learnt some lessons from the Soviet collapse, 

and from China’s rise—that modest economic reform is good, and that political reform is risky. 
But such hopes were dashed once and for all by the invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Putin’s harsh 
authoritarianism and foreign policy adventurism is strangling economic development—a 
formula that looks a lot like Leonid Brezhnev’s Soviet Union.

It is impossible to imagine any significant improvement in relations with the West, or 
any substantial changes in Russia’s political system, while Putin is still president.60 It is equally 
difficult to envision that he will be removed through a coup, still less a popular revolution. The 
constitutional reform of 2020 enables him to stay in power until 2036, assuming his health holds 
up. (He is 69 years old.) The big unknown is who will replace Putin, and whether that person will 
be able to dismantle the dictatorial, militarized, and anti-Western regime that Putin has forged.
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Abstract: The 2015 Russian intervention in Syria allowed the military establishment to test 
practical applications of a “strategy of limited action” based on the concept of “reasonable 
sufficiency” as a way to achieve Russia’s political objectives of preventing the fall of the 
Bashar al-Assad regime while avoiding overstretch and a possible quagmire. To avoid hav-
ing to sustain a wide-ranging occupation of the country, the Russian effort has concentrated 
on controlling key vantage points, creating a patchwork of de-escalation and reconciliation 
zones to deprive the opposition of territory, and turning to the private military sector to 
minimize the risks to its ground forces.
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Introduction

In 2014, United States Sen. Lindsay Graham lamented that a country like Russia—
with “an economy the size of Italy”—was nevertheless able to play a major role in world 
affairs, comparing it to “playing a poker game with a pair of 2s and winning.”1 The impli-
cation was that, given its economic base, Russia should not be able to wield the military 
capabilities it possessed and to project power around the world. The lessons of the Syria op-
eration, however, show how Russia can take its limited assets and constrained budgets and 
utilize them to great effectiveness. This, in turn, gives Russia a resiliency to conduct military 
operations while limiting the costs and stresses on its economy and political system. It also 
reinforced the conclusion that Russia’s ability to project disruptive military power continues 
to give it relevance on the global stage, even if it lacks the economic wherewithal of other 
major powers such as the US or China.

Indeed, learning lessons from the Russian experience is critical because the US ex-
pectation, when the Russians intervened in 2015, was that Moscow would fail to achieve its 
objectives and repeat the Soviet failures in Afghanistan. President Barack Obama warned, 
“An attempt by Russia… to prop up [Bashar al-] Assad and try to pacify the population is 
just going to get them stuck in a quagmire and it won’t work.”2 The president’s comments 
reflected a tendency within the American strategic studies community to situate Russian 
actions “within the West’s own theoretical framework” rather than to examine the emer-
gence of a new Russian approach to intervention and conflict management.3

However, as a number of Russian officials have stated, they studied closely the re-
cord of American failures and setbacks in both Iraq and Afghanistan.4 Indeed, the Russian 
national security establishment (along with China’s), has, as former Undersecretary of De-
fense Michelle Flournoy noted in the 2019 Drell Lecture, devoted a great deal of attention to 
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learning from US experiences–both successes and failures–over the last thirty years.5 In ad-
dition, the Russian national security community processed the lessons of the Soviet inter-
vention in Afghanistan, so that “by avoiding the mistakes of the past Russia has sidestepped 
a quagmire in Syria, and perhaps framed a working doctrine to avoid becoming ensnared in 
future asymmetric wars.”6 That has guided their efforts in formulating a post-Soviet Russian 
way of intervention and conflict resolution.

Sometimes described under the rubric of “new generation warfare” (NGW), this 
way of warfare subordinates the use of kinetic power to enmeshing the unleashing of fire-
power within a larger framework of influence operations. As Nicholas Fedyk describes it, 
it elevates “the psychological and popular aspects of conflict” by using, whenever possible, 
non-military measures as a first resort, so as to avoid, whenever possible, boiling over “into 
full-scale armed conflict.” The delivery of military force must fit within a larger strategy de-
signed to convince an enemy to cease fighting, or, at minimum, withdraw from the desired 
objective.7

Syria is where many of these lessons were tested, and the Syria operation itself, as 
Dima Adamsky has concluded, “has enabled Russian practitioners to further refine a notion 
of new generation warfare (NGW)—a set of ideas about the changing character of war that 
had been circulating in the Russian strategic community (under the current chief of the 
general staff [ed. Valery Gerasimov]) for several years prior to the start of the operation.”8 
In addition, Syria also served “as a laboratory for testing a range of concepts and weapons of 
various services, as part of the profound reform of the armed forces which has been going 
on since 2008.”9

The lessons of Syria, in turn, need to be examined because of the perceived success 
of Russian President Vladimir Putin’s decision to intervene in achieving a number of key 
Russian strategic objectives. The Russians assess that their action blunted efforts by the US 
to forge a coherent anti-Assad coalition capable of driving Assad from power; it forged a 
new balance of power within Syria itself as well as the broader Middle East, returning Rus-
sia to the table as a major external player; and it cemented Russia’s ability to forward deploy 
power outside of the Eurasian region and to expand its zone of influence and denial from 
the Black Sea across the entire Eastern Mediterranean. Not only was the Assad regime, 
assessed in 2015 to be on its last legs, saved, but a blow delivered to US prestige and to 
Obama who himself had proclaimed “Assad must go.”10 Even if the Russian contribution, in 
absolute military terms, was relatively minor, and the Assad government might have sur-
vived without direct Russian military action, the dividends the intervention paid, in terms 
of enhancing Russian influence in the region, increased Russian leverage as an external 
player throughout the greater Middle East. As a 2020 Al-Jazeera report concluded, “Russia’s 
perceived success in Syria also encouraged other countries in the Middle East to seek im-
proved relations with Moscow.”11 In other words, even limited and constrained action can 
have major impacts.

Mason Clark concludes, “The Kremlin identifies Syria as a highly successful—and 
replicable—operation and conceives of expeditionary deployments as a new addition to the 
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Kremlin’s policy toolkit.”12By showcasing Russia’s ability to deploy limited forces in circum-
scribed engagements, Moscow demonstrated that it, too, could cast a vote in regional and 
global issues. Rather than viewing Syria as a sui generis case, in which a host of factors spe-
cific to Syria contributed to Russian success, Moscow concluded the lessons of Syria might 
in fact be applicable elsewhere.13

The Lessons

I. Limit Goals and Scope of the Operation

In going into Syria, the Russians, having observed the overreach and overstretch of 
the US efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan, decided to eschew what they viewed as the Amer-
ican expenditure of personnel and funds for massive reconstruction efforts and to reshape 
political and economic life.14 Indeed, as Adamsky has noted, “The Kremlin realized that 
overall intervention might become a deadly self-inflicted blow.”15 In defining the scope 
of the intervention, the Russians ruled out “nation-building reconstruction or political 
transformation” as goals of the operation.16 Instead, as Dara Massicot pointed out, Russian 
action was explicitly guided by the strategy of limited action (стратегия ограниченных 
действий).17 As Massicot notes, the 2017 edition of Dmitry Rogozin’s Voina i Mir, a dictio-
nary of national security and military terms, defines the term as follows:

The way of conducting war and operations with limited goals, with the deliberate 
spread of military actions on strictly defined territories, using only a part of military 
potential and only certain groups of armed forces, selectively striking a certain 
number of selected objects, targets and groups of troops (forces) of the enemy. It 
is used in conditions when there is no need to use the entire military power of the 
state to achieve the goals set, or if one side or the other seeks to avoid the enemy’s 
dangerous large-scale actions. At the same time, military actions are of a limited 
nature; they are carried out on a smaller scale, mainly by launching fire strikes and 
conducting joint air, anti-air, front-line, army and divisional operations.18

Rather than envisioning the occupation of an entire country and a complete re-
structuring of its political and economic institutions, the strategy of limited action envi-
sions a focus on taking possession of what might be seen as the commanding heights, con-
trol of which is necessary to be able to shape and manage the politico-security environment. 
In assessing how the Russians carried out the campaign in Syria, Jānis Bērziņš identified 
some of these critical items that the Russians focused on, such as strong points, dominant 
heights, lines of communications, road junctions, transport hubs, water sources, and key 
settlements.19 Significantly, this did not require positive control of the entire country, simply 
that negative outcomes from other areas of the country could be prevented or minimized. 
However, if guaranteeing those negative outcomes could not come as a result of negotiation, 
the Russian approach would be to use “scorched earth” tactics.20

The success of a limited strategy in Syria was defined, as Robert Hamilton noted, as a 
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regime just stable enough to achieve its ends, which Anna Borshchevskaya further refined as a 
modicum of stability across most of the country and an end to large-scale fighting. As she also 
notes, political reconciliation and reconstruction was not the objective of the mission.21 Charles 
Sullivan agrees, seeing a Russian definition of success as “reinforcing a weakened state, restoring 
its control over a tract of geography, and ‘freezing’ the war through a combination of diplomacy 
and deterrence.”22 Adamsky defines this end state as “controlled tensions.”23

The subsequent reoccupation of much of Syria’s territory by Assad’s military was 
a byproduct of the massive, damaging and debilitating military strikes enduring by the 
opposition, rather than the initial purpose of the Russian intervention, which was to stave 
off Assad’s collapse. Indeed, as Ralph Shield concluded, “Russia’s objectives in Syria are 
relatively limited. Putin has dispatched Russian military force to preserve the Assad regime 
but remains uncommitted to the more formidable task of re-establishing Damascus’s sover-
eignty over the antebellum Syrian state.”24 Vadim Volovoj concurs: what matters most to the 
Kremlin is the process, not the result, since involvement in the Syrian civil war has ensured 
Russia remains a player in Middle East politics and is able to extend its influence against the 
US without having to have solved the Syrian crisis.25

II. Destroy Capabilities Rather than Occupy Territory

Throughout the course of the Syrian civil war, think tanks like the Institute for the 
Study of War would produce ongoing maps showing what parts of Syria were under the 
nominal control of the government and opposition groups. When the Russians began their 
intervention, their initial military campaigns focused primarily on destroying capabilities 
and fighting formations of the anti-Assad opposition, rather than on occupying territory.26 
[Here, “occupation” is used to mean exercising effective and direct military and political 
control over a defined area, in terms of establishing a civil or military administration and 
supervising all aspects of life.] The Kremlin made the decision to become directly involved 
in the Syria conflict when, in the late summer and early fall of 2015, the opposition forces 
had acquired sufficient capabilities and momentum to push on Damascus and attempt to 
dislodge Assad. By focusing on airpower, as well as missile strikes and use of unmanned 
systems, the Russian task force concentrated on breaking up and degrading opposition mil-
itary formations and, just as critically, disrupting and destroying their supply routes.27

The Syria campaign validated the stress placed on developing capabilities to direct 
accurate firepower for “blocking routes for delivery of material assets, weapons, ammu-
nition, and replenishment of the enemy” and finding, fixing, and destroying opposition 
weapons emplacements, especially strongholds in villages and urban areas.28 Thus, an over-
view of what platforms the Russians preferred to use in the Syria operation—Su-24 and 
Su-34 fighter bombers, Su-25 ground attack aircraft, Mi-24 attack helicopters and recon-
naissance drones—suggests that “their main application would seem to be guaranteeing the 
operational freedom of action and freedom of maneuver of Syrian or other troops on the 
ground, supporting counter-offensives and destroying, disrupting and degrading the ene-
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my’s ground forces, even the enemy’s depth position in the area of operations.”29 Indeed, the 
targets of air strikes, drone attacks and even naval gunfire (such as the October 2015 launch 
of Kalibr cruise missiles from the Caspian Flotilla) were designed to strike headquarters, 
weapons depots, and convoys as part of this strategy of degrading and disrupting opposi-
tion forces.30

Adamsky sees this approach as having two stages: halting the advance of opposition 
forces (and so demonstrate the resilience of the Assad regime) and then to fragment the 
opposition to “localize, isolate, and dismantle pockets of resistance.”31 This follows from 
the Russian strategic precept of “harassment and interdiction” to disorient and demoralize 
opposition forces and the civilians who support them.32 The end goal would be to achieve 
уничтожение (annihilation) of a center of resistance.33 In addition, the calculated brutality 
of these harassment and interdiction tactics has been designed to show those who contin-
ue to resist that there will be no outside intervention, and, as one on the ground observer 
commented, “clarifying in terms of how far international ‘friends’ would be prepared to go 
for other areas.”34

However, while liquidation through the application of military force was the tradi-
tional approach, General Aleksandr Lapin, who served in Syria, acknowledged that, in a de-
parture from traditional Russian strategy, the military also embraced the use of negotiations 
to encourage opposition forces to leave neighborhoods or enclaves. Of course, it should be 
noted that often such negotiations take place in the context of what has been described as 
“siege and starve” tactics—including the use of indiscriminate firing into areas, without care 
to avoid civilian casualties or destruction of non-military infrastructure—to create evacu-
ation as the only remaining option.35 Evacuation would also serve the goal of neutralizing 
capabilities because agreements for allowing besieged fighters to leave meant abandoning 
not only fixed positions and bases but also heavier equipment which could not be moved. 
But the end result of such agreements was to avoid tying down limited Russian military 
contingents with having to exert positive control over territory and populations; evacuated 
areas were designed to deny territorial control to the opposition, rather than intended, at 
least initially, to establish Syrian government control.

III. Ending Resistance as the Objective

Shrinking opposition control over territory, preventing the establishment of more 
permanent control over specific territories and regions and using those as a base for mili-
tary and political action against the Syrian regime, factors into the third lesson from Syr-
ia—that the Russians chose not to focus on political reform or taking on the responsibilities 
of governance as part of their mission or using this as a metric for defining success. As 
Charles Sullivan concluded, “From Russia’s perspective, an intervening power should avoid 
assuming control over a local war effort and becoming involved in the rebuilding of state 
institutions. Hence, an intervening power should refrain from meddling in local elite poli-
tics.”36 Indeed, in a number of cases the Russians brokered a series of cease-fires and “recon-
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ciliation deals” (itifaqaat al-musalaha) that left local leaders and notables in control of their 
immediate territory in return for accepting overall government control, or, at a minimum, 
ceasing efforts against the regime or aiding the opposition. In other words, the Russian 
goal was to deny these areas to the opposition, rather than try to force reintegration with 
the Syrian state. These arrangements “facilitated the authority and control of many of these 
groups over certain geographical areas (mostly in the de-escalation areas) and meant the 
Syrian government has been unable to exercise hegemonic domination at the local level.”37 
To the extent that the Russian military has defined specific areas of control in Syria, they are 
focused on a few pieces of critically strategic real estate. This flows directly from the concept 
of a strategy of limited action, where “fortified areas and large points of enemy resistance” 
are bypassed but where lines of communication are secured.38 Indeed, as Marika Sosnowk-
si’s research has shown, control of roads and other transport infrastructure has allowed the 
Russians “to facilitate the flow of goods into de-escalation areas which also endeared them 
with local armed groups and populations. A member of the Russian military operating out 
of Hmeimen airbase in Latakia said that Russia “has good relations with nonstate armed 
groups” as a result of those activities.39

At the same time, force, and especially indiscriminate force, is employed alongside 
tactical negotiations in an effort to jury-rig cease-fires and “understandings” with different 
actors. Even if such arrangements do not last, they, as Samer Abboud has pointed out, “reduce 
political and military space for the opposition” and hold out to different groups the possibility 
of extended truce, freeing up Russian forces to focus their attacks on others.40 This openness 
to negotiation and to offer truce on easy terms (e.g., to cease attacks on the Syrian government 
and to cut off support and aid for those groups that continued their anti-Assad campaign) in 
turn allowed the Russians to build ties and connections to all parties.41

While the Russians have hosted political meetings (especially through the Astana 
process), their intervention has not insisted on developing a new constitutional framework 
or constructing political institutions. Instead, Lakshmi Priya concludes that the Russian 
mediation efforts have focused on “a relatively less ambitious process focused on attaining 
a cessation of hostilities, rather than the forging of a political solution.”42 Therefore, the 
emphasis has been on identifying power centers and leaders and either brokering arrange-
ments between them and the central government or negotiating for neutrality. The Russians 
have not insisted, as part of this process, that an area accept the exclusive control of the 
Syrian central government, and the Russian approach is not to have to deploy personnel 
in large enough numbers to force that compliance. The end result of having a patchwork 
of “cease-fires” and “de-escalation zones” all around Syria allowed the Russians to build 
leverage and to be able to focus their resources on targeting the most recalcitrant or more 
capable anti-Assad opposition groups, allowing for concentration of firepower and assets 
on those groups that refuse truce or reconciliation.43

Of particular importance is the use of the tactics of the temporary truce, permitting 
(or compelling) the evacuation of the civilian population, using air and artillery strikes to 
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inflict considerable damage, and offering final evacuation of resistance fighters to designat-
ed enclaves as a way to reduce the size of the territory under opposition control but without 
having to commit to a lengthy or prolonged occupation. “Temporary truces” of this type 
have a long provenance in Middle Eastern history, and it appears that Russian command-
ers, drawing on this situational knowledge, took these historical precedents and, working 
alongside their Syrian partners, crafted truce arrangements that would be acceptable to 
local notables and elites. In particular, the use of evacuation corridors, with the proviso that 
those who remain are then declared combatants, allows the Russians to both diminish the 
size of the population in the enclaves but also to then engage in indiscriminate firing and 
strikes without concern for minimizing damage to civilians, since, in the Russians’ view, 
there are no civilians left in the area.

General Aleksandr Dvornikov saw these tactics as a way to liberate “entire neigh-
borhoods without a fight” and compared the impact of these tactics “to the results of a 
large-scale operation involving troops and forces.”44 At the same time, many of the evacu-
ees, if they do not wish to agree to a reconciliation agreement with the Syrian government 
under Russian auspices, are transported to Idlib province, where, in a zone controlled and 
monitored by the Turkish military, an effective “‘dumping ground’ for opposition fighters 
from the other three zones unwilling to be reconciled with the Syrian government” has 
been created.45

IV. Maintaining a Light Footprint

Even as the tempo of the intervention picked up, the Kremlin always kept a careful 
eye on the number of forces allotted for the Syrian operation, and never let the mission 
expand. The Russians have maintained a relatively light “official” on-the-ground footprint 
in Syria, guided by the principle of разумная достаточность (reasonable sufficiency). As 
Adamsky concludes, “Applied to the Syrian context, the principle means limiting the scale 
of military intervention to the minimum possible that would still allow Russia to project 
influence and promote regional goals.”46 It has also meant carefully recruiting ground forces 
and military police who can work most effectively on the ground in Syria. For instance, as 
the Russians moved into areas of Syria dominated by Sunni Muslims, the Russians deployed 
military police drawn from the largely Sunni Muslim regions of the North Caucasus, espe-
cially Ingushetia and Chechnya. As a result, as Marika Sosnowski’s research showed, “Mem-
bers of the Syrian armed opposition were reportedly surprised at seeing Sunni prayer rites 
being performed by the Russian Military Police on the road. These very visual displays of 
religious solidarity proved successful in establishing a level of trust with opposition groups 
as the police were perceived by many armed groups as non-sectarian and therefore not as 
risky to deal with as the Syrian government or Iran.”47

Greater focus on air power and offshore maritime strikes, utilizing new technol-
ogies, and better integration with local ground units (the Syrian government, other Syri-
an militias, Iranian Revolutionary Guards and Hezbollah fighters) allowed the Kremlin to 
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maximize the impact of Russian combat power while minimizing the number of ground 
forces.48 As part of the emphasis on “reasonable sufficiency,” the Syrian campaign enabled 
the Russian military to become better acquainted with “modern technological warfare” and 
how to better deliver stand-off strikes that would minimize the exposure of its ground forc-
es.49 Michael Kofman describes the Russian approach as a “lean strategy” designed to avoid 
creating large sunk costs (in terms of bases, facilities, and commitments) and allowing for 
flexibility and changes in tactics and approach.50 As Kofman and Matthew Rojanksy put it, 
“Russia pursued an ‘emergent’ or ‘lean’ strategy, based on a flexible approach, a willingness 
to learn and adapt depending on which tactics works and which did not, an approach char-
acterized by the ‘fail fast, fail cheap’ ethos of startup business, with iterative adjustments to 
the operation.” 51 Indeed, Russian commanders in Syria pursued simultaneous courses of 
action, adopting and resourcing successful approaches and discarded those not showing 
results without a concurrent worry about “sunk costs.”52

One way to handle costs has been the practice of using Syria as an ongoing training 
and exercise operation, rotating personnel in order to hone combat skills while deducting 
operational costs from the training budget.53 By 2018, some 48,000 personnel had rotated 
through Syria, including all the commanders of the military districts, and more than 50 
percent of the regimental commanders.54

Shifting to a light footprint also was a way not to stress the logistical capabilities of 
the Russian military and to prevent too many forces from going to Syria, diverting them 
away from other challenges and possible contingency plans.55 A respect for the principle 
of reasonable sufficiency allowed the Kremlin to modulate its force structure in Syria so as 
to prevent overstretch. A light footprint was also important for political purposes. As Emil 
Aslan Souleimanov and Valery Dzutsati pointed out: “Prolonged direct engagement in the 
Syrian civil war was not without its risks, though, and Putin must have understood this. 
First, the Russians soon came to comprehend that deploying some ground forces in Syria 
was inevitable, to provide security to the Russian military facilities for one thing. Second, 
they increased Russian tactical military capacity making it more mobile …”56 Of particular 
concern was that Russian ground forces not become involved in large-scale urban combat 
or house-to-house fighting in dense neighborhoods.

The first way that the Russians coped with this problem was to have the Russian 
task force focus on redeveloping the combat capabilities of the Syrian army. As Ruslan Puk-
hov has concluded: “Russia has managed to foster a very productive symbiosis between its 
expeditionary forces and Syrian government troops. …. The revitalized Syrian units were 
often bolstered by a small but highly capable contingent of Russian support personnel and 
elite Spetsnaz troops.”57 In addition, not only were Russian soldiers embedded within Syrian 
units, but high-ranking Russian officers also eschewed a purely advisory role to take part in 
operations, including, in some cases, commanding Syrian units. This has meant that despite the 
relatively low number of Russian forces deployed to Syria, the intervention allowed a number 
of senior-level figures—including colonels and generals—to gain valuable combat experience.
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Yet the Russians also found that relying on Syrian, Iranian Revolutionary Guards, 
and Hezbollah fighters to provide the bulk of the “boots on the ground” had limitations. 
Therefore, whenever additional or specialized ground forces were needed, the Russians 
turned to private military companies or other proxies (such as the forces assembled by 
Chechen president Ramzan Kadyrov, the so-called Кадыровцы (Kadyrovtsy)), limiting as 
far as possible the exposure of uniformed members of the Russian armed forces. As in the 
US, Russian public opinion seems to draw a very clear distinction between “soldiers” dying 
for the Motherland versus contractors who signed up and took the risks. Indeed, recruiting 
fighters for Syria allowed the Russian government to encourage people who might other-
wise cause trouble in Russia to come to Syria instead.58 In turn, losses sustained by private 
military companies (PMCs) in Syria created no discernable reaction in Russian public opin-
ion, and thus, given the low number of “official” service casualties, the Putin administration 
was able to mitigate any possible negative domestic repercussions arising from a long-term 
deployment in Syria.59 Use of private military contractors helped to minimize uniformed 
Russian casualties and also helped to reduce the financial burden of the overall expedition.60

Mercenary use in Syria—with some estimates that at least 2,000 contractors were 
hired for operations in Syria—was not an exigency forced on the Russian military by low 
manpower levels (as the use of PMCs by the US to supplement auxiliary personnel in Iraq 
and Afghanistan).61 Instead, as Bērziņš concluded, these contractors could be successfully 
“delinked” from the Russian armed forces and to give the Russian government plausible 
deniability. As he pointed out, “These mercenaries can act as if they were locals, part of the 
enemy’s armed forces, police, or whatever necessary. They will often engage in sabotage, 
blackmailing, subversive activities, terrorism, kidnapping, or any other activity that is not 
considered regular warfare.”62

Private military companies fill gaps in Russia’s deployable expeditionary force and 
also help to give the Kremlin some distance between these operators and the government 
should complications occur.63 As Pukhov noted:

Russia has managed to obviate the need for deploying large numbers of troops on 
the ground by bringing in private military companies. These companies consist of 
well-paid mercenaries, most of whom are retired Russian servicemen. The difference 
from the similar practice in the United States is that the Russian private military 
companies are not relegated to supporting roles. They are used as highly capable 
assault forces, and their personnel are often embedded with Syrian units to augment 
those units’ fighting ability. This approach has proved very useful both militarily and 
politically, as it minimizes the political cost of direct military intervention.64

The Syria operation allowed the Russian military and security services to test and 
refine the use of mercenaries and other private contractors as part of its overall strategy. As 
Molly Dunigan and Ben Connable have noted, this has given the Kremlin more options 
to engage in limited operations around the world. Functioning as the “tip of the Russian 
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foreign policy sphere,” Russian PMCs have been deployed not only in Syria but also in 
Libya, the Central African Republic, Madagascar, Mozambique, Sudan, Yemen and Burun-
di—as well as in Ukraine. Thus, “This symbiosis represents the Russian government’s tacit 
acknowledgment of its ground-power weaknesses, and its own strategic decisions to over-
come such weakness with a smaller number of special operations units and state-controlled 
mercenaries working in tandem.”65

Concluding Thoughts

So, in contrast to the predictions that Syria would be “Putin’s Afghanistan,” where a 
large land-based Russian force would be ground down by insurgent attacks, and that Putin 
would risk popular unrest at home as casualties mounted, the Russians focused on deliver-
ing strikes to disrupt and degrade Assad’s opponents and used their lessons to great effect. 
As Pukhov concluded: “It is safe to say that Syria has not become a repeat of the Soviet 
Union’s failed campaign in Afghanistan. The Russian intervention has all but achieved all of 
its key goals.” Pukhov went on to predict: “The availability of these experienced command-
ers, a record of a successful and victorious military campaign, and the lessons learned from 
using air power, modern technology, and special operations forces will provide a major 
boost to the Russian military machine for years to come.”66 Kofman concurred with this 
assessment, noting that “by 2019, the Russian military appeared to be institutionalizing the 
lessons of Syria and developing a strategy of “limited actions” for defending its interests 
abroad in an expeditionary context.”67 It seemed that Russia was refining a strategy for over-
seas intervention, based on the four lessons of Syria, that would allow for the projection of 
Russian power without risking fiscal or military overstretch.

However, the conduct of the 2022 Russian military invasion of Ukraine calls into 
question how many of the lessons of Syria were internalized in the Russian military—or 
whether the lessons of Syria could be scaled up to a much larger ground operation fighting 
against a middle power. Russia did not engage in the type of campaign in Ukraine that the 
lessons of Syria would have predicted.68 Moreover, unlike with a much smaller force in Syria, 
where the Russians had air superiority and a reasonably effective supply and logistics chain, 
the operation in Ukraine has revealed continuing, persistent gaps and problems. Finally, it 
appears that the political and intelligence calculations on which the 2022 Ukraine operation 
were based—a quick campaign, minimal resistance, even that significant portions of the 
population might even welcome Russian forces—were fatally flawed.69 After the first weeks 
of the Ukraine invasion, it did appear that the Kremlin began to shift tactics, taking into ac-
count some of the lessons of Syria. Overall command of the Russian forces in Ukraine was 
unified under a single figure, first entrusted to the aforementioned General Dvornikov, and 
now, apparently, to Dvornikov’s successor, also a veteran of the Syrian intervention, General 
Gennady Zhidko. There has been an attempt, as a result, to try and replicate “many of the 
policies it adopted in Syria.”70
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The Syria campaign enhanced the reputation of the Russian military, especially 
when contrasted with the seeming inability of tactical successes by the US military in Iraq 
and Afghanistan to lead to strategic outcomes. That reputation is now called into question 
by much greater signs of failure in Ukraine. So, whether the lessons of Syria represent the 
future evolution of the Russian military, or whether it was a one-off with no real impacts on 
how the Russian armed forces plan to wage war and pacification campaigns, is now an open 
question. In comparing the lessons of Syria with the performance of the Russian military 
in Ukraine, analysts will have to make a judgment as to whether the successes in Syria can 
compensate for the clearly inherent weaknesses displayed by the Russian military operation 
in Ukraine. This is, as Jeffrey Edmonds concludes, the “beginning of understanding and 
properly preparing for Russian military power—or the lack thereof.”71

Nikolas K. Gvosdev is professor of national security affairs at the US Naval War College 
and a senior fellow in the Eurasia Program at the Foreign Policy Research Institute, as well 
as editor of the journal Orbis. The views expressed here reflect his own personal perspective.
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in Russian Information Warfare
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Abstract: This article focuses on Russian information warfare in the context of the Syrian 
civil war. From the beginning of its military intervention, Russia justified its presence in 
Syria by claiming to fight “international terrorism.” This article draws on corpus linguistic 
analyses to examine this claim by analyzing the linguistic anatomy of Russian information 
warfare on Twitter. Findings reveal how recurring linguistic patterns construct information 
tactics that condemn the United States as a “terrorist recruiter” and “civilian killer” and 
praise Russia as a “terrorist slayer” and a “humanitarian.” We compare these findings to 
open-source conflict data to discuss how these information tactics were related to kinetic 
maneuvers on the ground.

Keywords: Disinformation; information warfare; strategic communication; corpus 
linguistics; Russia; terrorism.

Introduction

Four years into the Syrian civil war, by the summer of 2014, the Islamic State (ISIS), 
a violent Salafist terrorist group, conquered large areas of northern and eastern Syria and 
Iraq, declaring an Islamic caliphate in the region. ISIS’ rise was rapid and unexpected, and 
the Syrian government’s violent and lethal crackdown on the opposition spiraled out of 
control. After Syrian President Bashar al-Assad allegedly made a formal request for Russian 
military assistance, Russia entered the Syrian civil war on September 30, 2015, as a major 
player and supporter of the Assad regime and its allies.1 These allies included Hezbollah, 
Iranian Quds and Revolutionary Guard Forces, allied-foreign Shi’a militias, and local Syrian 
forces operating in rebel-held territory. In parallel to the Russian military intervention, a 
Russian state-sponsored disinformation campaign was spreading on Twitter, calling on the 
US and other Western governments to join the Russian-Syrian “anti-terrorist front” against 
ISIS. Despite international outcry and condemnation of the human rights abuses Syrians 
suffered at the hands of their government, Russia continued to defend the Assad regime 
by arguing that compared to ISIS, Assad was a lesser of two evils.2 It portrayed Assad’s 
campaign as a legitimate war on jihadi terrorism, which served to justify Russia’s military 
intervention.3

To divert attention from the Assad regime’s human rights violations and war 
crimes, Russian state media also portrayed the 2011 Arab Spring as a US/Western scheme 
against Russia: a geopolitical operation “to plant puppet regimes in the attacked countries,” 
which “ended in failure.”4 In order to better understand their information warfare (hereafter 
IW), it is essential that our analytical framework rests upon a firm understanding of the 
ways in which Russia operationalizes language to achieve strategic objectives. Drawing on 
a corpus linguistic methodology, this article will examine claims made by Russian Twitter 
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accounts that the aim of Russia’s involvement in the Syrian civil war was mainly to fight 
“international terrorism.” Specifically, this article will analyze the linguistic anatomy of 
Russian IW, focusing particularly on unpacking the narrative signature with which Russia 
seeks to influence perceptions and advance strategic objectives.

This article is organized as follows. The article begins by introducing key concepts 
and provides an overview of research on Russian disinformation campaigns. It then 
introduces the methodological framework and describes the data. The analysis section 
illustrates in detail how Russian information tactics are built up through recurring linguistic 
patterns that condemn the US as a “terrorist recruiter” and “civilian killer” and praise Russia 
as a “terrorist slayer” and a “humanitarian.” The following section discusses the implications 
of how such analyses can improve our ability to identify information tactics within Russian 
IW and interpret their strategic intentions. The paper concludes by discussing how the 
information tactics identified in Russia’s disinformation campaign were related to kinetic 
maneuvers, i.e., actual events on the ground.

Literature Review: Russian Information Warfare

Key Terminology and Definitions

Before reviewing existing research on Russian disinformation campaigns, it is 
important to first introduce some key concepts relevant to the study of IW. The internet 
and social media have contributed significantly to the weaponization of information by 
the fast-paced dissemination of misinformation and disinformation, propaganda and 
conspiracy theories.5 Even though digital media helps amplify the spread of disinformation, 
it is worth pointing out that “it is only where the underlying institutional and political-
cultural fabric is frayed that technology can exacerbate existing problems and dynamics to 
the point of crisis.”6 Given the sheer volume, volatility and velocity of information in the 
global information environment aided by technology, machine learning, and algorithms, 
the study of IW is fundamentally a pursuit in social cybersecurity, as its targets are not IT 
systems, but “humans and the society that binds them.”7

The terms propaganda, information warfare, and disinformation are especially 
relevant for this paper as they are related to the idea of manipulative use of information. 
Propaganda has been defined as a type of communicative tactic whose purpose is to 
intentionally provoke an emotional response from a target audience rather than to merely 
disseminate information.8 Propaganda research has shown that controlling a narrative that 
dominates public discussion has the power to manipulate the attitudes and beliefs of target 
audiences.9 An important distinction between propaganda and IW is that propaganda 
typically targets the local population while IW is aimed at foreign adversaries with the 
purpose of sowing confusion, fear, and distrust among the population of “enemy” states.10 
While there are several working definitions of IW developed for a range of political, academic, 
government, and military contexts, overall, it is understood as the use of “information as a 
weapon” and the dissemination of propaganda in order to gain an information advantage 
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over an adversary.11 Most recently, IW has also been defined as “a strategy for the use and 
management of information to pursue a competitive advantage, including both offensive 
and defensive operations.”12

Propaganda and IW operations characteristically involve the coordinated 
dissemination of disinformation. Disinformation is distinguished from misinformation on 
the basis of intent: misinformation can be defined as the unintentional spread of incorrect, 
misleading, and false information; in contrast, disinformation is spread intentionally and 
systematically in order to deceive and manipulate the opinions and behavior of target 
audiences, from the general public to foreign governments.13 This paper draws on the 2018 
definition of the High Level Expert Group on Fake News and Online Disinformation of 
the European Commission: “Disinformation [...] includes all forms of false, inaccurate, 
or misleading information designed, presented and promoted to intentionally cause 
public harm or for profit.”14 This definition is useful because it highlights the intentionally 
deceptive and manipulative nature of disinformation. Another relevant concept, strategic 
narrative, is defined as “a compelling story,” whose aim is to create shared meanings that 
“shape the behavior of domestic and international actors.”15 This master “story” contains 
smaller stories that all become embedded in a larger master narrative.16 For example, a 
master narrative portraying Russia as a more ethical and capable global partner than the US 
may encompass a diversity of embedded strategic narratives emphasizing Russia’s military 
might and humanitarian motives.

Russian Disinformation Campaigns

Disinformation campaigns are not new phenomena: the term itself can be traced 
back to the Russian word дезинформация (dezinformatsiya) coined during the Cold War.17 
In its more recent 2011 Draft Convention on International Information Security, Russia 
describes disinformation as “manipulation of the flow of information in the information 
space of other governments, disinformation or the concealment of information with 
the goal of adversely affecting the psychological or spiritual state of society, or eroding 
traditional cultural, moral, ethical, and aesthetic values.”18 Indeed, Russia’s weaponization 
of information makes full use of the social diffusion of information, treating it as both the 
medium and the subject of conflict in IW.19

While the study of propaganda has long interested researchers, scholarly interest 
in information warfare has increased significantly since the annexation of Crimea by 
Russia in 2014, and it surged after Russia’s interference in the 2016 US elections.20 The US 
intelligence community has since concluded that Russian intentions were to undermine 
liberal democracy by sowing distrust in the democratic process—an objective requiring 
the dissemination of numerous conflicting narratives to resonate with mutually exclusive 
political ideologies.21 It has been well established that this objective was carried out by 
a Russian state-sponsored “troll factory,” the Internet Research Agency (IRA), which 
operated thousands of troll accounts on social media in order to influence the 2016 US 
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elections.22 During the 2016 US elections, these troll accounts experimented with trading 
up the chain, i.e., planting a story, hoax, or conspiracy theory on a blog or news outlet with 
low reporting standards, which is then picked up and circulated by mainstream outlets, 
and amplified by automated social media accounts.23 In this manner, disinformation can 
reach a mass audience several degrees removed from its source, making its message appear 
more organic and rendering attribution back to Russian intelligence all the more difficult. 
During the 2020 US elections, security officials were primarily concerned with so-called 
“perception hacks,” or the coordinated attempt to create the perception that voting processes 
were compromised, while inflicting little to no real damage to election infrastructure.24 In 
this type of campaign, the intention is not to manipulate the physical voting systems and 
processes (i.e., altering votes and tallies), but rather to manipulate the psychology of the 
American voter and their faith in free and fair elections to the point of crisis.

To realize an information environment where objective reality cannot exist, and 
where any single narrative is as valid as the next, Russian IW employs what Keir Giles 
calls an “elastic targeting of different audiences with different implausible and mutually 
contradictory narratives.”25 This carnival mirror’s representation of world events enables 
Russia to physically fight the realities they create, such as intervening to “protect” allegedly 
oppressed Russian speakers in Georgia in 2008, Crimea in 2014, the separatists republics 
of Lugansk and Donetsk in 2022, and fighting against international terrorism in Syria 
beginning in 2015.26 The multifaceted nature of this “digital blitzkrieg” muddles and delays 
analysis and response-time such that Russian objectives can be secured before international 
consensus can be reached as to what actually occurred and what should be done about it.27

Russia operates in a perpetual state of information war.28 While tactics may differ 
between operations targeting Russia’s “near abroad” in the former Soviet Union and those in 
its global “far abroad,” Kremlin IW generally seeks to advance three overarching objectives: 
re-establishing the Russian sphere of influence, damaging the influence of the West, and 
projecting Russia’s position as a global superpower.29 The delivery of information under the 
Russian IW masthead has been described as a “firehose:” high-volume and multichannel; 
rapid, continuous, and repetitive; and, perhaps above all else, lacking commitment to 
objective reality and consistency.30 Giles observes that “even if disinformation is not 
successfully inserted into the policy-making chain, and only spreads in mass and social 
media, the effect can be to create a permissive public opinion environment where Russian 
narratives are presented as factual.”31 Further, the Atlantic Council identified four major 
moves in Russian disinformation: dismissing the critic, distorting the facts, distracting from 
the main issue, and/or dismaying the audience, which became widely known as the 4D 
framework.32 While the 4D framework introduces mostly negative information tactics, 
this article will show that Russian IW does not exclusively rely on negative rhetoric to 
manipulate the narrative. Since disinformation campaigns are thought to provoke an 
emotional response in their target audience, this article will analyze the linguistic anatomy 
of Russian IW on the microblogging site Twitter in the context of the Syrian civil war, 
focusing specifically on claims about fighting “international terrorism.”
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Research Method: Corpus Linguistic Analyses

The overall research questions guiding this study are the following: 1) how did 
Russia frame its own involvement in the Syrian civil war, and 2) how did Russia portray the 
international coalition’s involvement, led by the US, in Syria? To answer these questions, 
this article draws on two sets of data. The first comprises a corpus of publicly available 
English-language Russian Twitter accounts between 2016 and 2020. The second dataset 
draws on open-source conflict data of Russian military activity in the Syrian civil war. To 
examine disinformation tactics, we draw on the methodology of corpus linguistics, which 
enables both automated quantitative and qualitative analyses of recurring linguistic patterns 
in their context.33 Since Russia has claimed that its involvement in the Syrian civil war was 
mainly to fight “international terrorism,” we will use the results of analyses from both sets 
of data to discuss how kinetic maneuvers, i.e., actual events on the ground, were related to 
the information tactics identified in Russia’s disinformation campaign.

The tweets analyzed in this paper are part of a large dataset included in Twitter’s 
Information Operations Archive.34 As this article focuses specifically on Russian information 
warfare, we have narrowed down the dataset analyzed for this article to include English-
language tweets only. The finalized dataset was collected from 100 Twitter accounts, which 
have since been identified as state-linked accounts and deleted by Twitter. In contrast with 
tweets sourced from overt, publicly attributed Kremlin sources (e.g., @KremlinRussia), 
the accounts we analyze can be considered part of a covert operation, because they are 
unattributed to the Russian state, pretending instead to be local citizens and journalists, 
among other false identities. The dataset comprises a total of 51,594 tweets, 2,473 of which 
are retweets, and 1,841,553 words including hashtags (Table 1); it was pre-processed and 
cleaned using the Tidyverse package in RStudio, an open-source software for data science.35 
After preparing the data for processing and analysis, it was loaded into the corpus linguistic 
program, Sketch Engine, which was used to store and analyze the dataset.36 

The open-source conflict data was recorded between 2017 and 2020. It was accessed 
from the data export tool of the Armed Conflict Event and Location Data Project, a non-
profit organization receiving funding from international government agencies including 
the US Department of State, the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the German Federal 
Foreign Office.37 The data consists of actors involved in a conflict event (perpetrators as well 
as those affected), the location of that event, the number of fatalities, the type of event (e.g., 
battles, violence against civilians, explosions/remote violence, riots, protests, and strategic 
developments), and the date the event occurred.
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Table 1. Breakdown of data by number of tweets, sentences, words

TOTAL # TWEETS 51,594
Total # sentences 56,130
#Word Types 79605
#Word Tokens
(cleaned; stop list)

680,600

Total # words 1,841,553

Our methodology comprised three analytical steps: we performed word frequency, 
keyword, and concordance analyses. Specifically, corpus linguistic quantitative analyses 
focused on word frequency and keyword analyses, while the concordancer function of 
Sketch Engine allowed closer qualitative analysis of wild card searches based on frequency 
and keyness. For example, as exemplified by Table 2, the wild card search for kill*, indicated 
by the asterisk, has returned 1,526 hits including word forms such as kill, killing, and killer. 
To perform qualitative text analyses, analysts can then click on the search term, also termed 
as Key Word in Context (KWIC), in each concordance line in order to examine their usage 
in their textual context. Sketch Engine allows displaying KWICs in two formats: as one line 
of text with the KWIC in the middle of the concordance line, or as a complete sentence, with 
longer sentences displayed as multiple lines. While a one-line concordance line is visually 
more elegant, in this paper we chose to illustrate some examples as full sentences in order 
to display complete tweets and thus better understand their full context.

Table 2. Five randomly selected concordance lines for kill*

# Left context Keyword 
in context Right context

1 air strikes, 5 civilians were Killed #Syria #US
2 More than 50 terrorists Killed , more than 20 captured 
3 in the western city of #Aleppo, Killing one person and injuring four
4 #MSU fighters and civilians were Killed and more than #400 people
5 the shelling of pro-Turkish Killers from the SNA(TFSA) 

Key Themes Related to the Syrian Civil War 

The starting point for corpus linguistic analyses is typically running a word frequency 
analysis.38 Word frequency analyses are concerned with the number of occurrences (i.e., 
hits) of words or word forms ordered from the most to the least frequent item. The results 
in Table 3 show the top ten most frequent content words found across the entire dataset, 
after loading a list of stop words into Sketch Engine (i.e., after excluding highly frequent 
grammatical words such as articles and prepositions, e.g., the, of, etc.). The middle column 
of the table shows absolute frequency, that is, words actually occurring in the corpus. The 
third column shows relative frequency, that is, the occurrence of a particular word per 
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million words.39 The most frequent word across the entire dataset is the modal verb will 
with 3,990 hits, which occurs ~1,051 times in every one million words. The other words can 
be broadly grouped into semantic categories of geopolitical entities (e.g., US, Syria, Russia) 
and non-specific groups of people (e.g., people, militants, terrorists, civilians).

Table 3. Top 10 words in the corpus

Word Frequency Freq. per Million
1. will 3,990 1,051.43
2. people 3,911 1,030.61
3. US 3,659 964.21
4. militants 2,163 569.99
5. Syrian 1,717 452.46
6. Russian 1,541 406.08
7. Syria 1,531 403.44
8. terrorists 1,435 378.15
9. Russia 1,214 319.91
10. civilians 879 231.63

Keyword analyses are concerned with words and expressions that are characteristic 
of a kind of discourse.40 Keywords typically occur with unusual frequency; in other words, 
they are statistically significantly overused in the focus corpus (i.e., the data set compiled 
for this study) by comparison with a reference corpus (emphasis added).41 The reference 
corpus used in this study was the English Web 2020 (enTenTen20), available by default in 
Sketch Engine. It consists of 38 billion words excluding poor quality content and spam.42 
When keywords are grouped semantically, they can reveal overall recurring patterns of 
usage.43 Table 4 shows the top 50 words identified as keywords in the corpus. Based on their 
keyness, the following semantic categories of interest can be identified: lexical items related 
to the Syrian civil war, specifically its locations (e.g., Idlib, Aleppo, Hama, Raqqa) and the 
language of war (e.g., destroy, attack, kill, airstrikes, shelling, etc.) (cf. Lukin); US-allied forces 
(e.g., NATO, UN, CIA); terrorists and terrorist organizations (e.g., militant, terrorist, ISIS); 
the Russian military (e.g., forces, military, liberation); those impacted by the civil war (e.g., 
civilians, refugees); and Russian humanitarian action (e.g., humanitarian, aid, convoy).44
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Table 4. Top 50 keywords in the corpus (Reference corpus: English Web 2020 
(enTenTen20))

1. idlib 11. sdf 21. raqqa 31. military 41. arms
2. tahrir 12. turkish 22. armed 32. liberation 42. cia
3. militant 13. humanitarian 23. turkey 33. un 43. destroy
4. syrian 14. civilian 24. refugee 34. threats 44. radical
5. saa 15. isis 25. russian 35. terrorism 45. attack
6. aleppo 16. convoy 26. russia 36. airstrikes 46. kill
7. erdogan 17. ceasefire 27. nato 37. russians 47. army
8. syria 18. putin 28. shelling 38. explosion 48. fighting
9. terrorist 19. checkpoint 29. forces 39. bomb 49. war
10. hama 20. daesh 30. missile 40. crisis 50. terror

After identifying semantic categories of interest based on keyword analyses, we 
have manually examined the word frequency list in order to identify further synonyms and 
names of and references to semantic categories specifically that construe the collectivized 
entities The USA and Russia (inclusive of some instances of human collectives; cf. Halliday 
and Matthiessen) as well as the human collectives terrorists and civilians.45  The synonyms 
indicative of these four main collectives identified across the dataset are summarized in 
Table 5.
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Table 5. Collectivized entities and human collectives: USA, Russia, terrorists, civilians

Collectivized entities
USA Russia
The United States

The #UnitedStates

the US in Syria

The #US

the US Air Force 

The international coalition led by the #United-
States

the western coalition led by the United States

The US-led coalition

#UnitedStates 

#USA

#AmeriKKKa 

#FourthReich

Russia

#Russia

The #Russian Federation 

#Russian air defense systems

The Russian military

#Russian military

#RussianNavy 

Russian Air Force 

Russian #AirForce 

Russian Aerospace Forces

Human collectives
The #Americans

US military instructors

#American instructors

#US intelligence agencies

The #Russians 

#Russian #military_men 

Russian military medics

Russian nurses

#Russian experts

#Russian soldiers
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Human collectives
Terrorists Civilians
militants
terrorists
#militants
#terrorists
#jihadists
Insurgents
terrorist gangs
#terrorist groups 
#militants of various armed formations
pro-US insurgents groups
#USAterrorists
NATO backed jihadis
illegal armed groups
Jabhat al-Nusra
ISIS
#ISIL
Daesh
ISIS terrorists
#ISIS #terrorists
#ISIS_snipers
 #ISIS’ “sleeper cell”
#AlNusra militants
Dzhebhat al-Nusra radicals
HTS (Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham) militants
Jabhat Tahrir Surya militants
soldiers of Tahrir al-Sham
Feylaq al-Rahman snipers
Jaish al-Islam fighters
New Syrian Army militants
the terrorist organisation Tahrir al-Sham
the terrorist alliance Tahrir al-Sham
enemies

the Syrian population
Syrian civilians
Syrian citizens
Syrians
civilians
refugees
people
#Muslims
Arabs
women 
children
displaced persons
local residents
families
inhabitants

For follow-up qualitative analyses tweet sampling was based on the results of the 
corpus linguistic keyness and word frequency analyses. We treated the four collectives 
introduced above as node words, i.e., pre-selected vocabulary items (see Hunston for a 
detailed introduction), to generate concordance lines.46 As an illustrative example, Table 6 
shows a random selection of five concordance lines for the word militants.
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Table 6. Five randomly selected concordance lines for militants

# Left context Keyword in 
context Right context

1 The #Americans continue training militants of illegal armed groups.

2 US military instructors continue training militants on the territory of the 
military base in El #Tanf

3 The #UnitedStates has regained its title 
as the main recruiter of militants for Syria’s southeastern 

factions.

4 the #Americans recruit the ranks of the  #militants under their control in the 
#AtTanf zone

5 #US intelligence agencies continue to 
train #militants in the Al-Tanf camp 

Given their high frequency and keyness, we processed the entire dataset focusing 
more closely on five node words included within the human collectives: militants, terrorists, 
people, civilians and refugees. We ran wildcard searches for each of these words (e.g., 
*militant*): the asterisk signals a wildcard for one or more characters, so these searches 
retrieved all instances that include hashtags as well as singular and plural forms of these 
nouns. A preliminary reading of the resulting concordance lines revealed that the United 
States and Russia, which also appear in the list of the most frequent words, are often 
mentioned in tweets containing these wildcard searches.

In order to narrow down the search to a specific context, concordance lines can 
be selected by using the filter option in Sketch Engine, also known as “advanced context 
word function.”47 As we show in Table 4, there are several synonyms of and references to 
both the US and Russia across the dataset. For example, mentions of the US include The 
USA, America, #Americans, or the international coalition led by the United States. Similarly, 
synonyms and references to Russia include, for example, the Russian Federation, Russians, 
or #Russian. For each node word search, we uploaded a list of all mentions of the US and 
Russia identified in the randomized sample, to keep lines containing only the node word 
*militant* in the context of Russia, for example. The advanced context word function 
allows searching not only for one word or expression but also a list of lexical variations or 
synonyms of the search term. The results presented below account for such lexical variation.

The human collectives militants and terrorists appear as the fourth and eighth most 
frequent words (Table 3) and their singular forms appear in the list of 50 keywords (Table 4). 
A wild card search for *militant* and *terrorist* returned 3,330 and 3,626 hits respectively. The 
asterisk stands for extra characters: it allows us to retrieve search terms preceded by hashtags 
as well as different word forms, i.e., singular and plural forms of these nouns. We then filtered 
the context of the tweets containing *militant* by searching for references to the United States, 
which retrieved 1,049 hits, and in the context of *terrorist*, 1,143 hits. Filtering the context by 
searching for references to Russia returned 1,301 and 1,253 hits respectively.



‘Terrorist Recruiters’ Versus ‘Terrorist Slayers’  58

We then ran the same search on the other statistically significant human collectives 
people, civilians, and refugees. With 3,911 hits, Table 3 above lists people as the second most 
frequent word in the entire dataset. A wild card search for *people returned a total of 4,298 
concordance lines; filtering its context by searching for both the United States and Russia 
returned 969 and 1,005 concordance lines respectively. With 879 hits, Table 3 above shows 
civilians as the tenth most frequent word. A wild card search for *civilian* retrieved a total 
of 1,286 concordance lines; filtering its context by searching for the United States and Russia 
returned 388 and 421 hits respectively. Since the keyword refugee is ranked 24th, we included 
it in our analyses: a wild card search for *refugee* returned a total of 1,173 concordance 
lines; filtering its context by searching for the United States and Russia retrieved 485 and 
536 hits respectively. Performing these searches using the advanced context word function 
retrieved 4,034 concordance lines for the United States and 4,516 for Russia, a combined 
total of 8,550 concordance lines (Table 7a). Table 7b presents illustrative examples of each 
of the collectives filtered for context.

Table 7a. Concordance lines of key human collectives filtered for context

Keyword Hits Freq per M Filter US Freq per M Filter Russia Freq per M

*people 4,298 1,132.59 969 255.35 1,005 264,83
*terrorist* 3,626 955.51 1,143 301.2 1,253 330.19
*militant* 3,330 877.51 1,049 290.66 1,301 342.84
*civilian* 1,286 338.88 388 102.24 421 110.94
*refugee* 1,173 309.1 485 127.81 536 141.24
Total # 13,713 4,034 4,516
Total combined # of concordance lines in sub-corpus: 8,550
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Table 7b. Illustrative examples of key human collectives filtered for context

Keyword Filter: US Filter: Russia
*militant* The #ISIS militants, with 

the support of the United 
States and the Kurds, freely 
cross the Euphrates River, 
heading for the south-
western regions of the Syrian 
province of #DeirezZor.

The militants reportedly want to launch 
an offensive in the coming days, using 
tanks and heavy equipment. #Syria #HTS 
Only Russia can de-escalate.

*terrorist* The United States is not able 
to fight terrorists, and there 
is no particular desire.

In the event of the start of a military 
operation against terrorists in Idlib, 
Russia will be ready to greatly increase the 
number of military aircraft in Syria for the 
quickest possible destruction of terrorists. 

*people The United States is behind 
the terrorist attack in Ahvaz. 
On Saturday, September 22, 
a terrorist attack took place 
in Ahwaz, Iran, where 25-
29 people were killed. 

Russia does not tire of helping the 
friendly people of Syria.

*civilian* The United States launched 
a series of air strikes on the 
homes of Syrian citizens in 
Hadjin, which resulted in 
regular civilian casualties.

Russia and Syria do not violate provisions 
of international humanitarian law as 
there are no actions targeting civilians or 
civilian infrastructure. 

*refugee* the #UnitedStates is not 
interested in solving the 
problems of Syrian refugees.

The #Russian #military escorted a convoy 
of 800 refugees returning to the liberated 
En-Naim.

After identifying the key semantic categories that construe the collectivized entities 
and the human collectives presented above, we aimed to unpack the online “chatter” 
surrounding the topics of militants/terrorists and people/civilians/refugees: What did the 
Russian Twitter accounts say about these human collectives when related to the US and 
Russia? In the following concordance analyses we present how the US is portrayed in an 
exclusively negative light as an immoral actor and Russia in an entirely positive light as both 
a capable and moral actor representing military might and a moral high ground in the fight 
against international terrorism.
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Concordance Analyses: Key Information Tactics in Russian Information Warfare

In this section we analyze what kinds of messages accumulate in Russia’s 
disinformation campaign, specifically about fighting international terrorism in Syria to 
understand how they cluster into information tactics that praise Russia’s involvement in 
Syria and condemn that of the US. Following Tilakaratna and Szenes, and Szenes, we use 
the term cluster to mean recurring patterns of the same type of linguistic resources.48 As 
shown in Table 7a, by filtering the context of key node words, we created a sub-corpus made 
up of a total of 8,550 concordance lines. We then used the random sampler function of the 
concordancer to create a representative sample of 200 tweets, which formed the basis for our 
qualitative analyses. For reasons of space, we will limit our presentation to five randomly 
selected tweets per cluster.

Information Tactic 1: America the Terrorist Recruiter

For the concordance analysis we first searched for the keywords *militant* and 
*terrorist* in order to examine how these human collectives are positioned within the sub-
corpus and what key messages about them emerge. First, we focus on the concordance 
lines containing *militant* and *terrorist* filtered for the context of the United States. As 
highlighted in Table 8, we found that they occur together with different forms of the verbs 
train or recruit in each of the tweets analyzed. It is important to note here that these verbs 
do not convey any positive or negative valence on their own. However, together with the 
verb continue they function to invoke and thus amplify Russia’s condemnation of the US 
for the training and recruiting of terrorists as they portray the action of terrorist training as 
ongoing and long-lasting. We have named this cluster “America the terrorist recruiter” and 
it constructs the first information tactic identified in Russian IW against US involvement 
in the Syrian civil war.

Table 8. Cluster 1: “the US + RECRUITS / TRAINS + militants / terrorists”

# Left context Keyword in 
context Right context

1 The #UnitedStates has regained 
its title as the main recruiter of #militants for Syria’s southeastern factions.

2 the #Americans recruit the 
ranks of the militants under their control in the #AtTanf 

zone

3 The United States continues to 
train terrorists at its military base in the #AlTanf

4 #American instructors train #terrorist groups from the #NewSyrianArmy

5 #US intelligence agencies 
continue to train militants i# n the Al-Tanf camp 
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Information Tactic 2: America the Civilian Killer

When filtering the concordance lines containing *civilian* for the context of the 
United States, we found that the verb kill occurs most frequently in the concordance lines 
retrieved across the data. Coupled with quantifying the civilians killed by the US (e.g., 
dozens of thousands of, more than 300, more than 10000) as well as specifying locations (e.g., 
in #Syria, in #Raqqa city), piling up such tweets functions to amplify Russia’s condemnation 
of the US relative to both number of casualties and also spread (cf. Hood).49 As in the 
first information tactic, where Russia accuses the US of training and recruiting terrorists in 
Syria, it also blames the US and the international coalition for killing civilians. Illustrated by 
Table 9, we named this cluster realizing the second information tactic identified in Russian 
IW “America the civilian killer.”

Table 9. Cluster 2: “the US + KILLED + x number of + civilians”

# Left context Keyword in 
context Right context

1 The #US killed dozens of thou-
sands of civilians in #Syria

2 The US-led coalition killed hun-
drends [sic] civilians at eastern #Euphrates

3 The US Air Force killed 30 civilians , the majority of the dead - 
women and children

4 The US in Syria killed more than 
10000 civilians in the city of Raqqah

5 The international coalition led 
by the #UnitedStates killed only civilians #Syria #BreakingNews

In both information tactics presented above the same type of linguistic resources 
are repeated: the United States continues training/recruiting terrorists and killed civilians. 
The linguistic resource of repetition has an intensifying effect in discourse (cf. Hood); thus, 
posting (and retweeting) tweets that repeat the same message help 1) reinforce Russia’s 
accusations against and 2) amplify Russia’s condemnation of the US.50 We will now show 
how Russia shifts its negative information tactics portraying the US as “terrorist recruiter” 
and “civilian killer” to positive information tactics that praise Russia’s involvement in Syria.

Information Tactic 3: Russia the Terrorist Slayer

Here we focus on the randomized selection of concordance lines that contain the 
node words *militant* and *terrorist* filtered for the context of Russia. The verbs destroy 
and kill were identified as frequently occurring in these tweets. As opposed to the negative 
information tactic that portrays the US as terrorist recruiters, the positive information tactic 
in Table 10 below represents Russian military might and its defense capabilities, amplified 
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by references to amount, space, and intensification (e.g., dozens of militants, in the Jarjanaz 
area, successfully destroyed). As mentioned above, quantification and repetition both serve 
to amplify Russia’s condemnation of the US as part of the Russian IW toolbox. Another 
strategy for amplification is “infused intensification,” i.e., upscaling the degree of intensity 
of the meaning of lexical items: through the choice of the verb destroy, compared to kill, 
Russia steps up the amplification of Russian military capability and exaggerates its image as 
a successful geopolitical power in eliminating terrorists and fighting against international 
terrorism.51 We will name this pattern “Russia the terrorist slayer,” the third information 
tactic identified in Russian IW.

Table 10. Cluster 3: “Russia + DESTROYED / KILLED + militants / terrorists”

# Left context Keyword in 
context Right context

1 Russian #AirForce destroyed Military Police #ISIL 
headquarters in Uqayrbat city. About 20 militants

were killed 
and 1 vehicle 
was de-
stroyed.  

2 Russian aviation destroyed the last two tanks of the 
#HTS terrorists 

in the Jar-
janaz area. 
#Syria 

3 #Russian_Air_Force destroyed a convoy with am-
munition and food for #ISIL #terrorists 

4
Russian and Syrian aviation destroyed 3 pickups 
with a large-caliber machine gun and one bus as 
well as more than 50

militants were killed 

5 #Russian air defense systems in Syria shot down 
two #terrorist’s #drones

Information Tactic 4: Russia the Humanitarian

Finally, we examine the concordance lines containing *people,* *civilian,* and 
*refugee* filtered for the context of Russia. We found that the word humanitarian, ranked 
13th on the list of keywords, occurs in the tweets analyzed in Table 11. A further search 
for humanitarian has revealed that it collocates, i.e., occurs most typically, with the 
words aid (n=131), action (n=65), corridor (n=53), convoy (n=46), and situation (n=46). 
The verbs used most typically to describe Russia’s humanitarian action are provided and 
delivered, construed as factual statements. Place names (e.g., Um al-Izam in #Homs, in 
#Aleppo province) included in each tweet signal how far Russian assistance spreads. The 
co-patterning of these resources forms the fourth information tactic identified in IW. We 
named this information tactic that serves to highlight Russia’s claim of moral superiority 
“Russia the humanitarian.” 
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Table 11. Cluster 4: “Russia + PROVIDES + humanitarian aid + to civilians / refugees”

# Left context Keyword in 
context Right context

1 The Russian military provided humanitarian aid to 
the people 

of Um al-Izam 
in #Homs. 
#Syria

2 #Russian soldiers gave humanitarian aid to civilians in #Aleppo 
province

3
The #Russian Federation has fully fulfilled its obliga-
tions to organize the delivery of #UN humanitarian 
aid to the #Rukban

#refugee camp

4 #Russia delivered humanitarian aid to the Syrian people 

in the city 
of Ira in the 
province of 
Essaouida

5 #Russia organized humanitarian corridors for 13 
thousand of Syrian  #refugees 

 to leave the 
fighting zone 
in #EasternG-
houta

The four information tactics presented above are summarized in Table 12. 
Russia’s negative portrayal of the US as terrorist recruiter and civilian killer foreground 
the condemnation and moral inferiority of the US for terrorist recruitment and its alleged 
human rights abuses, portraying it as a destabilizing power in Syria. In contrast, Russia’s 
positive portrayal of its own involvement and actions as terrorist slayer and humanitarian 
functions to foreground both admiration of Russian military strength and capability and 
praise of its moral superiority for its humanitarian interventions, portraying Russia as a 
stabilizing power in Syria.
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Table 12. Key information tactics and their linguistic features in Russian information 
warfare

Information tactic Recurring linguistic pattern

US terrorist recruiter The US + RECRUITS / TRAINS + militants / terror-
ists

civilian killer the US + KILLED + x number of + civilians

Russia terrorist slayer Russia + DESTROYS / KILLS + militants / terrorists

humanitarian Russia + PROVIDES + humanitarian aid + civilians / 
refugees

Comparing information tactics to kinetic operations

To gain a fuller perspective on the deployment of information tactics in relation to 
Russia’s use of force, we compare the results of the concordance analyses to the open-source 
conflict data on Russian military operations.52 Several patterns emerge. Figure 1 visualizes 
temporal variation across Russian military actions targeting civilians, groups widely 
designated as terrorists and other armed rebel and opposition groups.53 While kinetic 
operations against civilian and rebel targets ramped up between mid-2017 and mid-2018, as 
illustrated in Figure 1, Russian information warfare emphasized information tactics 1 and 
2 (Figure 2) to manufacture alternate versions of events in which Russian operations were 
prolifically killing terrorists and supplying humanitarian aid. The spike in the latter tactic 
lags behind the former and appears to respond to the spike in increased civilian targeting 
in Figure 1—a reactive tactic reminiscent of what the NATO Strategic Communications 
Centre of Excellence refers to as Russia’s “fog of falsehood.”54 During a lull in Russian kinetic 
activity encompassing the period between Russia’s Idlib demilitarization deal with Turkey in 
September 2018, and the agreement’s ultimate collapse in May 2019 (Figure 1), information 
tactics shifted strongly to those framing the US-led coalition as recruiting terrorists while 
simultaneously killing civilians (Figure 3).55 As Russian military operations began to build 
up in early 2019, we again see a marked increase of the information tactics Russia the 
terrorist slayer and Russia the humanitarian, followed by a dramatic spike in America the 
terrorist recruiter and America the civilian killer as the campaign progressed. Finally, as 
kinetic operations wound down in the latter half of 2020, so too did the corresponding 
information campaign.
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Figure 1. Variation in Russian military targets between 2017 and 2020

Figure 2. Russian information tactics 1 and 2 over time: 
Russia the terrorist slayer and Russia the humanitarian
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Figure 3. Russian information tactics 3 and 4 over time: 
America the terrorist recruiter and America the civilian killer

Discussion

This article set out to examine how Russia framed its own involvement and 
actions in the Syrian civil war in comparison to those of the international coalition, led 
by the US. Since Russian state and social media claimed that Russia’s mission in Syria was 
to fight “international terrorism,” we sought to unpack Russia’s covert Twitter campaign 
surrounding the Syrian civil war between 2016 and 2020. The detailed corpus linguistic 
analyses presented above helped reveal the Russian information tactics used to discredit 
the US and its allies while lauding Russia’s efforts in the Syrian civil war. Comparing the 
weaponization of information with on-the-ground conflict data, we found that the versions 
of reality communicated by these four information tactics formed a more permissive 
environment for Russia to accomplish military objectives that were actually in direct 
contrast with its framing of events. At the same time, Russia’s disinformation campaign 
in Syria continued to advance its larger geopolitical objectives in the information space, 
such as undermining the influence of the West and projecting itself as a global superpower. 
The information tactics most closely tied to Russian military objectives are terrorist slayer 
and humanitarian, each contributing to the strategic narrative that Russia was in Syria to 
fight international terrorism. Thus, tweets associated with such information tactics serve to 
justify Russian involvement, creating the perception that their offensives focus exclusively, 
and very successfully, on vanquishing ISIS and caring for displaced and injured civilians. 

Despite overt strategic communication portraying intervention as a fight against 
international terrorism, Russian military activity directly targeting ISIS and other terrorist 
groups remained minimal throughout the period of analysis. In fact, Russian overt 
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communication (e.g., by Putin or the Ministries of Foreign Affairs and Defense) continually 
reported air strikes against terrorist targets despite a pattern of discrepancies between 
claimed target locations and the locations confirmed by independent, open-source analysis, 
the majority of which had no known connection to ISIS or international terrorism.56 Indeed, 
the Atlantic Council’s Digital Forensics Lab concludes that Russian bombing had very 
little effect on ISIS or the al-Nusra Front and instead served mostly to weaken US-backed 
opposition and rebel groups, directly enabling ISIS to gain ground and the Assad regime to 
reclaim territory in Syria.57

To summarize, the covert Twitter network appears to favor the terrorist slayer and 
humanitarian tactics during initial phases of a kinetic campaign, before rather overwhelmingly 
turning to terrorist recruiter and civilian killer. This is significant for the study of IW because 
Russian information tactics did not simply prepare the terrain for their military operations; 
it created the terrain—seeding the information space with justifications enabling physical 
intervention, while proceeding to undermine any information advantage of the international 
coalition. In its geopolitical power play and struggle to reclaim its position as a significant 
military and diplomatic force, Russia’s strategic disinformation centers around information 
tactics that are delivered as factual assertions beyond debate, as real events on the ground. As Lev 
Topor and Alexander Tabachnik argue, Russian information operations are offensive rather than 
defensive.58 Indeed, our findings underscore the notion that Russian offensives in the physical 
world are part and parcel to those in the information space.

While the Kremlin consistently denied the allegations of human rights abuses, 
Russian offensives repeatedly used illegal cluster munitions and targeted civilian objects, 
including hospitals and aid facilities, civilian homes, mosques, and schools.59 These airstrikes 
and cluster bomb attacks resulted in an estimated 4,000 to 6,000 civilian deaths in Syria 
between 2015 and 2020 and likely constitute war crimes.60 Contrary to Kremlin narratives 
of “helping civilians,” Russian and Assad forces’ military tactics resulted in the displacement 
of people in areas held by opposition forces, creating an international refugee crisis.61

Syria is not the first place the Kremlin has used virtually manufactured realities to 
justify the use of physical force, nor is it insignificant that a humanitarian theme runs through 
its framing of military interventions in Georgia, Ukraine, and Syria.62 While the conflicts in 
Georgia and Ukraine (2014) may be where Russia developed and tested its hybrid warfare 
for use in its “near abroad,” Syria presents a different case. One Russia expert, Troy Bouffard, 
referred in a recent keynote to Syria as a “combat training exercise center” for updating its 
military capabilities debuted in Ukraine.63 Our analysis suggests this characterization may also 
include Russia’s IW capabilities, which, this time were deployed alongside military operations in 
the Russian “far abroad” and in direct confrontation with an American-led operation. 

Concluding Remarks

Our objective in conducting this analysis was to provide actionable insight into 
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how Russian information warfare framed Russian and American coalition involvement in 
the Syrian civil war, with an emphasis on how this framing aligned with strategic objectives 
and events on the ground. At the time of writing this article, the New York Times broke the 
news in a series of articles that the Bakhuz airstrike by the US killed dozens of civilians, 
including women and children.64 Independent reporting also estimates that American 
coalition offensives resulted in 8,000 to 13,000 civilian deaths across Syria and Iraq.65 
The purpose of this article is not to absolve the US and its allies of responsibility for its 
humanitarian record in Syria, nor is it to portray Russia as the sole cause of civilian death. 
Any alleged infringement upon the rule of distinction between civilians and combatants 
is to be considered first a human tragedy and second a possible violation of customary 
international humanitarian law, irrespective of the perpetrator.66 What we found in our 
analysis was a strategic disinformation campaign realized by discrete information tactics 
presenting alternative versions of events as indisputable facts. These virtual realities justified 
military operations claiming to target terrorism and to provide aid, while mostly ignoring 
ISIS and instead targeting Assad’s opponents, including civilians and civilian objects. 
Meanwhile, these information tactics ascribed blame for civilian casualties entirely to the 
US and its allies. It is therefore appropriate to accurately cite Russia’s humanitarian impact 
in this article not only because their disinformation campaign directly supported physical 
operations resulting in civilian death and displacement, but also because the topic of civilian 
death and displacement was itself weaponized to manipulate international perceptions of 
events on the ground.

In addition to shaping the Syrian operational environment, information warfare 
continued to advance overarching geopolitical objectives emblematic of Russian IW 
strategy—namely undermining the influence of the West and positioning itself as a 
global superpower.67 We consider framing the US as a terrorist recruiter and civilian killer 
as belonging to a declining West strategic narrative family, while Russia’s portrayal as the 
terrorist slayer and humanitarian advances the strategic narrative that Russia is a powerful 
and ethical alternative to Western influence. This conclusion aligns with the German 
Marshall Fund’s observation that Russian information warfare is not so much guided by 
any single event, as by overarching narratives associated with long-term objectives.68 In 
other words, covert information tactics in Syria serve not only to justify the use of force 
against Assad’s perceived opponents and undermine America’s position in the Syrian 
information space, but also to advance Russia’s image as a superpower while damaging the 
global influence of the West. Further emphasizing the strategic import of these contrasting 
covert information tactics, a recent report from NATO’s Strategic Communications Centre 
of Excellence found that overt communication by state-backed media (e.g., Russia Today 
and Sputnik) also framed Russian involvement in Syria by contrasting Russia’s provision 
of humanitarian aid with America’s collusion with terrorists, significantly amplifying the 
reach of these covertly seeded narratives.69 

Just as the defending Russian diaspora narrative outlived its deployment in Georgia 
and has since been observed in disinformation campaigns in Ukraine and across the former 
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Soviet “near abroad,” variations of the information tactics we identify in the Syrian “combat 
training exercise center” may well appear and indicate future physical intervention in other 
international contexts. The analytical framework we demonstrate enables us to identify the 
ways in which the language of individual messages clusters into narrative lines of effort 
based upon the repeated framing of collectivized and human entities (e.g., America + trains 
+ terrorists), signaling the potential for future research efforts to recognize and detect known 
tactics as they are used in different operational environments. This process can in turn help 
researchers to identify broader strategic narratives (e.g., declining West) and information 
objectives (e.g., undermining American influence) in an ecosystem intentionally polluted 
by diverse and mutually contradicting articles of information.

Shortly before this article was finalized and submitted, Russia commenced an 
invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022. Much as Russian military intervention in Syria 
was ushered in with the tactical use of humanitarian and terrorist slayer narratives to justify 
the use of force, Russian strategic communication characterized its invasion of Ukraine as a 
“special military operation” whose objective was the “demilitarization and denazification of 
Ukraine” and to “defend people who for eight years are suffering persecution and genocide 
by the Kyiv regime.”70 This justification was seeded by weeks of false flag narratives, 
information tactics framing the US, NATO, and the Ukrainian government as aggressors 
bent on encircling Russia and committing atrocities, including terrorist attacks and genocide 
against Russian-speaking populations in Ukraine.71 Since the invasion began, we continue 
to witness an unyielding barrage of Russian disinformation framing Ukraine and NATO 
as aggressive, morally corrupt actors. This disinformation includes claims that Ukrainian 
leadership is infested with neo-Nazis and drug addicts, that Ukrainian and American 
governments have collaborated to develop biological weapons for use against Russia, and 
that the Russian military is targeting radicals and Nazis while actually attacking civilian 
objects such as maternity hospitals.72 The discrepancy between claimed extremist targets 
and real, often civilian targets is, of course, tragically familiar.

A detailed analysis of Russian disinformation during its invasion of Ukraine is needed 
to fully break down the anatomy of information tactics in the Ukrainian theatre, however 
observing the developments in real-time is enough to suggest several similarities between their 
campaigns in Syria and Ukraine. While returning to defending Russian diaspora narratives, 
the Russian information offensive against Ukraine continues to hinge upon the diametrically 
opposed symbols of innocent civilians and violent extremists, be they terrorists or neo-Nazis. 
On one side of this hinge, Russia protects civilians and destroys extremists, while on the other, its 
adversaries commit unspeakable atrocities and collude with extremists. The declining West and 
Russian superpower strategic narratives are once again being leveraged in the Ukrainian conflict. 
The ebbs, flows, and narrative adaptations of this latest Russian information war will doubtlessly 
inform and be informed by as yet unknown developments on the ground. The present Ukrainian 
conflict is the latest and most powerful reminder of just how interconnected Russian IW and 
their kinetic operations really are.
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In sum, strategic disinformation positioned Russia as the most significant actor in 
the fight against international terrorism, a stabilizing presence in the region with the most 
powerful military. Information objectives in this context are not concerned with accuracy, 
credibility, trust, or even persuasion but are focused instead on creating “an exaggerated 
view of Russia’s economic and military power.”73 This resonates with findings of previous 
research on public perceptions of Russia in its “far abroad,” especially in Central and Eastern 
Europe, where Russia has been successful in “inflating” its authoritarian superpower 
image.74 Disinformation analysis should therefore accordingly orient its methodological 
frameworks to address how IW targets liberal democratic society above all else. In keeping 
with this, our analysis treats weaponized information tactics as 1) possessing a narrative, 
because they seek to resonate with ideologies, theories, and beliefs, and “points the way 
to future actions,” and 2) strategic, because they seek advantage by targeting an audience’s 
cognitive vulnerabilities with premises they are predisposed to accept.75 Future research 
thus needs to study from a social cybersecurity perspective the reach, distribution, and 
impact of disinformation campaigns on targeted audiences, and the extent to which they 
act as a threat multiplier in polarizing societies.
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The Aftermath of the 2008 Russo-Georgian War: Appeasement of 
Russia and the War in Ukraine

Lasha Tchantouridzé

Abstract: The full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 is a direct result 
of appeasement policies pursued by the West toward Russia. The appeasement of Russia 
started soon after Russia invaded Georgia in August 2008 and captured parts of that country. 
Initiated by the United States in early 2009 and labeled “reset,” appeasement policies 
encouraged wrong perceptions of the world in the Kremlin. As part of the appeasement 
policies, the West refused to sell arms to Georgia, pressured Georgia to remove the valid 
objections to Russia joining the World Trade Organization (WTO), and quickly abandoned 
what few sanctions were imposed on Russia following the August 2008 war. The West 
somewhat toughened its response to Russian aggression after Moscow invaded Ukraine 
in 2014, annexed Crimea, and created renegade provinces in the Donbas region. Still, the 
West’s reaction was largely symbolic. This apparently convinced the Kremlin that the West 
was largely impotent, and the same response was to be expected after launching a full-
scale war against Ukraine in February 2022. However, that has proved to be a colossal 
miscalculation.

Keywords: Russo-Georgian war; war in Ukraine; appeasement of Russia; Russian foreign 
policy.

Introduction

On February 21, 2022, Russian television channels released a video account of the 
country’s National Security Council meeting chaired by President Vladimir Putin. One by 
one, the council members stood at a podium and delivered their version of justifications 
why the Russian Federation should recognize Ukraine’s Donbas’s breakaway provinces 
as independent states and launch a military invasion against Ukraine. One of the most 
extensive speeches was delivered by the council’s deputy chair, Dmitry Medvedev, who 
served as president of Russia from 2008 to 2012 and as prime minister from 2012 to 2020. In 
his speech, Medvedev addressed potential sanctions that the Russian government expected 
the West to impose on the country and their potential severity. He assured his audience 
that the sanctions would be insignificant as they were when he was the president of Russia. 
Back in August 2008, Russia attacked Georgia and declared Georgia’s breakaway provinces 
to be independent and sovereign states. “These 14 years [since the Russo-Georgia war] have 
been beneficial for us,” he said. “When they [the West] got tired, they came to us and offered 
to remove the sanctions … they know that Russia is much more important than Georgia 
or Ukraine.”1 Medvedev concluded that he expected the same reaction by the West after 
Russia’s anticipated quick victory over Ukraine.

The August 2008 Russo-Georgian war was a dress rehearsal for what started in 
Ukraine in 2014 and culminated in the 2022 Russo-Ukraine war. Moscow began to set the 
stage for an invasion of Georgia in the spring of 2008 by organizing large-scale military 
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maneuvers at the border with Georgia in July 2008 and commenced the invasion on August 
7, 2008. The official reason: to stop the “genocide” in South Ossetia allegedly carried out by 
Georgian authorities. In preparation for war, South Ossetian authorities evacuated civilians 
to Russia, but they left armed fighters to face the Georgian army that had to move north 
to intercept the invading Russian mechanized infantry columns. A large group of Russian 
journalists were invited for the occasion as well. The war ended in five days: Georgia sued 
for peace as its armed forces were encircled by the Russian army that crossed the land 
border with Georgia from the north and northwest, and later conducted amphibious 
landing from the west. As the ceasefire agreement entered into force, Moscow recognized 
the independence of the two breakaway provinces of Georgia, Abkhazia and South Ossetia, 
and established “diplomatic relations” with both. Soon after that, Russia deployed sizable 
troop contingents to both Abkhazia and South Ossetia announcing new military alliances 
with these “sovereign states.”

On March 6, 2009, at their bilateral meeting in Geneva, US Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton presented a symbolic “reset” button to Sergei Lavrov, Russia’s minister of foreign 
affairs. Conceived to “reset” Russo-American relations to a more positive starting point 
for the new US presidential administration of Barack Obama, the symbolic plastic button 
had erroneously inscribed the Russian word for “overload” instead of “reset.” True to its 
symbolic promise, relations between the two major powers went into overload for the next 
13 years, reaching their climax with Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. 
Although the US made several unilateral concessions to the Russian Federation, Moscow 
never stopped its aggressive foreign policies toward its smaller neighbors. The argument 
put forward in this paper is that the initially minor concessions initiated by the Obama 
administration expanded into the appeasement of Russia. Russia’s February 2022 invasion 
of Ukraine is a direct result of that appeasement policy. The cost of this appeasement has 
been paid by states like Georgia and Ukraine, especially by the latter.

In contemporary discourse the policies of appeasement are not necessarily seen in 
a negative light in the US or elsewhere—there is no preordained reason why appeasement 
policies by a great power toward other powers cannot yield positive results for both. 
However, in the context of the US, circa 2008-2022, the policy of appeasing Russia has 
had a couple of important implications for the international balance of power. Before the 
war in Ukraine, the US had conceded Russia’s dominant position and status in most, if not 
all, former Soviet space. In addition, Russia had established itself as a major player in the 
Middle East following the Syrian civil war and started to assert its military superiority in the 
Mediterranean. Since early 2009, the US made several unilateral concessions to the Russian 
Federation, but the latter did not cease but expanded aggressive foreign policies toward its 
smaller neighbors. The inability or unwillingness of the US under both presidents Obama 
and Donald Trump to do anything about a resurgent Russia, and disagreements among 
members of the transatlantic alliance on a series of important issues dealing with Moscow’s 
foreign policy ambitions, did not pass unnoticed by the Kremlin. Further, decision-makers 
in Washington and European capitals did not distinguish between appeasement policies 
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toward more minor powers, e.g., North Korea or Iran, and great powers like Russia. To some 
extent, appeasement worked when dealing with Pyongyang or Tehran because both North 
Korea and Iran have had limited objectives centered on the survival of the ruling regimes. 
In comparison, Russia is a great power with unlimited objectives aimed at conquering or 
destroying neighboring states.

The distorted understanding of Russian foreign policy objectives in Western capitals 
stemmed from the erroneous conception of Russia as a minor power following the end of the Cold 
War. From the early 1990s on, the diminished status of the Russian Federation in international 
affairs played a decisive role in creating misleading perceptions in the West that gave rise to the 
deeply misguided and theoretically illogical unipolar world doctrine. The Russian Federation 
was seen as the political successor of the Soviet Union, but not its geopolitical equivalent. 
According to the doctrine of unipolarity, Russia was unwisely relegated to an insignificant 
place in world affairs such that it essentially challenged Moscow to do something drastic about 
the new world order. A series of policies by the US and its North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) allies in Eastern Europe touched the areas that were very sensitive for Moscow. Serious 
disagreements between Moscow and the West started in the 1990s with NATO enlargement and 
reached a critical point in 1999 with the NATO-Yugoslavia war. During the first two decades 
of the twenty-first century, Russia voiced loud objections to the West’s several long-reaching 
policy initiatives. These included further NATO enlargement, the US invasion of Iraq, Western 
involvement in Ukraine and Georgia, the recognition of Kosovo sovereignty, the decision to 
place missile defense system in Eastern Europe, Western policies in Syria and Libya, and endless 
but fruitless discussion about whether Georgia and Ukraine should join NATO or not.

Short but decisive, the 2008 Russo-Georgian war quickly erased an image of the 
world that saw Russia being relegated to the status of an insignificant player, and the Obama 
administration affirmed the new reality by making a number of key concessions to the Russians, 
symbolized by Clinton’s plastic “reset”/“overload” button. America’s concessions gradually 
turned into Moscow’s reassertion of dominance in the former Soviet space of influence and this 
allowed Russia to introduce nineteenth century-style great power politics in dealing with its 
European neighbors. Moscow’s attacks on Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014 did not initially 
appear to threaten the vital interests of the US or its European allies. With these small regional 
wars, Putin had achieved his main goal before starting an all-out invasion of Ukraine in February 
2022: Moscow was no longer ignored as an irrelevant international player; instead, it could now 
throw its weight around, and Western states had to make concessions and pay attention to the 
Kremlin. Moscow fully expected the West to keep doing what it had been doing since 2008, no 
matter what would happen in Ukraine after February 24, 2022. However, the Kremlin has clearly 
miscalculated. Still, the West’s appeasement policies following the Russo-Georgian war of 2008 
had contributed significantly to the formation of Moscow’s distorted perceptions of the world.
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Appeasement in International Relations 

Historically, policymakers in the West have been more critical of appeasement in 
foreign policy than scholars, due to the negative association of this approach with Franco-
British efforts to appease Adolf Hitler in the 1930s. At the same time, Western scholars 
have not spent much energy debating appeasement as a tool in foreign policy. Since 
the appeasement of Nazi Germany was understood as a bad policy, the question of the 
usefulness of appeasement in foreign policy was understood as settled once and for all. 
However, is all appeasement inherently bad? After all, the main alternative to appeasement 
is war. If appeasement helps avoid war clearly, there must be something positive about it.  
One study sympathetic to the phenomenon defines appeasement as “the policy of reducing 
tensions with one’s adversary by removing the causes of conflict and disagreement.” In other 
words, appeasement could be understood as “a policy of tension-reduction.”2 Further, “as 
a short-term strategy for maintaining the international status quo, appeasement may be a 
policy of crisis reduction.”3 As a long-term strategy, appeasement could be viewed as a policy 
of crisis prevention, also within the context of maintaining the status quo. In terms of the 
alteration of the status quo, appeasement serves as a short-term tool for “limited political 
trade,” and a long-term objective toward “friendship/alliance.”4 Historically, great powers 
trade with each other, while the interests of smaller powers serve as the key currency for 
trade. There is nothing inherently harmful in such conceptual definitions, and they sound 
rather abstract and benign, unless one’s state or home is included in the proposed “limited 
political trade.” Such trades concern primarily more minor powers (nichtgrossmachten) 
in international politics that do not have a decisive voice in either alliance formation or 
maintaining the international status quo. On the other hand, trade between a great power 
and an aggressive minor power does not necessarily involve the interests of other states. 
Instead, the commitment to a non-nuclear status or state support of terrorism could be the 
objective of trade.

Ferguson notes that A.J.P. Taylor’s The Origins of the Second World War examination 
of the appeasement approach that preceded World War II “has stood up remarkably well to 
subsequent scholarship.”5 The appeasement of Hitler had many parents, none of them pretty: 
“the pusillanimity of the French statesmen, who were defeated in their hearts before a shot had 
been fired; the hypocrisy of the Americans, with their highfaluting rhetoric and low commercial 
motives; above all, the muddle-headedness of the British.”6 Hitler’s appeasement was not at all 
a problem if, for instance, the British wanted to align themselves with Nazi Germany—and 
in fact, on numerous occasions Hitler expressed his desire to have an alliance with London.7 
Evidence suggests that Hitler did not really want a war with Britain as he hoped that London 
would let Poland go with some rhetoric and no action the same way the rump Czechoslovakia 
was dumped. Reportedly, Hitler told Alfred Rosenberg that “he couldn’t grasp” what the English 
were after by honoring their defense commitment to Poland and declaring war on Germany. 
Hitler argued that “even if England secured a victory, the real victors would be the United States, 
Japan, and Russia.”8 Hitler did miss on Japan, but his prediction was otherwise correct. However, 
the British evidently did not fancy the idea of playing the second violin to the Germans by 
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appeasing them indefinitely, and the war was on. Indefinite appeasement of a great power with 
unlimited foreign policy objectives makes no logical sense: indefinite appeasement engenders 
demands for indefinite concessions, and the concessions that great powers demand are primarily 
territorial or material.

Stephen Rock argues that appeasement as such is not inherently bad, and provides few 
examples to demonstrate its usefulness: “British appeasement of the United States, 1896-1903,” 
“Anglo-American appeasement of the Soviet Union, 1941-1945,” and “American appeasement 
of North Korea, 1988-1994.”9 He argues that the case of the failed attempt by Great Britain and 
France to conciliate Nazi Germany carries with it many misperceptions and “a good deal of 
what is commonly supposed to be true of this case is in fact myth.”10 Rock demonstrates that the 
British “pursued a conciliatory policy in part because he [Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain] 
saw it as the only chance—albeit a slim one—of avoiding war.”11 The argument makes sense as 
Britain was not ready for war in 1938 or even 1939 when it actually started.12 Regardless, the 
Munich approach failed and “even if appeasement did not actually encourage Hitler to commit 
further acts of aggression, it failed to satisfy him and thereby preserve peace and stability in 
Europe.”13 Ferguson notes that some historians have even imagined “that the great mistake was 
not appeasement but its abandonment in 1939 … it has even been suggested, peace could have 
been restored in 1940 or 1941, if only someone other than [Prime Minister Winston] Churchill 
had been in charge of British policy.”14

No matter how one interprets the usefulness of a particular appeasement policy 
or specific historical events, appeasement has at least one theoretical problem that cannot 
be overcome by alternative interpretations of events or by counterfactual history. This 
theoretical problem is rooted in empirical realities of international politics, and in general, 
an understanding of how power relations work among states. The idea that appeasement 
of an aggressive major state can succeed is based on the assumption that there exists in 
international politics something like a “stationary state,” to borrow J.S. Mill’s concept.15 If 
it were possible to reach a stage in international politics in which power competition or 
self-affirmation, self-assertion by great powers no longer mattered, appeasement could be 
viewed as a valid tool for guiding aggressive powers toward that end. That is, if the desire 
for more international power and influence by a single state or an alliance of states had 
a logical end without destroying the existing international system, appeasement would 
make sense. However, since such a stage in international history appears to be utopian or 
located somewhere in a very distant future, making concessions to an aggressive major 
state results in a continuous process that increases the aggressor’s appetite by making its 
objective achievable at a very low cost. The drive for more power will not cease after each 
such concession—there is no absolute power, and even if there were such a thing, those 
driving for it will not recognize it as long as others possess some power. The only end of 
appeasement to an aggressive big power will be the end of the international system, that 
is, the establishment of a world state. Suppose a great power already occupies about 18 
percent of the world’s land surface, as the USSR did during the Cold War, or has an outline 
to become a truly global empire, as Nazi Germany did. In that case, the idea of appeasement 
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to such entities should appear even more unacceptable. The Russian Federation circa 2008-
2022 is somewhat smaller than the Soviet Union, and less ideologically odious than Nazi 
Germany. However, its leaders have voiced threats never before heard in world history: a 
promise to unleash a nuclear war if Russia did not achieve its great power goals. Just like in 
the case of Nazi Germany, the foreign policy goals of the Putin regime are territorial and 
material: they are aimed at the conquest or destruction of other states.   

The 2008 War and Its Aftermath

The August 2008 war begun after the separatist forces in Georgia’s breakaway South 
Ossetia started attacking Georgian villages and peacekeepers with artillery fire in July 2008, 
and this continued as Russia’s 58th Army invaded on August 8. The Russian troops massed 
at the Georgian border in July: similar to what would happen before the February 2022 
invasion of Ukraine, Moscow staged large-scale fake war games there called “Kavkaz-2008.” 
In late July, Moscow announced that the war games had ended and Russian military units 
were heading back to their bases. This fake announcement signaling the ostensibly peaceful 
conclusion of military maneuvers would also be repeated before the invasion of Ukraine 
in February 2022. It was a ruse, and when those Russian military units invaded Georgia 
few days later, they arrived fully armed and ready to fight. The fact that the Russian forces 
were getting ready to invade Georgia from mid-July 2008 should have been apparent to 
anyone who had information about the logistics of the Russian military units in the North 
Caucasus. Military maneuvers or games do not involve mass supplies of combat munitions, 
bombs, and missiles: troops engage in mock battles during exercises and do not shoot each 
other with actual combat projectiles. However, when the Russian troops invaded Georgia 
soon after the conclusion of the military exercises, they were armed with far more lethal 
munitions than inert bombs and empty warheads customarily used for military maneuvers.

Georgia’s breakaway South Ossetia is linked with Russia through a single 
mountainous highway, which snakes down from the high Caucasus mountains into 
the valleys of central Georgia. While the Russian troops were progressing through the 
mountains, a small Georgian army fought them successfully and slowed their advance. 
However, a couple of days later Russia’s Black Sea Fleet joined the fight by sailing several 
surface ships from Sevastopol, Crimea. Georgia had no coastal defenses and Russian 
amphibious landings went without significant resistance in Abkhazia, Georgia’s other 
breakaway region controlled by Moscow, and Georgia proper. The Georgian army units 
fighting the bulk of the invading Russian troops in mountainous areas risked becoming 
encircled and destroyed by the Russians. To avoid this, the Georgian government ordered 
its military to withdraw from South Ossetia and sued for peace. President Nicolas Sarkozy 
of France mediated between Tbilisi and Moscow, and a ceasefire agreement was signed in 
mid-August. Soon after, Moscow declared Georgia’s two breakaway provinces “independent 
states” and set up a large-scale military presence in both of these statelets.



83  Lasha Tchantouridzé

In August 2008, the Russian leadership was very cautious when invading Georgia 
with an army not fully ready for a large-scale war. It was believed that Georgia had been 
armed and equipped by the US, and fighting with a modern army, albeit small, carried not 
insignificant risks. After the war, Russian leaders held a closed-door meeting to analyze the 
lessons learned from the Georgia campaign. First, they had discovered that the Georgian 
army was armed and equipped with small American arms and rubber boats for coastal 
defense—the country was nowhere ready to fight a Russian invasion. The successes that the 
Georgian army had in battles were due to the old Soviet air defense system S-300 borrowed 
from Ukraine, and the initiative and courage of artillery detachments successfully resisting 
the Russian troops in mountainous areas. Second, the Russian leadership heard that the 
Black Sea Fleet was late to act, and that delay nearly cost them. Overall, in 2022 Moscow 
would repeat its Georgia invasion scenario in Ukraine, albeit on a larger scale, but with one 
key difference: in Georgia, the Russian troops agreed to a peace agreement quickly, because 
they were not ready, and the Russian army has never fought in the mountains to start with. 
However, the short war in Georgia was a key dress rehearsal for the Russian army. It was 
in Georgia that Moscow first used its new combat groups built around heavy mechanized 
enhanced infantry battalions. More than one hundred of these battalions would be used at 
a much larger scale 14 years later in Ukraine.  

After the war, Moscow highlighted a critical shortcoming in the Georgia campaign: 
the lack of seafaring helicopter carriers for amphibious assault operations. Russia traditionally 
manufactures and procures all its military resources and material domestically. Still, they 
have never had large support vessels for amphibious assaults—as a continental power Russia 
seldom staged amphibious assaults and never with helicopters. Those seeking appeasement 
of Russia in the West noticed this problem and used it to get on Moscow’s good side and 
make profits along the way. Paris offered Moscow to sell them the French-made Mistral-
class amphibious assault ships. The French were so enthusiastic about supplying Russia with 
this weapon that President Francois Hollande would not stop his sales pitch even after the 
Russian-backed rebels in Ukraine’s Donbas region shot down a Malaysian Airlines Flight 17 
and killed scores of European citizens in July 2014.16

The European Union was likewise eager to put Russia’s conquest of Georgian 
territory in the rear-view mirror and to resume business as usual with Moscow. After the 
ceasefire, the EU organized a study group to investigate the origins of the Russo-Georgian 
war and subsequently produced a report, published on September 21, 2009, in which its 
authors unequivocally blamed Georgia for attacking Russia. The report committee was 
headed by a Swiss diplomat, Heidi Tagliavini, the head of the Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) mission to Georgia during the war. Officially called 
the “Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in 
Georgia,” but informally called the “Tagliavini Report,” it “discovered” that Georgia started 
the war with Russia on August 7-8, 2008.17 This “discovery” was made through a superficial 
study of the movements of the Georgian troops and their actions on the eve of the war. The 
EU group failed to account for or investigate parallel moves made by the Russian troops 
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across the Russo-Georgia border or in South Ossetia itself. The claim made by EU’s “fact-
finding mission” was a deliberate lie—there was no factual evidence provided in the report 
to support it.

Regardless, the report was immediately embraced by Western friends of Georgia, 
and thus a myth about Georgia starting the 2008 war with Russia was born. The myth 
survived the 2014 Russo-Ukrainian conflict and the annexation of Crimea, promulgated by, 
among others, Western friends of Georgia and even Georgia’s high officials.18 This despite 
the fact that the EU report that runs for more than 700 pages has no account on how more 
than the 70,000-strong invading Russian force appeared at the Russo-Georgian border 
within minutes of Georgian artillery opening fire on the rebel forces in South Ossetia. 
The OSCE report identifies the time of the Georgian artillery attack as “the night of 7 to 
8 August 2008.” This narrative is contradicted by the account of the Russian general who 
actually led the ground assault on Georgia. According to the commander of Russia’s 58th 
Army, which commenced the military invasion of Georgia, he received a sealed order from 
his superior concerning Georgia on August 5. In an extensive interview with a Russian 
news agency, Lieutenant-General Anatoliy Khrulev stated that he received an alert exactly 
at midnight from August 7 to 8 from Major-General Marat Kulakhmetov, the commander 
of the Russian troops stationed in South Ossetia, suggesting that “Georgia started a 
war.”19 Three minutes after midnight on August 8, Khrulev was allegedly directed to open 
the sealed order received on August 5, and seven minutes after midnight, he received a 
confirmation from his superior authorizing the 58th Army to start the invasion. Fifteen 
minutes after midnight, according to Khrulev, all the officers were in their posts, and the 
invasion commenced. Khrulev’s account did not mention that the Russian troops were 
preparing for the invasion for weeks by staging war games, and by shipping and storing 
combat, as opposed to training, ammunition closer to the Georgia border. Even then the 
advancing Russian troops still should have required at least a couple of hours to drive from 
North Ossetia’s lowlands toward the pass in the Caucasus mountains. 

It was impossible for the Russian troops to arrive at the Georgian border within 15 
minutes from their bases located closer to urban areas of the North Caucasus. The Russo-
Georgian border is drawn through the Caucasus mountains, the highest mountain range in 
Europe. Two narrow and difficult-to-navigate roads connect the two countries through high 
mountain passes. To achieve that incredible feat of military efficiency by invading Georgia 
through the Caucasus mountains within minutes after receiving an order, Khrulev’s troops 
should have been stationed right at the border crossing long before August 8. As for the 
Tagliavini report, it was a one-sided narrative created to assign the blame to the victim, 
Georgia, and find justifications for the actions of the aggressor, Russia. This could not have 
been done for any other reason but to appease Russia and limit the Western reaction to 
Russian military aggression with largely symbolic sanctions.

The US and the EU imposed few weak economic sanctions on Russia after its 
invasion and occupation of Georgia. None of the sanctions damaged the Russian economy 
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even remotely, not to mention its military machine. As Russia’s former President Medvedev 
noted just before the February 2022 invasion of Ukraine, the West removed those sanctions 
from Russia on its own; Moscow did not even have to ask. On the other hand, by spring 
of 2008, Georgia had openly declared that it wanted to join NATO and expected to get a 
so-called Membership Action Plan (MAP) at the NATO Bucharest summit in May 2008. 
Germany and France deliberately blocked MAPs for both Georgia and Ukraine. That was 
a signal for Russia that NATO was not really interested in Georgia or Ukraine, and the 
same Bucharest declaration essentially imposed a military embargo on Georgia, which 
badly needed modern military equipment to defend itself from Russia. After the Bucharest 
summit, the West’s disinterest in helping Georgia was so severe that when Russia invaded 
in August of that same year, Georgia did not even have military-grade communications 
equipment. As a result, the Georgian military’s commercial-grade communications were 
quickly compromised by the Russian army, and Georgian military leadership could not 
even issue orders to its troops through secure channels.

Most damaging to Georgia has been the unwillingness of the US and its Western 
allies to rearm and reequip Georgia to defend itself from another attack from Russia. Although 
Georgia had been praised for its democratic and economic reforms and its steadfast Western 
orientation, the country was literally undefended when Russia invaded, and remains poorly 
armed and underequipped to this date. The Georgia military had participated in the US-
sponsored missions in Afghanistan and Iraq, expecting to be helped by the US, but no real 
help came from Washington or any other Western capital except small arms that Georgia was 
allowed to purchase. During and after the August war, the general message to Georgia voiced 
in Washington and other Western capitals simply stated: “There is nothing much we can do.” 
The same message was repeated in February 2014, when Russia attacked Ukraine and annexed 
Crimea. However, the 2022 Russo-Ukraine war has demonstrated that, most definitely, there 
had been many decisive and effective things that the West could have done in 2008 or 2014. 
By pretending to be helpless in the face of Russian aggression, the West was trying to appease 
Moscow, hoping that the Kremlin would be satisfied with the conquered territory and would 
not try to continue its military conquest. As the events of February 2022 have demonstrated, 
the appeasement policies produced the most undesirable results. Now facing long and highly 
destructive war prospects in Europe, the West had no choice but to take decisive steps.

After the August war, Georgia tried to rearm since what little it had was spent or 
destroyed in the war with Russia. Once again, it found a cold shoulder from the West, presumably 
because Moscow objected to any country giving arms to Georgia. Moscow has fully exploited 
Georgia’s defenseless state: it has adopted a policy of moving the demarcation line separating the 
breakaway South Ossetia and Georgia proper and capturing more land for the renegade regime. 
This process labeled “borderization” in Georgia has continued since the war stopped in August 
2008, and every year since, the Russian troops have captured a few hundred yards of Georgian 
land. Clearly designed to provoke Georgia into a new armed conflict, the practice has been met 
with no official protests from the West except the occasional statements by Western ambassadors 
posted in Georgia.



The Aftermath of the 2008 Russo-Georgian War  86

Washington’s Reset Policy and Europe’s Indifference 

The argument made in this essay is that the Western appeasement of Russia 
following the 2008 Russo-Georgian war made the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian war possible. 
In this, we echo the sentiments expressed by the former foreign minister of the Russian 
Federation, Andrei Kozyrev. Soon after the start of the Russo-Ukraine war on February 24, 
2022, Russia’s former top diplomat was quoted saying that the West’s appeasement of Putin 
made him “delusional,” implying that the Western appeasement made Putin believe that 
he could do whatever he wanted.20 The fact that the US and some of its Western European 
allies tried to appease Moscow from 2009 on has been noted by a few observers, but there 
has been a disagreement about whether this appeasement has been positive or negative. For 
instance, just before the start of the Russo-Ukraine was in February 2022, Cato Institute’s 
Doug Bandow called the appeasement of Russia “a good cause.”21 On the other side, the 
Heritage Foundation’s Daniel Kochis warned in July 2021 that the US “would regret this 
shameful appeasement of Russia.”22 Mitt Romney, the Republican Party’s presidential 
candidate in 2012, warned about the threat posed by Russia, suggesting that the Obama 
administration was making too many concessions to Moscow. Romney was criticized 
for this in American mass media, and Obama made fun of his warning, but after Russia 
invaded Ukraine, even Romney’s opponents acknowledged that he was right about Russia.23 
According to Benjamin Haddad and Alina Polyakova, Obama’s response to the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine in 2014 and intervention in Syria in 2015 “was cautious at best, and 
deeply misguided at worst.” They noted that “the imposition of sanctions on Russia for its 
invasion of Ukraine was accompanied by so much propitiation and restraint elsewhere that 
it didn’t deter Russia from subsequent aggression, including the risky 2016 [presidential 
election] influence operation in the United States.”24

In the case of Georgia, the West’s appeasement of Russia was the most damaging in 
the refusal to sell Western weapons to Georgia. Following the August 2008 war, Moscow made 
several public and diplomatic demands not to supply weapons to Georgia.25 Washington 
obeyed the Russian demands even though, in January 2009, the US and Georgia established 
a strategic partnership charter, which among other things, called for cooperation in defense 
and security fields.26 The Obama administration fully complied with Moscow’s request to 
impose an arms embargo on Georgia, which lost most of its modern military equipment 
during the August 2008 war. The most significant loss for Georgia was the destruction of its 
nascent Black Sea navy—a maritime country was left without any kind of maritime force or 
coastal defense. The Western embargo on arms sales to Georgia was so comprehensive that 
a largely symbolic act by the Trump administration of selling a small batch of anti-armor 
Javelin missiles to Georgia was seen as a groundbreaking event.27 In late November 2017, 
it was announced that the US would allow Georgia to purchase Javelin anti-tank missiles 
worth $75 million.28 The shipment included Georgia 46 Javelin FGM-148s launchers with 
82 missiles. To put it in a military context, this shipment would allow a defending side to 
fight one Russian enhanced combat battalion for a couple of hours.
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The collective Western effort to make the Russian Federation a member of the 
WTO was no less harmful to Georgia and beneficial to Russia. In 2011, the West started 
pressuring Georgia to make concessions to Russia on its application to the WTO. Russia 
had occupied two breakaway provinces in Georgia since the mid-1990s, and from August 
2008 had a large number of military and civilian personnel deployed there. These provinces, 
formally part of Georgia, were fully integrated into the Russian economic space and they 
continue to be so to this date. Georgia initially vetoed Russia’s WTO application for very 
valid reasons: Moscow had captured its territory, operated there under a false pretext that 
these were independent countries, and Georgia did not want to set up customs and border 
checks between Georgia proper and the Russian-occupied Georgian regions. Georgia 
resisted as much as it could but had to yield under heavy Western pressure, and in early 
2012, Russia became a member of WTO. According to a senior Georgian official, in order to 
obtain concessions from Georgia favoring Russia, “they [the West] put a gun at our head.”29 

America’s appeasement policy toward Russia was developed very early in its first term 
of the Obama administration. Guided by Clinton, the policy was labelled “reset,” implying 
starting Russo-American relations from a clean sheet. Whether the Obama administration 
ever blamed its predecessor, the George W. Bush administration, for problems in bilateral 
relations with Russia was never openly stated. However, it became very clear very soon that 
the US blamed Georgia for the difficulties that it found itself vis-à-vis Russia. The US and 
Georgia became gradually distant under Obama, and by 2016, almost nothing was left of 
the former “strategic partnership” between the two countries. The Trump administration 
had an even lower opinion of Georgia and Ukraine. Trump’s White House was only too 
happy to continue Obama’s reset-like approach, even though now Russia was under a set of 
mild economic sanctions created after Moscow’s annexation of Ukraine’s Crimea in 2014.

It has been argued that the West bears significant responsibility for what has transpired 
between Russia and Ukraine.30 Indeed, the first significant challenge thrown at the Russian 
Federation by the West took place in 1995, when the “Study on NATO Enlargement” was published 
in Brussels.31 The Russian government objected strenuously, and Russia nationalist adopted this 
issue to rally their supporters. However, the Russian public remained largely indifferent to the 
prospect of NATO moving eastward.32 The post-Cold War thaw was still on and most Russians 
distrusted their own government more than they did the West. The post-Cold War thaw was still 
on, and most Russians distrusted their own government more than the West. Public indifference 
in Russia to NATO enlargement did not last: the second humiliation to Moscow was delivered in 
a more physical and dramatic way by the NATO-Serbia war over Kosovo in 1999.33 The Kosovo 
War changed many things in Russia: It helped to turn Russian public opinion dramatically 
anti-Western within a week;34 it essentially killed the credibility of Russia’s budding Western-
style liberal democratic political forces; it allowed the nationalist-revanchist forces to acquire 
credibility and power base among the people; and it propelled Vladimir Putin and his associates 
to the very top of Russia’s government structure.   
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Putin owed his ascent to the reignited anti-Western feelings in Russia, courtesy 
of the Kosovo War. He made explicit promises from the very beginning of his presidential 
activities to recover as much as possible of Soviet Union’s lost glory. Putin’s first administration 
encountered several challenges that were not much different from what Russia had faced in 
the 1990s: the expansion of NATO, Chechnya spinning out of control, and Russia’s declining 
military and economic power. However, one new major issue that arose with the George W. 
Bush administration (2001-2009) was even more formidable than the old ones: Washington 
decided to walk away from the 1972 ABM Treaty. In 2001-2002, Russia was in no position 
to counter this development, and the Russians felt vulnerable. On the other hand, the rising 
oil prices and higher international demand for oil and gas helped the Putin government 
to fill the country’s coffers, consolidate state power, and start a slow recovery of Russia’s 
military might.

The first step of the post-Cold War NATO enlargement was taken in 1999, during 
the NATO-Serbia war, and the process continued in the early 2000s. In the eyes of Russia, 
NATO was pushing its armies toward Russia. In 2003, a group of radical reformers came 
to power in Georgia—the process that Moscow initially helped and supported, presumably 
expecting in return Western support in Ukraine in keeping pro-Russian forces in charge 
there.35 However, the Orange Revolution of Ukraine in 2004 prompted Moscow to seek 
more forceful and radical measures. Now explicitly pro-Western and anti-Russian 
governments in Tbilisi and Kyiv developed a “join-NATO and the EU” axis that Moscow 
viewed as the final red line it could not allow NATO to cross.36 In February 2007, Putin 
delivered a litany of warnings and admonitions to a group of high-level Western politicians, 
journalists, and pundits gathered for an annual security meeting in Munich.37 Among other 
things, he warned against recognizing Kosovo’s independence from Serbia. Exactly a year 
after the Munich conference, Kosovo declared its independence, and it was duly recognized 
by the US and all NATO members except Spain, Greece, Slovakia, and Romania.38 This 
could not have been taken in Moscow any other way but as a direct insult—no matter what 
Moscow said and asked, the West was not going to take it seriously unless Russia was ready 
to act. Putin’s determination to bring Russia back as a global power has been absolutely 
resolute, even if it took him a series of military crises and confrontations to achieve his goal. 
Unfortunately for the Georgians, and subsequently for the Ukrainians, this path of action 
commenced in August 2008 with the war in Georgia—a brief war that allowed the Russian 
leadership to gain immense confidence in their ability to enact changes through the use of 
force. The results of the war were dramatic but should not have come as unexpected: Putin 
had pretty much laid his intentions in his Munich performance in February 2007, with 
which he was pleased, and which he later fondly recalled as “memorable.”39 

When it came to bilateral Russo-American relations, the Obama administration 
stepped into an environment of confusion and bewilderment—a product of the Russo-
Georgian war of 2008. The relations between the outgoing Bush administration and 
Moscow were business-like, but the Russo-Georgian war poisoned many good prospects. 
To conciliate the Russians, the Obama administration essentially acknowledged that the 
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American approach to the issues that bothered Moscow had been rather thoughtless. The US 
suspended two important programs: the placement of anti-missile defense components in 
Eastern Europe, and its defense and anti-terrorism cooperation with Georgia. In response, 
the Russian Federation did not have to make compromises or give up on anything, and 
if they were asked to reciprocate in kind, nothing was publicly stated to that effect. The 
Russians made no effort to show reciprocity anyway. In fact, Russian attitudes hardened 
on some issues, namely Iran, and more decisively on Syria. Some of the rhetoric voiced 
in Moscow, specifically by Putin who was running for president again, was insulting and 
clearly designed to provoke Washington. Putin even claimed that political opposition 
protests in Russia during the parliamentary and presidential elections of late 2011 and early 
2012 had been incited by the US, and he even accused Clinton personally.40 The purported 
author of the “reset” policy, Michael McFaul, became the US ambassador to Russia, where 
he was greeted with insults and enjoyed the kind of “following” (organized by Russia’s state 
security service) frequently practiced in the USSR.41 The insults on McFaul opened a long 
season of open harassment of American diplomats by Russians, about which Washington 
finally publicly complained in June 2016.42 The Obama-Clinton “reset” policy led to more 
problems than it tried to amend, the chief disaster being Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
and annexation of Crimea in February-March 2014. The Russian invasion of Ukraine in 
February 2022 was a direct continuation of the 2014 events. Shortly before the Crimea 
invasion, McFaul tried to defend the “reset” in Washington,43 while populist leaders in 
Moscow openly denounced him.44 The American ambassadors represent the US president 
personally, and it was remarkable that McFaul was directly attacked by Sergei Lavrov, the 
Russian foreign minister, who called him arrogant, and admonished him to behave better.45 
The failure of the “reset” appeasement of Russia had nothing to do with McFaul’s personality, 
but it was all due to ever-increasing Russian demands in foreign policy: since the original 
pre-reset grievances had been resolved to its satisfaction, Moscow learned this lesson well 
and advanced new demands.

The best audio-visual representation of America’s appeasement of Russia was 
Obama’s plea to then-President Medvedev to intercede with then-Prime Minister Putin 
on the issue of the missile defense. Prior to the March 26, 2012, meeting in Seoul, Korea, 
Obama asked Medvedev to inform Putin, who was returning as president, to give him “some 
space,” presumably to be better positioned for the November 2012 presidential elections. 
Medvedev promised to talk about this with his mentor.46 Unsurprisingly, this exchange 
produced some harsh criticism in the US, especially in Republican political circles, but in 
fact, the Obama was fully in line with the symbolic “reset” button pushing in early 2009, and 
even with some steps undertaken by the outgoing Bush administration. Bush’s Secretary of 
State, Condoleezza Rice, and Russian’s foreign minister Lavrov had made every effort to 
minimize the negative fallout after Russia’s war with Georgia. According to Rice, at their 
first post-war meeting at the United Nations, 

We agreed to pass a Security Council resolution on Iran simply reaffirming past 
resolutions. The reason was to send a signal to Iran that the Georgian war had not 
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caused us to abandon our joint efforts toward Tehran. It was never quite the same, 
but we managed to work together for the rest of our term. Nonetheless, I’m sure 
Lavrov looked forward to the arrival of another team in Washington.47

America’s perceived unique power status in an alleged unipolar world ended with the 
question posed by Steve Hadley, national security advisor in Bush’s second administration: 
“Are we prepared to go to war with Russia over Georgia?”48 One could easily imagine similar 
questions asked in London and in Paris in 1939 after Germany swallowed the whole of 
Czechoslovakia.

Trump, who succeeded Obama in 2018, announced his vision of transatlantic 
relations by openly questioning the validity and usefulness of NATO—music to the ears 
of those in the Kremlin. Trump substantively continued Obama’s failed “reset” policy by 
giving Russia a free hand in Syria, and not pressing it over the issues in its immediate 
neighborhood, specifically Ukraine. Trump has openly admired Putin both during his 
presidency and after. In his unique vision of the world, Russia was in the Trump camp, 
while Ukraine was in that of President Joe Biden’s. Trump’s men tried hard to find dirt on 
the Biden family in Ukraine, emboldened by the fact that Biden’s son been given a cushy 
job in a large oil corporation there. During his one-term presidency, Trump and his son-
in-law, Jared Kushner, were primarily preoccupied with several issues to aid and assist the 
State of Israel in both diplomatic and international security arrangements. Indeed, the 
Trump team managed to do much for Israel, and both American and Israeli officials held 
several productive meetings to find common grounds regarding problems crucial to Israel. 
Significant breakthroughs that Israel achieved during the Trump presidency suggest that 
Moscow was helpful and assisted the joint US-Israeli efforts. However, Russian leaders do 
not just help America or any other country out of the goodness of their hearts—they always 
want something in return. That something most likely was American non-interference in 
the military preparations that Moscow was holding in its neighborhood, specifically in 
Georgia and Ukraine. 

Conclusion

Once a darling of American foreign policy during the George W. Bush presidency, 
Georgia largely fell from the American foreign policy radar after 2008. Obama avoided the 
Georgia question entirely but did interfere in Ukrainian affairs during the domestic protest 
rallies in early 2014, which produced a firestorm of criticism in Moscow. The Kremlin partly 
used American interference in Ukrainian politics during the unrest in early 2014, which 
forced President Viktor Yanukovich out of the country, to justify its attack on Ukraine in 
February 2014 and its subsequent annexation of Crimea. Moscow identified then-Vice-
President Biden as the chief boogieman calling him America’s “viceroy” in Ukraine. The 
2014 annexation of Crimea was followed by eight years of anti-Ukrainian and anti-Western 
propaganda in Russian mainstream media. The Russian government slowly eliminated 
independent media sources and severely curtailed freedom of speech. The pro-government 
media in Russia dehumanized and ridiculed Ukrainians for eight years, helping the Russian 
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government prepare the public opinion for the full-scale military invasion of Ukraine on 
February 24, 2022. The Russian government propaganda denounced and ridiculed the 
US and the West in a similar light. In late 2021, the Kremlin propagandists started openly 
talking in Russian mass media about “conquering Western Europe” soon. However, the 
US and its European allies did not waver in their collective efforts to appease Russia until 
Moscow launched open military aggression against Ukraine with an unlimited objective of 
destroying Ukraine’s statehood. The Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 ended 
Western appeasement of Russia. However, even then, the US has struggled to find common 
ground with Europeans to stop and reverse Russian aggression.

With the war in Ukraine, an ugly spectrum of thermonuclear war is more likely 
to materialize than ever before in history. Kremlin officials and propagandists have touted 
the alleged invincibility and superiority of their country’s nuclear arsenal as they had 
praised their conventional forces. However, with the war in Ukraine it has become clear 
that the information these propagandists and their leaders relied on in preparation of their 
armed forces for war was largely false. There is a distinct and clear danger that the Russian 
leadership has similarly false information regarding their nuclear forces’ alleged superiority 
and invincibility. If they were to make the same mistake in the application of their strategic 
forces, the consequences will be truly tragic: they will successfully kill themselves and take 
millions of innocent people along.  
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Abstract: This paper explores the recent developments in Russo-Chinese strategic alignment 
in the security sphere. Prior to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, the 
alliance-like relationship between Moscow and Beijing had been driven by the two parties’ 
shared threats perception on the global level and regionally. The two Eurasian great powers 
demonstrated their concerted effort to alter both structural (power balance) and normative 
aspects of security. Along with some tangible progress in terms of interoperability between 
the two militaries, the Russian and Chinese leadership were prepared in principle to pursue 
a coordinated strategy in the field of nuclear deterrence, missile defense, militarization of 
space, and cyber warfare. This momentum in the security sphere of the bilateral relationship, 
built up over the course of decades, does not appear to have been interrupted by the Russian 
war against Ukraine—and with accelerated US strategic pressure—may even lead to a more 
robust quasi-alliance.

Keywords: US-China-Russia; Russian-Chinese quasi-alliance; China and Ukraine War; 
“securitization” of Russian-Chinese partnership; balance of power in Eurasia; US “Smart 
Power.”

Introduction

The February 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine has shaken the foundation of the 
post-Cold War international order, reversed globalization, and shocked the world. While 
many countries demonstrate unprecedented solidarity in supporting Ukraine and mitigating 
this new security conundrum, the government in Beijing explicitly and implicitly concurs 
with Moscow’s “legitimate security concerns” aroused by the Western strategic decision to 
proceed with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) eastward enlargement by 
integrating Ukraine and Georgia into the alliance. From the outset of Russia’s intervention 
in Ukraine, the Chinese regime under Xi Jinping has retranslated Russia’s position 
concerning regional and national security issues, calling for realization of the “common, 
comprehensive, cooperative and sustainable security concept” respecting the idea that “one 
country’s security cannot be at the expense of harming the security of other countries, 
and regional security cannot be guaranteed by strengthening or even expanding military 
blocs.” The Chinese government, in fact, approved the Kremlin’s interpretation of the crisis 
stressing that, in the case of NATO’s five consecutive rounds of eastward expansion, “Russia’s 
legitimate security demands deserve to be paid attention to and properly resolved.”1 

As the relations between the West and Russia become ever more aggravated, the 
administration of US President Joseph Biden had to warn Beijing of the isolation and 
potential penalties Beijing will face if it helps Moscow to bail out the Russian economy hit 
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by Western sanctions or even dares to assist the Kremlin in its invasion of Ukraine.2 

A debate has emerged among specialists concerning the extent to which the 
Russia-China quasi-alliance will be strengthened by the Russia-Ukraine War, or whether a 
new conflict will severely strain or even break the unique relationship linking Beijing and 
Moscow.3 This debate reflects a long argument, at least a decade old, regarding the nature, 
strength, and strategic implications of that relationship.4 Western academics have delved into 
the new Russo-Chinese rapprochement looking at the alignment between the two Eurasian 
great powers from different theoretical perspectives, focusing on the distribution of global 
power and China’s and Russia’s role in it, balancing and counter-balancing strategies in the 
US-dominated world, Beijing-Moscow order-forming efforts and great power management 
strategies to secure global stability, common ideational and cultural foundations, or the 
shared status-seeking and identity-related aspirations of China and Russia in the changing 
global environment.5 One powerful argument in the West explaining this new “entente” 
stems from interpreting it as just a manifestation of the “axis of authoritarianism.” Just prior 
to the Russian invasion of Ukraine, some analysts predicted that a shared Russian-Chinese 
“hostility towards the United States, and an overlapping (though not identical) illiberal 
vision of the world order are likely sufficient to power the relationship for at least the next 
decade.”6 At the start of the conflict, Graham Allison of Harvard asserted that, despite all 
their sovereignty-related rhetoric, the Chinese leaders have “essentially defied geopolitical 
gravity in building a functional ‘alliance’ between China and Russia that is operationally 
more significant than most of the formal alliances the United States has today.”7 Yet, 
contrary to these assessments, many Western analysts believe that the conflict will illustrate 
the brittle nature of the Russia-China relationship. Thus, Yun Sun of the Stimson Center 
argues, “There is no better example of a ‘marriage of convenience’ than [current Russia-
China relations], and China will pay dearly for this choice [to back the Kremlin].”8 Quite 
similarly, Yale’s Odd Arne Westad asserts that Beijing “gave [Russian President Vladimir] 
Putin the green light to invade,” decries “China’s pro-Russian rhetoric since Putin’s attack 
began,” but ultimately argues that “Russia and China are not natural partners,” and they 
are likely to be driven apart by cultural differences and power asymmetries.9 Bobo Lo’s 
interpretation is that Moscow and Beijing actually see the world very differently. While 
admitting that they have developed a certain durable “habit of partnership,” this author 
nevertheless believes their relationship will become more akin to that between Pyongyang 
and Beijing—a relationship “defined principally by its limits.”10

The analysis presented below, however, demonstrates that the picture is much more 
complex. The model of comprehensive strategic partnership of a new type, constructed by 
the Chinese and Russian leaders in the recent years, reflects the effect of multiple foreign 
(structural) and domestic variables that could yet increase durability of the current Russia-
China quasi-alliance based on their shared world vision, security considerations, as well 
as the dynamics of the war in Ukraine. To be sure, this is not the first academic paper 
to underline the relatively strong foundations of the Russia-China quasi-alliance. Indeed, 
a 2022 book by Australia-based scholar Alexander Korolev does an admirable job at 



describing the strength and durability of this unique partnership, while also attempting the 
laudable goal of building a theory of great power strategic alignment based on objective 
metrics.11 As admirable as that objective may be, the goal in this paper is not to build theory, 
but rather to simply gather crucial data, relying heavily on Chinese and Russian language 
source materials, to paint a more accurate picture of this crucial bilateral relationship for 
the future of world politics.

Recent dramatic geopolitical shifts demonstrate that, at the time of an acute security 
crisis unprecedented since the end of the Cold War, the Russian-Chinese rapprochement 
does not dissipate. Even after the battles in Ukraine have passed the six-month benchmark, 
the political willpower of the Xi-Putin leadership seems to be boosted by coming of a “new 
reality” which Richard Sakwa describes as Beijing and Moscow’s attempt to challenge 
the West on the level of power, norms, and ideas.12 The Kremlin’s actions against Georgia 
in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014 had set off significant alarm bells already in the West, but 
Russia’s initiation of a major conflict in Europe creates a previously unimaginable situation 
of a nuclear confrontation between the major great powers, which generates new security 
risks for all.13 The outcome of Russia’s war in Ukraine is becoming a factor impacting a 
prospective conflict between China and US over Taiwan.14 Closer ties between Russia and 
China have been at the center of policy debates in Washington that have induced some 
revision of the Pentagon’s force planning construct (FPC).15 Some experts have predicted 
since 2018 that the US military might fight a war against China or Russia on two or more 
fronts simultaneously.16 Matthew Kroenig suggests that Washington and its allies should 
develop a defense strategy capable of deterring and, if necessary, defeating Russia and 
China at the same time.17

This paper examines the Sino-Russian partnership in the security sphere in the 
context of the crumbling global security order and the system of international governance. 
The key questions that arise are how feasible the two countries’ prospective security alliance 
might be; will such an alliance be possible; and would this alliance indeed challenge 
America or even engage the US into the “two-front” armed conflict. The paper first focuses 
on the changing geostrategic environment and recent political perceptions of the Russian 
and Chinese leadership in the sphere of security. Second, the paper provides an overview of 
the strategic partnership “of a new type” between Russia and China, established prior to the 
war in Ukraine, including the rapidly growing component of security cooperation, with its 
advancement and limitations The third section will examine some developments in the two 
countries’ cooperation in the sphere of nuclear planning, missile defense, and space and 
cyber cooperation, and also speculate about the impact of the Russia-Ukraine War on the 
realization of Russo-Chinese projects.

This paper drives from the assumption that the Russian and Chinese leadership have 
embarked on a much more systemic security dialog and counter-balancing against Western 
dominance, by not only delegating some responsibilities to each other in their respective 
regions, but also possibly extending mutual support and cooperation to even more spheres 

97  Lyle Goldstein and Vitaly Kozyrev



of security. By deepening their interactions at times of an unprecedented security crisis, both 
China and Russia seek to hedge the US strategic preponderance in Eurasia. Being driven into 
the Chinese orbit due to the pressure by the West, the Kremlin might be obliged to provide 
some back-up capabilities to China’s assertive regional policy in the Asia-Pacific, possibly 
in the form of fostering security ties with China within the framework of the Collective 
Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) or the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). 
China has exploited its multiple diplomatic and institutional tools to provide political 
support to Russia in the international arena.18 By potentially making tacit commitments to 
Russia in the midst of a serious security confrontation with the West, China further develops 
its continental counter-strategy which might deepen a bipolar confrontation between the 
groups of states and alter security architecture in Eurasia. The paper demonstrates that, in 
the context of the Russo-Chinese partnership “of a new type,” strategic security issues have 
moved to the center of this regional quasi-alliance, and the degree of bilateral cooperation 
in the security sphere will determine the solidity of their prospective alliance in the near 
future. Building on some recent interpretations of the current Chinese-Russian partnership 
as a well-prepared framework for alliance without political decision to formalize it, this 
paper adds that political decision in Beijing and Moscow will be contingent of American 
policies toward China and Russia. Given China’s deepening strategic interdependence with 
Russia in the security sphere, as well as its increased capacity to influence Russia’s behavior 
by economic and political means, the US administration should be observant of some 
potentially new forms of security cooperation between China and Russia in the near future, 
which might challenge America’s alliance-building effort in both Europe and Asia.

New Geostrategic Environment and the Russo-Chinese Vision of the Crumbling Global 
Security Order

The new era of Russo-Chinese security cooperation in the years of Putin-Xi 
presidency has largely been informed by the two countries’ shared vision of geopolitical 
environment, threat perceptions, and their perceived responsibilities in the sphere of 
preserving global peace and stability. In both capitals, major security concerns all relate to 
the U.S-induced challenges to global strategic stability, interconnected global economy, and 
homeland (domestic) security and socio-political stability challenged by external forces.

The crisis of neoliberal globalization and political cosmopolitanism has prompted the 
return of state-centered geopolitics, power balancing, the policies of alliances, and the security 
dilemma. One Russian analytic report points to the return to the pre-World War I condition 
stating that “the rise of nationalistic sentiments (currently they have anti-globalist flavor), re-
emergence of aggressive forms of economic behavior in a neo-mercantilist spirit all make us 
recall the atmosphere in Europe and in the world in the beginning of the last century.” At present, 
as the authors of the above-mentioned report suggest, in order to fix the shaky foundation of 
the current order, the international community should either enhance the framework of the 
global open system or restore the mechanisms of stability based on deterrence and arms control 
applicable to the condition of a cold war between superpowers.19
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Currently, neither solution seems to be feasible. With a gradual shift of the major 
world powers toward “local contentism” and neomercantilism, some repetitive calls 
at international forums to reverse economic globalization might not be sufficient as the 
major economic powers—the US, the European Union, or Japan—continue pursuing their 
own inward-looking competition strategies while simultaneously updating their defense 
postures and reviving their military potential. The active use of economic statecraft for 
political or geopolitical ends leads to mistrust and alienation due to the destructive effect 
of sanctions and the asymmetric character of interdependence. Hence, western analysts 
have returned to studying the utility of various containment strategies, by learning from the 
lessons of the first Cold War of 1946-1989.20

So, for Moscow and Beijing, the current major security threats stem from the 
deterioration of the globalized liberal order, the return of great power rivalry, and the 
challenges of a “rules-based” post-sovereign world. More importantly, turbulence within 
the current world order and the danger of a new world war are regarded in Russia and China 
as a result of America’s hegemonic decline and Washington’s aggressive attempts to preserve 
its global supremacy. The image of the “hegemon-in-agony” remains popular among the 
politicians and think tanks in both Russia and China. Moscow and Beijing consider America’s 
rapid imperial decline as the cause of Washington’s unpredictability, aggressiveness, zero-sum 
mentality, excessive uses of force, confrontational behavior, and ignorance of the norms of 
international law. China’s 2019 National Defense White Paper comments that growing [US] 
hegemonism and unilateralism undermine the world’s universal “pursuit of peace, stability, 
and development,” and US policies have “provoked and intensified competition among major 
countries, significantly increased its defense expenditure, pushed for additional capacity in 
nuclear, outer space, cyber and missile defense, and undermined global strategic stability.” 
For example, as the Chinese document states, while NATO continues its enlargement and 
increases its military deployment in Central and Eastern Europe, Russia is strengthening 
its nuclear and non-nuclear capabilities for strategic containment and striving to safeguard 
its strategic security space and interests.21 The post-hegemonic America, as many believe 
in Russia and China, is retreating from its leadership role as a conductor of free trade and 
globalization, and it is no longer capable of preventing the emergence of a new architecture 
of global politics, new modernization models, new industrial revolution, and new format of 
global governance.22 Russian and Chinese strategists acknowledge, however, that the US is 
not ready to voluntarily surrender its global predominant position; hence, serious conflicts 
and crises between the great powers could occur.23 One year before the Russian intervention 
in Ukraine, one of Putin’s key advisors, Sergei Karaganov, openly called for toughening 
deterrence against the US, since the behavior of its ruling elite leads to a high degree of 
chaos and unpredictability in global politics.24 At present, Karaganov explains that Russia 
perceived Ukraine’s pro-Western orientation as an existential threat since the “declining 
West” decided to turn Ukraine into “a spearhead aimed at the heart of Russia.” This Russian 
strategist considers that the belligerent aspirations of the Western powers have resulted 
from the economic, moral, and political collapse of the West, which has made this conflict 
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imminent and pushed Moscow to “pre-empt and to dictate the terms of the conflict.”25 In 
the world which is becoming increasingly “uncertain and unstable” (Xi) and “complicated 
and volatile” (Putin), China and Russia have to “help each other,” and to “support each 
other in pursuing their own development path and safeguarding their core interests, and to 
safeguard the security, sovereignty and territorial integrity of each country.”26

Some Chinese analysts contend that America’s “irrational” global behavior stems 
from its disruptive attempts to link the changes in power capacity of a state with excessive 
uses of force and the desire to impose a new set of values. While some key Western authors 
justify the inevitability of confrontation between the US and its major contender China, the 
latter seeks to promote the idea that a country’s material power status may not necessarily 
be converted into aggressive behavior. In the case of China, while being in par with the 
US in terms of power potential, it is still possible to avoid rigid bipolarity through the 
policy of multilateralism. This focus on a state’s behavioral choice which is not necessarily 
determined by structural factors and which depends on political will, justifies a new type of 
relations between great powers and explains China’s reluctance to acknowledge China-US 
structural bipolarity as central for international politics, leaving it up to a superpower to 
decide if a rigid bipolar confrontation or just multilateral order would be more favorable.27 
Even well after the beginning of the war in Ukraine, Xi, the Chinese leader, launched his 
“Global Security Initiative,” which resonated closely with the rhetoric of Sino-Russian joint 
statements in the recent years.28 Trying to avoid its involvement into a major confrontation 
between Beijing and Washington, the Kremlin has adopted a similar posture calling for 
prevention of a rigid bipolarity and the enhancement of the old military blocs or the 
formation of the old ones.29

In their February 4, 2022, Joint Statement, the leaders of Russia and China expressed 
grave concern about serious international security challenges caused by some Western 
attempts to ensure its own security “separately from the security of the rest of the world 
and at the expense of the security of other States,” which contradicted the principles of 
“universal, comprehensive, indivisible and lasting security” supported by Russia and China. 
This document directly points to the West which attempts to undermine security and 
stability in the regions adjacent to China and Russia, enhance military and political alliances 
and coalitions to obtain “unilateral military advantages to the detriment of the security of 
others, including by employing unfair competition practices, intensify geopolitical rivalry, 
fuel antagonism and confrontation, and seriously undermine the international security 
order and global strategic stability.”30

The danger of strategic instability has been placed to the forefront of Russo-Chinese 
security cooperation. Leading Russian security expert Dmitry Trenin formulated some 
key features of the Cold War-era strategic stability system. They included a bipolar global 
system with just two major adversaries; mutual expectations that any war between the two 
superpowers would go nuclear, and rise to the strategic level; a degree of confidence that the 
prospect of mutually assured destruction would deter both sides from attacking each other; 

The Russo-Chinese ‘Strategic Partnership’ Enters a New and Dynamic Phase  100



a constant fear that the adversary would find a way to break out of the mutual suicide pact; 
bilateral arms control as a method of limiting the arms race; and arms control negotiations 
as a way for the two antagonists to adjust to the strategic status quo. It is noteworthy that 
there was a clear understanding that any conventional war between the nuclear powers 
could evolve into a full-fledged nuclear exchange, and all doctrines of a limited nuclear 
warfare were dismissed by specialists as unrealistic. Besides, the history lessons of the Cold 
War teach the contemporaries that deterrence was no guarantee of stability since it could 
easily fail. By the mid-2010s, strategic stability again became an issue, and the relationship 
between the major great nuclear powers became more complex.31 At that time, those 
major actors, the US and Russia in particular, abandoned the previously adopted concept 
of “strategic stability,” which meant by 1990 a state of strategic relations that removed 
incentives for a nuclear first strike, losing the common ground in their interpretation 
of the term, which now needs to be updated in the context of the emergence of effective 
long-range cruise missiles and hypersonic weapons, and the deployment of missile defense 
systems in the US, Russia, and China. Some Chinese scholars contend that there is a large 
deviation between the nuclear strategy actually implemented by the US and the classical 
nuclear deterrence theory. They point to the US withdrawal from the Intermediate-Range 
Nuclear Forces Treaty and the Open Skies Treaty as the turning moment which facilitates 
the actual combat nature of nuclear weapons and triggers nuclear proliferation potentially 
involving Japan and South Korea, provoking a new round of the arms race.32

In the context of the recent Ukraine war-related dangers of a new nuclear conflict, 
Otto Dettmer points to the possibility of wars and conflicts which becomes high even in the 
nuclear age due to the stability-instability paradox—because the threat of a nuclear war is 
too terrible to contemplate, smaller or proxy conflicts become “safer,” then rival superpowers 
feel confident that neither side will allow the fight to escalate too much.33 Besides, as Barry 
Posen indicates, the prospect of mutual nuclear destruction constrains great power war 
and has limited US and NATO support for Ukraine. Other states may take note and seek 
their own nuclear deterrents.34 This means that for China, the only option is to increase its 
nuclear potential.

The prospect of a new nuclear arms race has also caused non-nuclear states to 
disagree with nuclear states for failing to realize their nuclear disarmament obligations 
as soon as possible in accordance with the Non-Proliferation Treaty. Some other factors 
such as potential space warfare systems, cyber warfare technologies, and growing nuclear 
forces of third states should also be taken into consideration, let alone the lack of strategic 
security negotiations and the ongoing disintegration of the arms control system and 
regimes.35 Russian strategists contend that one of the causes of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, 
for example, has been Moscow’s concerns of Ukraine’s effort to restore its status as a nuclear 
power. Simultaneously, Russo-Chinese concerns and military upgrades inform America’s 
own security dilemma. Some experts draw attention to Russia’s and China’s increased missile 
capabilities that challenge the US in different domains, calling for further investment to the 
space-based layer of proliferated satellites (to track hypersonic missiles), as well as to the 
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development of the Next Generation Interceptor (NGI), the directed energy and the Glide 
Phase Interceptor programs.36 As a result, the prospective developments of the SM-3 Block 
IIA interceptor and Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) systems, which might 
be deployed on the regional theatre raise concern among the Russian and Chinese analysts.

As tensions among the major economic actors aggravate, the Chinese and Russian 
leaders have elevated the importance of economic security, considering America’s ongoing 
trade wars and economic sanctions as a security threat. China considers its economic security, 
along with the security of the people and political security, as the cornerstone of national 
security—the formula that was first presented by Xi on April 15, 2014, in a special report, 
which comprised all aspects of national security into an amalgamated concept. In 2015, 
Beijing adopted the “National Security Law of the [People’s Republic of China] PRC,” which 
addressed such aspects of economic security as foreign investments, globalization risks, trade-
related risks and financial risks, calling for supervision and market management, control 
over international supply of resources, export control. Since the outset of trade wars with 
US, Beijing prioritized the technological security intellectual property rights supply chain as 
well as data management as important aspects of economic security. While continuing the 
new course of the two-step strategic arrangement in economic modernization announced 
in 2017, which prioritized the quality of development (including quality, efficiency, and 
power) to high-speed growth, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the government promoted 
the idea of “self-reliance” and the concept of “dual circulation” of the economy.37 After 
the 2014 Ukraine crisis, the Kremlin passed a federal law, “On Strategic Planning in the 
Russian Federation” (June 28, 2014), and Putin signed a decree on May 13, 2017: “On the 
Strategy for the Economic Security of the Russian Federation for the period up to 2030,” 
which addressed Russia’s overdependence on global markets and the financial system, and 
the problems of governance and economic regulation, calling for strengthening Russia’s 
economic sovereignty, reducing the impact of external and internal challenges, ensuring 
economic growth, and developing scientific and technological potential and competitiveness 
of the Russian economy, including the capabilities of the military-industrial complex.38 In 
June 2018, Russia and China added global economic stability to the list of major security 
risks. Along with such threats as confrontation in cyberspace, terrorism, the proliferation of 
weapons of mass destruction, and illegal migration, Beijing and Moscow regarded the trade 
wars waged by the US as a new dangerous blow to the architecture of the world order.39 
Long before the current “sanctions from hell,” Russian commentators explained Russia’s 
changed attitudes toward the US treasuries through the prism of geopolitics. To hedge new 
economic security challenges, Russia since 2014 has launched “de-dollarization” campaign 
seeking new terms of trade operations with its economic partners on the base of national 
currencies. Since 2018 China has been supportive of a number of new projects within the 
other BRICS ((Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) nations and SCO aimed at the 
formation of alternative currency transaction mechanisms, fostering regional integration 
to reduce dependency from West and creating the economic foundation for strengthening 
national military capacity to prevent a disarming strike by any power. The recent exchanges 
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within these organizations signal that the alternative currency plans are on the agenda 
today.40 Since the beginning of war in Ukraine, however, the meaning of economic security 
for Russia under the sanctions is no longer associated with the preservation of an open 
trade and investment environment, which has been the core principle of China’s current 
position toward economic globalization.41 Russia is struggling to adopt a new model of 
economic survival based on self-reliance, import substitution, and some elements of 
mobilization economy. At the same time, its dependence on China’s economic support has 
grown tremendously.42 In addition, China seems to be helping Russia stabilize its economy 
by assisting in the control and stabilization of the ruble’s value.43 Korolev documents well 
that substantial tensions have existed in the China-Russia relationship, which has been 
viewed as imbalanced, so that Russia could turn into “China’s resource appendage.” But he 
explains that this is recognized now as a problem in both Beijing and Moscow: “The year 
2013 appears as a relative transition point after which Russia’s non-energy exports to China 
started to pick up slowly.”44 Nevertheless, there is still evidence in 2022 that Russia does not 
want to get too economically dependent on China.45

The strengthening of cultural security (ideological battles) of the Chinese and 
Russian nations to offset the impact of the Western “democratic offensive” may be 
considered the third pivotal aspect that underpins Russian-Chinese security cooperation. 
In his observation of Russia’s and China’s international behavior since 2014, Gilbert Rozman 
highlighted the importance of ideology, culture, and value systems that boosted their ties, 
separated these countries from the West and undermined global normative consensus. This 
ideational aspect of Sino-Russian cooperation which relates to the overlapped national 
identities of these post-communist countries, explains, according to Rozman, durability of 
Sino-Russian “tacit partnership.”46 From the early days of Xi’s presidency, external threats to 
Chinese cultural security became the focus of the Third Plenary Session of the Eighteenth 
Central Committee of the Communist Party of China (CPC), which took place on November 
2013, and prioritized cultural development in China by stating the need “to improve the 
cultural management system, establish and improve the modern cultural market system, 
and build a modern public cultural service system.” In pursuit of its cultural security 
strategy, the key Chinese analysts even recommend globalizing the fundamental principles 
and virtues of the traditional Chinese culture, which may be complementary with the 
fundamental Western values.47 On par with the Chinese efforts, the Russian leadership has 
also become alerted by Western “cultural imperialism” and concerned about the “cultural 
crisis” resulted from Russia’s involvement into the globalized cultural and normative 
environment. In the view of some Russian experts, similar to China, the Russian society 
has to address the Western “hybrid warfare” which represents a “transition to non-military, 
non-forced, veiled, psychologically implicit ways and means of destroying the foundations 
of statehood and indirect mechanisms for managing the situation in the victim country has 
been practiced by the United States for a long time.”48 Along with the implementation of the 
official cultural policy strategy, the Russian experts suggest that a public-private partnership 
should be established to formulate Russia’s own value set and improve regulatory measures 
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over the web-based media which endanger the cultural-information security of each Russian 
individual.49 Both Russian and Chinese elites continue developing new tools to address 
the challenge of “hybrid warfare,” in which ideology, public opinion, online rhetorical 
constructs, cultural narratives, and social protests have become a powerful and destructive 
weapon. Putin’s self-perception as a missionary representing a “civilization state” pursuing 
its own interests have dramatically fueled Russia’s encroachment in Ukraine.50 The months 
of Russia’s war in Ukraine have demonstrated the importance of some alternative historic 
narratives and the competing assessments of right-wing movements and the Nazi legacy in 
the information warfare between East and West.

The Formation of Russian-Chinese Strategic Partnership of a ‘New Type’ and Its 
‘Securitization’

Strategic competition between China and the US in East Asia and the clash between 
Russia and the West over Ukraine have produced a situation of an unprecedented Western 
pressure on Russia by means of sanctions, and on China by further pursuing the policy 
of rebalancing in the Asia-Pacific. This American policy of estrangement of Russia and 
“smart pushback” against China have predictably resulted in the speedy development of a 
“new type of strategic partnership” between the two major Eurasian powers determined to 
expand cooperation, in Xi’s words, “no matter what changes occur in the world.” Moscow 
and Beijing have become more articulate about their intent to challenge the existing US-
dominated world order in a coordinated practical way, on the base of inclusiveness and 
cooperation. Those efforts have not been intended to create rifts or stimulate divisions 
in the world. The “new type” does not mean confrontation. The concept of a “new type” 
stems from China’s reluctance to sign a formal alliance which would prompt it to jointly 
use force with the other party. Han Shiying draws attention to Xi’s principled position 
toward alliances which he noted in his speech at the UN General Assembly on September 
28, 2015. Xi, in fact, called for a “global partnership at the international and regional level,” 
developing a “new approach to interstate relations, characterized by dialogue rather than 
not an alliance.” By considering “bloc mentality” and “alliance-building” unacceptable in 
the new century, Beijing, in fact, disavows the possibility of a formal alignment with Russia. 
China’s relations with Russia, therefore, may be regarded as part of China’s holistic approach 
toward universal cooperation and development.51

For China, alliance relationship concerns the commonality of the allied party’s 
joint political goal, to be achieved by military means. In Russia, emphasis is placed on the 
real military interaction as a foundation of an alliance. The relationship is “new” because 
it contains some elements of a de-facto alliance but rejects the classical alliance-building 
principles. The new nature of an “alliance-like partnership” targets the existing US practices 
of alliance-building in the twenty-first century, which are driven, in the view of China 
and Russia, by “bloc mentality.” These practices create political rifts in the international 
community, establish hierarchies of states, and eventually undermine stability. Russia has 
accommodated China’s holistic approach to partnerships which are “not directed against” 
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the third party. Xi’s “New Security Initiative” at the Boao Forum for Asia in April 2022 
demonstrates China’s devotion to this principle, which China and Russia intend to legitimize 
to prevent global political polarization. In his speech at the SCO summit in Samarkand on 
September 16, 2022, the Chinese president once again stressed the significance of security 
cooperation within the SCO, according to the principles of “common, comprehensive, 
cooperative, and sustainable security” and aimed at the formation of a “balanced, effective, 
and sustainable security architecture.”52

Hence, Sino-Russian strategic closeness has been based on their willingness to 
consider one another’s national interests and create the mechanism of conflict aversion and 
build “great power relations of a new type,” which would determine the parameters of a new 
security and economic order, beneficial for all nations. Prior to the recent deterioration 
of US-Russia and US-China relations, two major drivers determined the essence of the 
renewed partnership between Moscow and Beijing. One driver related to status-seeking 
and norms-adjustment effort. The two countries’ aggravated concerns about the state of 
international norms, rules, and institutions modified by the American hegemony, reflected 
the two countries’ dissatisfaction with the way the international system was functioning. 
Beijing and Moscow were eager to be rightful members of the international community, 
on the same footage with other great powers, to build a multipolar order. Another driver 
was the opposition to the political globalization and post-sovereignty narrative. Both 
Moscow and Beijing were alarmed by the neoliberal narrative of political globalization, 
which undermined the role of the state in all countries other than the hegemonic ones 
(favoring the latter). Chinese and Russian security analysts have a shared perception of 
“Gray Zone” threats, allegedly instigated by the US and West in general.53 The fear of 
domestic turbulence and social unrest inspired by the ideological, political, and normative 
incursion of the West in their domestic affairs drove the Russian and Chinese leadership 
toward an even more autocratic condition. Homeland security and stability in the era of 
open markets and open societies seemed to be even more prone to challenges and threats. 
In 2017, the Russian defense minister, Sergey Shoigu, stressed the importance that Russia 
and China were “ready to defend the world with mutual effort and strengthen international 
security.”54 In April 2018, the newly appointed Chinese defense minister, General Wei 
Fenghe, warned that the US should pay close attention to the bolstered military ties between 
Russia and China.55 In 2020 Putin did not rule out the possibility of forming a military 
alliance with China.56 In 2020-2021, Beijing and Moscow shared similar approach to the 
spread of the COVID-19 pandemic, which enhanced, at least in public narratives, their 
strategic cohesiveness.57 Along with numerous joint maneuvers in the air, at sea, and on 
the ground, the governments of both countries have recently agreed to jointly address the 
potential threat of US nuclear attack on Russia and China and step up strategic military 
exercises and coordination between the two country’s nuclear strategic forces, to offset US 
pressure and military threats.58 Beijing remains particularly concerned that ballistic missile 
defense could be used to pressure China in a crisis with the US and seeks to learn from 
Russia’s experience with nuclear strategy.59 In the Russian-Chinese joint statement signed 
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just before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, one could discern the views, shared by Beijing and 
Moscow, on international security and global strategic stability, on the prospect of nuclear 
non-proliferation, on the risks of nuclear wars, embracing the principle of indivisible 
security, criticizing US security strategy in both Europe and Asia, and condemning the 
unrestricted development of anti-ballistic missile defense systems, formation of closed 
blocs, “ideologized cold war approaches” including the formation of the Australia, United 
Kingdom, and US (AUKUS) security pact and America’s Indo-Pacific Strategy.60

It is noteworthy that Xi and Putin tried to emphasize the factor of a great power’s 
policy behavior, in addition to the balance of power or other structural factors, as a 
prerequisite for strategic stability, which went beyond the notion of nuclear stability and 
now involved the use of conventional forces, the principles of uses of force, and also required 
an adequate “political behavior” in the global arena.61

A new type of Russian-Chinese partnership is driven by a staunch opposition to 
the Western policy of alliances. Until the recent security crisis, Moscow and Beijing had 
been calling for the formation of an inclusive security mechanism, in the Russian version, a 
“collective leadership,” to address global challenges, while remaining devoted to the realist 
logic of the balance of power.

In their opposition to the West, Moscow and Beijing have tried to dismiss 
ideologization of international relations fostered by the West. While the US position 
has increasingly drifted toward the confrontational rhetoric of fighting the “axis of 
authoritarianism” and illiberal practices, Russia has remained supportive of China’s holistic 
order-forming concept of the “community of the common destiny of mankind.” In the 
June 2021 Joint Statement between the two countries, the US was criticized for splitting the 
world “along ideological lines,” and for “unceremonious interference in the internal affairs 
of sovereign states, arbitrary application of sanctions unilaterally, undermining the legal 
framework of the system of international relations, including the sphere of arms control.” 
Unlike the US, the two Eurasian great powers have pledged to “unify the world,” instead of 
splitting the world into rival blocs, and “postpone differences, show genuine humanism and 
solidarity, strengthen cooperation, refuse from attempts to use in geopolitical interests the 
problems that have arisen due to the COVID-19 pandemic.” To contribute to the reform 
of global governance system, Xi agreed with Putin’s initiative to convene a summit of the 
states—permanent members of the United Nations Security Council, to jointly address 
common challenges and maintain international peace and security.62 In the area of global 
economic governance, it is China that opposes the emergence of trading blocs and remains 
the major proponent of economic liberalization and open trade, and Moscow actively backs 
up Beijing’s stance against protectionism and the use of restricting economic sanctions 
initiated by the West.63

Overall, in their 2021 Joint Statement, the leaders of Russia and China agreed that, 
while “not being a military-political alliance, similar to alliances that developed during the 
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Cold War, Russian-Chinese relations are superior to this form of interstate interaction.” 
These relationships were declared as “not opportunistic in nature, free from ideologization, 
presuppose a comprehensive consideration of the partner’s interests and non-interference 
in each other’s internal affairs, are self-sufficient and not directed against third countries.”64 
Along with the continuation of anti-nuclear rhetoric, the recent February 4 Joint Statement 
has significantly enhanced the homeland and cultural security component of this 
partnership, stating that any nation “can choose such forms and methods of implementing 
democracy that would best suit its particular state, based on its social and political system, 
its historical background, traditions, and unique cultural characteristics.” In the sphere of 
global governance, the known Chinese idea of democratization of international relations 
were also formalized. The parties insisted that in international affairs nobody can “draw 
dividing lines based on the grounds of ideology, including by establishing exclusive blocs 
and alliances of convenience, prove to be nothing but flouting of democracy and go against 
the spirit and true values of democracy.” This includes opposition to “color revolutions,” 
strengthening the international human rights architecture, which should be based on the 
“principle of equality of all countries and mutual respect.” To address economic security 
challenges, the two parties intend to enhance cooperation between the Eurasian Economic 
Union (EAEU) and China “in various areas” and promote the Greater Eurasian Partnership 
and “greater interconnectedness between the Asia Pacific and Eurasian regions,” including 
Russia’s support of the China-initiated Global Development Initiative (GDI), and 
cooperation in the Arctic region.65

The authors of the influential Russo-Chinese analytical report published by the 
Russian International Affairs Council explain that the formation of an institutionalized 
alliance might create additional demarcation lines in the world; hence, Beijing and Moscow 
strengthen ties by developing a joint vision of cooperation priorities and the ability 
to set their own agenda on the regional and global level.66 It is absence of clear alliance 
commitments promulgated by the original 2001 Sino-Russian Friendship Treaty that could 
explain unique sustainability of the document for the period of 20 years.67 

Many experts explore the question if the Russian-Chinese construction is indeed a 
functional analysis, how their inter-military cooperation actually works, and whether there 
are systemic incentives for the two countries to align with each other. The phenomenon of 
a Chinese-Russian “entente” may be comprehended neither on the base of any established 
theories of alliances nor on the base of examination of some pragmatic elements of the two 
countries’ collaboration resulted from just their ad hoc reactions to US policies or regional 
events or developments.

In his 2018 study of the international-systemic incentives for the China-Russia 
alignment and the actual mechanisms of the China-Russia military cooperation, Alexander 
Korolev argued that by that time Russia and China were “on the verge of an alliance,” that a 
strong basis for an alliance was in place, and only minor steps are needed for a fully-fledged 
alliance to materialize; the occurrence of such steps is still an open question. Korolev noted 
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that both China and Russia interpreted the US and its policies as an explicit external threat, 
which would constitute a foundation for a China-Russia military alignment.68

Some Russian and Chinese observers believe however, that in the new era of anti-
US counterhegemonic confrontation, Moscow and Beijing need security guarantees toward 
each other, in case conflict occurs between either Russia or China, and the US. China might 
be compelled to use force against the US Navy in the South China Sea or Taiwan Strait, which 
requires a firm backup from its northern ally. Despite the uncertainty about China backing 
Russia in case of a Russia-NATO conflict, some Chinese publications are still speculating 
about that possibility.69 David Sacks argues, that, given the increasing alignment between 
Russia and China, the US cannot rule out that Russia would offer significant assistance to 
China during a conflict over Taiwan, including arms, energy, food, and intelligence. The 
US should also assume Russia would seek to distract it from any fight against China by 
conducting cyberattacks or seeking to destabilize Europe.70 During the Aug 2022 Taiwan 
Crisis, China expressed its thanks to Russia for backing its position so overtly.71 This logic 
stimulates Russo-Chinese defense cooperation which includes continuous arms sales and 
military-technical cooperation, joint exercises (including new counter-space and anti-
access/area denial) and military exchanges (which deepen interoperability of the two 
countries’ armed forces), expanded technology exchanges and joint development, though 
joint operations against the prevailing US forces might be realistic only if China and Russia 
achieve a high degree of technological superiority, which is problematic joint operations 
and assistance countering US forces.72

Meeting the New Challenges: Dramatic Shifts in Sino-Russian Security Realm

Facing the “new reality,” Russo-Chinese defense coordination and military 
cooperation have gained new momentum. Russia has upgraded its previous model of defense 
industry cooperation with China. Prior to the current war in Ukraine, this cooperation has 
ceased to be the “one-way street” when Russia provided China with defense equipment and 
technology in exchange of Chinese cash.

Three major developments could be observed in the recent years. The first one is the 
growing role of the Russian companies as subcontractors in the Chinese defense industry 
research and development (R&D) and production projects. A good example of such 
cooperation is the agreement on cooperation on advanced heavy helicopter project signed 
during Putin’s visit to China in June 2016. According to this agreement, Russia will help to 
design and supply a number of subsystems (including the engines) for the Chinese heavy 
helicopter which will be assembled in China and for the Chinese market. In early 2022, it 
was reported in Chinese military media that this project continues and will eventually yield 
helicopters that can carry up to 60 persons or heft ten tons.73 The second one is the start 
of major joint projects, including joint large body civilian aircraft which is supposed to be 
produced jointly for the markets of the two countries. The third one is the start of significant 
imports of the major Chinese components for the Russian platforms and systems. During 
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Putin’s visit to China in June 2016 an agreement on large scale procurement of the Chinese 
electronic components for the Russian space satellites was signed. Russia’s current missile 
capabilities may be explained by the fact that these arrangements have brought some results. 
This practice can be expanded to the new areas, including unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) 
technology, marine gas turbines etc.74

There is a more nuanced and coordinated policy aimed at blocking US anti-missile 
efforts regionally and globally. This includes potential alliance in space reconnaissance 
technologies and weapons, and probably joint effort to offset these new US developments. 
One special document issued by the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs in January 2017 
stressed the significance of China-Russia military relations in the sphere of joint maritime 
drills, and international military skill competitions, including the First Joint Computer-
Enabled Anti-Missile Defense Exercise in 2016, and close coordination within the defense 
and security cooperation framework of the SCO.75

Cooperation in space. In September 2018, the Chinese side proposed Russia to join 
a special project which involves the creation of satellites in low, medium, and geostationary 
orbit to compete with the 900-satellite-strong British OneWeb Global Internet coverage 
system and share the benefits of using it. Given the recent statements from Roskosmos 
that Russia will no longer cooperate with OneWeb, there is a possibility that Moscow will 
intensify the implementation of a joint Internet system with China, probably by aligning 
Russia’s own global low-orbit project Efir with it.76 A special US Defense Intelligence 
Agency report published in 2019 indicates that Beijing and Moscow have reorganized 
their militaries, incorporating since 2015 new space programs and space capabilities into 
their future defense potential. In particular, the development of space-based intelligence, 
fostering new launch technologies and satellite operativity, as well as improving counterspace 
capabilities—this all enable the two Eurasian rivals to advance their command and control 
systems and “reduce US and allied military effectiveness.” One of the most notable aspect 
is Chinese and Russian anti-satellite operations on high altitudes in all earth orbits. Special 
emphasis is paced to “jamming and cyberspace capabilities, directed energy weapons, 
on-orbit capabilities, and ground-based antisatellite missiles that can achieve a range of 
reversible to nonreversible effects.”77

As the US global defense system develops, the Russian and Chinese strategists 
express their deeper concerns about the danger of America’s “prompt strike” on their 
territory. Moscow and Beijing seek to respond the NATO’s Space Defense Concept (June 
2019) and the US’s intention to create a space echelon with missile defense systems to 
destroy ballistic missiles in the early stages of their flight would stimulate militarization of 
the outer space.78 By 2022, China intends to assemble and operate a permanently inhabited, 
modular space station that can host Chinese and foreign payloads and astronauts. Not so 
long ago, China landed an automatic station on the moon. Beijing has also invested into the 
Asia-Pacific Ground-Based Optical Space Object Observation System (APOSOS), which 
includes telescopes in Peru, Pakistan, and Iran, capable of tracking objects in Low Earth 
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orbit (LEO) and Geostationary orbit (GEO). By 2025, it is planning to send a new AMS to 
a natural satellite, and a manned flight is expected in the thirties.79

Another aspect of Sino-Russian cooperation in space is their persistent attempts 
“weaponization of space,” by engaging the US into legal, binding space arms control 
agreements. In order to integrate cyberspace, space, and electronic warfare (EW) capabilities, 
China and Russia reorganized their air and space capabilities into China’s Strategic Support 
Force (SSF) and Russia’s Aerospace Force, respectively. If deterrence fails, Russia believes 
its counterspace forces will offer its military leaders the ability to control escalation of a 
conflict through selective targeting of adversary space systems. The defense minister stated 
the change was “prompted by a shift in the center of gravity… towards the aerospace sphere” 
and as a counter to the US Prompt Global Strike (PGS) doctrine. Russia numbers third in 
the world, behind the US and China, in terms of operational satellites, with over 140 in 
various orbits. These systems provide Russia’s military with satellite communications, high-
resolution imagery, navigation, ballistic missile early warning, electronic intelligence, and 
meteorological services.80

The Russia-Ukraine War has become a serious cause for extending Russian-
Chinese defense cooperation and military exchange. Since the beginning of Russia’s military 
operations in Ukraine, SpaceX’s support of Ukraine’s defense forces with the Starlink 
communications technologies demonstrated their utility as the critical part of “US space 
military industrial complex,” which stirred significant alarm in China. Western observers 
refer to the multiple publications in China which have been critical of SpaceX’s deep links to 
the US armed forces, including commercial contracts with the military, slamming Starlink’s 
capacity to “enhance the US military’s combat capability” and “bringing the world into 
chaos or calamity,” so that China is prompted to pursue “soft and hard kill methods” to be 
prepared to take down Starlink satellites and destroy its operating system.81

In his excellent description of China’s diplomatic actions to support Russia since 
the beginning of the “special operation” in Ukraine, Evan Medeiros refers to the continued 
practice of joint patrolling by Russian and Chinese bomber jets in the region, particularly, a 
demonstrative joint strategic bomber patrol over the Sea of Japan in late May 2022, and the 
timing of this patrol coincided with the meeting of the leaders of the Quadrilateral Security 
Dialogue in Tokyo. Medeiros concludes that “as the first military exercise since February, 
this action offers some indication of the type of activities China will conduct under its 
modified policy of ‘no ceiling’ but also a bottom-line.”82

Meanwhile, since 2014 Moscow has decided to upgrade significantly the level 
of sophistication of its arms sales to China. After Russia’s supply of the advanced S-400 
surface-to-air missile systems to China, Russian military expert Vassily Kashin noted that 
with its firing range of up to 400 km, Beijing’s possession of these systems would signify 
a fundamental change in the rules of the game in Taiwan and the Senkaku Islands, two 
potential hot spots where China is involved.83 Another Chinese acquisition—two dozen 
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SU-35s fighter jets from Russia for $2 billion—also may have a considerable impact on 
regional security: experts estimate that even a single regiment of Su-35s may be enough 
to affect the balance of power in Taiwan. Being deployed in the reclaimed artificial islands 
in the South China Sea, those jets could employ their Irbis radar systems that can detect 
airborne targets at a range of up to 400 kilometers, which will improve Beijing’s access 
denial capabilities.84

Russia’s growing strategic importance vis-à-vis the US is being appraised in 
China. Medeiros points to the risk for the US if Russia were to face mounting military 
challenges in Ukraine, then it might request military assistance from China. According 
to this scenario, Russia could offer “heretofore inaccessible Russian military technical 
assistance,” especially if China “were to become less invested in US-China ties or were it to 
believe that ties may soon deteriorate.” To satisfy Russia’s economic demands, Beijing could 
start providing substantial economic assistance to Moscow, taking more risky behavior 
regarding the sanctions, potentially putting Chinese firms at risk of secondary sanctions 
from Washington.”85

Thus, Moscow and Beijing have set the foundation for the prospective military 
and defense cooperation—which might include joint operations, if a political decision is 
made. Since 2016 the Russian and Chinese militaries have pledged to “defend the world 
with mutual efforts and strengthen international security.”86 In November 2021 the defense 
ministries of the two countries extended the “roadmap for military cooperation” until 2025, 
indicating the role of this partnership as a stabilizing factor in global affairs.87

Cybersecurity cooperation. This is considered as an increasingly important area 
of Russo-Chinese strategic partnership. As prominent Russian expert Fyodor Lukyanov 
suggests, global strategic stability until the mid-twenty-first century will not be determined 
by the nuclear factor only, and “what is happening in cyberspace can be far more destructive 
than even a nuclear conflict.”88 Driven by their growing concern over the recent decade 
about threats to national sovereignty, the US democratic offensive along with its ideological 
and cultural domination, as well as technological dependence from the leading Western 
powers, the Chinese and Russian governments have developed a comprehensive set of laws 
and regulations aimed at safeguarding their Internet security and the critical infrastructure 
in the cyber space. Both China and Russia relate cybersecurity to the other essential 
aspects of national security—economic, energy, financial, communication, socio-political, 
and military. As an inherently transnational information environment, the cyberspace 
is regulated in Russia by the federal law “Information, Information Technologies, and 
Information Protection” (passed by the State Duma on July 8, 2006), substantiated by 
the “Outlines of the Russian Federation National Policy in the Sphere of International 
Information Security for the Period till 2020” (2011) and the “Doctrine of the Information 
Security of the Russian Federation” (December 2016). For its part, Beijing has methodically 
deepened control over information security and linked cybersecurity issues with the core 
national interests and protection of sovereignty. China’s “Anti-Espionage Law” of 2014, 
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and “Anti-Terrorism Law” and “National Security Law” of 2015 promulgate that the 
government develops systems to ensure network and information security, accountability 
of basic network and information technologies, strengthening network regulation, and 
improving its capacity to protect network operations and information security, as well as 
the Critical Information Infrastructure (CII) including critical information systems and 
the data.89 In 2016 the Chinese government formulated its vision of information security in 
the national segment of the global Internet publishing the “Cybersecurity Law” (November 
2016), followed by a comprehensive “International Cooperation Strategy in the Cyberspace” 
(March 2017).90

The latter is the first official strategic document regulating China’s participation in 
international exchange and cooperation in cyberspace. China prioritizes data safety, critical 
infrastructure protection, and assurance of cybersovereignty. According to this document, 
the primary goals of China’s policy were the “creation of an international mechanism for 
its implementation and are based on the principle of preventing interference in internal 
affairs, holding measures against the sovereignty, territorial integrity and independence 
of states,” which is synchronized with Russia’s major documents in this field aimed at the 
development of an international code of conduct on the Internet that is common to all 
participants in the development of cyberspace. Chapter IV of the strategy defines the PRC 
action plan to establish peace and stability, international rules of order in cyberspace, 
and partnerships, and to reform the global Internet governance system.91 Interestingly, by 
introducing its cyberspace security principles, Beijing demonstrates its compliance with the 
principles of the UN Charter, and the provisions of the SCO Agreement on Cooperation in 
the Field of International Information Security, including the updated International Code 
of Conduct for Information Security submitted in January 2015 by the SCO to the UN 
General Assembly.92

As US-Chinese and US-Russian relations deteriorated, the two Eurasian giants 
strengthened their bilateral cooperation in the cybersecurity sphere. During Xi’s visit to 
Russia in May 2015, Moscow signed a special agreement with China on international 
information security cooperation. Observers noticed that, prior to signing, Russia had not 
had such close cooperation in cyberspace with any country that was not a member of the 
Collective Security Treaty Organization. The document identifies the key threats to global 
information security, which include the use of technology “to carry out acts of aggression 
aimed at the violation sovereignty, security, and territorial integrity of states,” “to interfere 
in the internal affairs of states,” to cause economic damage, to commit crimes, including 
data breach, for terrorist purposes, or to disseminate information that “harms political and 
socio-economic systems, or the spiritual, moral, and cultural environment of other states.”93

Military aspects of cybersecurity lie at the center of this cooperation. Russia is aware 
of China’s posture on the threats of information warfare. For Beijing, “networkization” of 
the battlefield accelerate confrontation, and the struggle for control over the information 
space becomes a priority. China also seeks to secure its dominant positions in cyberspace 
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and guarantee its own attack on the adversary’s cybersystems. “Information superiority” 
may be achieved by weakening the enemy’s ability to receive, process, transmit, and use 
information. Both China and Russia are adamant to secure the protection of the internal 
information space from outside interference, and to sustain ideological control over the 
net since some alien services may support the content which confronts the political and 
ideological guidelines of the national governments and may affect the state power.

Moscow and Beijing are set to combat these threats by developing communication 
channels within the framework of the Russian-Chinese Subcommittee on Communications 
and Information Technology, between the defense ministries and law enforcement 
agencies or national response centers to computer incidents. The parties agree to activate 
the information and technology exchange, ensuring the security of critical information 
infrastructure (defense, nuclear, transport, and other facilities).94 The public-private 
partnership, as well as cooperation between the major IT companies are seen as an optimal 
mechanism for successful cooperation.95 On the regional level, both Moscow and Beijing 
are trying to incorporate cybersecurity cooperation into the existing regional multilateral 
mechanisms, the SCO in particular. However, even within the SCO sporadic attacks on 
Russian, Mongolian, or Indian energy, or research networks and enterprises from Chinese 
domains occur.96

For many years Moscow and Beijing—often within the format of the SCO—have 
been conducting special military simulations and exercises in the cybersecurity sphere. In 
December 2017, for example, Russia and China conducted the second joint computer-based 
command-and-staff missile defense exercises “Air and Space Security 2017.” Observers 
noticed in summer of 2017 that Moscow and Beijing were considering a joint Russian-
Chinese technological platform to repel cyber threats and reduce risks in the information 
space. As Russian analyst Alexander Isaev concludes, the two parties are developing 
“mutually acceptable approaches to solve problems arising in the developing cyber space, 
identifying mutually acceptable criteria and possibilities for creating a secure network 
environment.”97 In the wake of the war in Ukraine, China and Russia coordinate their cyber 
efforts. Western cyber threat security experts maintain that China’s belief that their state-
backed technological advancement “will make them highly capable of overturning the 
Western world makes them the perfect ally to Russia’s current power play over Ukraine.”98

China and Russia also accelerate their cooperation in the “hardware” production 
(e.g., microchips, processors, digital memory) for IT needs. The IT production technology 
components have been one of the most important conditions for ensuring national cyber 
security. Both China and Russia to a different degree are dependent on imports of these 
products from the Western markets. In the period from 2012 to 2016 China spent up to $211 
billion on the import of microchips. US-China decoupling in the recent years has prompted 
Beijing to heavily invest in import substitution in the IT industry. By 2018, 40 factories for 
processing 300 mm and 200 mm plates were operational in the country, and 13 more plants 
were under construction.99 Being isolated from the major producers of global microchip 
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industry, Russia deepens its cooperation with China in this area under the auspices of the 
Greater Eurasian Partnership. Chip shipments from China to Russia more than doubled 
to about $50 million in the first five months of 2022 compared with a year earlier, and the 
US authorities noticed continuous trade deals between Russian defense firms and China 
Poly Group, a defense conglomerate already sanctioned by US authorities.100 Besides, the 
Chinese observers have highly appreciated Russia’s own model of industrialization in the 
sphere of microelectronics, focusing on quartz-crystals inverted mesa-technologies which 
are based on the highly reliable analog technologies that play a crucial role in the modern 
military sphere.101

Scientific and technology cooperation in strategic industries. Major directions of 
cooperation between Moscow and Beijing in the sphere of science and technology have 
been determined by the mutual complementarity between Russia’s tradition of fundamental 
research and China’s ability to transfer scientific innovations to the real sector production.102 
Started in the early 1990s, Russo-Chinese scientific cooperation has been managed by a 
special inter-governmental Russian-Chinese Subcommittee on Scientific and Technical 
Cooperation, which set the foundation for institutional cooperation between the two 
countries. In 2000, the two parties signed a special Memorandum of Understanding between 
the Ministry of Industry, Science and Technology of the Russian Federation and the Ministry 
of Science and Technology of the People’s Republic of China, which prioritized innovation as 
the driver of bilateral cooperation. By the end of the 1990s Russian and Chinese enterprises 
and research centers were involved in the realization of 79 joint projects in automation, new 
materials, biotechnologies, nuclear physics, space and communications, chemistry, cyber 
technologies, machinery, seismology, metallurgy, mining, and oceanography. The Russian 
Ministry of Industry and Science in 1995 sponsored the formation of the Russian-Chinese 
consortium “Center of Science and High Technologies,” followed by the establishment of 
direct ties between Russian and Chinese institutions, which formed multiple centers of 
industrial and technological cooperation across China (such as the joint research center in 
Yantai, Shandong province, scientific parks in Jiuzhou, Zhejiang province, or Changchun, 
Jilin province). By the beginning of Xi’s presidency, more than 30 institutes of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences carried out scientific cooperation with various scientific organizations 
of China under interinstitutional direct agreements.103

Funded by the two countries’ governments, particularly by the Russian Foundation 
for Basic Research and the Chinese Foundation for Basic Research, the existing joint 
programs cover multifarious research interaction between institutions, academic 
exchanges, production of scientific equipment, and innovative products predominantly 
for the Chinese market, and the creation of joint technology parks to commercialize 
and implement the scientific developments of the two countries. Russia’s most advanced 
technologies inherited from the Soviet times—in the areas of nuclear physics, astrophysics 
of high and ultrahigh energies, micro- and optoelectronics, powerful pulsed sources of 
x-ray and neutron radiation, the numerical solution of plasma physics problems, diamond 
synthesis, nanotechnologies, gyroclistron complex and sonar emitters and their software—
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may successfully be used in China’s military-industrial complex. Along with China’s and 
Russia’s participation in the development of the International Thermonuclear Experimental 
Reactor (ITER), the world’s largest nuclear fusion reactor in Cadarache, France, China has 
advanced in the construction of its own Experimental Advanced Superconducting Tokamak 
project (HL-2M Tokamak), and some Russian sources report about China’s success on the 
way toward a controlled thermonuclear reaction, which provides the opportunity to build a 
“pure hydrogen bomb” in the future.104

One notable example is cooperation between Russia’s academic and research 
institutions in Siberia and the Far East and China’s northeastern provinces in the spheres of 
geology and geophysics, biological sciences, nuclear physics, aerodynamics, new materials, 
ecology, and chemistry of various directions. Among these joint projects, the most 
remarkable have been the study on semiconductor physics, composite solid electrolytes for 
fuel cells, formation of integral metal compounds, advance material and structural chemistry, 
applied mechanics, and geochemistry.105 Chinese participants are active at the many annual 
scientific symposia and workshops, and even within specialized international conferences 
the parties convene separate Russo-Chinese workshops.106 On August 26, 2020, Chinese 
Vice Premier Sun Chunlang confirmed that, during the Russian-Chinese Year of Science 
and Technology Innovation announced in 2020, the number of joint projects surpassed 
1,000, showing the great potential for cooperation in science and technology innovation. At 
the opening ceremony of the Year, a road map for Russian-Chinese cooperation in the field 
of science, technology and innovation for the period 2020 to 2025 was signed.107

Concluding Remarks

Overall, in the recent years, Russia has abandoned its previous role as a neutral onlooker 
of China’s rise and accommodated the Chinese leadership. Commenting on the prospect of 
Moscow’s alliance with China, Russian former foreign minister Igor Ivanov explains that China 
and Russia “enjoy flexibility in their decision making, avoid balancing against one another, 
promote their interaction in the form of new international regimes, favorable for both parties, 
[and] develop multi-layered partnership, addressing simultaneously security and development 
issues.”108 But clearly the two countries’ bilateral relationship has grown from the energy-based to 
a geopolitical one—driving China and Russia toward economic complementarity and potentially 
mutual security commitments. Indeed, among the many facets of this renewed relationship 
between Moscow and Beijing, the regional and global security cooperation has gained utmost 
importance given the profound shifts in the international order over the last decades. While 
in the post-Cold war era Sino-Russian efforts in the security sphere were aimed to stabilize 
the post-Soviet space, secure peaceful environment for modernization, and address numerous 
non-traditional threats in Eurasia, today the policies of Moscow and Beijing have increasingly 
been driven by the revived logic of great power politics and anti-hegemonic balancing. Leaders 
in both countries often justify Russo-Chinese strategic closeness by the need to prevent the 
deterioration of the current international system dominated by the West.
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Since the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, it is risky to underestimate the increased 
role of security relations in the forming of this alignment. In order to make a judgment 
about the quality of an alliance, one should examine the major factors fueling such an 
alliance. The paper states that most of the aspects of this strategic partnership have become 
“securitized”—i.e., seen from the perspective of their national security. Tensions from the 
Ukraine War are spilling over into the Asia-Pacific and seem to be pulling China and Russia 
into deeper security cooperation. For example, a Chinese perspective views Japan as using the 
Ukraine Crisis to “exaggerate the ‘China threat,’ strengthen the Quad, build its own military 
and security cooperation with NATO, and instigate regional confrontation.”109Another 
recent Chinese analysis observes that “the US will use the [Ukraine] conflict to speed up 
the building of alliance and partner systems, especially the enhance … military offensive 
capabilities…”110 On the Russian side, a sense of solidarity with China seems even more 
widespread. As one Russian strategist observed in mid-2022: “China and Russia went to 
war with the Western world. Each in their own way, but we have a lot in common. It cannot 
but be used for the common good.”111 Such viewpoints serve to deepen security cooperation 
between the two countries enhances the alliance-type relationship.

The Ukraine War is a challenge for both countries. As noted above, many Western 
analysts contend that the stresses of the current Ukraine War could severely challenge the 
underlying premises of the current quasi-alliance that exists between Beijing and Moscow. 
They contend that the war has sullied Moscow’s prestige and presents Beijing with the 
possibility that Russia could become more of burden for China than a valued partner. They 
note that China has not stepped up with major material support for Russia in the conflict, 
and that many Chinese businesses have proven to quite risk averse when presented with the 
possibility of Western sanctions. While very much in the minority, there are still voices in 
both China and Russia that question the viability of the quasi-alliance.112 It may be true that 
China is seeking a kind of “neutrality” with respect to the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Yet, 
it is also widely recognized that this is a distinctly pro-Russian neutrality. Ali Wyne calls the 
Sino-Russian relationship is “kind of a paradox” which has grown stronger since Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine, and which reflects the strengthening of strategic cooperation and a more 
strained mode of alignment simultaneously.113 Beijing stands to benefit from wider access to 
Russian resources, especially energy.114 Not surprisingly, China-Russia trade has witnessed 
a significant bump in the first half of the year 2022.115 After the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 
leading Chinese academic experts on Russia are calling for Russian studies in China to be 
prioritized, since it has sometimes been neglected in the recent past.116 Others specialists 
in China, likewise, have defended the Kremlin’s invasion as a “strategic awakening” [战略

觉醒] in response to NATO’s allegedly myriad provocations.117 No doubt, Beijing is buoyed 
by the fact that much of the Global South has refused to go along with Western sanctions 
against Russia. While there have been few signs of overt Chinese military aid to Russia, 
Chinese drones are now apparently a common site on Ukrainian battlefields.118

Russia’s catastrophic war in Ukraine continues and it is far from clear how this will 
end. While the China-Russia quasi-alliance seems to be strengthened by this test, there 
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clearly are costs to Beijing for adopting a relatively pro-Russian stance. The room for policy 
change in Western capitals seems quite limited, but one overall conclusion of this study 
is that increased Western pressure simultaneously on both Moscow and Beijing—even if 
somewhat justifiable when considering the maintenance of global norms—is nevertheless 
driving these Eurasian giants into an ever closer embrace as a consequence. Therefore, 
a prudent policy might strive for a “reset” with Beijing in order to stem that worrisome 
tendency, which could threaten the global balance of power. Further measures to stabilize a 
clearly explosive international security environment would be to revive arms control efforts, 
and even more obviously to engage diplomatically with both Beijing and also Moscow. After 
all, during the first Cold War, the US and Soviet Union always continued diplomatic talks 
and these were crucial to defusing numerous major crises. In the nuclear era, there is no 
option to shut down diplomatic channels – as seems to be the case at present – an obvious 
strategic error of massive proportions. Moreover, the US should act extremely cautiously in 
both the Ukraine situation and also with respect to the delicate Taiwan issue. Both of these 
crises concern the “core interests” of Russia and China—and therefore have the potential 
to result in catastrophic (nuclear) wars among the great powers. Creative diplomacy or 
“smart power” could alternatively be employed to lower global tensions. With China, this 
could mean energizing climate change diplomacy—on which Beijing has demonstrated 
considerable concern. Likewise, Russia could be drawn back into multilateral negotiations 
to support stability by reengaging with Kremlin on Arctic diplomacy and development—an 
area that Russia evidently has great enthusiasm for. In both cases, the goal should be to 
elevate issues that are non-zero sum, in order to reduce major tensions between the great 
powers.

There can be no doubt that Beijing’s diplomatic, organizational, and information 
support of Russia’s policies have become invaluable for Moscow. The very fact that Russia 
continues conducting joint exercises Vostok-2022 with China (along with other friendly 
militaries) demonstrates the degree of trust and coordination among these allies. Chinese 
military media continue to enthusiastically laud military cooperation activities with Russia 
in mid-2022.119 Moreover, there is little doubt that China will be striving to learn the military 
lessons of the war in Ukraine, so these lessons could help in honing Chinese military 
capabilities.120 Russian military specialists talk more and more about the experience they 
can lend to the Chinese military in terms of planning large-scale military exercises and 
operations.121 They openly admit, moreover, that Russia benefits from US-China tensions 
over Taiwan.122 Russian military strategists have also recently been publicly praising 
Chinese military equipment, including tanks and artillery, implying the possibility that 
Russia could import some of these key items in the future.123 China has pulled no punches 
when supporting Moscow on a rhetorical level, as when Foreign Ministry spokesman Zhao 
Lijian critiqued the West as: “[those] that delude themselves into thinking that they can 
lord it over the world after winning the Cold War, those that keep driving NATO’s eastward 
expansion five times in disregard of other countries’ security concerns, and those that wage 
wars across the globe while accusing other countries of being belligerent.”124
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There is little reason to question the sincerity of such articulations by the Chinese 
leadership, since Beijing has had substantial bitterness toward the West going back well over 
a decade now. Xi himself appears to have an affinity for both Russia and for Putin—no small 
factor in the enduring quasi-alliance. Then, Beijing likely does not mind that China is, at 
least to some extent, out of the world headlines while Russia absorbs much of the attention 
of the global media. Meanwhile, Russian elites seem increasingly comfortable with the 
growing coziness between the two Eurasian giants.125 In the end, they have little choice but 
to accommodate to the new geopolitical reality of China’s ascendance and extraordinary 
influence. Chinese may continue to strive for neutrality, in some sense, but ultimately the 
CCP leadership envisages much harder times for its own strategic survival, should Russia 
collapse under the increasingly damaging pressures from the West.
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Not Your Father’s Disinformation: Emerging Technology, Social 
Media Advances, and the Growth of Smart Disinformation

Mary Manjikian

Abstract: Recent technological advances empower organizations engaged in online 
disinformation in new and unpredictable ways. Contemporary disinformation techniques 
share common ground with classic disinformation—in terms of goals, methods, and their 
role in more extensive subversion campaigns. However, today’s disinformation techniques 
differ in the volume of information produced, the speed at which it is produced, and the 
degree of customization that is carried out, as themes are targeted to appeal to specific 
“customer bases.” In addition, disinformation is adjusted based on the responses received. 
Comparing the 1980 AIDS disinformation campaign known as Operation Denver and 
the recent COVID disinformation campaign highlights differences between new and old 
disinformation strategies and tactics.

Keywords: Emerging technology; disinformation; cyberwarfare; grey zone conflict; hybrid war.

Introduction

Even before the advent of social media, Russia and its intelligence services 
were highly skilled practitioners of the intelligence tradecraft known as disinformation; 
Russia carried out active measures or political warfare characterized by disinformation, 
propaganda, deception, sabotage, destabilization, subversion, and espionage, both in the 
past and present. Indeed, the definition of disinformation, which appears in the 1972 
classified KGB Dictionary, is still just as valid today. In that publication, disinformation data 
was described as “especially prepared data, used for the creation, in the mind of the enemy, 
of incorrect or imaginary pictures of reality, on the basis of which the enemy would make 
decisions beneficial to the Soviet Union.”1

But how does today’s disinformation differ from that used in the past? This 
paper aims to demonstrate how disinformation today is fundamentally different from 
what has been in the past—mainly due to the changes in communications resulting from 
emerging technologies. Disinformation has always represented part of a larger strategy of 
covert intelligence operations aimed at influencing the outcomes of specific events (like 
elections)—as well as undermining public support for adversary governments.2 However, 
current Russian disinformation efforts include a larger number of actors—including 
public organizations, private institutions, and even organized crime—which are utilized in 
laundering money and purchasing accounts for the creation of deceptive online identities, 
including both false persons and automated bots.3

In addition, while intelligence service branches have always coordinated with each 
other to seek common goals—with intelligence collectors, for example, sharing information 
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about the targets of disinformation campaigns and the likelihood that certain themes might be 
picked up and amplified by a key audience—this task has been facilitated by the creation of vast 
troves of open source intelligence, including social media intelligence. Identifying targets and 
tailoring themes to specific audiences is now easier than ever, since gathering information about 
audiences no longer requires the same degree of expensive or extensive intelligence collection.4 
For example, analysis by Stephen McCombie et al. of Russian election hacking prior to the 
2016 presidential election shows that the use of technologies like geofencing, which allows the 
targeting of online messaging to specific zip codes and areas, meant that voters in swing states 
were more likely to be the target of this messaging than those in states where the election was 
less contested.5 In this way, disinformation resources are deployed more efficiently, rendering 
disinformation operations more efficient as well.

In addition, today, troll farms have been enlisted to engage in activities like 
answering online polls and swaying the results. Posing as legitimate respondents, they can 
misrepresent public opinion and influence others who might see their opinions or desires 
reflected in these polls. Here, for example, David Goie points to an online Twitter poll 
established by a critic of British Prime Minister Theresa May and later analyzed by the 
Atlantic Council.6 In this way, current disinformation campaigns can be seen as less static 
and more interactive than previous campaigns.

Goie, therefore, describes disinformation today as part of a more extensive 
“suite” of complex active measures—in which states can both amplify key themes through 
social media engineering as well as engaging in more overtly aggressive activities such as 
taking down or defacing platforms offering alternate information, seamlessly integrating 
disinformation into a larger cyberwar agenda. In this way, disinformation today can be seen 
to exist as both an offensive and a defensive activity.7

At the same time, there are more channels available to those wishing to “seed” 
disinformation themes. These channels include covert methods like the use of chat forums 
found on the dark web as an initial ground for testing and seeding themes, which will 
be more widely disseminated later. For this reason, the task of those engaged in “counter 
subversion” is complicated—it may be harder to find the source or sources of disinformation, 
and the weaponized information may be more effective at hitting its target and causing a 
behavioral change.8

In addition, one of emerging technology’s critical characteristics is its 
unpredictability. Therefore, we should ask how technology evolves and how disinformation 
practices might evolve. The term “affordances” refers to the qualities or properties of an 
object that define or constrain its possible uses. (For example, solid material is more likely 
to be used to make tools, while a more flexible or soft material might be used to create other 
objects that require shaping. A sharp object may be used to stab one’s opponents more 
efficiently than a liquid object.)
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Considering how disinformation practices are carried out, particularly on 
social media platforms, it becomes clear that today’s information environment contains 
affordances that empower different actors. In addition, social media today operates at a 
different speed and makes certain possible types of actions that were not possible in the 
days of newspapers and printing presses. Disinformation 2.0 is characterized by greater 
interactivity between the target and the attacker, more transparency for attackers regarding 
the responses received as a disinformation campaign, and the ability to constantly reshape 
the environment where interactions occur, refining narratives and segmenting them for 
different audiences.

This paper considers Operation Denver, a Soviet attempt to sow disinformation 
in Africa during the 1980s AIDS crisis. We then discuss the affordances provided to 
disinformation creators by today’s emerging technologies. Finally, we compare the 
contemporary information campaigns about COVID-19 to show how they differ from 
traditional medical disinformation campaigns like Operation Denver.

Operation Denver: Disinformation 1.0

In the early 1980s, the KGB conducted a successful disinformation campaign 
coordinated with the state-owned Novosti Press Agency. This campaign sought to 
undermine African support for US foreign policy initiatives by alleging that the AIDS virus 
was a biological weapon created by the US government.9 It began with placing an article in 
an Indian print newspaper, The Patriot, in 1983. The Patriot was a news source supported 
by the Soviet KGB through advertisements, beginning in 1962. (That is, the infrastructure 
needed to support the 1983 disinformation campaign had been created a full twenty years 
previously.)

In 1983, The Patriot ran an article quoting an anonymous scientist who alleged 
that the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the Pentagon (through 
its Center for Biological Warfare at Fort Dietrich, Maryland) had worked together to 
weaponize an African virus which eventually became the AIDS virus. A Soviet KGB agent 
placed the article, seeking to have its content disseminated widely beyond the original story. 
The placement of a story in the Indian newspaper created distance from its source—in the 
Soviet Union—and conferred journalistic credibility. The story was then picked up by other 
news outlets in the Indian subcontinent and eventually in Africa. The campaign was carried 
out mainly by official government actors—including the Soviet KGB, in coordination with 
actors like the East European Stasi.10

Russia and its allies were limited in the number of simultaneous disinformation 
campaigns they could carry out in the 1980s since each campaign required establishing an 
expensive infrastructure (of false newspapers, etc.) that took time to build and needed to 
be managed by professional intelligence agents. In his analysis of Soviet disinformation, 
Max Holland notes that even at its height, the Soviet disinformation machine may have 
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produced between 300 to 400 disinformation “products” per year. Each product required 
a significant investment of human resources and funds compared to the large volume of 
disinformation produced today.

In his analysis, Holland also describes how the Soviet intelligence services 
coordinated with those throughout the Eastern Bloc in finetuning and producing 
targeted disinformation. However, the timeline for producing these products involved 
yearly meetings and five-year plans—compared to today’s lightning-speed responses!11 
In one example, he describes Soviet efforts to circulate a fake Newsweek magazine with 
incriminating information about then-President John F. Kennedy. However, President 
Kennedy was assassinated in the month the magazine was circulated. The campaign was 
relaunched with new materials, which occurred one month later. Today, such a relaunch 
might occur in hours or even mere minutes.

In contrast to events today, the 1983 events can be described as scattershot—as a 
specific audience was not identified, nor was it possible to target the disinformation toward 
only a select group of readers. Finally, the campaign operated linearly. The information was 
“seeded” (placed in a newspaper abroad), “copied” to other sources in other nations, and 
amplified as it reappeared in other sources.12

Disinformation 2.0 Today

In contrast to the environment for Operation Denver, today’s online information 
environment is characterized by several key features. First, platforms (and the information 
collected on platforms) are dynamic and connected. Information (including user 
information) can be easily moved from one platform to another through practices like 
retweeting a narrative, aggregating user information through application programming 
interfaces (API) or constructing data pipelines between platforms.13 The information does 
not simply exist in one location; it is siloed and only available to a discrete set of users. 
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Instead, information easily transfers across systems and borders. And users can be tracked 
across information platforms through customer relations management (CRM) software 
programs. As a result, an individual can be targeted multiple times using various methods. 
In this new environment, the attack surface is more significant than ever before—since there 
is more information available to people and more information available to manipulate.

Next, a disinformation operative no longer has to construct his platform by, for 
example, acquiring a newspaper. Instead, narratives can be served upon preexisting 
platforms for which others bear the cost of construction and maintenance. At the same 
time, their entrance as actors on these platforms is often cost-free or minimal. To establish 
credibility as an actor, one must merely purchase a domain name or establish an account. 
There are significantly fewer barriers to entry for disinformation actors operating in 
cyberspace today.

Furthermore, today’s disinformation environment is both dynamic and opaque. 
The opaque nature of the social media environment means one is not always entirely clear 
with whom one interacts. In this new environment, individual and corporate users may 
change their identities, and site references may also change their identities. As a result, 
it is difficult to ascertain the social media environment’s topography. Furthermore, it is 
much more difficult to gauge the credibility of an online source. Knowledge production 
is democratized in today’s new environment, flattening the hierarchy. Anyone in the 
environment can function as a knowledge producer. Simon Springer describes a “new 
epistemology” in which users often assume that all the information they encounter is 
equally valid and no sources enjoy the unique epistemic privilege.14

The velocity at which information travels across and between platforms today also 
means that disinformation actions can occur much faster. In this new environment, offensive 
players appear to have an advantage since they reach their audience first and then describe 
the consumer’s reality. It is, therefore, more challenging for counter-propagandists to undo 
these established and entrenched narratives. Furthermore, it is harder for defenders to 
interpolate Russia’s strategy and track it in this rapidly moving environment since a strategy 
may be dynamic or quickly changing and can be conducted on multiple fronts.

Finally, individual users are more willing to outsource information-seeking activities 
(e.g., conducting a Google search) to entities—like Alexa or Siri. Information seeking may be 
automated, and one cannot properly speak of an empowered information consumer. 

As noted earlier, affordances refer to a material or tool’s characteristics and the 
types of activities conducted using this tool as a result. In thinking about the affordances 
associated with the opaque, dynamic, and non-hierarchical online information environment, 
it becomes clear that some activities become more complex while others become easier. 
What activities can occur, and what do they mean to develop Disinformation 2.0?
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Disinformation 2.0: Target Acquisition 

One set of actions that differs markedly between Disinformation 1.0 and 
Disinformation 2.0 is the target acquisition process. The new disinformation environment 
allows for “reader” and “publisher” interactions that were impossible in a material, printed 
newspaper world. Traditionally, information was disseminated hierarchically, and readers 
were essentially information consumers. Today, in contrast, the audience or readers can 
speak back to the news, participate in the process of disseminating news, and participate 
in the co-creation of news and narratives. Users are not merely targets; instead, they are 
“co-authors” or “force multipliers” since they can react to narratives by upvoting and 
downvoting them, adding to the narrative, or sharing it with their network.15

While traditional disinformation practices sought to acquire a static asset (like 
a newspaper) and the static audience that followed this asset, disinformation merchants 
today seek to utilize a prebuilt or preexisting static asset—to acquire or co-opt an engaged 
audience. This audience comprises preexisting interest groups and influencers who can be 
deployed to disseminate a narrative while lending their credibility to it, imbuing it with 
additional authority and credibility. Since this strategy rests on targeting and acquiring 
dynamic users rather than a static target, any defense strategy against disinformation must 
consider what adversarial actors themselves do, the audiences they target, and the response 
they seek to elicit.

In addition, the ability to track followers in the online environment allows today’s 
disinformation merchants to access a much greater universe of data regarding the audience 
(or audiences) they are reaching. The availability of metadata allows adversarial actors 
to carry out new, highly sophisticated activities, including data market segmentation 
and predictive analytics, to better target and manipulate data themes and campaigns. By 
subscribing to software as a service (SaaS) tools—such as customer relations management 
software—disinformation actors can easily collect data, such as how long a visitor spends 
on a site; demographics associated with active site users; which types of users are most likely 
to like, forward, or share a post; what other platforms visitors are coming from; where in 
the country they are located; and the time of day and frequency of unique visits to the site. 
Visitors can quickly be sorted into categories to include highly engaged users, less engaged 
users, and those who are influencers. Today, user data can be targeted in granular ways—
using techniques like geofencing.

Disinformation 2.0: Customized and Granular

While Disinformation 1.0 was “diffuse,” Disinformation 2.0 is granular. Open-
source information, such as public opinion data, can identify a specific audience—such 
as those who believe in other conspiracy theories—to target a particular narrative toward 
them. One can understand a group’s perceptions and then use media manipulation to 
exploit the difference between perception and reality, shaping an alternate reality that they 
are the most likely to believe.16
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Due to the dynamic nature of today’s online media environment, the strategic 
advantage or the ability to win market share is naturally granted to the individual or group 
that can act most quickly. Large government organizations with hierarchies and budgets 
have no inherent advantage in such an environment. Instead, lithe, agile organizations 
have the advantage.17 Such groups can better retool in response to information about 
environmental changes quickly. For this reason, Russia and China have outsourced much 
of their disinformation activity, setting up multiple public and private groups, some 
specializing in particular narratives or types of disinformation.

Disinformation 2.0: Iterative

At the same time, while Disinformation 1.0’s messaging was singular, Disinformation 
2.0 is iterative. A particular target or target group may receive multiple messages through 
multiple channels (an SMS on their phone due to filling out a form or petition, a tweet, 
a targeted ad on Facebook, or an email, for example). Using the same technology that a 
political candidate might use to solicit donations or to encourage someone to vote, or which 
your university might use to solicit an alumni donation, a malicious actor in cyberspace 
might seek to recruit an individual into an extremist group or encourage an individual to 
adopt a conspiracy theory or further disseminate this information. The software can be 
used to carry out a “campaign” (or series of messaging opportunities) to bring a “prospect” 
along on a “customer journey”—to sell them anything from a new pair of sneakers to the 
realization that they should participate in an insurgency against their government.

The lack of a hierarchy, barriers to entry, and the ability to share information across 
platforms mean that actors can conduct coordinated campaigns using multiple attack 
vectors. Multiple actors can pursue an objective simultaneously, as illustrated in examining 
Russian disinformation activities regarding COVID-19. Here, public relations firms, 
government, contractors, think tanks, journalists, and academics worked together to fine-
tune the package of narratives utilized to undermine international confidence in US vaccine 
and public health measures.18

The graphic explanation of Disinformation 2.0 might therefore be pictured as follows:

Disinformation 2.0: Plug and Play, Subscription-based and Open to All
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One final affordance of the online environment that must be considered is how 
increasingly computer usage is becoming democratized. While previously, only people with 
PhDs in computer sciences and mathematics could put together a sophisticated predictive 
model that relied upon machine learning and algorithms. However, programs like IBM’s 
Watson and Salesforce’s Einstein are increasingly making these tasks accessible to anyone 
with a computer. The availability of off-the-shelf SaaS packages—often designed for other 
activities, like sales—allows disinformation merchants to adjust better the “product” they 
are selling. In this way, CRM software is a dual-use technology that can be activated for 
civilian and military use. The same database programs that can track which users have 
“liked” a new type of tennis shoe to send them a coupon via email or place a targeted ad on 
their Facebook page can also be used to “sell” users a political candidate or a disinformation 
theme.

CRM SaaS programs are being used to aid the dissemination of online disinformation 
in several ways. They can increase the efficiency or “hit rate” of online disinformation, mainly 
targeted at specific demographics. CRM databases likely allow adversary disinformation 
factories to better target or segment the market for online disinformation. They are less likely 
to waste resources creating information that will not be forwarded or picked up. Online 
disinformation groups can now shape a disinformation campaign through better interactivity 
using simple sales techniques. They can quickly determine which themes are most likely to 
appeal and even conduct experiments in which group A might receive one type of message 
while group B receives another. Messaging can thus be fine-tuned. It is dynamic. 

The final way Disinformation 2.0 differs from Disinformation 1.0 is in the variety 
of actors who can participate in disinformation tradecraft today. While previous studies 
emphasized intelligence agents’ skills and training to participate in disinformation 
tradecraft, disinformation practices today may be carried out by multiple actors—including 
public servants and private citizens, those who work directly for the government, who 
are contractors. Disinformation practices rely on national civilians, private companies, 
and actors like public relations firms. For this reason, the US State Department’s Global 
Engagement Center today refers to a “disinformation ecosystem” established by Russian 
intelligence, including pseudo-academic think tanks, relationships with academic 
departments, state-sponsored television stations, and civilian social media channels.19

In addition, as Milena Dimitrova notes, “Disinformation as a service exists. 
Individuals or groups wishing to disseminate a false narrative may request service on the 
Dark Web and hire someone to carry out this work on their behalf.”20

And finally, today’s attackers may be both humans and bots. Artificial intelligence 
(AI) elements of CRM programs may assist in market segmentation, carry out targeted tests 
of various disinformation narratives, and map out possible customer journeys for recruited 
groups.
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Table 1 summarizes the specific technological affordances that cause Disinformation 
2.0 to differ significantly from Disinformation 1.0.

Table 1: Specific Technological Affordances in Disinformation 2.0

Characteristics of 
Platform

Linked/connected (more excellent attack surface)
Fewer barriers to entry
Non-hierarchical arrangement of information (lead-
ing to “new epistemology”)

Attack Surface Opaque, Dynamic, Larger
Characteristics of 
Information/Big 
Data

Velocity: speed of information change advantages an 
attacker over a defender
Veracity: harder to verify information sources and 
attribution.
The high volume of information
Greater variety of types of data
The advantage for first movers is those who move 
most quickly.
Democratization of data manipulation skills due to 
off-the-shelf SaaS CRMs

Weaponized infor-
mation

Faster, more dynamic, cheaper, more varied, easier to 
manipulate

Actions Possible on 
platforms

Interactivity: Users co-create narratives of informa-
tion through liking and retweeting
Surveillance: can better segment information through 
knowing who is liking and sharing (availability of 
metadata)
Iterated “information journey” versus one-off en-
counter
Narratives can be dynamic—evolve in response to 
user reactions.
Narratives can be TESTED and modified by testing 
different narratives on different users

Strategies Dynamic
Iterated
Interactive
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Types of Actors Large and small actors
Outsourcing: disinformation as a service,  
use of private providers
Overlaps between sales, public relations, 
and disinformation
Automated actors like bots
Use of automated algorithms to segment  
information test varied narratives

Disinformation 2.0: A Smart Weapon

As this short history of disinformation’s technological evolution illustrated, 
today’s disinformation is, in actuality, a type of intelligent weapon. Smart weapons possess 
three significant characteristics. They can be controlled remotely, often from a distance, 
by operators who no longer need to be physically present. Intelligent weapons are also 
precision-guided, enabling the operator to be more precise in her targeting rather than 
simply blasting away at a target. Precision-guided munitions, guided by technologies like 
facial recognition, can be aimed only at a specific individual. Finally, intelligent weapons 
are dynamic—a bomb’s coordinates might be adjusted and readjusted while in flight in 
response to new information received about the environment.

These characteristics—remote guidance, precision guidance, and dynamic 
adjustments—also characterize disinformation vectors being “fired” today. First, as noted, 
disinformation is remotely guided by various actors who do not have to be physically 
present in a specific location to deliver a disinformation bomb.

Disinformation can now also be precision guided. With the 2012 advent of the 
Internet of Things, users are engaged in man-machine interactions, increasingly not 
merely accessing the web but producing and interacting with data. As a result, users today 
experience a customized environment that adapts and changes to their likes and dislikes.21 
Every user receives unique curated information, different from anyone else. AI is used to 
curate user feeds, even without the user’s knowledge of these practices.

And this new customized environment doesn’t merely present information for the 
user to take or leave but is designed to draw the user in, taking them on a “customer journey.” 
And just as a uniquely designed customer journey may have an end goal of causing you to 
make a purchase, the consumer’s disinformation journey has an end goal of galvanizing 
them toward actions. Individuals can be recruited and activated in new and unexpected 
ways in this environment.

Finally, disinformation today represents a dynamic type of warfare. Russian analyst 
Evgeni Pashentshev describes another unique feature of the online environment today. Just 
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as an individual might manipulate our emotions toward a real-life environment through, 
for example, playing music or “staging” an apartment for sale, an online environment can 
be manipulated through invoking psychological practices. He describes how AI programs 
can gauge the emotional temperature of an online environment through sentiment analysis. 
Analyzing the words used and the images shared, disinformation warriors can determine 
which narratives might play well at a given time. (Are people feeling angry? Are they 
threatening violence?) Narratives can be fine-tuned to play well at a particular historical 
juncture (like an election) and match what audiences already feel.

In contrast to the single-themed Operation Denver, which was designed to “hit” all 
audiences in the same way, today’s COVID Disinformation 2.0 campaign had two prongs—
those aimed at a diffuse audience and those which are highly targeted and specific (or 
segmented).

A diffuse or general goal of today’s disinformation campaigns is to sow confusion 
and chaos in the online environment. US adversaries may therefore contribute information 
of dubious quality and provenance to undermine user confidence in the online medium. 
Drawing on Luciano Floridi’s work, one can conceptualize the “infosphere” as a domain 
or field that can be degraded through various actions. Floridi suggests that just as a bad 
actor can pollute a familiar territory, such as the air or the water, rendering it unusable or 
unsafe for all users, an actor can degrade the online environment through the proliferation 
of spam or the unleashing of bots. Just as people’s activities are constrained if they cannot 
readily access safe drinking water or clean air but must instead devote time and energy to 
engaging in risk calculi before utilizing these resources, people’s abilities to utilize the online 
environment are degraded when questions exist as to its safety and potential harmfulness.22

Vladislav Surkov refers to this tactic as the “firehose of falsehood.” Here, the 
objective is to confuse those attempting to communicate in a chaotic online environment. 
The actual choice of narratives can include multiple narratives, some of which may even be 
contradictory. The aim is not to create a coordinated strategy but to introduce as much noise 
as possible in the environment.23 Productivity and efficiency suffer when individuals must 
navigate a chaotic, unpredictable environment characterized by high noise levels. And user 
trust in the environment is lessened as the impression may be created that all information 
encountered is untrustworthy.

When adversaries choose to “pollute” the online information, state and commercial 
actors are forced to devote significant resources to safeguarding that environment. The 
term “infodemic” describes the overall degradation of the information environment about 
COVID-19 information. Combatting the disease has been rendered more difficult because 
of attempts (by both Russia and China) to breed user distrust of official sources, confuse 
official and unofficial sources, and amplify conspiracy theories and rumors that have no 
basis. 24 Such diffuse environmental degradation strategies rest on adversaries’ ability to 
insert large amounts of information into the environment. For this reason, states seek ways to 
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leverage economies of scale. Thus, degradation attempts may be automated and outsourced 
to domestic and foreign actors who specialize in creating online media campaigns.

At the same time, one can identify targeted narratives designed to appeal to a 
pre-selected group and often piggybacked onto or using existing infrastructure. A theme 
that emphasizes that “Big Pharma can’t be trusted” might be targeted toward those 
opposing vaccination on principle, those who oppose “Big Government,” and believing 
that government policies are frequently racist. In the US, the vaccine denial movement is 
already established, encompassing, for example, those who believe vaccines cause autism. 
Therefore, such groups might be predisposed both to believe Russian disinformation 
regarding the efficacy of a COVID vaccine and to amplify information that they receive that 
accords with their preexisting belief systems due to a phenomenon known as confirmation 
bias. The theme of COVID vaccines as harmful could thus find a ready-made home on 
anti-vaccine websites and within anti-vaccine channels on sites like Twitter, Instagram, and 
Pinterest. Thus, contemporary disinformation practices may be described as parasitic. By 
attaching themselves to legitimate platforms, Russian agents improved the impression of 
credibility and authenticity of their information. They saved the costs (and time) associated 
with creating accounts and developing followers.

In their analysis of Russian disinformation practices implemented in the 2013 
Russian/Ukraine conflict, Ulises Mejia and Nikolai Vokuev describe how Russian agents 
utilized public members as “force multipliers,” coopting existing mass movements and 
seeding these movements with disinformation.25 In this way, they argue that citizens, often 
unwittingly, were led to amplify and recirculate disinformation. Rather than the “blast” of 
information that might have been produced in the past, disinformation in the Euromaidan 
era was more like a precision weapon. Russian authorities were much better able to control 
what information was passed, the exact moment it was passed, and the audiences that 
would receive it.

In addition, one can see how the theme of “COVID as a racist bioweapon” is merely 
a variant of the theme of “AIDS as a racist bioweapon.” One such set of “facts” already exists 
within an information environment, making it easier for the second set of “facts” to gain a 
foothold.

Table 2 describes the themes used in COVID disinformation campaigns, showing 
how they are deployed for both diffuse and segmented audiences.
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Table 2: COVID Disinformation Campaigns

THEME DIFFUSE TARGETTED

COVID AS DISEASE 
(military strategic)

US-Developed Bioweapon

Not from China

US Racist Bioweapon

US military exercises in the EU 
spread COVID to allies.

POLICY RESPONSE 
(efficacy of response; 
motives)

The US was unprepared

WHO is lying?

The US government/CDC is lying.

Russian foreign aid is being 
provided to the developing world.

TRUST (quality of 
information; sources)

USG is lying about deaths

USG is lying about the efficacy of the 
vaccine

WHO is lying?

(Your sources of information are 
untrustworthy)

(Many people who provide information 
have ulterior motives for doing so)

CDC is lying about YOUR risk of 
contracting the disease

The US is lying about vaccine 
efficacy.

The US is lying about vaccine side 
effects.

US/CDC is lying about 
alternative treatments and their 
efficacy

US/CDC is keeping alternative 
treatments from the American 
people

Fauci and members of congress 
are benefitting financially from 
vaccines

FREEDOM (civil rights 
during crisis/disease/
security)

US/CDC is lying about the 
efficacy of masking

Shutdowns violate civil rights

Vaccine mandates should be 
opposed

Medical personnel should have 
the right to oppose vaccination

Military personnel should have 
the right to oppose vaccination

Mandates represent a type of 
(Nazi) authoritarianism

Mandates are one more way the 
Left imposes its values on others

VACCINE Vaccine is dangerous
Russian vaccine is better
The vaccine is a medical 
experiment
Microchip/Bill Gates
Alternative Treatments are 
Effective
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Comparing Disinformation 1.0 and Disinformation 2.0

In contrast to Operation Denver, the COVID information campaign represented 
a new technological sophistication, offering multiple advantages to the attackers. First, 
the overall “attack surface” for disinformation campaigns was larger since, in addition 
to utilizing traditional print and broadcast media, today’s disinformation merchants can 
utilize additional techniques like instant messaging, social media, and websites—often in 
unison to amplify their messages, to build a more extensive web of sources containing the 
information (therefore achieving a larger illusion of credibility) and to bring the reader on a 
“journey” in which they encounter messaging in a variety of formats over a variety of times.

In addition, one can identify an evolution and a segmentation of themes—with 
some themes selected to appeal to a group like anti-vaccine activists. In contrast, others 
were targeted toward anti-government activists and conspiracy theorists. In the two years 
of the pandemic, some themes have been abandoned in favor of other themes, and vaccine 
themes have merged and piggybacked onto other themes, including elections, civil rights, 
and minority rights.

Table 3 provides a comparison of new and old disinformation practices.

How to Combat Disinformation 2.0

Disinformation 2.0 departs significantly from earlier forms of disinformation and 
earlier disinformation strategies and tactics. How, then, should those who seek to disarm 
Disinformation 2.0 proceed?

First, the new disinformation cannot be combatted using old tactics and strategies. 
Instead, what is required is a new way of conceptualizing the problem. As shown throughout 
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this paper, the battlefield upon which today’s disinformation wars will be fought bears 
minimal resemblance to the previous battlefield. Today’s battlefield is multidimensional 
and dynamic and, most importantly, creates new relationships between those who create 
and those who receive disinformation.

Therefore, traditional notions of “defending the information domain,” which relies 
upon a territorial analogy, are no longer valid. Because information users are implicated in 
the co-creation and dissemination of disinformation, it is incorrect to conceptualize them 
as passive subjects who need to be defended. Instead, online radicalization is a reciprocal, 
iterated (or ongoing) process.26 The interaction between buyer and seller is not coercive but 
rather persuasive. Each participant acts agentically in the “dance of disinformation.”

The disinformation actor is thus better described as a “merchant”—intent on 
selling a particular narrative to a specific buyer and enlisting the buyer as an influencer 
who will encourage others to buy (or buy into) the narrative. The term “disinformation 
merchant” describes someone working in an information market where information of 
varying provenances and quality is available. Each agent competes for buyers in this market, 
competing against other “information merchants” offering competing products. As with an 
actual market, the information market is largely unregulated and open to all sellers. And, 
like an economic market, the information market is segmented. Some merchants may offer 
a niche product (i.e., anti-vaccine disinformation) and may work to capture that market 
segment while undercutting and driving out others in that information space.

This metaphor of competing for market share with other information merchants 
allows us to think of neither side as taking an offensive or a defensive position since the 
space does not implicitly belong to one or another player. Instead, both players must take 
an offensive or activist position to outcompete their opponents.

This is not to say that actors do not act strategically. Each side acts to identify 
vulnerable consumers of information and disinformation and then persuade (but not 
coerce) them to buy what is on offer. For example, Russian and Chinese governments 
may have identified Western audiences for anti-vax activism narratives. They appealed to 
existing groups, like those opposing other vaccines, and utilized their resources to spread 
anti-COVID vaccine information further. 

The disinformation merchant then has two goals: to sow disinformation diffusely 
into the environment to degrade the overall quality of the information environment for all 
users equally; and to target specific individuals and groups to radicalize them toward the 
support of specific positions or the taking of specific actions.
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Conclusion

Given the unique characteristics of Disinformation 2.0, what strategies and 
tactics would be most effective in combatting it? An anti-disinformation strategy might 
be constructed by looking at how, for example, nations and the international community 
have acted to control the dissemination and weaponization of nuclear materials, which have 
both peaceful civilian and military uses. In this situation, civilian and military facilities 
are subject to inspections and monitoring by the international community. Nations are 
required to furnish annual reports of their inspection and monitoring activities.

The US government should coordinate more closely with the top customer relations 
management software producers to combat online disinformation, including recruiting 
more personnel from this industry. Civilian companies should be required to conduct due 
diligence regarding their clients’ identities and activities—both those deploying software 
and those storing their results in the cloud. Legislation that creates regulations governing 
the inspections and monitoring of clouds like the Amazon commerce cloud or the Salesforce 
Business Cloud should be enacted.

Furthermore, stricter regulations need to be enacted governing the use of artificial 
intelligence programs to engage in customer segmentation and test customer relations 
content. Today, emerging concerns in the information space include the possibility of 
training personalized chatbots furnished with disinformation scripts. Just as US military 
regulations require a human in the loop during certain military operations, regulations 
should be enacted to require a human during the testing and deployment of narratives in 
the information space.

Finally, the US should enact stricter privacy laws governing the collection of user 
information, the storage of that information, and the sale. Here the European General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR) can serve as a model. Stricter rules governing who may 
collect user information, the requirement that users be informed (and consent) to collect 
such information, and regulations governing the storage and sale of user information can 
help stem online disinformation efforts.
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Bosnia and Russia: The Implications for European Security and US 
Interests

Nadina Ronc

Abstract: Twenty-seven years since the end of the war, Bosnia and Herzegovina (Bosnia) 
remains a dysfunctional, poverty-stricken ward of the international community and 
requires greater analytical and policy attention to ensure the situation does not result in an 
environment conducive to the security threat from Russia. The ever-growing presence of 
Moscow’s influence in the political system of Bosnia is through the Bosnian Serb dominated 
entity of Republika Srpska (RS). Because of Bosnia’s central location at the crossroads of 
the Balkans, its weak central government institutions, inadequate military capabilities, and 
hobbled economy, it is vulnerable to external interference. Not only would Europe and 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) countries be susceptible to such developments, 
but so would US security, political, and economic interests. This study intends to assess the 
current nature and extent of the threat, the factors that promote such threat domestically, 
and the international community’s effect on the situation.

Keywords: Bosnia; Russia; EU; NATO; Republika Srpska.

Introduction

This year marked 30 years since the siege of Sarajevo and the start of the aggression 
on Bosnia and Herzegovina (Bosnia), in which over 100,000 people lost their lives. Since 
the Russo-Ukraine war started on February 24, 2022, Bosnia has been on high alert as 
a possible next country where Russian President Vladimir Putin could push for stronger 
influence. This time it would erupt by the forceful secession of Bosnia’s Bosnian Serb entity 
of RS, whose leader is the sanctioned member of the Bosnia presidency, Milorad Dodik. 
The backing would come from Putin as the main instigator of fresh new conflict in Bosnia, 
joined by Serbian President Aleksandar Vucic and the leader of the Bosnian Croats and 
president of HDZ-BiH, Dragan Covic. The latter has gone on to say that Russia should have 
a more significant influence in Bosnia, primarily because it benefits him in pushing for the 
creation of a third entity for Bosnian Croats.

The security in Bosnia is at significant risk of collapse. While the country has been 
vying for NATO membership since 2006, Dodik constantly objected to it because his views 
are aligned with Russia and Serbia, the former which opposes NATO enlargement and the 
latter, NATO membership. In recent months, Dodik has made secession threats that earned 
him further sanctions from the US and then from the UK. The European Union has yet 
to act on sanctions but has deployed a small number of European Union Force (EUFOR) 
troops to Bosnia, including armored vehicles. Further to this, Dodik recently said that he 
would not agree to any foreign military presence in Bosnia. But he does not have to agree 
because “under the UN [United Nations] Chapter VII mandate Dayton’s Annex 1A, and 
the Berlin-plus arrangement, NATO has the authority to deploy” to Bosnia.1 However, this 
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issue is not so simple. NATO must assert that this annex means that. Because the current 
issue is that military presence in Bosnia must be renewed every year, and this UN Security 
Council vote is coming up in November 2022. There is a high probability that Russia will 
object to this and will be backed by RS and Belgrade, while China will completely veto 
it. Therefore, it is important that NATO ground forces are in Bosnia prior to the general 
elections on October 2, 2022. Unfortunately, this is still being reviewed—all while the US 
government is focusing upon electoral reform instead of the security issue.2

The thesis will prove that international community has turned a blind eye to the 
events unfolding in Bosnia and that it is watching as the crises unfold while doing very 
little to prevent it. For instance, EU and NATO are aware of Russia’s meddling in Bosnia’s 
security and internal politics. Russia sees Bosnia in terms of its confrontation with the EU 
and NATO, while for the RS, the interest is local to secede and keep Dodik in power. The 
RS views the current situation in Ukraine favorably as a means to achieve its goals since 
NATO and the EU are busy with Ukraine. Putin would like to see the RS create problems 
so it diverts the attention of the EU and NATO away from Ukraine war, but Putin is aware 
that due to his war in Ukraine, he just cannot bring assets to help Dodik. Therefore, his 
influence would be political as it does not have direct access to Bosnia, apart from limited 
degree through Hungary.3

EU and NATO in Bosnia

The Russo-Ukrainian war has opened new paths to international organizations for 
countries at risk of Russia’s interference. Bosnia and Kosovo had asked the EU to accelerate 
the accession process for its EU candidate status to help prevent security instability in the 
two countries. However, such a move was only made in favour of Ukraine and Moldova, 
both of which became EU candidate states within a few months of requesting it. Since the 
end of the Bosnia war, the country has sought membership with the EU and NATO. But 
the EU has always blamed the Bosnia’s government for the lack of reforms, even when 
the blame lies with the “global powers, and architects of the Accords.”4 And most recently, 
in March 2022, while the Bosnia parliament tried to vote on Russia’s sanctions over the 
war in Ukraine, Covic and Dodik voted against sanctioning Russia. However, Johan Sattler, 
an EU ambassador and special representative, took to Twitter to express his disapproval, 
blaming the entire Bosnia Parliament, but refusing to name those responsible. For that he 
was criticised by Bosniak analysts and diplomats.

Bosnia is a country that is highly dependent on external powers administering how 
the country operates. One of the biggest is through the High Representative whose role is 
to help implement reforms agreed upon between Bosnia and the EU and help it achieve its 
road to EU membership. It also has the power to fire elected Bosnian officials and enforce 
the Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA). But in recent years, it has been reluctant to use these 
powers, “fearing a backlash among Bosnian Serb leaders,” until a new High Representative, 
Christian Schmidt, was appointed.5 Schmidt used Bonn Powers, which comes under 
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the DPA, to scrap the law on immovable property that the National Assembly of the RS 
introduced giving themselves power to decide how forests and agricultural land is used and 
who they can sell it to.

However, the most recent disagreements amongst the political parties centred on 
electoral reforms. Schmidt wanted to introduce a three percent rule favouring Bosnian 
Croats, a move strongly supported by Croatia’s Prime Minister Andrej Plenkovic. The 
provision would mean the representatives from all three people would have been elected 
only if more than three percent of them lived in the constituency, not to mention that it 
would heavily discriminate against minorities such as Jews and Roma people. That would 
have favoured Covic’s HDZ-BiH, who would dominate decision-making in the House of 
Peoples. It would also help Dodik’s party, the Alliance of Independent Social Democrats 
(SNSD), meaning Bosniaks would be a minority in their own country. This provision would 
also pave the way for the eventual creation of a third entity for Bosnian Croats, which would 
in time see a way to seek secession and join Croatia, as would the RS to Serbia. As the 
news broke, the US and UK ambassadors to Bosnia said they supported the Office of the 
High Representive (OHR) in its decision. But due to heavy protests in Sarajevo, Schmidt 
changed his mind and only introduced technical changes. But according to an expert on 
the Bosnia Constitution, Joseph Marko, Schmidt does not have the authority to introduce 
the three percent change because it would oppose Annex 10 of the DPA.6 While he has 
the power to control the implementation of the DPA, “he is not authorized to deal with 
the entities’ autonomous legal systems, i.e., their constitutions, if they have not adopted 
in the application” of the DPA.7 Therefore, the international community’s support for 
Schmidt’s provision would mean support for the disintegration of Bosnia. So, we can argue 
that not only is Russia’s interference in the internal issues of Bosnia a problem, but also is 
interference by the international community that seeks to, by force, change rules in Bosnia 
when the three constitutional people have not agreed on that issue.

Further, recent sanctions imposed on the RS and Dodik by US President Joe 
Biden’s administration came with support from the EU but no intention to do the same. 
That is primarily due to Hungary’s far-right Prime Minister Victor Orban, who has publicly 
supported the RS. Oliver Varhelyi, the EU’s commissioner for enlargement and a close ally 
of Orban’s, allegedly supported secession talks at a private meeting with Dodik, according 
to the leaked documents.8 He also blamed the current situation in Bosnia on the former 
High Representative Valentin Inzko, who issued a ban on genocide denial in the country.9

Serbia, along with EU member state Croatia, supports local proxies seeking to 
fragment Bosnia. Croatia and Hungary use their EU positions to prevent positive policy 
changes in Bosnia and have voted against sanctioning Dodik. When right-wing Slovenian 
President Janez Jansa was in power, alongside Serbia and Hungary, a non-paper was 
authored in which it described the carving of Bosnia. According to this paper, the RS would 
join Serbia, creating Greater Serbia, and part of Herzegovina would join Croatia, creating 
Greater Croatia. The small piece of Bosnia would be left to Bosniaks, “a Muslim island with 
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significant conflict potential” that would never join the EU and NATO.10 It would be like 
a Palestine of Europe. The existence of this non-paper was denied by Jansa, but Albanian 
Prime Minister Edi Rama confirmed he was consulted about it.11 The non-paper was Jansa’s 
“peaceful” plan, but it would have caused another war in the Western Balkans that would 
spill into the EU. Despite all these issues that could cause a major security crisis in the 
region, EU and NATO continue to push for reforms, despite knowing that Dodik and Covic 
are preventing it. The key deliverables Bosnia must meet for the EU candidate status are 
constitutional and electoral reforms. While for the NATO candidacy, Bosnia must register 
the immovable property at the state level. However, Dodik is blocking this request because 
he believes that immovable property belongs to the RS and not the state.12 Currently, there 
are 39 military bases in the Federation of Bosnia, 23 in the RS used by the Armed Forces of 
Bosnia and one used by the Ministry of Defense.

On December 5, 2018, NATO activated a Membership Action Plan (MAP) for Bosnia 
and invited the country to submit its first annual national program of political, economic, 
and defense reforms. At the beginning of 2021, Bosnia established the Commission for 
Cooperation with NATO to facilitate the Reform Program 2021-2022 and other matters to 
help Bosnia’s accession into the alliance.

In 2014, the minister for foreign affairs of the Russian Federation, Sergey Lavrov, 
was quoted as saying that NATO expansion to Bosnia, Macedonia and Montenegro would 
be seen as “provocation.”13 But, as Bosnia was the only non-NATO member by 2019, 
Lavrov again said that he does not want Bosnia in NATO, a view shared by Putin, who said 
Bosnia would never and can never be in the alliance.14 The Russian Embassy in Sarajevo 
has threatened to “react” if Bosnia takes steps to join NATO and would perceive any such 
action as a hostile act.15 But NATO was quick to shut down the Russian Embassy, stating 
that no third party can prevent a country from joining an alliance and that it is a sovereign 
right of Bosnia to choose its path.

“Bosnia’s membership in NATO is a necessity for stability and sustainable peace 
in the region and beyond, indeed all of Europe. Otherwise, this vacuum that remains as 
political or strategic temptation in now an ever-heightened atmosphere of continental and 
global nationalism, and Putin is the greatest risk of seeking to exploit it for some big or 
small perceived advantage.”16

Putin’s Foreign Policy from 2001 Onwards 

An assessment of the security documents from 2000 describes Russia’s hostility 
toward the West, particularly NATO’s use of force against the Serbs in Bosnia in 1995 and 
Kosovo in 1999. Russia claimed NATO’s involvement in the Yugoslav wars was hostile and 
disregarded “the UN and the standards of international law” and had argued that they were 
not consulted, acting against the consent of the UN Security Council.17
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According to Putin, it is a clear example of NATO’s policy that ignores Russia, which 
claimed a decisive role in Europe and has a disregard for the UN’s standards of international 
law. Other concerns were the expansion of NATO, which sought to join neighbors in the 
East into its alliance and go as far as Russia’s front door.18

Russian foreign policy is to run counter to the US national security interests and 
values. There are five foreign security policy objectives of the Kremlin:19

1.  Putin, as a president of the Russian Federation, retains the autocratic political  
system and mafia-style crony economy, which are all equal to Putinism.

2. Reinstate Russia’s status as a great power.

3.  Prevent intervention that could harm its citizens by rewriting the international 
rules and norms.

4.  Maintain political control of Russia’s geographical periphery, Eastern Europe and 
Central Asia.

5. Break up NATO, EU, and transatlantic unity.

After the September 11th attacks, Putin took the West’s side for economic reasons. 
Putin was aware that if he was to exert influence on a global scale, he had to look at it 
from an economic perspective and not military, at least briefly. He was aware that stronger 
links to the EU economy would also help boost Russia’s. But he knew that supporting EU’s 
independent security policy would mean he would help distance it from the US, “which 
most certainly would be in contrast with American interests.”20 As this unraveled, Russia 
gained new economic power, especially from its oil and gas sales, using the revenue to 
strengthen its military. And as its economy continued to improve, Russia stayed with the 
policy of discrediting NATO, the EU, and the US, and treating these as a security threat, and 
pushing out the thought that the current world order, especially the European security, is of 
a significant disadvantage to Russia.21

Putin’s strategy began with Orange Revolution in Ukraine, a country he was 
reluctant to leave alone. But the war in Georgia was the turning point for how Russia saw its 
ties with the West. The bickering between the EU and the US on responding to that crisis 
slowed progress. Putin took it to mean that in any future conflict Russia may be involved 
in, no one would stop him, and that Europe would not engage with him in those conflicts 
because it was too reliant on energy from Russia.22 In 2008, Russia’s military reforms started, 
and the country used Georgia as its exercise ground to determine how it wanted to carry out 
their reforms. Only in 2011 did Russia begin to rearm and modernize its defense sector.23 
The Ukraine was a target again, this time the annexation of Crimea and the fighting in 
Donbas, all leading to the current crises.
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But Russia’s economic growth was not meant to last, and it took a hard hit as the 
world economy collapsed in 2007-2008. This changed Russia’s stance toward the West 
once again as it needed to sustain its economic growth. As part of Putin’s foreign policy, 
he continued with the use of energy as a weapon by building various pipeline projects—
Blue, Nord, and South Stream—“to divert from the Ukraine transit route and to discourage 
Western alternatives:” the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline, Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum gas 
pipeline, and Nabucco.24

But even energy is not providing returns as it used to. For example, the South Stream 
gas pipeline that began construction in 2012 and was supposed to go through the Black 
Sea to Bulgaria through Serbia, Hungary, Slovenia and onwards to Austria was stopped by 
Russia in 2014 due to non-compliance with the EU laws as well as sanctions it was facing 
over the Crimea crises. Sanctions have also crippled Russia’s economy and squashed the 
military budget. As a result, the glory Russia felt during the Georgia war has diminished, 
as did their attempt to take on the West, the US, and NATO by surprise as they did in Syria 
and Ukraine.25

The most recent Russo-Ukrainian war has damaged Russia’s economic stability. The 
Western world placed heavy sanctions against the country and its oligarchs and withdrew 
all the Western companies, leaving Russia on the breadline and crashing its currency. The 
US has also banned imports of Russian oil, liquefied natural gas and coal, while the UK has 
said it would reduce its dependency on Russian energy by the end of 2022. However, some 
of the EU, especially Germany, which is most reliant on the resource, is still reluctant to 
follow suit as it could shutter their industry, leave millions in the cold, and trigger a “deep 
recession.”26 A further setback to Russia is the new EU deal with Israel and Egypt which 
would see significant exports of Israeli gas to Europe.27

What Is Russia’s Main Interest in Bosnia?

The East and West have been at war for many years in the most critical geopolitical 
area, Bosnia, and in recent years that war has been between the US and Russia. While the 
US is the backer of the DPA, Putin’s attention is not only devoted to the RS only but also to 
Bosnia, with the primary aim to keep the country divided along political and ethnic lines.28 
According to former Kremlin advisor under Boris Yeltsin, Aleksandar Nekrasov, “there is a 
lot of diplomatic maneuvering going on with Russia trying to influence the political process 
in the Balkans and in and around Serbia,” adding that membership in the EU and NATO is 
destructive and “creates more destabilization.”29

Russia’s players in the Western Balkans are Serbia and the RS, and with that, it 
is preventing the “consolidation of the region, which is its main interest now.”30 The only 
viable game Putin has is Vucic and Dodik, both whom he finds extremely useful to help him 
carry out his targets in Bosnia.31
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Bosnia remains the most vulnerable in the region to Putin, due to both a power 
vacuum and local collaborators such as Dodik. These vulnerabilities are used by the Russia 
to its advantage, especially since there is no proper rule of law to prevent it. According to the 
Serbian press close to Vucic, at the meeting in Moscow in 2017, Putin told his ministers not 
to worry about the Western threats against Russia, that Kremlin had started a project where 
by 2022, all Serbs will live in one country.33 That is also the long-held desire of Serbs to create 
Greater Serbia, which was the reason for the 1990s-era war. The memorandum published 
by the Serbian Academy of Science and Arts (SANU), a document known as the SANU 
Memorandum created between 1985 and 1986, described that in detail. Even convicted war 
criminal Vojislav Seselj and his Serbian Radical Party used Velika Srbija (Greater Serbia) as 
its official magazine’s title. Serbian nationalists and the Serbian Orthodox Church not only 
wanted all Serbs in one state but also pushed for control over territories where Serbs were a 
minority or did not exist, using history as a basis (Kosovo) or pseudo-history (Dubrovnik, 
Macedonia).34 Even Putin said he would make sure that Bosnian Serbs in the RS have the 
same independent rights that US president Bill Clinton handed to Albanians in Kosovo and 
that Serbs in the northern part of Kosovo would join Serbia.35

Arming and Training Bosnia Serbs

In 2014, the financier of the separatist groups in Ukraine, Russian billionaire 
Konstantin Malofeev, met with Dodik bringing Cossacks that were seen walking nearby 
polling stations on the day of the 2014 elections.36 Malofeev would also be seen in Bosnia 
on four different occasions in February, September, and October 2017, but in November 
2017, he entered Bosnia illegally. Both the US and the EU sanctioned him, and on May 30, 
2018, he was barred entry to Bosnia at the airport in Banja Luka, forcing him to go back to 
Moscow. He was in Bosnia to meet with Dodik.

In 2015 in Moscow, Russia’s defence ministry signed a joint agreement with the 
defence minister of the RS for “Implementation of joint training and training in various 
professional tasks and staff mobility.”37 In other words, Russia would send military 
consultants and would train police units in the RS in the new police base in Zaluzani, which 
opened on April 4, 2018. RS police would also purchase military-grade weapons.

In April 2017, the minister for internal affairs of the RS, Dragon Lukac, said that 
KM8 million (approximately £3.5 million) would be taken out of the budget to arm the 
law enforcement of the RS. On November 20, 2017, the RS signed arms deal with Serbia’s 
firearm and artillery manufacturer, Zastava Arms, which will see the entity receive 
$930,000 (approximately £808,516) worth of weapons.38 By March 2018, Bosnia Serbs spent 
one million KM (approximately £443,000) purchasing 2,500 assault rifles, of which 1,500 
are MO5 EI 7,62mm caliber and 1,000 automatic AKSU47 M92 7,62mm calibers, to arm 
the police of the RS. Further to this, the RS will invest KM6.5 million (approximately £2.8 
million) to reconstruct army infrastructure and build other military installations in the 
former army base in Zaluzani. This center will serve as a training ground for all members 
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of law enforcement of the RS, and many different units will be based in that location, and 
weapons will arrive just before the opening of the center.39 According to the memorandum 
signed by Lukac in Moscow in 2015, Russia’s special forces will train Bosnian Serbs in 
Zaluzani. It also states that there will be a military exchange whereby Bosnian Serb “special 
forces” will be training with the Russian special forces in Russia.

While the RS was arming itself, the presidency of Bosnia was not aware of any 
such activity, even though this sort of purchase and training must go through the approval 
process of the central and not the entity government. Responding to questions regarding 
arming the RS police, Dodik said this is against the US and political elites in Sarajevo whom 
he considers to be traitors. At that time, he was running for a chairman of the presidency 
of Bosnia and awaiting Lavrov’s arrival to the RS. During this same time, various reports 
showed that Russian elite special forces, Spetsnaz, were also in the RS training police into 
an army. The presence of the Russian special forces in Bosnia could be taken as an act of 
aggression against the country. The person who gave authority for this training without 
consulting the central government was the now-former minister of defense Marina Pendes, 
who has very close links to Dodik and Covic, of whose party, HDZ-BiH, she is a member.

Bosnian newspapers obtained and published various documents describing the 
coalition of armed and nationalistic groups led by Dodik, Lukac, Serbia, and Russia. These 
explained how they would join forces to create a financial body that would work to fund and 
organize an army or even a National Guard of the RS with Russia’s help. After the RS army 
would be formed, they would be joined by members of the clero-nationalist and extremist 
organizations of Serbia and Russia, including organizations that belong to the Chetnik 
movement and their voluntary formations. Some of them are Serbian Honour (Srbska Čast), 
a Russian trained Serbian paramilitary unit, and Russia’s motorbike gang Night Wolves, 
including some influential far-right groups from Serbia who oppose membership in the 
Western institution.

It has also been identified that Banja Luka International Airport and Zaluzani, a 
small village within the municipality of Banja Luka, are all the bases of the armed Russian 
proxies and volunteers. Therefore, if the RS had called for referendum to separate from 
Bosnia in 2014, Russians would have backed this. Their various well-armed military groups 
would be ready to defend the RS from the Armed Forces of Bosnia and multiple police 
units.

At a meeting in Moscow, Dodik offered Putin a chance to build a base on the condition 
that Russia would help the secession of this entity from Bosnia and would inject millions of 
euros into its economy.41 “Spread of Putin’s military into Bosnia via RS is not only negation of 
NATO but an advance into Europe and NATO’s backyard, unprecedented. Sarajevo has the right 
to oppose it legally based on the Accords, but Putin is in effect giving new definition where the 
West failed over two decades ago. Sarajevo government can only succeed with the full support of 
Euro-Atlantic institutions and not leaving such vacuum to be again exploited.”42
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However, NATO is also interested in housing its military in the now disused and 
damaged underground base Veliki Zep in Han Pijesak, RS. Bosnia’s state court ruled in 2017 
that it can be added to the military state property, making way for NATO membership, but 
the RS has argued it is a property of the entity.43 The base is 11,474m of land.2 It was severely 
disabled during the 1990s war when NATO bombed Serb positions, including Veliki Zep, 
which is believed to have been used by now-convicted Bosnia-Serb war criminal General 
Ratko Mladic. But Dodik has warned should NATO have a base in Bosnia, even the one 
reported to be a US base in Brcko, then Russia should also have a base in the country.44 
However, the RS has no power over Brcko, a self-governed administrative unit, also known 
as Brcko District, and, as a result, it has the right to invite a foreign military power onto its 
territory. But because the RS was split in two, and Brcko sits between the two sides, Dodik 
fears that the arrival of NATO under the banner of the US Army would pose a threat to his 
intention of secession.45 Even with the smallest contingent of the US Army in Brcko, Bosnia 
would be untouchable.

Conclusion
Considering the above analysis, the level of security problems facing Bosnia carries 

great repercussions for the entire Western Balkans, the EU, and the US. It will be difficult 
for Western policymakers to ignore security issues gripping the country. That would most 
certainly spill into neighbouring states in the Western Balkans, many of which are now 
members of the EU and/or NATO and further afield. It would engulf US and EU interests 
and its key allies in the region, setting back economies and affecting stability that would 
be in grave danger. The magnitude of the crises this would produce, and the effects on 
NATO would be significant. That would not be a war for Bosnia but a war amongst world 
powers fighting for dominance on the world stage. Bosnia would only be a space that the 
international community kept unstable with the unworkable Dayton Accord with which 
it created a problem for itself by testing its own security. They did this by allowing for 
the creation of the Bosnian Serb entity and have remained silent while Dodik threatens to 
destabilize Bosnia further, which is “more fragile now than it has been since the war.”46

Any new conflict in the Western Balkans will produce a new flow of refugees into 
an already overwhelmed EU. That means that European, NATO countries, and the US 
would unknowingly import security threats in the form of the far-right trained and funded 
by Russia. That would be a far greater threat than it is now and would cause unforeseen 
problems for the West, which Russia would see favourably. 

The EU cannot afford any more conflicts in its neighbourhood. War in Ukraine has 
already overwhelmed Eastern Europe and set back economic growth. More wars in Bosnia 
would engulf the EU for years to come. But the EU must also decide will it be on Bosnia’s 
side or on the side of those who seek to partition it for themselves to achieve what they 
failed during the 1990s wars.
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The solution is not only to send EUFOR troops, whose contingent is currently far 
too low, nor is it to keep sending weapons because either one of those two will not stop fresh 
new conflict in Bosnia. But if we argue for more foreign troops in Bosnia, the reasonable 
size would be around 23,000 for a population of 3.2 million.47

To prevent any future conflict in Bosnia from spreading wide into the region, 
NATO must accelerate the country’s entry into the alliance, at least as a special case. Only 
this action would deter Russia from any continued and serious interference in Bosnia. The 
EU could also do much more for Bosnia by allowing it to have an EU candidate status which 
is strongly favoured by Slovenia’s President Borut Pahor. Although Bosnia has not fulfilled 
all the criteria, the candidate status could be conditional—after all Ukraine and Moldova 
did not fulfil all the criteria when they became member states. However, due to the threat 
from Russia, which Bosnia and Kosovo are also facing, Ukraine and Moldova became EU 
candidates. To have economic and security stability, Bosnia too, should have been granted 
candidate status. With that, NATO and the EU would be the barrier against any further 
aggression and security instability in the country and the broader region.
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Introduction

Although the Arctic states share many common interests in the circumpolar region, 
resurgent strategic competition globally and the war in Ukraine have reinforced how Russia 
and the other seven Arctic states are not like-minded and are engaged in competition 
for international legitimacy. Some Western analysts suggest that Russian international 
behaviour since the 2014 Crimean crisis portends similar revisionist designs for the Arctic 
region (sometimes drawing a distinction between the European and North American 
sub-regions), while others emphasize vested Russian national interests in preserving the 
regional status quo.1 Similarly, Russian media discourse spans a range of opinion, from 
hard “conflict” frames that emphasize NATO aggression to those promoting “Arctic 
exceptionalism” with the region as a “zone of peace.”2 Official Russian messaging associated 
with increased investments in Arctic military capabilities also signifies both competition 
with NATO adversaries and dual-use applications to address “soft security” needs.3 In all 
cases, prescribed language and delivery of official Russian narratives remains consistent and 
competitive.

Most Arctic states assess a relatively low risk of armed conflict in the Arctic compared to 
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other regions, with forms of interstate competition likely to occur below the threshold of armed 
conflict—including the information domain.4 After all, hybrid warfare and disinformation 
campaigns have become central pillars of Russia’s evolving approach to waging twenty-first 
century conflict.5 While conventional Russian military action against other Arctic states (all of 
which are NATO members or have applied to join the alliance) remains highly unlikely given 
the probability that such aggression would escalate into a general war that Russia could not 
win, Russia could seek to exploit divisions amongst and within the other Arctic states through 
concerted disinformation campaigns designed to polarize populations and exacerbate tensions.6 
Divergent Norwegian and European Union positions on fishing rights and quotes with respect 
to the waters around Svalbard is a case in point.7

In this article, we observe how Russian efforts to frame Arctic positions in ways 
that are favourable to its interests appear to be occurring in an overt manner using Russian 
state media channels and proxy sites. Our approach and findings are consistent with Russia’s 
strategies to legitimize its position as the major Arctic power and to frame its military 
investments as defensive in nature against potential NATO aggression. Instead of offering 
evidence of a clandestine, high-level Russian strategy to influence Arctic debates through a 
concerted misinformation campaign, we analyze how Russia wages its perpetual adversarial 
competition in the information environment via state-funded media and proxy websites.

First, we frame Russia’s core Arctic goals, using its strategic plans unveiled in 2020 
as the official framework guiding national action. Second, we describe Russian propaganda 
and disinformation ecosystem, with particular emphasis on two major state-funded media 
outlets and various proxy sites. Third, we provide an analysis of various themes in Russia’s 
anti-Western and pro-Russian narratives and how these align with that country’s strategic 
interests—including varied approaches that disseminate individual messages that appear 
contradictory but are mutually reinforcing in seeking to discredit others and legitimize 
Russian actions. For example, Russia would benefit from efforts to hinder or undermine 
enhanced NATO involvement in the Arctic or North American Aerospace Defense 
Command (NORAD) modernization efforts. Accordingly, misinformation efforts may 
seek to reinforce the narrative that increased Western military investments in the Arctic 
will unduly antagonize Russia and lead to unprovoked escalation. Russian narratives may 
simultaneously downplay Russia’s strategic interests in the region, and instead accuse 
other Arctic states and NATO of “militarizing” the region. Accordingly, narratives that 
either promote pro-Russian narratives or foment anti-US and anti-NATO narratives are 
commonplace in Russia’s Arctic information space. The conclusions highlight that effective 
counter-messaging must be coordinated and aligned with strategic objectives to marginalize 
hostile information operations and develop opportunities for proactive information use—
two goals that should now drive Western thinking and purpose.

While empirical studies such as this one can inform the growing literature on 
Russian information operations, we recognize that the current Russian propaganda 
campaign against Ukraine and the West falls within the conflict continuum, whereas this 
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study remains focused on explaining information operations in the Arctic competitive 
continuum context.8 Furthermore, Russia consistently manages regional affairs separately, 
meaning that behavior and narratives in Ukraine are not inherently associated with the 
Arctic and elsewhere. Accordingly, more research is needed to properly understand the 
effects of current Russian propaganda and how the Kremlin may reform information 
operations strategies as a result. Furthermore, the Ukraine crisis reveals Western biases 
and incomplete understandings of Russian narratives and behaviors. Ultimately, this article 
provides insights into competitive Russian information use, seeking to support Western 
deterrence. Remembering that deterrence is meant to avoid conflict, lines of efforts pursuant 
to this competitive activity endure as the most prevalent diplomatic and defense priority 
against adversaries, sometimes in the form of strategic communication (e.g., info ops) and 
other times operationalized (e.g., sanctions, forward presence). As the Circumpolar North 
shifts into a more competitive environment, the use of information will represent a leading 
support role to signal Russian national interests and intent for the Arctic—and require 
effective responses from our alliance of like-minded Arctic states.

Russia’s Arctic Goals

Russia has laid out a comprehensive strategic plan for the Arctic region in a series 
of documents released since March 2020.9 While most of the challenges identified in the 
strategy are domestic in nature, these core documents provide guidance and content for 
internal actors to develop and deliver consistent narratives.10 First, they articulate a whole-
of-government approach to Arctic development, promoting economic, social, political, 
and security priorities and objectives. It begins with a statement of Arctic exceptionalism 
from a Russian national perspective, emphasizing specific characteristics that demand 
“special approaches to its socio-economic development” in the Arctic Zone of the Russian 
Federation (AZRF) and to “ensure national security in the Arctic.”11 This lays the foundation 
for Russia to build its case for why the AZRF is important for socio-economic development 
and national security, with a deliberate emphasis on oil and gas resources (both terrestrial 
and on the continental shelf), expectations of heightened demand for the Northern Sea 
Route (NSR) “as a transport corridor of global importance,” climate change effects on the 
environment and security, the presence of Indigenous peoples, and Russia’s positioning of 
strategic deterrent forces in the region.12

The external-facing dimensions of Russia’s strategy articulate core objectives to foster 
international cooperation, as well as those intended to bolster defense, security, and border 
protection. Specific language promises to implement “multi-vector foreign policy activities 
aimed at preserving the Arctic as a territory of peace, stability, and mutually beneficial 
cooperation.” External priorities also include asserting control over foreign activities in the 
NSR by operationalizing the position that these are “internal-like waters;” reducing the 
impact of foreign sanctions; securing international recognition for its extended continental 
shelf; and limiting the role of NATO in the Arctic and in the Greenland-Iceland-United 
Kingdom (GIUK) gap. Within the Russian Arctic, the strategy commits to “improve the 
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composition and structure of Armed Forces” and maintain an appropriate level of combat 
readiness “in compliance with the actual and forecast military dangers and threats faced 
by the Russian Federation in the Arctic.”13 While military considerations do not dominate 
the 2020 strategy, political scientist Sergey Sukhankin emphasizes that they still “constitute 
one of the central pillars of Russia’s overarching approach to the High North and will be the 
main recipients of financial outlays from the federal center.”14

In 2019, veteran analyst Pavel Baev of the Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) 
observed that Russia’s two-track Arctic policy pursues “poorly compatible tracks of 
expanding military activities and committing to international cooperation.” He notes 
specific hallmarks of Russian narratives, which “grossly overestimate” the volume and value 
of natural resources (particularly hydrocarbons) on the country’s continental shelf, describe 
the “appetites of international oil companies … as insatiable,” and depict competition for 
resources and access to maritime transportation routes as key drivers of escalating global 
tension. Despite small volumes of international traffic along the NSR (Sevmorput), Russian 
narratives predict meteoric growth in this sector. Baev observes that “the most dramatic 
of all exaggerations, however, is about the intensity of external military threats to Russia’s 
interests in the Arctic.”15

Baev’s nuanced critique also explains why Moscow’s “oscillating” commitment to 
circumpolar cooperation “should not be taken for a mere camouflage for Russia’s military 
buildup in the High North,” given the benefits to stakeholders such as Gazprom and 
Rosneft if regional relationships are insulated from resurgent strategic competition between 
Russia and NATO (and punishing sanctions that limit cooperation with Western energy 
companies). Furthermore, Russian investments to promote the NSR as a major international 
transportation artery benefit from geopolitical certainty in the region.16 Russia’s strategic 
documents thus reflect two-track messaging promoting both international cooperation and 
the perceived need for robust national defenses. Breaching the threshold of armed conflict 
as an aggressor in the region would not serve its economic or wider foreign policy interests. 
Legitimizing its interests and discrediting its competitors in the information domain, 
however, could advance them.

Russia and Competition in the Information Domain

The Arctic is an emergent region of the world in terms of growing access, 
burgeoning international interest, and potential Great Power Competition (GPC). Over 
the last decade, the eight Arctic states and other actors have worked diligently to define 
the Arctic in their own terms within what is militarily known in notional operational plan 
phases as the “phase 0-shaping phase.” Defense-related shaping activities include “long-term 
persistent and preventive military engagement, security cooperation, and deterrence efforts 
to assure friends, build partner capacity and capability, and promote regional stability.”17 
At the higher levels, joint planning exists in two modes: contingency and crisis.18 Phase 0, 
being the furthest from conflict, indicates regional circumstances involving cooperation 



and competition which limits efforts to contingency planning and relies on foreseeable and 
creative scenario development for guidance (see figure 1). Presently, this is the case for the 
Arctic—a region in which states seek to promote their national interests for the purpose 
of establishing favorable norms or defining the region in their preferred terms.19 Russian 
narratives propagated in media, policy, and political discourses are designed to serve these 
strategic goals.20

Figure 1: The Conflict Continuum adapted to illustrate the Arctic

(Source: JP 3-0 2019)

Russia’s Arctic narratives should be understood and analyzed as part of a grand 
legitimizing strategy. In anticipation of its two-year chairmanship of the Arctic Council 
which began in May 2021, Russia seized opportunities to promote its Arctic narratives, 
influence agenda setting, and attract attention to the region on its terms (which is a key 
national priority).21 Like all of the Arctic states, it seeks to define the region in its preferred 
terms by publishing the definitions, conditions, and circumstances that facilitate Russia’s 
national interests as a norm- and condition-establishing venture.22 For example, one goal 
is to get other Arctic stakeholders to internalize and repeat the language and narratives 
that Russia is promoting, particularly Russia’s self-perception as the largest, strongest, most 
developed—and most legitimate—Arctic player.23 Another is to advance Russia’s goals of 
questioning democratic institutions and of weakening the international credibility and 
cohesion of the US and its allies and partners. “Because some pillars of this ecosystem 
generate their own momentum,” the United States Department of State explains, “as opposed 
to waiting for specific orders from the Kremlin on every occasion, they can be responsive 
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to distinct policy goals or developing situations, and then pivot back to their status quo of 
generally pouring scorn on Russia’s perceived adversaries.”24

The State Department’s Global Engagement Center (GEC) defines Russia’s 
disinformation and propaganda ecosystem as “the collection of official, proxy, and 
unattributed communication channels and platforms that Russia uses to create and amplify 
narratives.” It identifies five main pillars:

1) official government communications;

2) state-funded global messaging;

3) the cultivation of proxy sources;

4) the weaponization of social media; and

5) cyber-enabled disinformation.25

For our analysis, we turn to known disinformation and misinformation sources 
tied to Russia, focusing on the second and third pillars and on specific sources targeting 
English-language audiences. As entities in the second pillar, Russian state-funded outlets 
RT and Sputnik play an important role in disseminating Kremlin narratives to foreign 
audiences, working in concert with other elements in the ecosystem to create or propagate 
disinformation or narratives under the guise of conventional international media outlets.26 
These news outlets also “interact with other pillars within the ecosystem by amplifying 
content from Kremlin and Kremlin-aligned proxy sites (some of which are connected 
to Russian intelligence), weaponizing social media, and promoting cyber-enabled 
disinformation.” Proxy sites serve as “an unofficial mouthpiece promoting disinformation 
and propaganda,” sometimes with “direct links to the Russian state, some are enmeshed in 
Russia’s disinformation and propaganda ecosystem, and others are more loosely connected 
via the narratives they promote. The connections are intentionally murky.”27

Figure 2: Pillars of Russia’s Disinformation and Propaganda Ecosystem. 

Source: US Department of State Global Engagement Center (GEC)
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As an emerging region of increasing strategic importance, the competition 
involving the Arctic information domain is occurring in the open and in a manner designed 
to encourage public consumption of narratives. Based on open access media scrapes of RT, 
Sputnik, and known proxy sites identified by the GEC, we show how Russian propaganda 
from 2016 to 2020 communicated Arctic-related pro-Russian/anti-Western narratives in 
mainstream media and regional outlets using both traditional news and social media.28 
Internationally, such information-related efforts remain a critical part of establishing 
defensible positions for actions by the Kremlin and of seeking to undermine the narratives 
espoused by the other Arctic states.

Themes in Russia’s Anti-Western Disinformation and Propaganda Ecosystem

Pro-Russian messaging suggests Russian superiority over the West, seeks to 
legitimize Russia as the largest Arctic rightsholder, and establishes the requirement for 
Russia to defend its Arctic territory against the US and NATO as strategic competitors. 
The state does so by promoting Kremlin statements and its Arctic Development Doctrine, 
touting Russia’s icebreaking and construction programs in the North (including the 
refurbishing and modernizing of military infrastructure and air-defense systems), and 
claiming the superiority of Russian weapon systems in the Arctic region.29 Furthermore, 
Russia trumpets its extensive energy resources in the Russian Arctic—and suggests that 
these are a primary driver of the Americans’ covetous interest in the region. In terms of the 
NSR, Russian official messaging suggests that the country promotes control over waters and 
stability in the region to ensure conflict-free operation of the route as a Russian economic 
artery. Finally, Russian narratives also highlight the country’s adherence to international 
law, respect for sovereignty, openness to dialogue, and readiness to discuss common issues. 
Even in the wake of Russia’s further invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, it has maintained 
consistent—albeit convenient—justifications regarding its official positions.

Anti-Western messaging by Russia and its proxies alleges that the US and NATO 
threaten Russia in the Arctic and deny its right to exploit sovereign resources. Framing 
NATO as an aggressor (and US-NATO military exercises as provocative, directed at Russia) 
and suggesting that Western countries are readying for confrontation serve as a justification 
for Russia to bolster its “defensive” military capabilities in the region. Accordingly, narratives 
cast Russia as a peaceful target of Western intimidation and aggression with sovereign rights 
that NATO refuses to recognize. Russian news media often frame the other Arctic states as 
competitors for Arctic territory and resources. Illustrative of this trend, a March 2020 RT 
story justifies how “Russia has been heavily investing in the exploration and development 
of the Arctic in recent years as other regional players—Canada, Denmark, Norway, and 
the US—are also looking to lay their claim in the area, due to its rich natural resources 
and strategic geographical position.”30 They also accuse the US of an aggressive, global 
disinformation campaign that sets up an imaginary Russian threat to the Arctic to serve the 
US military-industrial complex. Counterintuitively (but fitting with the idea that individual 
narratives can be contradictory within the information ecosystem as long as they serve 
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general strategic goals), Russian stories often emphasize the supposed weakness of Western 
states in the Arctic, whether limited US icebreaking capability, or NATO’s alleged inability 
to build anything significant north of the Arctic Circle, or the quality, scale, and outcomes 
of NORAD military exercises.31 These narrative arcs are intended to demonstrate Russia’s 
regional superiority—while simultaneously reinforcing the message that Russia must build 
and show strength in the region to remain secure.

Theme 1: US and NATO Are Destabilizing Forces in the Arctic

While Western narratives often highlight Russia’s military buildup in the Arctic, 
Russian narratives emphasize the opposite. For example, a February 2020 story in Global 
Research proclaiming the Far North as “World War III’s Newest Battlefield” cast the NATO 
Exercise Cold Response 2020 as an escalatory move “staged above the Arctic Circle, far from 
any previous traditional NATO battlefield, … [which] raises to a new level the possibility of 
a great-power conflict that might end in a nuclear exchange and mutual annihilation.”32 Two 
years earlier, other proxy site stories depicted Exercise Trident Juncture in a similar light, 
“marking a new milestone in the rapid military escalation between the West and Russia”—
allegedly because NATO was “increasingly frustrated with Moscow’s persistent presence 
in the Arctic, as this region is extremely rich in hydrocarbons and Washington is reluctant 
to surrender it to Moscow. Therefore, this recent demonstration of Western military might 
was nothing more than a blatant attempt to scare Russia into submission.”33

In keeping with broader Russian Arctic narratives about American objectives in 
the Arctic, Russian narratives often depict the US as a “sabre-rattler” that has “turned [its] 
menacingly mercenary gaze on the Arctic.”34 In so doing, stories not only position the US as 
the disrupter of regional peace but also a catalyst for insecurity amongst its allies. For example, 
the US presence in Greenland is depicted as dangerous both because it facilitates Washington’s 
dangerous ratcheting up of regional tensions and because it supports the US’s ability to “project 
power” into the Arctic.35 Proxy site narratives also warn that this American presence invites 
Russian retaliation against Greenland in the event of a major power conflict. By extension, 
Russian narratives insist that Greenland should make its own decisions as to whether it needs 
other nations’ military bases on its territory, bases which “only make it a target in the event of an 
armed conflict that doesn’t concern Nuuk.”36 In this respect, Russian sources use implication and 
coercion tactics to threaten smaller Arctic states.

Common Russian security narratives aimed at Sweden and Finland insist that 
NATO is luring Finland and Sweden into joining the organization and that doing so would 
provoke a strong Russian response. This narrative assumes NATO aggression against Russia 
and targets traditional pride in neutrality in these countries.37 Along these lines, analysts have 
identified forged documents and false claims about the supposed dangers of joining NATO, 
broadcast by Russian outlets and amplified on social media.38 Lange-Ionatamišvili et al. 
explain that this narrative seeks to imprint the idea that Sweden and Finland will be pulled 
into NATO conflicts, not in defense of themselves but because of NATO’s broader plan to 
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start a war with Russia. Membership means that the alliance will dictate to Sweden, which 
would have no independent decision-making power in its foreign policy and—ultimately—
the decision to make war. As such, because Scandinavia is being used as a bridgehead to 
attack Russia, Russia will be forced to act in self-defense and attack Sweden.39 This narrative 
is supported by official Russian statements, like Russian Ambassador Viktor Tatarinstev’s 
2015 warning that a NATO-aligned Sweden will face “counter measures.” He emphasized 
that Russia “will have to resort to a response of the military kind and re-orientate our troops 
and missiles… the country that joins NATO needs to be aware of the risks it is exposing 
itself to.”40 With Finland and Sweden having applied for full NATO membership in 2022, 
Russia has already expressed intense displeasure and concern which, as the Arctic region 
shifts into a more competitive mode, are likely to manifest in more intense information 
operations involving Finland and Sweden as NATO members.41

Reminiscent of Soviet support to the Western peace movement during the Cold 
War, some Russian proxy sites also seek to amplify marginal pacificist arguments that seek 
to discredit NATO and its partners.42 For example, Geopolitica.ru applauds Iceland’s pacifist 
government and states that it “should be welcomed by those who seek to limit the peripheral 
area of Atlanticist hegemony.” That site continues to say: “if the pacifist position of the Left-
Green Movement could gain more followers among the population and help sway the other 
political parties toward neutrality it is likely that Iceland could become the ‘Switzerland of 
the North’ and function as a Nordic buffer zone between ‘Western Atlanticism’ and ‘Eurasian 
Continentalism.’”43 By extension, Russian state media pays relatively little attention to the 
strategic considerations surrounding NATO’s Icelandic presence. Nevertheless, Sputnik ran 
an article in 2016 which misleadingly claimed that “there is a strong movement to withdraw 
from NATO in Iceland,” and an entire story dedicated to the decision by Iceland’s Prime 
Minister Katrin Jakobsdottir not to meet with then-US Vice President Mike Pence during 
his 2019 visit to the island—citing “prior commitments.”44 Russian media connects this 
snub to the recent arrival of a US B-2 Spirit stealth bomber at Keflavik in Iceland ahead of 
regional military exercises.45

The threat posed by US “militarization” of the Arctic is often interwoven and linked 
to notions of colonial subservience.46 For example, US military activity is typically framed 
as something done to Greenland against Greenlandic interests, with Denmark building its 
relationship with NATO “at islanders’ expense.”47 An American/NATO presence on the world’s 
largest island is also portrayed as a false choice impose by colonial governments. Russian proxy 
sites suggest that Greenlanders should “not have to choose between the West or the East but 
could freely define its own national interests and do the right thing as interpreted in Nuuk—
and Moscow—rather than in the capitals of the NATO member states.”48 We expect Russia 
to continue strategic messaging about “the United States and NATO as destabilizing forces in 
the Arctic.” Such themes are typical of the Kremlin manufacturing and leveraging peripheral 
security-related issues in support of justification for authoritarian behaviors. As of February 24, 
2022, however, these fabricated concerns by Moscow are rather moot.
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Theme 2: Arctic States Are Pawns of the US

A common, related theme in Russian narratives is that the US uses its smaller 
allies as pawns in its global strategy. A 2017 NATO Strategic Communications Centre of 
Excellence (STRATCOM COE) report identified this narrative in Iceland and some of 
the smaller Baltic alliance members.49 The crux of this theme is that the US manipulates 
small nations to host military bases and that they lose their own neutrality in the process. 
Examples of this can be found in RT and Sputnik, which have run articles highlighting the 
US plan to secretly store nuclear weapons in Iceland in the 1950s.50 This plan was formed 
“unbeknownst to Icelanders.”51 

The STRATCOM COE report also notes that this narrative could be understood 
in various ways. First, it might show that small European countries should not be taken 
seriously and are not credible partners in the international community because they are 
dependent and easily manipulated. Second, if the message that the smaller countries are 
being used as pawns is systematically repeated, then they might refuse to let themselves be 
used in this manner. This would be an example of reflexive control—the method of conveying 
to an opponent specifically prepared information in order to put them in a position where 
they make a predetermined decision “voluntarily.” This is a recognised Soviet technique 
with deep roots in Russian military strategy that is experiencing a renaissance in modern 
hybrid warfare.52

In any case, Russian narratives often suggest that US-led NATO activities or postures 
designed for “war against Russia” draw Arctic states into “unprofitable competition.”53 As a 
June 2020 NewsFront story stated, “according to experts [unspecified], the US uses a system 
of incentives to drag Norway into an unfavorable confrontation with Russia, pursuing its 
own interests to undermine the situation in the Arctic region.”54 These narratives seek to 
drive a wedge between allies, alleging a divergence in interests. They also serve as a vehicle 
to drive home threats to states that align against Russia. For example, a 2018 Strategic 
Culture Foundation story alleged that “the Norwegian government’s decision to extend and 
expand the [US] Marines’ presence [in northern Norway] is part of NATO’s vigorous war 
preparations, making Norway a state on the front lines and the prime target for the Russian 
military.”55 In short, the narrative suggests that US-led NATO, not Russia, is undermining 
the “high north, low tension” logic promoted by the Nordic countries that sought to foster 
cooperation and downplay the risk of conflict.56

Theme 3: The Idea of a Russian Threat is Ridiculous

According to Russian media, all fears of Russia’s military actions should be 
considered paranoid.57 This is a common narrative used to dismiss American and NATO 
concerns over Russian militarization and, likewise, call into question the value of NATO 
involvement in the Arctic region. A clear example is Russian responses to frequent Swedish 
sightings of submarines in their territorial waters, which the Russian Embassy in Sweden 
dismiss in various Facebook posts as disinformation and as evidence of Swedish hostility 
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toward Russia.58 In 2017, RT reported that there had never been a “bogeyman Russian 
submarine” in the waters and implied that Sweden foolishly squandered “hefty amounts 
of money” looking for it.59 Russian narratives also focus on Swedish troop deployments 
close to the Russian border, questioning Sweden’s deployments to the strategically vital 
island of Gotland and the rebuilding of the Swedish military after Russia’s 2014 invasion 
of Ukraine. The message is similar to that pushed out across the circumpolar world: why 
deploy military assets to the Arctic when Russia does not pose a threat? The Russian media 
suggests, by extension, that the only answer is that the US and NATO are preparing for an 
offensive against Russia.60

Russian proxy sites also characterize any concerns about Russian militarization as 
a symptom of “Russophobia” and calls for citizens to look at developments “objectively”—
meaning through a pro-Russian lens.61 These talking point magnifiers frequently thrive 
on citing Russian officials who are experts at delivering sophisticated versions of logical 
fallacies in the highly competitive international arena. They also often cite Russian officials 
and Western academics depicting Russia as a stable proponent of peace and security in 
the Arctic while lamenting alleged Western disrespect and bias that victimizes Moscow. A 
News Front story from October 2019 is illustrative:

The NATO’s conduct of military maneuvers in the Arctic directed against Russia 
only undermines stability in the Arctic, said Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov in a comment to the Norwegian Aftenposten. In addition, the escalation of 
tension is provoked by European countries, which, to please Washington, join the 
US anti-Russian sanctions. However, a meeting between Russian leader Vladimir 
Putin and Norwegian Prime Minister Erna Sulberg in the framework of the Arctic 
Summit of Dialogue summit in St. Petersburg contributed to the normalization 
of bilateral relations. And on October 25, the Russian delegation will take part in 
the celebrations of the 75th anniversary of the liberation of East Finnmark by the 
Soviet troops … [from] the Nazi invaders. Events will be held in the Norwegian 
Kirkines. Such trends are becoming an excellent example for European countries, 
which are still promoting Russophobia to the detriment of themselves and for the 
sake of American interests.62

The prolific use of history in Russian narratives is not just for contextual flavor, 
given how history forms a powerful part of Russian culture and politics. When Russian 
authorities invoke history in an official capacity, it should be taken as a serious aspect of the 
stated or implied position.

Theme 4: NATO and the US Are Poor Houseguests

A common theme in Russian messaging is to highlight misbehaviour of US/NATO 
forces deployed abroad. RT offered a clear example of this approach when describing 
NATO’s 2018 Trident Juncture exercise as a “debacle” in which “Iceland was drunk dry 
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by US troops.”63 It also reported that US troops had sent Reykjavik’s bars into “state of 
emergency” after drinking all their beer and that many soldiers “needed medical help after 
overindulging in local alcoholic beverages.”64

Russian narratives also highlight military-source pollution from NATO forces in 
the Arctic. US Cold War-era bases in Greenland have long been a politically sensitive topic. 
For example, Russian state news agency Sputnik has run nine stories since 2010 dedicated to 
the environmental damage done to Greenland by the Americans’ Camp Century and other 
Cold War-era military activity.65 One article from 2017 described these “toxic remnants 
of … US military bases” as having damaged “some of the world’s most pristine areas” 
while continuing to “sow seeds of discord in the Danish Realm.”66 A related piece from 
the previous year connects that damage to Greenland’s colonial status highlighting that 
as “an autonomous, though not fully independent nation … [Greenland] is tired of being 
America’s junkyard.”67 Articles in the Strategic Culture Foundation assert that Greenlanders 
are tired of their island being used as a “garbage dump,” and that further American activity 
would exacerbate the “Pentagon’s trash-laden presence.”68 Russian proxy sites also point 
to NATO forces as a source of environmental degradation in Iceland, allegedly that the 
Americans had left the Keflavik area an “environmentally-destructive wasted dump just as 
it does in so many other locations.”69

Theme 5: US Colonialism and Interference in Internal Arctic State Affairs

Russian state-funded media and proxy sites also adopt a common trope accusing 
the US of colonialism and interference in the internal affairs of other Arctic states. This 
seeks to delegitimize the American presence and those Arctic states or citizens who support 
it. Russian coverage of the Faroe Islands and Greenland serves as a prime example. As these 
two semi-autonomous jurisdictions have increased in strategic importance for the US, 
Washington has moved to expand the breadth of its diplomatic relations.70 Russian narratives 
point to this increasingly direct relationship as a subversion of Danish rights. For example, 
Russian proxy site Geopolitica points to the establishment of a consulates on Greenland and 
the Faroe Islands as direct lines of communications that “bypass Denmark.”71 According to 
state news site Sputnik, these steps toward “direct cooperation” have “riled up many Danish 
politicians who see it as  undue and unacceptable interference.”72 RT provides a similar 
narrative, citing Danish MPs who see these moves as an attempt to “undermine” Denmark’s 
ties with the islands and have called the American “agenda” in the country “unacceptable.”73 
Russian misinformation sites align with and go further than the state media narrative, 
suggesting that Greenlandic and Faroese independence is something that Washington could 
encourage to enhance its control over Denmark, playing a game of “divide and conquer” 
using “soft-power” coercion to eventually “occupy” Greenland and the Faroe Islands.74

Russian government proxy sites regularly highlight Greenland’s colonial status 
and Denmark’s alleged disrespect for Greenlanders.75 This narrative predates former US 
President Donald Trump’s efforts to buy Greenland in August 2019, which provided a perfect 
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framework for Russian efforts to portray Greenlanders as the object of colonial forces. The 
offer inspired a surge of attention in Russian proxy and state news websites. Much of the 
Russian material was fact-based, often quoting Danish official rejections—such as Danish 
Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen’s insistence that Washington cannot merely  “buy and 
sell other countries and populations.”76 Other material engaged in disinformation, such as 
speculating that NATO forces have been preventing Greenland from ever achieving true 
autonomy or independence.77

Economic messages are a subordinate part of the colonial narrative. Because 
Greenland is not economically self-sufficient it is difficult to argue that its relationship 
with Denmark is economically damaging. Unlike the situation of the Faroe Islands’ fishing 
industry, closer relations with Russia offers no obvious benefits.78 Nevertheless, messaging 
in Russian state media and proxy sites emphasizes the benefits of independence by pointing 
to the increased control Greenland would gain over its resource and harvesting industries.79 
Where Russia does enter the narrative in Russian news or proxy sites, it is as a benevolent 
contrast to the US. In the aftermath of Trump’s purchase offer for Greenland, NewsFront 
cited Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov’s statement that Moscow did not engage 
in “international shopping of that kind” and “would like to stay away from that”—painting 
Russia as an anti-colonial power.80 By contrast, Russian state media frequently highlights 
American and NATO countries’ history of imperialism, lumping Western countries into a 
common colonial box.81

Theme 6: Participation by Arctic States in US/EU Sanctions Damages their Own Arctic 
Economic Interests

Beginning in 2014, European and North American states imposed a broad range 
of economic sanctions against Russian individuals and entities owing to Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine. These include an export ban of energy technology goods related to Arctic, deep 
water, and shale exploration/production in Russia. These Western sanctions have prompted 
large capital outflows from Russia and have had a significant effect on the Russian economy, 
weighing heavily on investor confidence. Russia is highly resentful of these actions and 
seeks to have the sanctions lifted.

One Russian narrative strategy seeking to undermine support for sanctions in the 
other Arctic states suggests that the sanctions are actually hurting those states more than 
Russia. For example, NewsFront alleged in February 2016 that “Finland and Norway plan 
to unfreeze trade and economic relations with Russia despite the sanctions imposed on it 
because of Crimea. Both countries are increasingly less willing to comply with the sanctions 
that are actually affecting their economic interests.” While Finland and Norway emphasized 
during meetings with Russian officials that they were not prepared to remove sanctions, the 
story suggested that “many experts do not believe this” and that this “gesture on the part 
of some Western countries signals a change of attitude toward Russia” and was “a sign of 
devaluing the meaning of the sanctions.”82
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Russian narratives surrounding expanded Western sanctions imposed in the 
wake of its further invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 have consistently reiterated that 
Europe is particularly vulnerable because of its reliance on Russian oil and gas. Accordingly, 
Russian media ties the rising cost of living and elevated energy costs across the continent to 
“illegitimate” Western sanctions, echoing official Kremlin messaging that insists increasing 
prices are having “devastating consequences” on the global economy.83 By contrast, Russian 
official messaging continues to maintain that its economy has been “resilient” and well 
managed.84 Narratives describing the economic sanctions against Russia as having little 
effect and, ultimately, backfiring on those that imposed them, are often crafted by taking 
numbers and statistics out of context. The message of this narrative is to suggest that the 
sanctions are useless and, in the long run, will destroy the sanctioning countries’ own 
economies while Russia has no difficulty in finding other economic partners outside of 
Europe. These are highly dubious claims with little grounding in empirical reality.85

Conclusion

Russia’s Arctic narratives should be analyzed as part of a grand legitimizing strategy. 
Like all of the Arctic states, it seeks to define the region in its preferred terms. It does so by 
publishing the definitions, conditions, and circumstances that facilitate Russia’s national 
interests as a norm- and condition-establishing venture.86 The goal is to get other Arctic 
stakeholders to internalize and repeat the language and narratives that Russia is promoting, 
particularly Russia’s self-perception as the largest, strongest, most developed—and most 
legitimate—Arctic player. While we have uncovered no evidence that these disinformation 
and misinformation efforts have had a significant impact on Western public, political, and 
expert opinion on Arctic affairs, we argue that discerning specific narratives promoted in 
Russian state-funded media and proxy sources yields insights into how it seeks to justify 
its place and behaviour as a state actor in the Arctic region. With no regional partners to 
turn to for help after launching its brutal further invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, the 
burden of upholding Moscow’s claim to be the most legitimate Arctic power falls entirely 
on Russia. As it becomes increasing isolated from the West in the Arctic and globally, Russia 
risks its strategic talking points becoming «пустые слова», or a narrative of “empty words.”

As Richard Stengel notes in Information Wars, the asymmetry of disinformation 
is its key attraction, with the sowing of confusion representing both a method and an 
objective.87 This is true of Russia’s behaviour in the information domain in the Arctic. Even 
individual narratives that are contradictory when read alongside other narratives serve 
Russia’s political goals to spread confusion and encourage disunity amongst competitors 
and within individual countries.88 Effective counter-messaging amongst NATO allies and 
partners in the Arctic must be coordinated and aligned with our strategic objectives—and 
should not attempt to mirror Russia’s disinformation and propaganda ecosystem. Instead, 
carefully calibrated strategic communications should emphasize how NATO is a defensive 
alliance, whose purpose is to protect our member states.89 A collective allied presence in 
the region represents a measured and proportionate response to Russia’s growing military 
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presence in its Western Arctic and its provocations.90 Audiences must also be reminded that 
a fundamental precondition for the Arctic states to realize their common goal of stability and 
predictability is that all states respect sovereignty, international law, and established rules. This 
is the case in the Arctic as elsewhere.

Military strategic planning phase 0 (shaping) focuses on influencing affairs during 
peacetime. Since February 24, 2022, however, the situation has changed. Management of 
circumpolar Arctic issues that benefited from interstate cooperation through forums like 
the Arctic Council has now assumed competitive characteristics. The information domain 
will be part of this degrading shift, necessitating preparations for phase 1 (deter) and phase 2 
(seize initiative). We expect that Russia will escalate its narrative in terms of stated positions 
and interests by operationalizing intent. Previously passive and/or seemingly semi-benign 
statements may become hardened positions. In these phases, information will be used to 
assess resolve, create confusion, invoke reactions, and seek to dictate momentum. The West 
must be careful to use official statements and mass media consistently, preserving healthy 
democratic debate without providing Russia the legitimacy that it seeks.

Proactivity remains the foundation of robust narratives, meaning the Kremlin 
understands the significance of seizing the messaging initiative as well as the difficulties 
and messiness of trying to respond or defend against dis/misinformation. Russia has done 
this for many years, ensuring that its Arctic national strategies and developed narratives are 
highly aligned, synchronized, and delivered. Alternatively, isolated and reactive messaging is 
easily dismissed. As the shift to the new phases occur, the West will need to be more diligent 
and committed to articulating stronger positions on its terms. As allies and partners work 
to navigate through the exhausting rhetoric and deter from increased dangers, the West 
must effectively compete in all aspects of the information environment. The like-minded 
Arctic states maintain a profound advantage in their shared responsibilities, values, and 
principles, while Russia is increasingly isolated. In this context, the Western allies must take 
proactive measures to neutralize Russian information warfare and support efforts to secure 
Western Arctic interests.
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Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s Vision of Ukrainian Nationhood

Jessica Pisano

Abstract: Much of the world has come to know Volodymyr Zelenskyy through his wartime 
leadership, but before electing him president, Ukrainians knew him for over two decades 
through his career on stage and television. As a showman, Zelenskyy articulated a pluralistic 
vision of Ukrainian political nationhood that intervened in long-standing tropes about 
Ukrainian society as divided and polarized. That trope of division had been dominant within 
Ukraine—invoked by international partners and instrumentalized by the Kremlin—during 
much of its contemporary independence. This article examines Zelenskyy’s stagecraft in 
the years following Russia’s annexation of Crimea and war in the Donbas, arguing that 
Zelenskyy’s work as a showman during this period laid conceptual groundwork for the 
national unity his leadership has helped achieve during Russia’s full-scale invasion.

Keywords: Zelenskyy; Ukraine; leadership; identity; belonging.

Introduction

For two decades before his global fame as a wartime president, his reported bravado and 
need for “ammo, not a ride” accompanied by actual courage, Volodymyr Zelenskyy was widely 
known in Ukraine and throughout the Russian-speaking world for his artistry, humor, and moral 
leadership. If the Soviet period had been distinguished for some above all by its bezzhalostnost’—
its ruthlessness or pitilessness—and the 1990s by mercilessness of a different sort, as a screen 
and stage performer Zelenskyy had consistently embodied and articulated humanistic values, 
telling the truth about politics and everyday life even when the stakes of doing so were high.1 
As a satiric actor, Zelenskyy articulated a way of thinking about national belonging in Ukraine 
that included space for diverse political identities while promoting patriotism and unity. While 
to some, Ukrainians’ current unity may seem a crisis response that may not survive victory 
or an inadvertent product of Russian President Vladimir Putin’s choices, an examination of 
Zelenskyy’s work as a showman illuminates his sustained efforts to lead Ukrainians and foster 
societal unity well before Russia’s full-scale war.2

Although some observers in the West have interpreted their own discovery of 
Zelenskyy’s wartime qualities as his “emergence” as a leader, Zelenskyy has long been known 
as such in Ukraine—albeit in the realm of artistic, rather than political, performance.3 Years 
before his formal presidential campaign or presidential leadership, Zelenskyy articulated 
a vision of Ukrainian political nationhood from the stage. Even as Zelenskyy’s record in 
governance prior to February 2022 elicited mixed responses from Ukrainians, the ideas 
about Ukrainian political identity that helped propel Zelenskyy to a landslide victory in 
2019 have been resilient in the face of full-scale war.4 The following pages examine key ideas 
Zelenskyy communicated as a performer during the eight years prior to Russia’s full-scale 
invasion, analyzing the content of Zelenskyy’s stagecraft and the concepts and discursive 
frames he and his troupe Studio Kvartal-95 used in their show “Vechirnii (Evening) kvartal” 
to build a vocabulary of national unity following years of societal polarization.

© 2022 John and Mary Frances Patton Peace and War Center, Norwich University 
ISSN 2641-841X (print), ISSN 2641-8428 (online)
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Zelenskyy’s Approach 

Most discussions of Volodymyr Zelenskyy in the context of his wartime presidential 
leadership note in passing that he is a former comedian, but Zelenskyy was no minor 
figure in the worlds of Ukrainian and Russian show business. As players in international 
improvisational comedy competitions (KVN, or Club of the Merry and Resourceful) 
broadcast on Russian state television, drawing millions of viewers, Zelenskyy and his troupe 
were familiar to audiences across Ukraine, Russia, and other independent states that had 
been part of the Soviet Union by the late 1990s.5 

By 2003, after Zelenskyy’s popularity and talent yielded overtures from Moscow 
to work as a writer for KVN, which he refused, he and his teammates set out on their 
own.6 Zelenskyy created his own production company, Kvartal-95, which would go on to 
produce dozens of television shows and films viewed on Ukraine television and on Russian 
state television. In 2021, Kvartal-95’s show Svaty (“In-laws”) was the most popular series on 
Russian state television and on Ukrainian television, where the series attracted 12.8 million 
viewers and a 24 percent share of Ukrainian audiences that year.7

Ukrainians of all ages followed their show Vechirnii kvartal, which aired at prime 
time on Saturday evenings. In its final year with Zelenskyy, prior to his inauguration as 
president, Vechirnii kvartal was watched by 18 percent of television audiences across 
the country.8 A musical revue that leaned heavily on political satire, Vechirnii kvartal 
addressed topics of interest to everyday people, making jokes highlighting the absurdities of 
contemporary post-Soviet life. Whether playing a hospitalized psychiatric patient pressured 
to vote for former Ukrainian president Viktor Yanukovych or an apartment dweller waiving 
a shotgun to threaten a postal worker delivering an electricity bill, Zelenskyy and his troupe 
invited his audiences to laugh not at the people they portrayed, but at the absurdity of the 
world as seen through their eyes.9 There were exceptions, as when they satirized politicians, 
skewered Russians gloating over the annexation of Crimea, or ridiculed Russians over 
their stereotypes about Ukrainians.10 After 2014 Zelenskyy and his troupe used the show to 
advance ideas about democracy and Ukrainian sovereignty and unity. 

From the stage, Zelenskyy and his troupe told stories that follow Aristotelian 
conventions, leading the audience through a narrative arc that ended in catharsis. 11 At 
the same time, they suffused that dramatic form with social reflection more typical of 
modern theater.12 In contrast to dramatic theater, in which the viewer closely identifies 
with characters on the stage, and different from modern theater’s critical distance from the 
action on the stage, Zelenskyy engages each member of his audience not with the characters, 
but as a character. This move involves the viewer as a political subject, making possible an 
emancipatory politics that ordinarily is rendered impossible by the structure of dramatic 
form. In other words, Zelenskyy tells a compelling story—but still prompts the viewer to 
leave the theater primed to act to improve the world.



189  Jessica Pisano

International audiences viewed examples of this approach in Zelenskyy’s March 
2022 presidential speeches before the US Congress, the German Bundestag, the Canadian 
Parliament, and other national governing institutions. In each case, Zelenskyy delivered 
appeals tailored to a particular audience, interweaving references to national histories, 
landmarks, and touchstones, connecting Ukrainian experiences to events international 
audiences could understand and viscerally feel. Speaking to those audiences, rather than 
merely showing the audience what is happening to Ukrainians and leaving viewers to 
marinate in pathos, Zelenskyy also asked his audiences to reach into their own life histories 
and social memories—for example, September 11, Pearl Harbor, life behind the Berlin 
Wall—and even to imagine the presently unimaginable, like a Russian bombing of the 
Ottawa airport or Vancouver under siege—to try to apprehend and emotionally partake in 
what Ukrainians are now experiencing, prompting his audience to act. 

As a showman, Zelenskyy articulated a political vision that consistently emphasized 
not only freedom and ambition but also responsibility and brotherhood--sisterhood later 
would become a theme of Zhinochyi kvartal, a show also produced by Zelenskyy’s company. 
Zelenskyy preached not loyalty to a leader but fidelity to the idea of Ukraine—and proceeded 
to offer a vision for that idea that viewers of Vechirnii kvartal absorbed and engaged with 
on Saturday evenings and when Zelenskyy and his troupe toured Ukraine and Ukrainians’ 
vacation destinations around the world. Building a vision of Ukrainian nationhood on 
a foundation of specific values, he and his troupe emphasized the idea that the state has 
a responsibility to build honest people, and that people have a responsibility to work on 
themselves. Their version of a ballad illustrating this idea paraphrased biblical ideas as they 
sang, “It’s not worth looking for fault other than in yourself,” urged individual responsibility, 
for “No one will build this country but you,” and emphasized personal agency, “It’s not 
important who’s in power—old or new / What’s important is the order in your head.”13

Divide et Impera

In a widely read and discussed essay published nearly two decades before Ukrainians 
would elect Zelenskyy as President of Ukraine, Ukrainian scholar Mykola Riabchuk 
proposed the idea of “two Ukraines,” referring to an historical, cultural, and societal divide 
in Ukraine between east and west.14 Despite critical engagement from colleagues, the trope 
quickly became dominant in discussion of Ukrainian identity.15 In a 2002 essay, “The Myth 
of Two Ukraines,” Tatiana Zhurzhenko highlighted the trope’s omnipresence. Zhurzhenko 
pointed out that amid the external pressures Ukraine faced by virtue of its geopolitical 
position, the questions Ukrainians asked each other and themselves had become not “who 
are we?” but “whose side are we on?” 16

During the same period, Kremlin and Kremlin-adjacent actors, including some 
Ukrainian politicians, picked up and amplified the trope, promoting the idea of Ukrainian 
social polarization as they intervened in Ukrainian elections and Ukrainian public discourse. 
On television and newspapers and in street demonstrations, Russian politicians, journalists, 
and other public figures repeated the same talking point: Ukraine was a divided country.17
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Over the following years, social scientists and journalists in Europe and North 
America also would regularly publish articles that portrayed Ukraine as two societies, with 
people in the west of Ukraine oriented toward Europe and people in the east of Ukraine 
either loyal to Russia or self-identified as culturally Soviet. Conference papers discussed 
the possibility of civil war, and even American intelligence services concurred, as Yaroslav 
Hrytsak would later recall in a review of the evolution of this discourse.18 After the 
Revolution of Dignity and policies restricting the use of Russian in Ukrainian mass culture 
amid Russia’s first invasion, political elites lined up on either side of the same apparent 
divide.19

In the West, observers long had interpreted the outcomes of Ukrainian elections 
through this lens, imagining that the reason that many in the south and east of Ukraine 
had cast ballots for Kremlin-leaning candidates prior to 2014 was because of how they saw 
themselves culturally, linguistically, or ethnically. Yet many Ukrainians in those regions had 
turned out to vote for incumbent pro-Russia politicians because they had been pressured 
to do so at work, at school, and where they lived. The factory towns, large agricultural 
enterprises, and other institutions that offered opportunities to exert such pressure were 
more prevalent in the east and south of Ukraine than in the west of the country. 20

Beyond the halls of academia and government, over time many other Ukrainians 
also internalized the trope of “two Ukraines,” the idea that the history and geography were 
in some sense destiny and their single state might really be two countries, as Riabchuk had 
once put it.21 After all, there were real historical regional variations and disagreements, and 
evidence of contemporary division was present in everyday life. For example, in the years 
immediately following the massive demonstrations of Ukraine’s Orange revolution, which 
coalesced in response to documented electoral fraud, members of the same family often 
couldn’t agree about whether protest was a legitimate path to political change.22

If a split approximately along the Dnipro had been the dominant framework 
Ukrainians and others long had used to organize Ukrainians’ ideas about their relationships 
with their compatriots, Zelenskyy and Studio Kvartal-95 offered a different way of seeing 
Ukraine and the world. Both drawing on and articulating a form of national patriotism 
that was emerging in Ukrainian society following Russia’s 2014 invasion, Zelenskyy and his 
troupe supplied their audiences a language and framework to think and talk about modern 
Ukrainian political nationhood that broke through dominant tropes of polarization.23 Like 
the Ukrainian professional historians who worked on the “historical front” during the same 
period to provide a framework for a decolonial and constructivist politics and history that 
emphasized change and fertile engagement among groups rather than an essentialist nation, 
Zelenskyy and Studio Kvartal-95 worked on an artistic and entertainment front to shift how 
their Ukrainian audiences saw themselves and each other.24

From the stage, Zelenskyy and his troupe cultivated a way of thinking about 
Ukrainian identity that included a diverse range of people and articulated values that were 
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patriotic and liberal—yet included elements of religious culture and broad humanism that 
appealed to a wide range of Ukrainians.25 Their approach provided language and a national 
concept that russified Ukrainians, who did not think of themselves as nationalists, could 
use to identify as patriots. In this sense, the televised stage performances of Zelenskyy’s 
troupe Studio Kvartal-95 can be understood as the kind of “pre-political work” that Czech 
playwright and president Václav Havel called “the living humus from which genuine 
political change usually springs.”26

Ex Duobus Ad Plures

In contrast to the binary thinking that dominated Russian official discourse and 
some analyses of Ukrainian politics, Zelenskyy used an approach to discussing the recent 
past that reflected a growing understanding in Ukraine of the country as a multicultural 
polity. In their songs, Zelenskyy and his team reframed Ukrainian identity to focus on 
recognition and validation of ways of belonging that often did not map onto the categories 
of analysis social scientists usually used to examine identity. Through lyrics and other 
elements of performance, Zelenskyy and his team disaggregated elements of the seemingly 
bipolar world of Ukrainian domestic politics to articulate ideas of Ukrainian identity that 
focused on a diversity of possible personal and group identities.

For decades following independence, many people in Ukraine had regarded regional 
and local dialects, including surzhyk—that mélange of Ukrainian and usually Russian 
whose name also refers to an admixture of rye and wheat, as expressions of incomplete 
education or insufficient nationalization.27 Zelenskyy and Studio Kvartal-95 instead 
performed musical covers that elevated and recognized Ukrainian linguistic regionalism. 
Such an approach validated and amplified beliefs in different parts of Ukraine about the 
value of localism and its relationship to democracy.28 In a musical number playing on the 
Russian band Leningrad’s song “In Petersburg one drinks” (V Pitere--pit’), Zelenskyy and 
Studio Kvartal-95 sang, “In Kyiv one lives” (V Kieve--zhit’). Their lyrics elevated features 
of different Ukrainian cities--and slyly highlighted the urgency of joining the European 
Union, noting that England had left a spot open for Ukraine.29

Meanwhile, their cover De Spasibo (sung to the tune of hit song “Despacito”) emphasized 
mutual comprehension across national territory and expressed appreciation for diverse regional 
variations of ways to say “thank you” and “you’re welcome,” validating the lived experiences 
of the many Ukrainians for whom linguistic variety and richness has long been a part of 
everyday life in independent Ukraine. In the lyrics of Studio Kvartal-95, Ukrainian nationhood 
and freedom resided not in homogeneity but rather in a celebration of local identities.30 Some 
Ukrainians might have recoiled at Studio Kvartal-95’s celebration of linguistic diversity, as when 
Yevhen Koshovyi invoked a phrase usually applied to the Ukrainian language: “Our surzhyk is a 
nightingale.” But for the bilingual Ukrainians who followed Studio Kvartal-95, this approach was 
welcoming and inclusive—and carved space for russophone Ukrainian patriotism.31
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Kvartal-95’s Zhinochyi kvartal (Women’s Quarter) starring Studio Kvartal-95’s Olena 
Kravets’, tackled gendered themes with a mainly female, ethnically and linguistically diverse 
cast that embodied and articulated a variety of Ukrainian identity practices.32 Zhinochyi 
kvartal satirized the panoply of contradictory gendered expectations and practices that 
constitute Ukrainian female identity, creating unicity through laughter and recognition of 
shared challenges and realities.33

As president, Zelenskyy took the approach he used on stage further, invoking 
identities that cohered not only around language or region, but also around individual 
beliefs and everyday practices that did not always seem political. In his New Year’s 
presidential greeting in 2020, Zelenskyy articulated a plural vision of politics that expanded 
the categories Ukrainians used to identify themselves and that others use to identify 
them.34 Elevating regional identities, he spoke Ukrainian but also pronounced sentences 
in other languages spoken in Ukraine: Russian, Crimean Tatar, and Hungarian. He then 
led his viewers through recognizable identity categories and experiences, alighting upon 
a variegated societal taxonomy. Setting aside concepts ordinarily used in political analysis, 
Zelenskyy recognized and elevated Ukrainian citizens as individual humans:

Who am I? An agronomist from Cherkasy, a former photographer who defends his 
country in the east? A former physicist who washes dishes in Italy, or a former chemist 
who builds skyscrapers in Novosibirsk? Someone who has lived abroad for ten years 
and loves Ukraine over the Internet? Someone who lost everything in Crimea and 
started again from nothing in Kharkiv? Someone who learned Ukrainian because 
it’s normal to know the state language. Someone who doesn’t want to? Someone 
who pays her taxes? Someone who breaks the traffic laws? Someone who has a 
dog? A redhead? A Muslim? Someone who is hearing-impaired? Someone who 
hates olives? A liberal? An excellent student? Someone who didn’t watch Game of 
Thrones? A sanguine temperament? A vegan? A Capricorn? Someone who doesn’t 
offer his seat on the subway? A blood donor? Someone who refuses to use plastic?35

Zelenskyy went on to add, “This is each of us, Ukrainians, as we are. Not ideal, not 
saints, because we’re just people, living people, with our flaws and eccentricities.” Responses 
to the address brought an avalanche of appreciation within and especially beyond Ukraine, 
as many remarked on the contrast between Zelenskyy’s warm, human thoughtfulness, 
and individuality and the uniform, cardboard character of the greetings distributed by the 
Russian, Belarusian, and Kazakhstan presidents.36 Some wondered at the fact of such an 
intervention, asking, in Russian, Razve tak mozhno?—Is that even possible? But the speech 
drove home a message Zelenskyy and his team had cultivated from the stage for years: 
Ukrainians are individuals, not market demographics, and differences among them part of 
the country’s strength.



E Pluribus Unum

Having produced performances that tried to break apart the dualities that dominated 
Ukraine’s polarized politics, focusing instead on a diversity of constituent identities, 
Zelenskyy and Studio Kvartal-95 used two key focal points to gather individual parts into a 
coherent whole. For Zelenskyy and Studio Kvartal-95, those focal points were interlocking 
foils: the actions of Ukraine’s own oligarchic political class, which treated Ukrainians as 
background players, not agents of change, and Putin’s political regime and its war against 
Ukraine. Focusing on issues about which Ukrainians of different political, linguistic, and 
other stripes could agree, Studio Kvartal-95 used these two themes to articulate the idea of 
a united popular front.

In artistic work that laid the ground for Zelenskyy’s presidential campaign, Studio 
Kvartal-95 rallied Ukrainians behind frank speech about and criticism of the regional 
kleptocrats whose assets and activities straddle the Ukraine-Russia border. This critique 
suffused their musical numbers which described Ukrainian oligarchs as divided between “a 
body in Ukraine and a soul off-shore.”37 In their parody “I stay silent and smoke,” members 
of Studio Kvartal-95 used a #MeToo leitmotif to recount how Ukraine’s political-economic 
elite had treated the country’s population in ways that “Harvey Weinstein and Kevin Spacey 
could hardly dream of.”

Describing the Ukrainian government’s sustained abuses of its citizens in areas from 
educational to health care reform, as well as people’s resulting need to constantly go to court 
to protect their economic interests, the troupe asked, “How to go on? Smoke.” After the 
number, Zelenskyy remained on stage to announce, “Respected powers-that-be, we warn 
you: Our smoking is hazardous to your health.”38 Meanwhile, in another musical number, 
the ensemble reminded that same nexus of oligarchic and political power that Ukrainian 
society could always decide to hold them accountable: “Thank you, elites, for sitting [in our 
audience], and for the fact that you’re not sitting [in prison], you can thank us.”39

At first glance, such statements could seem to resonate with the speech of 
contemporary demagogues and leaders of populist movements. But the vision of politics 
Zelenskyy and Studio Kvartal-95 articulated clearly distinguished between earthly authority 
and a higher one, leaving little room for the idea of a cult figure. In a musical variation on 
“Hi, God,” their lyrics combined religious vernaculars of twenty-first century evangelical 
Christianity, in which individuals could address the deity directly, offering “respect” and 
clicking “like” for God, with acknowledgement of a heavenly authority that stood above 
human affairs. In the face of oligarchs’ ongoing predations, Studio Kvartal-95 kept alive the 
idea of divine accountability: “No one will escape his judgement. He doesn’t have electronic 
bracelets.”40

Connected to critique of the abuses of Ukrainians by their own government was 
the war in the Donbas, which also took center stage in Zelenskyy’s artistry during this 
period. The musical number that criticized years of oligarchic capital flight from Ukraine 

193  Jessica Pisano



also implicitly linked the same to political positions regarding Russia’s war in the Donbas: 
evoking then President of Ukraine Petro Poroshenko and his ownership of chocolate 
company Roshen, Zelenskyy sang that “in the news, they react to the number of dead kids 
like to an ad for candy.”41

Musical numbers focusing on the war in the Donbas emphasized national unity, as 
Zelenskyy and Studio Kvartal-95 used allegory to describe Ukrainians’ struggle to choose 
their own way notwithstanding Putin’s wishes. In “Hold Me, Motherland,” Studio Kvartal-95 
members sung in unison of a twenty-five year old with “heaven-colored eyes” who could 
not break free of the liar who always found her, no matter what path in life she chose.42 
Their parody “My Girl” told of the early years of Russia’s war on Ukraine with lyrics about 
a village boy in a place where “the fence was only on paper” and the girl he loved—and the 
“strange fellow with a judo wrestler’s gait” who wanted to dance with her. As part of the 
performance, background dancers held popcorn as in a cinema, the outside world regarding 
the drama as entertainment. Articulating a unified, inclusive vision of Ukrainian identity, 
“My Girl” prompted roars of audience approval when Zelenskyy and Studio Kvartal-95 
member Yevhen Koshovyi used terms of endearment ranging from western Ukraine (“my 
Banderovka”) to the Russian-speaking Donbas (“my little miner”).43

Zelenskyy also encouraged Ukrainian unity from the stage as he and Studio 
Kvartal-95 validated Ukrainian people’s pain in the face of Russia’s war in the Donbas 
and their sense then of having been abandoned by the Western world and international 
community. Singing of “European ‘brothers’ who traded us for gas,” Zelenskyy and his 
troupe told evocative stories ending with catharsis that conveyed experiences of loss shared 
by their compatriots.44 In November 2014, singing of the war’s impact on children and on 
the mothers of soldiers in both Ukraine and Russia, their lyrics told of a young daughter in 
blue and yellow ribboned pigtails and a flowered sundress, a rabbit under her arm, and “a 
smile like the sun,” asking “Dad, when are we going to wake up?”45

Zelenskyy reminded Ukrainians to remember, amid their disagreements, that a 
foreign power was actively trying to turn Ukrainians against one other. Working from the 
stage to keep Ukrainians’ eyes on the source of their troubles, Zelenskyy and members of 
Studio Kvartal-95 sang a variation of a song by the Russian band DDT that told of having 
“lit all the candles in all the churches, save for one.” In Studio Kvartal-95’s version of the 
song, the dedicatee of the unlit candle was unmistakable: “For the one who made Ukraine 
go to war / For the one about whom they sing in Kharkiv football fans’ songs.”46 In televised 
performances, the camera would focus on Zelenskyy, his face screwed in visible anger, pain, 
and defiance, as he sung of “the one who so generously handed out lead to our boys.”47

In their work to project the idea of Ukrainian national unity, Zelenskyy and Studio 
Kvartal-95 connected that unity with territory, enjoining audiences to “look up Ukraine in 
Google” and “search for Ukraine on the map” because Ukraine would not become part of 
anything else.48 In contrast to the imperial imaginaries of Soviet songs that blurred boundaries 
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projecting a “boundless” expanse “from Moscow to the very reaches,” Zelenskyy and Studio 
Kvartal-95 traced the geographical features of a sovereign state clearly and concretely in 
song, naming specific elements like the Dnipro river, the Carpathian mountains, and the 
Crimean peninsula, of which they sang, “Let them repaint the colors for a time / But it will 
never become ‘Rasha.’”49 In a televised performance in 2014, as Zelenskyy and his troupe 
sang, background players traced the outlines of Ukraine, including Crimea, on a white 
board as children came onto the stage to fill its contours with yellow and blue fingerpaint.

Seeking to convince their audience to set aside their differences and live together, 
Zelenskyy and Studio Kvartal-95 sang a cover anthem “I sort of love my motherland” that 
spoke in far more positive terms about Ukraine than Russian band AnimatsiYa’s original 
lyrics about Russia, expressing the adult love for country that recognizes the beloved’s 
quirks and contradictions and loves nonetheless. Of Ukraine, they crooned, “Her head 
is sometimes a total mess,” but “I love her like a fool.”50 In another number, asking “And 
do you remember?” (A pam’iataiesh?) they articulated narratives of shared experience 
that admitted mistakes and imperfections. For example, of Ukrainian President Viktor 
Yushchenko, they sang, “those hands didn’t steal at all…but they didn’t build the country 
either.”51 Departing from the this-or-that thinking that defined Ukrainians for each other 
as left or right bank, east or west, mainly Ukrainian or Russian-speaking, Zelenskyy and 
Studio Kvartal-95 acknowledged dissension and imperfection to create a “we” that could 
include all Ukrainians.

Conclusion

Performing mainly in the Russian language for russified Ukrainians, Zelenskyy and 
Studio Kvartal-95 articulated for their audiences an idea of Ukrainian national identity that 
broke through long-standing societal polarization and interference from Russia to create a 
space in which Ukrainians could find an idea of multicultural patriotism and community, 
a mirror image of the robust civil society that had developed in Ukraine during the same 
period. While others have noted Zelenskyy’s ordinariness, describing him as a reflection 
of the society in which he lives, this article has highlighted the ways Zelenskyy and Studio 
Kvartal-95 intervened and led in Ukrainian mass culture, providing a vocabulary and 
concepts for articulating an inclusive vision of Ukrainian political nationhood.52

The ideas Zelenskyy and Studio Kvartal-95 articulated from the stage did not 
attempt to sort out a shared national past through power-laden competition among 
different groups’ versions of history. Instead, setting their audience’s eyes on a shared 
horizon, they abandoned the analytical categories social scientists use to sort people’s 
identities and recognized the possibility of fostering unity by validating a great diversity 
of possible taxonomies that could be used for thinking about belonging. In Zelenskyy’s 
vision of politics, recognition of diversity also included an embrace of agonism, a radical 
acceptance of messiness and disagreement in democratic society, a willingness to look with 
humor and understanding upon human frailty, and a recognition that strength is to be 
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found in variety: that a social fabric woven of many different visible threads can be more 
flexible and resilient, and more resistant to damage than an undifferentiated weft.
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Borderland No More? Shifting Security Dynamics in Ukraine

Angela Kachuyevski

Abstract: This paper examines how Ukraine has been seen as a contested borderland 
between Russia and the European Union, within which both see an important normative and 
political role for themselves—a role that has increasingly become mutually exclusive as trade 
and political alliances become increasingly more formalized. This “shared neighborhood” 
falls within what Russia views as the “Russian World,” and as such constitutes a core part 
of Russia itself. Yet, this view has come into increasing conflict with identity dynamics in 
Ukraine, where there is a growing nationwide consensus on foreign policy and increasing 
identification with Ukraine as a national homeland in areas traditionally considered “pro-
Russian.” Given significant shifts since the 2014 annexation of Crimea and the Russian-
supported separatist conflict in Donbas, I conclude with some suggestions about how the 
current war might strengthen these tendencies and further consolidate Ukrainian national 
identity.

Keywords: Identity; Russian World; Ukraine; Russia; EU.

Introduction

At the time of writing this article, Russia is engaged in a brutal and broad scale 
attack on Ukraine. Despite the fact that conflict over Ukraine’s future and the future of 
regional alliances, east and west, are longstanding, and indeed the fact that active military 
confrontation has been ongoing since 2014, most did not expect the scale and intensity 
of the military action that we have seen unfold for several months. This article cannot 
address the dynamic and tragic events unfolding in real time. Rather, I hope to offer some 
context to help shape understanding of earlier conflict and the current war in Ukraine. 
While not denying the importance of how material factors, such as North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) expansion and EU enlargement, may have contributed to Russian 
President Vladimir Putin’s decision to go to war, I focus on important identity issues that 
add additional context through which to examine these events. Specifically, I illustrate how 
post-Soviet Russian efforts to construct a national identity have coalesced around a neo-
imperial vision of Russia’s place in the world that posits a special role for itself in the post-
Soviet space. This vision has driven much of Putin’s thinking about Ukrainian statehood 
and Russia’s interests. This article adds to the broad conversation on imperial impulses in 
Russian foreign policy by including an analysis of Ukrainian perspectives, which makes 
clear that Russia’s neo-imperial vision of a “Russian World” is unlikely to achieve its desired 
objectives, and in fact may be leading to the opposite—a major shift in Ukrainian identity 
led in significant part by shifting identities of Russian-speaking Ukrainians. I argue that 
identity issues are a significant cause of Russia’s war in Ukraine, but also are precisely the 
reason this war will not achieve Russian objectives due to the shifts in Russian-speaking 
Ukrainian identity.
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To this end, I first consider how Ukraine has been seen as a contested borderland 
between Russia and the EU, within which both see an important normative and political 
role for themselves—a role that has increasingly become mutually exclusive as trade and 
political alliances become increasingly more formalized. I then outline how the concepts 
of a “near abroad” and a “Russian World,” developed in Russia, have come into increasing 
conflict with European integration, which contributed to Russia’s decision to engage in a 
“special military operation” to instill a friendly regime in Kyiv. Russia’s assertion of a special 
role in the post-Soviet space, however, is increasingly at odds with identity dynamics in 
Ukraine, where there is a growing nationwide consensus on foreign policy and increasing 
identification with Ukraine as a national homeland in areas traditionally considered “pro-
Russian.” Given significant shifts since the 2014 annexation of Crimea and the Russian-
supported separatist conflict in Donbas, I conclude with some suggestions about how the 
current war might strengthen these tendencies and further consolidate Ukrainian national 
identity.

Ukraine as a Contested Borderland in the ‘Shared Neighborhood’

Russia and the EU have each defined a role for themselves in the region surrounding 
their borders that is based upon both economic interests and shared cultural values. 
That is, each imagines a normative, cultural space that unifies populations beyond their 
geographic borders, and an economic zone that benefits from deeper integration. This 
opens, in principle, the possibility for both cooperation and for conflict in the “shared 
neighborhood” as the economic interests and the cultural values of Russia and the EU 
could be mutually reinforcing, but could also be cast in mutually exclusive, incompatible 
terms, which unfortunately has been the case in Ukraine. Ukraine has in general served as 
a contested borderland between Russia and the EU wherein each has offered competing 
and exclusionary visions for cooperation. For example, economic integration has required 
a choice between an association agreement with the EU and membership in Putin’s regional 
alternative, the Eurasian Union. Further, cultural values have at times also been presented 
in exclusionary rather than inclusive terms, especially as Moscow asserts the existence of a 
“Russian World” in the same exact space where the EU is promoting a normative order that 
seeks to solidify common European values.

Russia has defined the former Soviet republics as part of their special sphere of 
influence since the fall of the Soviet Union, given the long history as a shared state and 
the corresponding economic, cultural and social ties. While, upon independence, then-
President Boris Yeltsin initially adopted a more liberal, Western-oriented foreign policy, 
domestic pressure, international events, and perceived disregard for Russia’s interests, as 
well as perceived discrimination against the Russian-speaking population left living outside 
of Russia, encouraged a turn to a more nationalist policy.1 The former Soviet space has a long 
history as a shared state and long-standing economic, cultural and social ties. Yet, this space 
is currently populated with independent states that have their own national interests and 
that are engaged in nation-(re)building processes that in many cases emphasizes national 

Borderland No More? Shifting Security Dynamics in Ukraine  200



languages and culture rather than a regional shared past. Thus, the character of this space is 
contested in terms of cultural ties, security cooperation, and economic integration. Russia 
has preferred to take the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) that was created in 
1991 as a replacement for the Soviet Union as a base from which to build a regional order, 
which some former Soviet republics have rejected in favor of greater national autonomy 
and sovereignty in foreign policy, possibly due to Russia’s own policies and self-asserted 
role in the region.

The EU has also developed specific policies toward states in the region. In 2004, 
with the accession of several new members in Central and Eastern Europe and the Baltic, 
the EU developed the European Neighborhood Policy (ENP). The objective was to avoid 
“the emergence of new dividing lines between the enlarged EU and our neighbors and 
instead strengthening the prosperity, stability and security of all.”2 The underlying concept 
is that this increased prosperity, stability and security are enhanced by encouraging shared 
values, including democracy, the rule of law, and the respect for human rights.

The ENP applies to states that border on the EU, thus extends to the east and the 
south of the EU border, which includes states from the former Soviet Union and also the 
countries along the Mediterranean basin. In 2009, regional engagement and cooperation in 
Eastern Europe was strengthened through the creation of the Eastern Partnership (EaP). The 
EaP has three objectives: accelerating political association, furthering economic integration 
between the EU and EaP neighbors, and providing for citizen mobility.3 Multilateral 
cooperation includes cooperation in four main areas, designated as platforms. Platform one 
focuses on democracy, good governance, and stability; platform two focuses on economic 
integration and convergence with EU policies; platform three focuses on energy security; 
and platform four focuses on contacts between people. Thus, the EaP provides significant 
and substantive support from the EU specifically targeted on democratic and market-based 
reform in order to promote mutual security through enhanced political and economic 
integration and greater stability in the region.

In 2011, through the ENP, the EU promised additional support for and greater 
cooperation with states that could exhibit success in promoting “deep and sustainable 
democracy” and “inclusive economic development.” For democracy to qualify as deep 
and sustainable, it must include free and fair elections, freedom of expression, freedom of 
assembly and association, an independent judiciary, anti-corruption tools, and democratic 
control over the military, and must foster a strong and vibrant civil society.4 In the EaP, 
economic integration plays an additional important role in the project to build a normative 
space that also promotes prosperity and interdependence. Association agreements, 
which include Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas (DCFTA), are an integral 
part of this economic integration process. The goal is to build greater prosperity through 
interdependence by the creation of a free trade zone that requires Eastern European 
participating states to meet EU standards for business, finance, banking, and trade. By 
strengthening governance and increasing prosperity in the “neighborhood,” deepening 
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regional integration would hopefully lead to greater stability and security in the region. Yet, 
deepening regional integration through the EaP could also be seen as a threat to Russia’s 
own plans for economic integration in the “neighborhood,” especially given that signing 
an association agreement would preclude membership in the Eurasian Customs Union. 
Whether or not this was the intention of the EU, or even a valid concern, Moscow indeed 
viewed the EaP as “a way to isolate Russia from its neighbors,” which stands in direct 
opposition to Russia’s plans for the “neighborhood.”5

From the Soviet Union to the ‘Russian World’

Russia’s plans for regional integration, and its vision of its role in the world and, in 
particular, in the post-Soviet space, stem from the dissolution of the USSR and the resulting 
consequences for Russia. On December 8, 1991, Russian President Yeltsin, Ukrainian 
President Leonid Kravchuk, and Belorussian President Stanislav Shushkevich met in 
secret to reach an agreement on dismantling the Soviet Union. Seeking greater political 
and economic autonomy for their respective republics, the three leaders designed a loose 
union of independent states to replace the highly centralized USSR. This arrangement, the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), provided for economic cooperation and joint 
control over strategic forces, but removed the central political structure headed at that time 
by former Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev. The role of the CIS was vaguely specified, 
opening the way for future conflict over plans for regional integration.

A number of factors led to the dissolution of the Soviet Union, but the role of 
Yeltsin should not be underestimated as his drive to maximize Russia’s sovereignty and 
material interests and defeat his foes in the Kremlin played a critical role. Not long after the 
dissolution, however, it became clear that the Soviet demise would lead to major challenges 
for Russia. For example, Russia had to deal with the loss of control over strategically 
important territory, including a number of bases in neighboring states that housed Soviet 
forces. The presence of very large Russian minority populations living outside Russia’s 
borders in the newly independent states further complicated matters, and Russia’s potential 
role in protecting their interests became a matter of regional contention.6

The term “near abroad” entered mainstream discourse in 1993, when then Foreign 
Minister Andrei Kozyrev laid out the tenets for a new Russian foreign policy concept. The 
term connotes a feeling of closeness that, in turn, offers a nuanced distinction between 
territory that is “truly” abroad, and thus considered a foreign country, from neighboring 
territory that was part of the former Soviet Union, and therefore not “truly” a foreign 
country. Russian policy has been that Russia has the right, indeed responsibility, to exert 
special influence in these territories.7 Building upon this concept, a political movement in 
the 1990s arose that sought protection for Russian minorities in the “near abroad,” and even 
possibly a change in borders to incorporate the Slavic lands of Belarus and Ukraine into the 
Russian Federation.8 Indeed, Russian policy has articulated the concept of “compatriots” 
as a category of non-citizens, living outside of Russia, who nonetheless, to a certain extent, 
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fall under Russian responsibility. The definition is extremely broad, extending to anyone 
who feels a “spiritual connection” with and an ancestral connection to Russia, which in 
effect confers a sort of ideational citizenship upon this group that, even if only symbolic, 
nonetheless seeks to extend Russian influence beyond its geographic borders.9

The compatriot policy exists within the context of the “Russian World” concept 
that is not only popular, but in fact constitutes a core element of Russia’s current state-
driven national identity project. This concept posits Russia as a distinct civilization that 
transcends Russia’s current territorial borders to constitute a wider “Russian World” that 
extends beyond Russia’s geographic and ethnic boundaries.10 The “Russian World” concept 
asserts that it is a “naturally existing civilizational community,” not a branch of European 
civilization, and emphasizes the cultural basis of identity rooted in the Russian language and 
shared Orthodox Christian faith.11 This civilization shares a common past, and is currently 
wrongfully, indeed perversely, divided into separate states, resulting in a “divided people.”12 
In this context, Ukraine and Belarus are seen not only as members of Russia’s natural zone 
of special influence, but as integral parts of the “Russian World” based upon the Eastern-
Slavic “civilization” rather than as separate nations or nationalities. This construct, together 
with the earlier concept of the “near abroad” justifies, from the Russian perspective, a 
special role for Russia in former Soviet republics in protecting the security of the Russian 
World civilization.

But this view of a “natural” special role for Russia is not necessarily shared. 
Ukraine, in particular, has been quite protective of their sovereign interests, irrespective of 
whether leaders have been from the east or the west of the country and irrespective of their 
first language. Given that Russia has constructed for itself a role as regional protector of 
Russian-speakers, ethnic Russians and compatriots living in neighboring states, they have 
consistently engaged in an “othering” process by which Ukrainian officials are accused of 
violating minority rights if they promote Ukrainian as the state language and are framed as 
nationalists if they do not share Russia’s articulated historical memory.

Identity Dimensions of the Current War

Russia’s decision to launch military action in February 2022 is not only due to what 
it perceives as threats to its security, but also due to its perception that a core part of what it 
defines as the Russian civilization, the “Russian World,” is being torn away from Moscow’s 
grasp. This is made clear by the numerous official public statements questioning Ukrainian 
statehood on cultural and spiritual grounds. Russia has often asserted a connection 
between historical and cultural ties on the one hand and economic interests on the other 
in the Ukraine case, wherein numerous official statements underscored Russia’s opposition 
to Ukraine’s pursuit of European integration through an association agreement. In the 
summer of 2013, only months in advance of the Maidan revolution, Putin tied economic 
arguments together with a cultural-historical case for Ukrainian integration with Russia, 
noting that while, in modern times, the Ukrainian and Russian peoples exist as distinct 
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nations, nonetheless a shared heritage, as expressed most fundamentally by the birth of 
orthodox Christianity in ancient Kyiv, has resulted in “common spiritual values that make 
us a single people.”13 He then went on to discuss the rapid economic growth and success 
after a previously divided Ukraine was “reunified” with Russia in the seventeenth century. 
He emphasized Ukraine’s role in Russian, and later Soviet, spiritual and cultural life, and 
stressed the economic and technological successes of the time.14 

The clear message conveyed was that Ukraine is a fundamental part of the Russian 
civilization and has always been better off when firmly tied to Russia. He ended his remarks by 
noting that, “we live in different countries today, but this fact in no way crosses out the common 
historic past that we share, and that is our asset and the foundation upon which we can build new 
integration ties,” and further, “competition on the global markets is very fierce today. I am sure 
that most of you realize that only by joining forces can we be competitive and stand a chance of 
winning in this tough environment.”15 Thus, Putin’s argument explicitly tied cultural and historical 
elements to economic interests and, in so doing, essentially laid the basis for an identity conflict as 
EU expansion was seen as directed not only against Russian political and economic dominance 
in the region, but also Russian cultural dominance as Western norms of democratic governance, 
tolerance and secularism spread into the Eastern Partnership countries. Indeed, “Putin appears to 
truly believe that the West poses a threat not only on the state level (the level of Russia’s external 
interests) but also on the level of society and the Russian way of life.”16

Thus, while for Ukraine integration with the EU could be part of a balanced policy of 
cooperation with both eastern and western neighbors, for Russia this would be seen as a departure 
from the “Russian World” and therefore unacceptable on both economic and cultural levels as 
it would not only challenge Russia’s plans for regional economic integration, but would also 
challenge Russia’s perception of self as Ukraine shares the “common spiritual values that make us 
a single people.”17 Further, Putin argues that Russia and Ukraine are “not simply close neighbors 
but, as I have said many times already, we are one people. Kiev is the mother of Russian cities. 
Ancient Rus is our common source.”18 In a long essay written in the summer of 2021, Putin went 
further, arguing that modern Ukraine is entirely a construct of the Soviet period, and blaming 
hostile external forces for an anti-Russian project that he (in the main incorrectly) posits the 
Ukrainian people themselves reject.19

Hence, while Ukraine can self-identify as a European country with ties to both eastern 
and western Europe, Russia sees Ukraine as an integral part of the Russian civilization that 
therefore cannot naturally belong in Europe, and any moves toward European integration must be 
the result of hostile external actors seeking to divide the “Russian World.” Russia cannot be seen 
as a completely different civilization, separate from (and indeed in a moral and spiritual sense 
superior to) the rest of Europe, if what it sees as a major part of the “Russian World” successfully 
integrates into Europe, and any wish of Ukraine to do so constitutes betrayal. Indeed, what the 
EU has presented as a normative project directed at stabilizing the region and promoting mutual 
security is seen as a threat to Russia’s unique and increasingly conservative national identity, 
which is threatened by the spread of EU values.20
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Ukraine, therefore, has been a contested part of the neighborhood wherein 
cultural, historical, normative, and economic links overlap and intersect in ways that make 
cooperation between the EU and Russia possible, but which in fact have encouraged conflict 
as economic, governance and cultural issues associated with integration were increasingly 
seen in Moscow as a zero-sum game.

The End of the ‘Two Ukraines’ Narrative

While Russia was motivated in part by identity issues to resolve the Ukraine 
question with decisive military action, they are unlikely to succeed over the long term for 
precisely the same reason. Although Putin argues that Ukraine is a construct, not a nation 
or even a proper state, and belongs firmly embedded in the Russian civilization, Ukrainians 
themselves reject this view decisively. While once it might have been possible to talk about 
“two Ukraines,” divided into a pro-Russian east and a pro-European west, since 2014 
there has been significant consolidation around a civic national identity.21 The narrative 
on “two Ukraines” posits a Russian-speaking east against a Ukrainian-speaking west, with 
incompatible geo-political orientations divided by preferences for greater integration with 
Europe or with Russia. This division is one of the most frequently cited reasons why post-
Soviet Ukraine has struggled to develop a unified national identity, and in fact has deep 
historical roots.22 Even as far back in history as Tsarist times there was a distinct eastern 
Ukrainian identity that was compatible with the Russian language and culture, and later 
exhibited acceptance of the Soviet system.23 In post-Soviet Ukraine, this has made it 
complicated to agree upon a “national idea” that embraces diverse linguistic identities and 
different memories of the past.24

While it is possible to imagine the Ukrainian nation to be ethnically and linguistically 
based, it is also possible to imagine a much more inclusive vision, one that centers on 
identification with the state, not on language or ethnicity.25 Kyiv has, since independence, 
tried to both assert difference with Russia, while embracing Russian-speaking citizens as a 
legitimate part of the polity. This has required careful balancing, as it is particularly necessary 
to differentiate oneself from an “Other” who is ethnically, culturally, and linguistically close, 
and who refuses to fully accept that the two are indeed separate nationalities.26 Yet, in order 
to both draw distinctions between Russia and Ukraine, and include Russian-speaking 
Ukrainian citizens in the Ukrainian polity, efforts to construct Russia as the “Other” had to 
“tread carefully when differentiating between ‘our Russians’ and ‘those Russians’ living in 
the neighboring Russian Federation.”27 

On an official level, Ukraine has adopted a civic definition of the nation since 
independence, which theoretically opens the space for individuals to assert differing versions 
of Ukrainian identity. Yet, at the time when the Ukrainian Constitution was in the process 
of being developed, it was not clear whether the nation would be seen as the “cultural” or 
the “political” one.28 Since independence, the embrace of an inclusive definition of a civic 
nation has co-existed with a nation-building process that promotes the Ukrainian language, 
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culture, and historical memory. Yet, since the Maidan revolution, Russian aggression in 
Crimea and subsequent outbreak of war in Donbas in 2014, ample survey data demonstrate 
that there has been growing consensus on many identity issues and a stronger connection to 
Ukraine, as well as shared values and political principles and a rejection of ethno-linguistic 
criteria for belonging to the nation.29 Indeed, Russian-speakers in Ukraine’s east and south 
participating in surveys and semi-structured interviews shared the same views on Russian 
aggression as the rest of the country did, pointing to national consensus, not an ethnic or 
linguistic divide.30

Because Russian was the main language of social mobility and inter-ethnic 
communication for many years, the Russian language is prevalent in urban areas and 
among the cultural, economic and political elite, no matter one’s ethnic background. Most 
Ukrainian citizens who mainly speak Russian possess, according to survey research, an 
increasingly salient Ukrainian identity, which could be viewed as a rejection of Moscow’s 
claim to “protect” them and a sort of “refusal to identify with the enemy.”31 Russian-speakers 
in Ukraine have primarily remained Russian-speaking, but language use does not appear 
to influence attachment to the Ukrainian state, despite the east-west linguistic divide.32 In 
fact, Russian-speaking Ukrainians have increasingly identified Ukrainian as their native 
language, even if they continue to speak primarily Russian and may not even speak 
Ukrainian well.33 The result is that more people consider Ukrainian their native language 
than actually regularly speak it.34 Identifying Ukrainian as one’s native language, regardless 
of regular use or even proficiency might be a way to express national identity.35 Yet, as they 
are becoming “more Ukrainian,” they are also changing the meaning of what that means.36

Conclusion

It is too early in this war to draw any meaningful conclusions about what the war 
means for the future of Ukraine, Ukrainian national identity, or relations with Russia. But a 
few observations can be made. First, scholars writing soon after the Soviet collapse expected 
that Russian-speaking populations would resist nationalizing moves by newly independent 
states, and perhaps even form a distinct identity in the post-Soviet space.37 In Ukraine, 
however, as substantiated by the numerous survey studies and analyses cited above, we have 
seen that language usage among Russian-speakers has not significantly changed, but at the 
same time, identification with Ukraine as a homeland and with the Ukrainian language 
as a native tongue have both markedly increased. This trend intensified after the Maidan 
revolution and Russian aggression in Crimea and Donbas, so there is reason to expect that 
it will only grow stronger after the war ends, perhaps even resulting in greater regular usage 
of Ukrainian. While it is too early for significant scholarship to exist, emerging evidence 
suggests strong national unity and the erosion of regional differences. For example, while 
65 percent of Ukrainians in February 2022 primarily identified as a citizen of Ukraine, 
rather than with their region, the number today is 85 percent.38 Additionally, 98 percent 
of Ukrainians who lived before February 24, 2022 and live now in Ukrainian government-
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controlled areas reject Russian narratives about the causes and justifications for the current 
war and instead agree with the Ukrainian government position. Further, 100 percent of those 
who fled Russian-controlled areas reject the Russian narrative in favor of the Ukrainian one, 
and 81 percent of those living under Russian occupation express the same pro-Ukrainian 
views.39 Indeed, while before the war 54 percent of the primarily Russian-speaking south 
and 62 percent of the primarily Russian-speaking east favored friendly relations with Russia, 
without customs or visas, those numbers have diminished to 14 percent and 17 percent 
respectively.40 In fact, 90 percent of Ukrainians in the south and 85 percent in the east, both 
Russian-speaking areas traditionally seen as more pro-Russian, now express a negative view 
toward Russia.41 Russian aggression seems to have achieved Ukrainian national unity rather 
than what Putin seems to have expected given his July 2021 article.

Second, given this evidence, it is extremely clear that the “Russian World” concept 
is a complete and total failure. It failed first as an effort at bolstering Russian soft power 
by attracting Russian speakers abroad, and now it is failing as an effort at hard power as 
Russian speaking cities fight off Russian aggression and assert their Ukrainian identity. As 
the emerging evidence above indicates, pro-Russian sentiment in the east and the south 
of the country that existed before 2014 has been weakened by eight years of war, and has 
severely deteriorated since February 2022, replaced by increased attachment to Ukraine 
and to strengthening Ukrainian identity, regardless of ethnicity or language use. It seems 
reasonable to infer that the current war will only further solidify these identity shifts, 
perhaps irreversibly.

Finally, whether or not it was ever appropriate to distinguish between “two 
Ukraines,” now it is imminently clear that there is one Ukraine. Previous regional differences 
in geo-political orientation and attachment to a national idea are disappearing. In the midst 
of Russian aggression, the nation is united from Kharkiv in the east to Lviv in the west. 
Russian-speaking cities are bearing the brunt of the military aggression and are proving 
their opposition to Putin’s “special military operation” and rejection of his “Russian World” 
thesis with bravery and fierce resistance. It seems clear that Putin has managed to unite not 
only the West, but also all of Ukraine, which can hardly have been his intention. Ukraine is 
a borderland no more.
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The Yugoslavia Civil War and the Allies in World War II

Caleb M. Reilly

Abstract: Allied support for the various factions within Yugoslavia waxed and waned 
throughout World War II. This essay examines who comprised those factions by providing 
an in-depth analysis of their goals and their leaders. The intra-factional fighting resulted in 
one of the highest rates of suffering of all nations during World War II, and a theretofore 
little-known communist in charge of the country until his death in 1980. Allied support 
changed throughout the war based on the evolving understanding, and undoubtedly 
fueled the fighting between groups, while preventing the Axis from fully concentrating on 
defeating Russia in Operation Barbarossa.

Keywords: Yugoslavia; civil war; Allies; Axis; World War II.

Introduction

While the entire world was engaged in total war between 1941 and 1945, 
Yugoslavia was viciously destroying itself in a civil war. Not only were Yugoslavians fighting 
external invaders, but internal fighting between two resistance groups—the Chetniks 
and the Partisans—and the Axis-backed puppet regime known as the Ustaše all occurred 
simultaneously. The amount of death and destruction wrought within Yugoslavia was 
great, and the Allied response and support waxed and waned, at times directly conflicting 
with other members of the alliance. The result is that little is understood generally of the 
Yugoslavia civil war, and even less is understood about the motivating factors, external 
supporters, and individual actors within each faction. This essay will provide background 
information on the seeds of war, describe the fighting and evolving alliances, and then 
will examine the changing external support provided by the Allies. Ultimately, ignoring 
individual politics of the Chetniks and Partisans and choosing the side inflicting more 
damage on the Germans, the Allies ceased supporting the Chetniks midway through the 
war in favor of supporting the seemingly more active Partisans. Although Allied leaders 
never gained a full appreciation for the groups’ motivations for post-war Yugoslavia, the 
practical English prime minister, Winston Churchill, convinced the rest of the Allies to 
exclusively support the Partisans despite their strong communist ideology. This dual support 
to antagonist groups from the Allies undoubtedly contributed to the raging civil war.

Yugoslavia was strategically important. Axis interests centered on the need for 
resources, materiel, and manpower.1 Führer Adolf Hitler desired shoring up the southern 
flank prior to beginning Operation Barbarossa so that German forces did not need to expend 
limited resources fighting a war in the Balkans while fighting in Russia. Additionally, since 
Germany did not possess the needed petroleum and mineral assets found in the Balkans, 
Hitler wanted the resources to fuel Barbarossa.2 The Allies had their own intentions for the 
Balkans, of course. Russian Premier Josef Stalin desperately wanted the Allies to open a 
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second European front to ease some of the pressure off the Red Army. The British initially 
wanted to frustrate any German acquisition of laborers and/or material from the Balkans, 
while increasing its Balkan influence.3 At war’s end, the British coordinated with the Soviet 
Union for spheres of influence.4 The US pragmatically supported both the Partisans and 
Chetniks to balance each’s postwar influence on the country.5 The support provided to 
Yugoslavia resistance groups fueled the ferocity of the civil war, in a country which had 
experienced unrest since its inception at the end of World War I.

Yugoslavia’s Origins and the Seeds of Discontent

Yugoslavia was a multi-ethnic, multi-religious state formed by the Treaty of Versailles. 
Originally “The Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes,” it was renamed “Yugoslavia” in 1929. 
It consisted of five distinct nations of Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, Macedonians, and Montenegrins, 
although the latter two were claimed by Serbs as Serbs.6 While sometimes under the Austro-
Hungarian or Ottoman Empires, the five nations had never been under a single monarch prior 
to the Treaty of Versailles. However, faced with external threats from Italy and Bolsheviks, the 
nations established a single state. The way the nations united proved calamitous in subsequent 
years due to their organization outside of federal principles.7 The system clearly favored the 
Serbs due to their victory over the formerly great Ottoman Empire during the Balkans War 
in 1913, and its subsequent valiant performance during the Great War. The short-term gains 
that strengthened the Serbs kept Yugoslavia in permanent crisis.8 One of the clear losers, 
the Croats, did not forget the reason for their tenuous standing within Yugoslavia as they 
eventually became the major ethnic group of the murderous Ustaše.

The Croats had good reason for disdain of their positioning. Possessing the second 
most populous ethnicity within Yugoslavia, they were not provided equal representation 
within the government. Rallying behind the leadership of Stjepan Radić and his party, Croats 
soon found themselves supportive of a party that frequently refused to participate with the 
interim parliament due to perceived slights in the new government.9 Radić gradually sought 
additional external support from the Communist International (Comintern) organization 
and was subsequently assassinated at parliament in June 1928, resulting in further distrust 
and anger with the Yugoslav parliament. Under King Alexander I’s leadership, Yugoslavia 
transitioned to a royal dictatorship.10

Yugoslavia was poorly managed, and it shunned external support. Dysfunction 
and mismanagement defined Yugoslavia during the 1930s. As Europe inched toward war, 
Yugoslavia anxiously clung to neutrality.11 Yugoslav Prince Paul visited Berlin in June 
1939 in a failed German attempt to gain Yugoslavia’s loyalty.12 Yugoslavia was in a tenuous 
situation: economically weak and consisting of multiple competing factions, it was ripe for 
invasion. With the Allies on their heels and possessing little appetite to provide meaningful 
support, Paul reluctantly joined the Tripartite Pact on March 25, 1941. This agreement 
guarded the Axis’ southern flank and gave them critical fuel resources, and Paul secured 
some provisos: Yugoslav sovereignty remained intact, there was no military commitment 
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required, no transit of German troops through Yugoslav territory was permitted (an 
agreement with questionable certainty), and there would be support for Salonika when the 
war was over.13 While generally a solid negotiation for the weak Yugoslavia, news of the 
agreement infuriated Yugoslavian citizens.

War Begins

Just two days after joining the Tripartite Pact, on March 27, 1941, various Yugoslav 
factions engaged in a coup to overthrow King Peter II. Anger with Peter II’s regime 
simmered for years, and the pact was simply the final issue to push tempers over the edge. 
Spearheaded by Yugoslav nationalists, the revolutionaries attempted to maintain some 
semblance of continuity within the newly established government. However, having been 
reactively born, the resulting system was poorly organized and supported.14 While the 
newly established leadership attempted to portray itself as a continuation of the previous 
regime with respect to foreign policy, including the Tripartite Pact, Hitler quickly decided 
that Yugoslavia could not be left alone.

Hitler was enraged upon hearing of the Yugoslavia coup and immediately ordered 
his generals to attack Yugoslavia “with merciless brutality.”15 Hitler was driven not only 
by deep-seated racism, but also by the need to delay Barbarossa to secure his southern 
flank. Hitler feared the Russian winter, a risk he sought to minimize by planning to begin 
Barbarossa on May 12, 1941.16 The Axis invaded Yugoslavia on April 6, 1941, and Hitler was 
forced to delay Barbarossa by more than a month. Yugoslavia’s army was outmatched, and 
Germany accepted Yugoslavia’s total capitulation on April 18, 1941.

Effective and brutal, the invasion of Yugoslavia was over within 12 days. Hitler 
originally attempted to empower the Croatian Peasant Party’s leader, Vladko Maček, but 
Maček turned down the offer to lead an independent Croatian puppet state. Hitler then 
turned to the Ustaše and its leader, Ante Pavelić. Believing that the fascist Ustaše would 
be supportive of Nazism, the Wehrmacht exchanged effective invasion troops with less-
proficient occupation troops.17 Believing their Yugoslavia question was answered, German 
planners turned their attention and resources east. Meanwhile, the Ustaše rapidly began 
their onslaught on non-Croats and non-Catholics. What followed from the Ustaše’s reign, 
German occupation, and competing inter-factional fighting was upwards of 1.75 million 
Yugoslavians dead by war’s end, and a little-known communist—Josip Broz, or “Tito”—in 
charge of a broken nation. Before examining how Tito’s Partisans became victorious, it will 
first be necessary to examine the competing factions within Yugoslavia.

The Factions

The Ustaše

The first faction that will be examined is the Ustaše. Primarily Croat, the Ustaše 
were a disaffected group formed from both within and external to Yugoslavia. Their primary 
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goal was not to have a unified Yugoslavia; instead, their focus was to have an independent 
Croat state, with subordinate states under Croat rule.18 Inspired by Nazi and Italian flavors 
of fascism, the Ustaše dreamed that the independent Croat nation would be freed from the 
grasp of other, lesser races. One former Partisan official remembered that “both groups 
[Communist Partisans and Ustaše] believed that Yugoslavia should be broken up into its 
component parts. The [Ustaše] wanted a series of independent states” and Yugoslavia, “as an 
‘artificial creation of the imperialist Versailles Peace Treaty,’ should and must disappear.”19 
Despite being Slavic, the Ustaše claimed they were Eastern Goths in an attempt to appease 
the staunchly anti-Slavic Germans.20 The only exception the ardently Croat Ustašes made 
was for the Bosniak Muslims, who they claimed were simply Croats Islamized by the 
Ottoman Empire.21

The Ustaše were led by Pavelić, a staunch fascist, Croat-nationalist fixed on 
returning the Croatian nation to a united, mono-ethnic country. As the second-best 
German option—after Maček turned down the offer––to lead the Independent Croatian 
Nation (NDH), Pavelić was emplaced as the leader because he was believed to be best-
suited to gain and maintain order with a minimal amount of German troop investment.22 
The Italians believed Pavelić was a good fit, as well, due to the assistance and safe haven 
they provided the Ustaše after they were expelled from Yugoslavia.23 On April 15, 1941, 
with the Axis invasion nearing completion, Pavelić emplaced himself as Poglavnik (head, 
or chief) of the NDH, and was quickly recognized by the Axis. Immediately in charge of 
nearly 40 percent of Yugoslavia, the Axis felt confident that Pavelić would simply acquiesce 
to their wishes and be a valuable figurehead with widespread support from throughout 
the populace.24 To their surprise, Pavelić felt no loyalty to the Axis and established his own 
version of a Croat state.

Once empowered, Pavelić immediately viciously pursued his government’s extreme 
priorities. Because the army swore allegiance to the Poglavnik, Pavelić had the muscle to 
push “ustashisation” throughout the NDH. Although needing to supply foodstuffs, raw 
materials, and critical materiel to the German war machine, Pavelić was given wide latitude 
in running the government. On April 17, 1941, he issued a decree that allowed the Ustaše 
to kill anybody they wanted removed.25 That decree was simply the first step in establishing 
Pavelić’s ethnically cleansed Croatian state.

In the summer of 1941, the Ustaše began its ethnic cleansing processes, gradually 
developing systematic methods for mass murder. Historical conflicts between the Croats 
and other ethnic groups––especially the Serbs––drove this extermination policy which 
garnered wide support among the Ustaše members. At just over half of the NDH’s 6.5 
million occupants, the Croat Ustaše sought to change the demographics through a brutal 
process of thirds: one third exported, one third forcibly converted to Catholicism, and 
one third exterminated.26 Using terror tactics, the Ustaše preferred a terrible tool called a 
“srbosjek” which literally translates to “Serb killer.” The srbosjek was a knife that attached 
to the hand with a glove and which Ustaše killers particularly enjoyed using due to its 



215  Caleb M. Reilly

effectiveness and for the terror it inflicted upon its hapless victims.27 This weapon suited the 
Ustaše because they wanted to both kill mass numbers of Serbs and inflict great amounts of 
horror. While roving bands killed other ethnicities throughout the countryside, the Ustaše 
also established concentration camps, the largest of which was called Jasenovac, to aid it in 
its more systematic extermination goals. A terrible combination of killing through manual 
means (the srbosjek), firing squads, and gas chambers combined to enable the killing of 
hundreds of thousands of Serbs, Jews, and Roma at Jasenovac.28

One of the main detractors of the Ustaše’s hegemonic goals was that it did not 
possess widespread support from within the NDH. The Ustaše was a fringe group, unlike 
the Maček-led Croatian People’s Party, and because of that fact believed that the only way 
it could control the countryside was through terror tactics.29 The minimal amount of Axis 
occupation forces enabled the Ustaše to pursue its murderous agenda with impunity.30 As 
long as the Ustaše continued supplying Germany, they were given wide latitude. This extreme 
Croatian-nationalism was directly opposed to another resistance group, the Chetniks, who 
desired a return to the original united-Yugoslavia government.

The Chetniks

The Chetniks were primarily a Serbian nationalist resistance group whose initial 
membership consisted of former Yugoslavian military officers. Riding a wave of high regard 
following their valiant performance during the Balkan Wars against the Ottoman Empire, 
and again in the Great War, the Chetniks were revered.31 During the interwar period, 
however, the Chetniks divided and squabbled amongst themselves about what their role in 
Yugoslavia should be. They devoted no time or effort to training for guerrilla-style warfare, 
nor did the leadership ever envision the Chetniks being used for guerrilla warfare.32 Upon 
Yugoslavia’s capitulation to the Axis, it is of no surprise, then, that multiple organizations 
claiming to be Chetniks sprouted up throughout the country. This event was a major 
contributor to the subsequent confusing and conflicting Allied policy regarding support 
for the Chetniks. The main Allied-supported Chetnik group, however, was led by Draža 
Mihailović.

Upon the outset of hostilities, Colonel (later General) Draža Mihailović was serving 
as the Deputy Chief of Staff of the Yugoslav Second Army. Mihailović did not recognize 
Yugoslavia’s capitulation as legal, and immediately made for a remote Serbian town called 
Ravna Gora where he assembled a group of former Yugoslav Army officers.33 Not schooled 
in the art of guerrilla warfare, Mihailović’s initial strategy was to build up forces, appeal to 
the Allies, and wait for an Allied invasion into the Balkans before taking any large actions.34

A leading theory on guerrilla warfare, On Guerrilla Warfare, by Chinese communist 
Mao Zedong, was published in 1937 and could have potentially provided Mihailović with 
doctrinal knowledge for how to wage guerrilla warfare. There is, however, no evidence 
that Mihailović possessed any knowledge of this or any other guerrilla warfare theory. The 
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three stages of Mao’s theory are: 1) strategic defensive phase, which is characterized by little 
violent action and establishing bases of support and training; 2) guerrilla warfare, which 
still involves expanding support networks but is also characterized by traditional “hit and 
run” guerrilla warfare skirmishes; and 3) war of movement, where the belligerents reach 
parity with the enemy and face him in open, traditional battle. This final stage demonstrates 
the legitimacy of the resistance movement. The stage of each warfare is fluid, however, and a 
resistance movement can quickly move forward—and backward—during the war, and even 
in different locations of the war.35 For most of the war, Mihailović wavered between phases 
one and two, frustrating both Yugoslavians eager for action against their oppressors, and 
external supporters anxious for action against both the Axis and Ustaše.

One of the major reasons for Allied confusion on whom to support in the Yugoslavian 
theater stems directly from the multiple, often opposing factions of Chetnik militias throughout 
Yugoslavia. While Mihailović claimed widespread support, convincing followers to take up arms 
with the aim of restoring, essentially, the status quo at the end of the war was a difficult task.36 
Adding to the confusion, in the winter of 1941-1942, many Chetniks joined the ranks of German 
puppet elements controlled by Milan Nedić, placing them on the Axis payroll and enabling 
them to survive the winter. The upside was pay for the soldiers; the downsides were numerous. 
The downsides included more confusion over what side the Chetniks were on, what bands were 
legally approved by Nedić—and transitively by the Germans—and what Chetnik volunteers 
were available to Mihailović for employment.37 Essentially a general without soldiers, Mihailović 
relied on his reputation, a flurry of memos demanding patience, and correspondence with the 
Allies to maintain his Army.38

Linking up with the Partisans in the fall of 1941, Mihailović sought to join forces 
in a combined effort to defeat the fascist Ustaše and push Axis occupiers out of Yugoslavia. 
Apart from surface knowledge of the other organization—the Partisans knew the Chetniks 
were Serb, Yugoslav nationalists; the Chetniks knew the Partisans were communists, but 
little else—the factions understood very little of the motivations for resisting the Ustaše and 
Axis occupiers. At the meeting, it was clear to both Tito and Mihailović that their goals for a 
post-war Yugoslavia were incompatible. While the Partisans and Chetniks briefly cooperated 
following that meeting on September 19, 1941, by the end of October the Chetniks and 
Partisans were at war with each other, the Ustašes, and the Axis occupiers.39 Being strongly 
pro-Serbian, pro-monarchy put Mihailović directly at odds with Tito’s communist ideals for 
a pan-Yugoslavian communist state. For the rest of the war, Chetniks fought the Partisans, 
sometimes even alongside the Ustaše and Germans.

The Partisans

While originally disdainful of unified Yugoslavia, in 1935 the Communist Party 
of Yugoslavia (KPJ) changed its guiding principle to be one of an ethnically inclusive 
Yugoslavia. This switch came at the behest of the Comintern.40 The switch also put the 
Partisans and Ustaše fully at odds, because prior to that point their only agreed-upon 
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stance was that Yugoslavia needed to be split up into countries generally aligned with its 
ethnic majorities.41 At the beginning of the war, the KPJ advocated resisting the invaders, 
but were not supported by elements within the government distrustful of the communist 
Partisans or their intentions. Owing to the large amount of private land ownership 
throughout Yugoslavia, the Partisans were forced to downplay their traditional communist 
objectives. Instead, they appealed to nationalist, democratic, and federalist sentiments, 
while simultaneously relying on their appeals to pan-Slavism. Since the Axis was virulently 
anti-Slavic, portraying the war through a Slavic-Teuton lens proved effective in garnering 
support throughout the war.42

It was this pan-Slavic stance that especially set the Partisans apart from both the 
Ustaše and the Chetniks. The Ustaše were strictly pro-Croat, pro-Catholic; the Chetniks 
were staunchly pro-Serb, pro-Orthodox; the Partisans were pro-Slavic, without a specific 
religious leaning, allowing them to appeal widely across Yugoslavia. This key difference 
enabled the smallish, initially weak Partisans to survive early disasters in the war, gain 
strength over time, and include the widest number of Yugoslavians. In addition to its 
potential for mass-appeal, their leadership behind Broz set them apart from the other 
groups.

Broz was an enigma to many within Yugoslavia. His nom-de-guerre, Tito, added 
to his shroud of mystery. In 1928 he was arrested for carrying a revolver illegally, as well as 
possessing WWI-era bombs and Marxist propaganda. Jailed for nearly six years, Tito was 
released in March 1934 and exiled in Austria.43 Initially introduced to communism as a 
POW in Russia during WWI, Tito’s time in prison further radicalized his beliefs, and one 
of his followers described him as “sincere but reserved, with a self-confident revolutionary 
hardness.”44 British envoy to Yugoslavia, Brigadier Fitzroy Maclean, described Tito as 
having “a very firm mouth and alert blue eyes … he seemed perfectly sure of himself.”45 
Communism was Tito’s driving force; a united, communist Yugoslavia following World 
War II was his ultimate end-state. Tito and Mihailović shared their desire for a united 
Yugoslavia, but their ideological differences were too great. The Chetniks and Partisans 
thus became enemies.

Unlike Mihailović, who wished to remain in Mao’s first or second phase of guerrilla 
warfare, Tito immediately and prematurely moved into phase three, “war of movement.” 
During this phase, the resistance group is supposed to have reached parity with its foe 
and be able to fight in open battle with his enemy.46 Tito’s decision to establish “The 
Soviet Republic of Užice” early in the war nearly destroyed the Partisan movement. Tito 
undertook this operation at the behest of the Comintern wishing to relieve some pressure 
off the Soviet Union battling the Germans. As part of its retribution for Germans killed 
and wounded in battle, the Partisans lost over 1,000 soldiers in its failed defense of Užice.47 
Although the loss of Užice cost the Partisans dearly in the immediacy, it provided Tito 
with valuable battlefield experience from which he learned to better manage conducting 
operations while not provoking a large enemy counteraction. His war against the Chetniks 
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and Ustaše continued, and slowly grew larger, deadlier, and more confusing for external 
elements through the end of the war.

Allied Support

By the end of 1941, Yugoslavia was amid a maelstrom of violence that would 
continue for the succeeding three and a half years. The Axis backed the murderous Ustaše, 
whose main form of governance revolved around terror. The loosely organized Chetniks 
were more concerned with defeating the Partisans and preserving the monarchy than 
actively fighting the Axis invaders. The competently led Partisans added to the confusion 
and murderous tendencies of the Axis, Ustaše, and Chetniks by forcing fence-sitters to 
choose a side to support. Whereas Mihailović did not want to provoke retribution-killings, 
Tito used these killings to great effect to force citizens to choose a side to support.48 While 
the Allies were generally aloof to the Yugoslav plight and were more concerned with its own 
survival early in the war, its leaders saw an opportunity to use the Yugoslavian struggle to 
further their own aims.

Initially, Mihailović was exactly the leader the Allies hoped to support to 
demonstrate progress in the Balkan theater. Much of Mihailović’s positive reputation was 
not due to his or the Chetniks actions or battlefield acumen; rather, the reputation was due 
to the British responding to Soviet demands for a second front to alleviate some pressure on 
their beleaguered fighters. In fact, Mihailović did not do much active fighting but furiously 
sent multiple memorandums. He was a valued Allied figurehead whose support by the 
British-recognized legitimate Yugoslav government-in-exile allowed him to receive more 
recognition than he deserved.49 The British were likewise amenable to Mihailović’s lack of 
action, as they directed him to maintain a low profile until they were better able to support 
him and his forces.50 During the bloody year of 1942, the Allies supported the Chetniks 
with little more than sporadic supplies and propaganda—the purpose of which was to 
convince Stalin the Allies were fighting along a second front as much as it was to motivate 
the Chetniks. Toward the end of 1942, British sentiment changed.

Following Allied success in 1942, British and American planners re-examined 
their Balkans strategy to see how they could adapt to the changing ground situation. 
Allied bombing was highly effective and prevented use of the main north-south railway 
by the Germans.51 Leading up to the effective bombing campaign, a single British Special 
Operations Executive (SOE) officer was embedded with Mihailović. The British officer 
noted Mihailović refused to fight and complained bitterly that his lack of action was due 
to a dearth of supplies provided by the British.52 Additionally, the few actions Mihailović 
undertook were often against the Partisans, thus not meeting the British intention for their 
sponsored resistance group in Yugoslavia.53 This lack of activity prompted the SOE to embed 
with Tito to determine his actions and capacity for further operations.

Following months of prodding Mihailović to action to no avail, British planners sent 



Brigadier Fitzroy Maclean to assess Tito’s Partisans. In this enlightening encounter between 
Maclean and Tito, the British government gained an appreciation for how the civil war began 
and the deep-seated differences between Chetniks and Partisans.54 Tito was a shameless, 
intransigent communist, and Maclean wondered whether through British support “his 
[Tito’s] allegiance to Moscow [might] weaken?” Maclean also wondered that as time went 
on whether Tito might “become more of a nationalist, [and] less of a Communist?”55 This 
naive wish eventually waned with increased Partisan brutality. In the meantime, the British 
were anxious to sponsor an active anti-Axis resistance movement inside Yugoslavia, and the 
Partisans had overtaken the Chetniks as their primary aid recipient.

Although not fully comprehending the intricacies of the various resistance 
movements, the British did grasp much of the challenging situation within Yugoslavia. 
While the US sought to install its own SOE-equivalent Office of Strategic Services (OSS) into 
Yugoslavia, Churchill bluntly stated that he did not believe OSS General William Donovan 
would have the knowledge or personnel available within Yugoslavia to fully comprehend 
the situation.56 The US wanted to insert its own agents into Yugoslavia to understand the 
situation outside of the lens of the British intelligence apparatus. 

Contrary to British wishes, the US sent fact-finding envoys to both Mihailović and Tito 
during 1943. A memorandum from Donovan to US President Franklin D. Roosevelt provided a 
holistic view of all the factions. In the memo, Donovan noted that the Partisans were “made up 
of men from every region of the country and they [were] engaged in hostilities in every part of 
the country.”57 Contrary to the breadth and depth of the Partisan resistance, Donovan informed 
Roosevelt that, of the Chetniks, “nearly all [of the fighting] units are east … Their strength is 
customarily exaggerated …[and] these men are nearly all Serbians.”58 The memo was remarkably 
accurate, except for not fully appreciating the extent of Tito’s communist bent. Donovan ended 
the memo by informing Roosevelt that “most [Yugoslavs] desire a democratic Government … 
[but] they are not definite on the means of accomplishing” that goal.59 This understanding guided 
future US actions in the country. However, general fear of an increased communist presence 
within Yugoslavia drove the US to continue supporting the Chetniks to counterbalance Tito’s 
postwar supremacy. The Americans also possessed a deep mistrust of British and Soviet post-
war aims for the Balkans.

The Americans knew of British and Soviet intentions for establishing various 
“spheres of influence” within the Balkans, which conflicted with Roosevelt’s anti-imperialist 
ideals. Convinced that Mihailović was too weak to effectively gain control over the country, 
and fearing a communist postwar Yugoslavia, the US developed the “Shepherd Project” 
which aimed to emplace a supposedly widely-regarded Croat nationalist—Ivan Šubašić—
into King Peter’s cabinet, in hopes that they would be able to counterbalance communist 
control and maintain influence. The Shepherd Project required King Peter to publicly 
cut ties with Mihailović and solely support Šubašić, and therefore the Partisans over the 
Chetniks.60 Despite Tito’s rhetoric claiming he would support democracy and an inclusive 
government, as soon as Šubašić arrived and the Soviets recaptured Belgrade in the fall of 

219  Caleb M. Reilly



1944, the Partisans threw any democratic-leaning pretense aside. Tito demonstrated his 
political acumen—and lack of qualms with blatantly lying—when he pushed aside all non-
communists to gain tighter control over the government.61 As Maclean later lamented, “at 
this stage such a reorganization”––Šubašić and the Partisans coming to a mutual agreement–
–“was no longer a practical proposition. Two years earlier something of this kind might 
have been possible. Indeed, had action … been taken soon enough, it might have been 
possible to weld Partisans and Chetniks into one unified resistance movement. Now Tito 
was in a position to dictate his terms.”62 While the move cut off Mihailović from most Allied 
support, the US still provided small amounts of support to him through the rest of the war.

While the Partisans controlled a large portion of the country near the end of 1944, 
Mihailović doggedly fought in Serbia. Šubašić noted, when summarizing the fighting in a 
September 1944 memo to Donovan, that Mihailović was “not of great importance” nor did 
he and the Chetniks “signify anything, because of the presence of Russian troops on the 
border of Yugoslavia.”63 Šubašić ended his letter to Donovan imploring for additional US 
involvement within Yugoslavia following the war due to his belief that “no single nation in 
the Balkans is able to organize itself and to form a state without the help of the Great Powers, 
because their ambitions are conflicting with each other.”64 Despite this, the Allies used the 
small area under Mihailović’s control to assist them with rescuing downed Allied pilots 
from throughout the Yugoslavian countryside which resulted in the rescue of hundreds of 
downed Allied pilots.65 Any hope for continued Allied support was dashed, however, as the 
Partisans further increased their control on the country in the remaining months of the war.

Conclusion

At war’s end, Mihailović attempted to escape further into the mountains but was 
captured by Partisans in the spring of 1946. After a speedy trial in June, Mihailović was 
shot for his traitorous actions against the Partisans, on behalf of the Germans and Ustaše, 
during the civil war.66 Pavelić was shot in an attempted assassination in 1957 in Argentina 
and eventually succumbed to his wounds in 1959. Tito’s Partisans were in complete control 
of Yugoslavia, and the communists remained in power with Tito at the helm until his death 
in 1980.67

The Yugoslavian civil war resulted in one of the proportionally highest casualties counts 
of any country during the war. While certainly many deaths were attributed to the German 
invasion, many more came at the hands of Ustaše brutality and intra-resistance group violence. 
The various competing factions created a nightmare scenario for the Allies who had to rely on 
skewed versions of a few selected individuals, each with his own postwar visions of greatness. 
Allied support wavered between the Chetniks and Partisans, eventually providing most support 
to the Partisans. While they did not immediately reap the benefits of influence within Yugoslavia, 
once Tito split with Stalin in 1948, the Allied war efforts began paying off.68

Yugoslavia devolved into another terrible civil war in the 1990s. Many of the same 
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themes from World War II were present: ethnic rivalries, religious differences, and jealousy 
of the “other” ethnic group drove vicious warfare. Some of the hatred undoubtedly derived 
from the Ustaše’s systematic killing of other ethnicities. While it is impossible to prove “what 
could have been,” upon reflection of the two Yugoslav civil wars, one cannot help but wonder 
how Yugoslavia’s future would have changed had Maček accepted control of the NDH. 
Maček undoubtedly acted honorably by refusing to acquiesce to the Axis war machine, but 
with his possessing greater support of ethnic Croats, he would not have needed to resort to 
terror for effective control over the country. The Croat People’s Party control of the NDH 
would have precluded the Ustaše’s murderous campaigns and could have saved hundreds 
of thousands of Serbian lives. Without that extra added killing, perhaps Yugoslavians could 
have found common ground following Tito’s death. Alas, much as Maclean lamented Allied 
failure to unite Chetniks and Partisans, Maček did refuse the post of running the NDH as 
an Axis puppet, and Pavelić was left to his murderous ways.

The resulting Yugoslavia civil wars were driven by ethnic hate, marked by relentless 
killing, and fueled by external support. The winners of the first civil war eventually lost 
control over the country, resulting in more fighting. Until its dissolution following its second 
civil war in less than half a century, Yugoslavia was a failed attempt to unite different nations 
under one state, resulting in significant unrest throughout the twentieth century amongst 
groups of people with no real incentive to unite. While uniting after World War I against 
mounting external pressure to create a stronger nation was driven by the best intentions, 
the resulting intra-communal conflict was a direct result of that failed experiment.
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Evaluating the Value of US Diplomacy Through Strategic 
Ambiguity

Ethan Owens

Abstract: Through the growth of Chinese economic, political, and military power, tensions 
between the notorious “strategic triangle” of China, Taiwan, and the United States are at 
the forefront of political discussions of the future. The long-held US policy of strategic 
ambiguity regarding matters of political sensitivity between China and Taiwan has been 
an enduring and seemingly successful one, deterring military conflict between Taipei and 
Beijing since its creation through the Taiwan-Relations Act (1979). However, an increase 
in perceived tension between the strategic triangle has led some scholars to shed doubt on 
the continued ability of strategic ambiguity to prevent military conflict. This article aims 
to outline the “success” of strategic ambiguity as it pertains to preventing war, as well as 
the evident “failure” of strategic ambiguity in preventing the growth of tension through 
examining periods before and after the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis.

Keywords: Strategic ambiguity; Taiwan Strait Crisis; strategic triangle; Taiwan Relations 
Act; China; Taiwan.

Introduction

Since the Republic of China’s Nationalist Party (the Kuomintang) fled to Taiwan 
in 1949, tensions between mainland China and autonomous Taiwan have seen varying 
states of both stability and instability. This is largely due in part to the US’ stakes in the 
protection of Taiwan from China, preventing invasion and forceful unification under 
authoritarian rule. However, while the US has protected Taiwan from a Chinese invasion, it 
ended its formal alliance with Taiwan in 1972, as Washington began to ease tensions with 
Beijing in hopes of weakening the then-dangerous USSR. The US still sought to maintain 
democratic influence in the Pacific and saw Taiwan as an opportunity to further develop 
growing democratic values (which would solidify into democracy in the mid-1980s) and 
foster an opposing force in the face of a rising authoritarian China. Therefore, the US began 
a policy of strategic ambiguity through which it was able to utilize language and policy that 
ambiguously refrained from support or opposition toward either side to keep both China 
and Taiwan at bay and ultimately prevent conflict. 

The majority of modern scholars agree that the use of strategic ambiguity regarding 
tensions between mainland China and Taiwan were invaluable in the protection of 
democracy and US assets in Taiwan, as well as preventing a large-scale military conflict with 
China. However, amid growing nationalism in Taiwan and increased militant/aggressive 
behavior between China and Taiwan in the past 20 years, many scholars have begun to 
shift their positions on the efficacy of utilizing strategic ambiguity in the face of a more 
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empowered modern China. This paper therefore serves to explore why the US policy of 
strategic ambiguity has been utilized to balance Taiwan-China relations since 1979, and 
to determine the extent to which it is still a viable option. This question will be explored 
by examining strategic ambiguity from 1979 until 1995 and then 1995 until 2013. Further 
analysis on post-2013 policy implication will also be highlighted. This will serve to examine 
the successes and failures of strategic ambiguity in correlation to the tensions arising 
between Beijing and Taipei in the modern era US involvement through ambiguous policy.

Strategic Ambiguity and Its Academic Value

Strategic ambiguity can be defined as any policy created by the US toward China 
and Taiwan that is purposefully ambiguous in its true intention of support or opposition 
to either a Chinese or Taiwanese agenda. The purpose of ambiguity as it pertains to Taiwan 
is preventing the Taiwanese government from declaring independence (and subsequently 
going to war with China), as well as to prevent China from an invasion and forceful 
integration of Taiwan into mainland China (this is also an act of war). Strategic ambiguity 
relating to US policy and attitudes toward Taiwan and China is therefore a constant variable 
that has seen success since 1979 due to the avoidance of direct military conflict it has 
produced. Along with the creation of the Taiwan Relations Act (1979), there has also been 
three Joint Communiques between the US and the People’s Republic of China that are of 
significance. The 1972 Shanghai Communique, the 1978 Normalization Communique, and 
the 1982 Communique on United States Arms Sales to Taiwan. The Shanghai Communique 
set the foundational groundwork for the type of language and perspective the US would 
take in handling the issues of diplomatic tension. The communique included language such 
as “all Chinese on either side of the Taiwan Strait,” and “interest” in “peaceful settlement of 
the Taiwan question by the Chinese themselves.”1 This ambiguous language is continued 
through the normalization communique, which contains language that claims “[n]either 
[China nor Taiwan] should seek hegemony in the Asia-Pacific region,” but also that “[t]
he United States of America recognizes the Government of the People’s Republic of China 
as the sole legal Government of China,” and that “…the people of the United States will 
maintain cultural, commercial, and other unofficial relations with the people of Taiwan.”2 
This dynamic of appeasing both the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the Republic 
of China (ROC) diplomatically would become the exact kind of policy that the US would 
continue to develop in the coming decades.

Ambiguous language allows the US to maintain flexibility and prevent Taiwan from 
pursuing independence and China from invasion, as both sides are unsure who the US will 
support. Without clear dialogue on the US stance, both sides remain stable and avoid conflict due 
to fear of US involvement. These three communiques outlined the fundamentals of American 
ambiguity toward China and Taiwan, and are hailed as some of the best in maintaining peaceful 
diplomatic relations between the strategic triangle. In its simplest form, the purpose of ambiguity 
is to prevent military conflict, and it has therefore continued to see success in this domain as 
military conflict has been successfully avoided since the creation of ambiguous policy in 1979.
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Tension and Ambiguity Argument

Strategic ambiguity was a strategy that saw successful merit from 1979 until the 
late 1990s due to the weaker state of China under strengthening US hegemonic rule, but 
amid historically high increases in military activity in the Taiwan Strait, the US can no 
longer handle ambiguous diplomacy between China and Taiwan if the ultimate objective is 
to maintain stability between the two. Ambiguity will therefore be examined as a means of 
examining the rising and easing of tensions between Beijing and Taipei since US ambiguous 
involvement in 1979. The independent variable is the concept of strategic ambiguity, while 
the dependent variables are the variations of tension diffusion exhibited in blocks of time 
spanning 1979 to 2022. I argue that ambiguity was successfully implemented as a means of 
tension diffusion from 1979 until the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1995, and the evident 
successes of this time period in preventing tension escalation will be utilized to explore 
potential rises of tension leading to the crisis and following it. Failure of ambiguity to curb 
rising tension following the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis will also be used in the concluding 
analysis to determine the current efficacy of US strategic ambiguity. The Third Taiwan 
Strait Crisis is utilized as the division that highlights the growth of tension that has arisen 
following the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis and the lack thereof prior to the crisis. It should 
be noted that the purpose of strategic ambiguity in US policy making has been to prevent 
military conflict between the strategic triangle.

Although there has been no direct conflict, which other scholars would argue make 
strategic ambiguity as a success, I argue that the tensions within the 17-year period highlighted 
from 1979 through 1995 represents a period of peaceful growth between Taiwan and China, 
whereas the 17-year period between 1995 to 2013 represents a period of rising tension and 
political discourse. The significance of the two 17-year blocks is to match the 17-year period of 
strategic ambiguity without crisis or significant tension from 1979 to 1995, with a period of time 
following the crisis that can be measured to compare the two. Effects of post-2013 tension will 
also be examined in order to understand the modern implications of Taiwan-China tension in 
international policy making. The “success” of strategic ambiguity as it pertains to preventing war 
remains stable, but the “failure” of strategic ambiguity becomes evident in the growth of tension. 
This distinction between the two time periods can be utilized to analyze the value of strategic 
ambiguity as it pertains to global politics. Three factors examined in this paper that contribute to 
the understanding of tension are the level of military testing, military spending, and government 
communication/cooperation between Taiwan and China. Tension will be compared between 
the period of time prior to the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis and afterwards in order to examine the 
value of strategic ambiguity as a means of preventing tension escalation. The three Taiwan Strait 
crises were separate events in which political discourse over China’s One-China policy resulted 
in a breaking point of tension that caused military operations such as missile testing and naval/
aircraft movement in the strait. These crises are valuable due to the resulting threat of armed 
conflict and possible invasion that became more apparent following the crises’ resolution, most 
notably following the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis due to its occurrence in a political environment 
of already rising tension.
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It should be noted that this paper will consider China, Taiwan, and the US as 
unitary actor states, but this does not discredit the fact that many regional and political 
aspects influence the decisions of these nations. This is particularly true regarding China’s 
large size and ethnic makeup as well as the US’ network of bureaucratic foreign relations 
structures which make the conclusions of this paper relative to the central perspective of 
states as unitary actors.3 This is an important distinction to be aware of when discussing the 
overall values of a nation within the strategic triangle, so as not to discredit the complexity 
of cultures and government frameworks that contribute to the decisions and viewpoints 
that will be discussed in this paper.

Wilsonian Open-Door Internationalism

In examining the value and purpose of US involvement and strategic ambiguity 
in Taiwan, we must first explore the concept of Wilsonian Open-Door Internationalism. 
Wilsonian Open-Door Internationalism explains a facet for the US’ initial involvement 
in Taiwan and poses an explanation for the continued strong utilization of strategic 
ambiguity with Taiwan from an ideological perspective. Political scientist Dean Chen cites 
the Wilsonian Open-Door policy of the 1950s as the fundamental framework of the US’ 
commitment to preserving the Kuomintang power in Taiwan. In short, the Wilsonian 
Open-Door Internationalism outlines the concept that the US sought to preserve liberal 
democracies around the world and grow them through economic and military aid in order to 
create a democratic new world order.4 This concept is strengthened by the democratic peace 
theory, which furthers the potential aims of the US to grow democracies in authoritarian 
states like China to minimize their threat as a polarizing power. While the Kuomintang 
was an authoritarian government until 1986, the US still utilized Taiwan as a guinea pig for 
attempting to foster democracy in the face of communist China, and it saw Taiwan as an 
opportunity to spread these ideals.

Chen argues that “the United States has socially created an American liberal identity 
and interests that differentiate from those who are aliens to them,” contrasting the “American 
“liberal self ” with the “illiberal others” through Open-Door internationalism, which makes 
American involvement in balancing relations with both China and Taiwan a delicate issue based 
on an emotional and ideological structure.5 Chen believes that strategic ambiguity therefore 
began with President Woodrow Wilson, which is a unique position to make. He argues 
this because the loss of Taiwan to China would not directly impact US security and would 
immediately strengthen estranged relations with China, but Wilson maintained protection of 
Taiwan nonetheless.6 While this makes a concrete case for the growth of American ties to Taiwan 
and the prospect of spreading democracy, it does not properly illustrate the essence of strategic 
ambiguity which is the factor of ambiguity itself. US foreign policy in the 1950s toward Taiwan 
was clearly in favor of preserving Taiwan as an autonomous state with no real attempt at re-
unification or diplomatic negotiations between the two governments. Nonetheless, the concept 
of American liberal identity through Wilsonian Open-Door Internationalism helps strengthen 
the explanation for continued use of strategic ambiguity since 1979.
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Deterrence and Arms Race

While the US remains attached to Taiwan ideologically through the lingering 
emotional beliefs of Wilsonian Open-Door Internationalism, the security dilemma that 
arises from diplomacy between Taiwan and China is unavoidable and poses another 
explanation for the US’ desire to utilize ambiguous policy. This subject can help emphasize 
the consequences surrounding strategic ambiguity regarding arms race and deterrence 
that express the need to avoid tension growth. Pan Zhongqi’s article, “US Taiwan Policy of 
Strategic Ambiguity: A Dilemma of Deterrence,” further underlines the challenges posed 
to the US by continuing to pursue strategic ambiguity. In his article, Zhongqi argues that 
the aims of strategic ambiguity are deterrence, and that deterrence does not see an ultimate 
resolution but rather stagnates and maintains the problem, which will ultimately lead to 
weakening US power in the long run.7 Ultimately, Zhonghi sees strategic ambiguity as 
an endless security dilemma cycle, where Taiwan feels threatened by China, prompting 
them to increase arms sales between the US and Taiwan. This makes China feel threatened, 
prompting them to increase military exercises in the Taiwan strait, repeating consistently 
and growing tensions.8 This is believed to be the root cause of a potential arms race between 
China and Taiwan, for which the US will be caught in the crossfires and forced to make 
dangerous decisions that are easier to make before tensions get too unstable as a result of 
ambiguity.

Through ambiguity the US creates paranoia within China and Taiwan that results 
in more unstable decisions, making strategic ambiguity a very dangerous policy to maintain 
going forward. Zhongqi’s argument that “…Taiwan may further push its independence 
envelope if US arms sales give Taipei the perception that Washington would certainly 
come to its aid in a military conflict, no matter what the circumstances,” and that “[i]t 
does not matter whether these kinds of perceptions are correct and reasonable or not”9 
are very flawed, however, due to Taiwan’s adverse relationship with independence. While 
nationalistic sentiments are consistently growing in Taiwan alongside Taiwanese identity, 
Taiwan realizes the dangers of independence and have sparsely pursued such policies in the 
past two decades.10

Taiwan Strait Crisis Hypothesis

Based upon the background scholarship of American ideology being rooted in US 
political culture through Wilsonian Open-Door Internationalism as well as the cyclic nature 
of a potential arms race between Taiwan and China by security dilemma, my hypothesis is 
that strategic ambiguity is no longer an effective form of policy in handling Taiwan. I reaffirm 
my position that strategic ambiguity saw successful merit from 1979 until the late 1990s due to 
the weaker state of China under strengthening US hegemonic rule, but amid historically high 
increases in military activity in the Taiwan-Strait, the US can no longer handle ambiguous 
diplomacy between China and Taiwan if the ultimate objective is to maintain stability between 
the two. Comparison of the successful stability of Taiwan-China relations under the ambiguous 
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US policies following the Taiwan Relations Act, against the current exponentially growing 
tensions beginning in the 1990s, can help to understand the efficacy of strategic ambiguity 
as it pertains to the US’ ability to maintain low-tension/peaceful relations. The premier case 
studies on concrete examples of explosive tensions between the diplomatic triangle can be 
found between the relative peace between the introduction of strategic ambiguity and the 
three Taiwan Strait crises, as well as tensions and military expansion going forward from the 
Third Strait Crisis into 2013. To clarify, I argue that the first and second Taiwan Strait crises 
were focused on more solidified defense of the ROC from PRC invasion following the US 
involvement in the Korean War (it had more to do with geopolitical behavior with China 
and Russia than with Taiwan itself) The Third Taiwan Strait Crisis will be utilized instead 
of the first and second as a factor in the dependent variable, as it occurred during the time 
of strategic ambiguity (while the other two occurred prior to the use of strategic ambiguity) 
and effectively highlights some of the successes and failures the US has seen in the policy of 
ambiguity in the face of fluctuating tension.

1979-1995 Tension

Following the Taiwan Relations Act in 1979, the US solidified its dedication to strategic 
ambiguity and maintaining peace between Beijing and Taipei. The successes and failures of this 
can be seen in the combined level of tension between the creation of the Taiwan Relations Act in 
1979 until the end of the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1996, which represents the clearest evidence 
of the development of tension. In this paper, tension is defined by the level of military testing, 
military spending, and government communication/cooperation conducted by both Beijing and 
Taipei. Evidence from numerous sources suggest that economic growth is typically followed 
by increases in military spending, something that is common and normal in modernizing/
industrializing nations.11 Therefore the slow growth of military funds in both China and Taiwan 
during the early 1980s is not valuable. However, in 1989 the Chinese military expenditure 
begins to rise drastically, increasing by 10-15 percent in less than 3 years. From 1985 to 1991, 
China saw an increase of 60.14 percent in military spending, while Taiwan saw an increase of 
34.59 percent.12 Prior to 1985, the rise of both nations was steadily in line with the growth of 
other Northeast Asian nations such as Japan, South Korea, and Indonesia which saw growing 
economic expansion tied with military growth. While post-1985 growth is an example of growing 
Chinese power, there is no direct correlation with tension as neither Taiwan nor China engages 
in behaviors that signify conflict. This further solidifies the argument that strategic ambiguity 
fostered peaceful relations between 1979 and 1995. It should be noted that military spending and 
expansion are not necessarily conducted with the express interest or understanding of tension 
creation among states. Military spending can increase for a variety of different means which do 
not all pertain to the issues with Taiwan specifically. For the purposes of this paper, however, an 
argument is made that these expenditures provide states with the ability to wage more effective 
war and thus consequently increase tension through security dilemma.
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China’s military exercises and testing regarding Taiwan are surprisingly minimal 
leading to the 1990s. In May of 1980, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) naval 
task force conducted ballistic missile testing in the South Pacific as a show of force and 
dominance as a rising global power, which sparked concerns from Japan, the US, and 
Taiwan, but not enough to deeply sour any of the strengthening relations that existed at the 
time.13 This continues to solidify the argument of minimal political tension between Beijing 
and Taipei from 1979 to 1995.

Communications and relations between Beijing and Taipei, while still not fully 
resolved, began to see cultural and economic easing of tensions from 1976 to 1989. Growing 
sentiments of unification were beginning to be seen in both China and Taiwan in what 
was often referred to as “mainland fever.”14 On January 1, 1979, Beijing sent a New Year’s 
Day message to Taipei entitled “Message to Compatriots in Taiwan,” in which there was 
expression of desire for peaceful reunification. Among the soft and peaceful language 
included in the message, one section of particular significance read:

The Chinese Government has ordered the People’s Liberation Army to stop the 
bombardment of Jinmen (Quemoy) and other islands as from today. A state of 
military confrontation between the two sides still exists along the Taiwan Straits. 
This can only breed man-made tension. We hold that first of all this military 
confrontation should be ended through discussion between the Government of the 
People’s Republic of China and the Taiwan authorities so as to create the necessary 
prerequisites and a secure environment for the two sides to make contacts and 
exchanges in whatever area.15

This physical action of peace sparked a new trend of communication, despite Taipei’s 
“Three No’s” (no contact, no negotiation, no compromise) policy, and by 1988, Kuomintang 
(KMT) senior statesman Chen Li-Fu began conversations with Beijing about a peaceful and 
culturally based unification.16 Tensions grew again in 1989 with the shocking discovery of 
the Tiananmen Square Massacre, which prompted ROC foreign minister Lien Ching to end 
animosity with Beijing, but as early as 1990 there was already a lifting of travel restrictions 
“permitting mainland cultural and athletic celebrities to visit Taiwan.”17 The Tiananmen 
Square Massacre would continue to hinder Chinese-Taiwanese relations, however, and 
many scholars have attributed this to a rise of pro-independence parties and democracy in 
Taiwan throughout the 1990s. The statistical reality of this time period persists, however, 
considering that no direct conflict occurred between 1979 and 1995, and both Taiwan and 
China actively attempted to open borders, emphasize cultural ties, and work to maintain 
peaceful relations.

The historically low level of animosity and clear lack of military engagement 
following the Taiwan Relations Act represents not only a successful implementation of 
strategic ambiguity by the US, but strategic ambiguity’s ability to ease tension during this 
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time period. By raising the stakes for declaring independence for Taiwan, and conversely 
raising the stakes for invasion to China, the US has been able to help the two governments 
foster a collective political and social culture of relative peace and stability. This was only 
possible due to China’s subdued power as a world leader, maintaining the US as a hegemonic 
power. As China grows in power, the value of strategic ambiguity’s ability to ease tension 
lowers. This is seen in the period from 1995 to 2013.

1995-2013 Tension

Since the resolution of the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1996, there has been an 
unavoidable growth in ROC and PRC military spending and military exercises as well as 
a growing tensions and souring of cooperation. In 2005, the PRC defense budget was $30 
billion at a 12.6 percent increase,18 while a fearful 2013 Taiwan Defense Report claimed that 
by 2020 China would have the military strength to launch a full scale invasion of Taiwan.19 
While the fears and paranoia of both China and Taiwan about military conflict present a 
colorful perspective on these statistics that may not necessarily correlate to a mongering 
preparation for war, the reality is that the numbers do not lie. The PRC’s increase in military 
spending since the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis is alarming. Since the late 1980s, the PLA 
began a campaign to modernize and expand their naval capabilities. One of the primary 
and explicitly stated goals of this campaign was the increase China’s nuclear deterrence 
abilities, and to prevent Taiwanese independence.20 The expansion of PLA naval military 
assets capable of crossing the Taiwan Strait from 1990 to 2010 can be seen in Table 1 below.21

Table 1: PLA Naval Capabilities Growth 1990-2010

Type 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010
Destroyers 19 18 21 21 25
Frigates 37 37 37 43 49
Amphibious Ships 58 50 60 43 55
Coastal Patrol  
(Missile)

215 217 100 51 85

The expansion of military power and modernization of PLA military capabilities 
within a decade is a direct threat to Taiwan and has fostered growing fears and an increase 
in Taiwanese defenses as well. Taiwan has actively begun developing missiles with long 
range interception capabilities to defend itself from Chinese attack, knowing well that 
China currently holds and overwhelming military advantage.22 These expansions are 
unprecedented and increasingly growing, particularly in comparison to the military 
growth of the PRC and ROC prior to the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis. While the technology 
of the US military currently exceeds that of China in many respects, the fast expansion 
and competition in the past three decades is clear evidence of growing tension that many 
scholars fear may start an arms race between the strategic triangle. It should be noted 
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that many of the statistics gathered on Chinese military strength are formulated based on 
current US intelligence reports and are prone to minor inaccuracy due to the secretive and 
closed-off nature China expresses about its military regarding foreign inquiry.

Military exercises have also increased tremendously since 1995. The Third Taiwan 
Strait Crisis saw military exercises and missile testing in March of 1996 within the Taiwan 
strait, sparking the US to send aircraft carriers in defense of Taiwan. Ronald O’Rourke, a 
naval affairs specialist, states that “China’s naval modernization effort … has been underway 
for more than 25 years, since the early to mid-1990s, and has transformed China’s navy 
into a much more modern and capable force. China’s navy is a formidable military force 
within China’s near-seas region, and it is conducting a growing number of operations in 
more-distant waters …”23 This information shows China’s domestic push for modernization 
and military expansion during the mid-1990s, following the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis. 
Evidence has even surfaced that US Marines have been training Taiwanese soldiers on 
the island of Taiwan to fend off Chinese invasion since 2008, further developing a sense 
of tension and militaristic attitudes toward diplomacy, and angering China.24 A possible 
explanation for increases in Chinese military spending and advancement is the humiliation 
of backing down from the US in the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis, which evoked a strong 
desire by Chinese policy makers to become better prepared for possible conflict with the 
US. This still holds strategic ambiguity as the root problem, however, as China’s humiliation 
and increase in military spending is in an attempt to sway the ambiguity in its own favor, 
making the US unsure of China’s power and therefore allowing China to see more success 
in any future strait crises.

The growth in tension between a Beijing and Taipei cooperation standpoint is unavoidably 
evident in the democratization of Taiwan. In 1987, martial law was officially lifted in Taiwan, but 
Taiwan remained authoritarian in government structure until the first official election in 1991.25 
The first presidential election was held in 1996, at the concluding year ofthe Third Taiwan Strait 
Crisis. While there was no evident immediate backlash from China regarding the democratization 
of Taiwan, the relationships between the two have soured since then as relations with the US has 
grown around support of Taiwanese democratic domestic policy. The democratization of Taiwan 
also saw the emergence of an independence party, the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), which 
in 2008 “not only promoted Taiwanese identity, a staple of election contests, but … proposed a 
referendum on membership for Taiwan in the United Nations, which created concern in Beijing 
and Washington that it was moving to independence.”26 Conversely in 2008, Taiwanese President 
Ma Ying-ju delivered his inaugural address in which he presented a stance of “no unification, 
no independence, and no use of force,” which assumed a maintenance of the “status quo” which 
would exclude extensive cooperation with China.27 Prior to the democratization of Taiwan, the 
ROC’s beliefs in independence did not express itself on an electoral stage where it could garner 
direct criticism and fear from China, whereas following Taiwan’s democratization, the Taiwanese 
independence as a threat to China has seemingly grown. 
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2013-Present Tension

The present existence of tension between China and Taiwan since 2013 is undeniably 
real and growing. Today, the PLA numerically has “the largest navy in the world with an 
overall battle force of approximately 355 ships and submarines, including approximately 
more than 145 major surface combatants,” according to a 2021 US Department of Defense 
Report.28 At its current pattern of expansion, the PRC’s Navy is estimated to reach 549 ships 
by 2030, totaling more than the US Navy’s 283 ships.29 China constructed its first aircraft 
carrier in 2012, its second in 2019, and a third is projected for 2024, placing China in a 
position to rival the US in naval and air capabilities.30 While Chinese military expansion 
can also be attributed to its rise to global prominence in the past few decades, its particular 
interest in naval modernization efforts point to a strong desire for China to control valuable 
regions of the Pacific, Taiwan included.

Furthermore, an example of China’s interest in raising tensions and pushing the 
boundaries with military exercises can be seen in early October of 2021 “[d]uring China’s 
National Day weekend … China dispatched 149 military aircraft southwest of Taiwan in 
strike group formations, causing Taiwan to scramble aircraft and activate its air defense 
missile systems. Taiwan’s Defense Ministry said … such tactics were aimed at wearing down 
the island’s defenses and degrading morale.”31 This military expansion, aggressive behavior, 
and competition with the US all points to the predicted arms race between the strategic 
triangle brought on by the inability of the US to curb tension with meaningful policy. 
Strategic ambiguity as a means of preventing conflict is therefore becoming weaker as China 
becomes stronger and the power harbored within an unknown future through ambiguity 
fades away. While strategic ambiguity saw success in easing tension and preventing conflict 
prior to 1996, the growth in tension from 1996 to 2013 is now evident in the looming and 
undeniable post-2013 tension.

Domestically, Taiwan has seen an interesting divergence of political opinion 
regarding cross-strait ties to Beijing and the prospect of reunification. A split between 
the DPP and KMT political parties has seen discussions centered largely on ways to 
mitigate potential for Chinese invasion while maintaining sovereignty. Both parties have 
ultimately come to an overarching conclusion that opposes unification and independence 
but recognizes that maintaining the current status quo is becoming an equally dangerous 
risk due to China’s increasing pressure of unification.32 Arguments of de-jure and de-facto 
independence or unification still remain the primary political discussion domestically and 
continue to remain an area of heightened Chinese and American interest and tension.33

Policy Implications

As evident by the comparison of case study time periods prior to and following the 
1995 Taiwan Strait Crisis, the strategy of Strategic Ambiguity has created a buildup of tension 
that can create an eventual conflict within the strategic triangle. Without properly voicing 
problems and solutions amongst policy makers of the triangle, ambiguity will continue to 
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foster instability and paranoia that elevates the probability of future armed conflict. While 
strategic ambiguity has succeeded as a means of preventing conflict from 1979 to 1995, 
the continued expedited growth of China as a global economic and military superpower 
as well as the growing arms race between Taiwan and China, the US needs to consider its 
value in maintaining ambiguous ties with Taiwan. The weight of Wilsonian democratic 
ideals compared to the weight of a devastating conflict between the US and China must be 
rebalanced without contributing to the problem further. Policy must therefore begin to end 
ambiguous language and side with both China and Taiwan through cultural ties. As evident 
during the period of 1979 to 1995, the strategic triangle saw peaceful growth and cultural 
exchanges, aspects of which helped to ease tensions and foster cooperation between the 
two nations. The paranoia and uncertainty of strategic ambiguity was successful during this 
period because the US remained a force to be reconned with on both sides.

As previously addressed, China has risen to a level of power that it is now able 
to push back on American agendas that are not in line with PRC agendas, particularly 
in political friction points such as with Taiwan. Because of this, the peaceful growth of 
cooperation between China and Taiwan is at a standstill, and the paranoia created 
through strategic ambiguity will not pressure China to conform but rather will pressure 
China to act out against the US. Policy must therefore be developed in such a way that 
it moves away from the friction point created by ambiguity. The US must still denounce 
Taiwanese independence movements, while also preserving its value as an ideologically 
democratic nation posed by Wilsonian Open-Door Internationalism. Policy that directly 
considers Taiwan to be part of mainland China but autonomous in government, as well 
as emphasizing cultural similarities and fostering better cooperation and communication 
between Beijing and Taipei through positive and negative economic reinforcement to both 
China and Taiwan is essential (using strategies such as tariffs to dissuade action and stronger 
economic relations to promote). The US must therefore promote policy which binds China 
and Taiwan to one another culturally and not politically, to a point where the US does not 
have to resort to defense of Taiwan without fears of Chinese invasion, and China does not 
have to fear of Taiwanese independence from Chinese cultural ties. This can be achieved by 
the US decreasing arms sales to Taiwan and encouraging China-Taiwan policy that focuses 
on joint cooperation by increasing social relations of both nations via eased transportation, 
political rhetoric, and tension easing events (unifying entertainment means such as sports 
matches, festivals, and film conducted in collaboration) between both states. The decrease 
in arms sale will remove many fears of US military escalation as a friction point, and a 
perspective of cooperation under a culturally unified China-Taiwan policy with political 
autonomy can allow for a gradual beginning for cultural unification much like the period 
of low tension from 1979 to 1995.

Conclusion

The lack of tension compared to the evident tension between China and Taiwan 
seen during the Third Taiwan Trait Crisis stands as a division between a period of success 
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and failure of strategic ambiguity in relation to the development of tension. The subtle 
threat of the unknown constructed by the US in policy toward Beijing and Taipei helped 
maintain a status quo of stability and eased tensions. However, following a growth of the 
Chinese economy and military power, China now rivals the US and garners the ability 
to challenge the ambiguous nature of US policy. I argue in concurrence of both the 
Wilsonian Open-Door Internationalism argument as well as the security dilemma/arms 
race argument previously presented by Dean Chen and Pan Zhongqi respectively. The US is 
currently caught in a difficult situation where the morality of defending a democratic state 
that has tunneled deep into the hearts of Americans since the time of President Wilson 
stands in grave juxtaposition to the growing reality of rapid Chinese military expansion and 
threat to Taiwan which compounds cyclically into an arms race. The tensions developed 
since the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis are a result of China’s resistance to ambiguity and their 
growing desire to make their destiny clearer. I argue that the growing tensions between 
China and Taiwan are due in part to the escalating arms race cycle, but also due to China’s 
understanding of its own domestic military and economic growth that helps rival the US. 
This begins to erode ambiguity about US intervention against Taiwan, because as China 
grows stronger every day, the likelihood of American protection of Taiwan grows smaller.

The response of the US should therefore be hardline diplomacy to end the ambiguity. 
The growth of cultural and political diplomacy that grew between China and Taiwan in the 
1980s and 1990s is a powerful symbol that stability can be achieved. While the US was able 
to maintain this stability for diplomacy through ambiguity, it is clear now that the era of 
ambiguity has ended, and China is too powerful to be left in the dark on discussions about 
the fate of Taiwan. While the nationalistic culture of Taiwan continues to leave Taiwanese 
citizens feeling more Taiwanese than Chinese, their recent history shows that diplomacy 
and stability can still peacefully exist across the strait. The US should therefore strive to 
recreate policy between Beijing and Taipei in a manner that stresses peaceful re-unification 
on a social and cultural level, allowing Taiwan to remain a politically autonomous state with 
Chinese values. This can be negotiated to allow the US to decrease arms sales to Taiwan 
(which is seen as a threat to China), while also helping to reinforce and support joint cultural 
policy between China and Taiwan to ease cultural tensions and reinforce unification while 
maintaining political autonomy. This would require that policy is made to strengthen US 
commitment to protection of Taiwan while subsequently decreasing the weapons sold to 
Taiwan, and engaging in active policy writing summits and conversations amongst the 
triangle. The anticipation is that the instability of an emboldened Taiwan armed with US 
weapons will not declare independence or act irrationally, while in the same sense, China 
will not threaten Taiwan for fear of US intervention. In the state of diminished ambiguity, 
constant and concrete dialogue between the US, China, and Taiwan is required to make 
effective change. The US must maintain the democratic values of Taiwan in the same urgent 
sense that China must seek to unify Taiwan, which stresses the importance of ending the 
worsening tensions created by ambiguous policy making.
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