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FOREWORD


This anthology is the result of a conference titled “Russian National Security: Perceptions, 
Policies, and Prospects,” held at the Collins Center of the Army War College’s Center for 
Strategic Leadership from 4 through 6 December 2000. The conference followed a February 
2000 conference on “The Russian Armed Forces at the Dawn of the Millennium,” which 
addressed the socio-political environment of the Russian armed forces. These conferences 
complement the Center’s objective of examining the changing environment in which the 
United States—including its armed forces—finds itself. The conference brought together 
over 60 individuals from Western and Northern Europe, Japan, Russia, and the United 
States to examine the a wide range of issues related to Russian national security policy. The 
workshop examined that policy in terms of factors influencing Russian national security 
policy formulation, Russia’s perceptions of the world and itself, current Russian security and 
foreign policies in key regions of the world, and prospects for Russian interests and actions in 
the world, considering especially implications for the United States. 

Part One begins with an examination of the roots of Russian national security policy, the 
players in the Russian national security community, current Russian perceptions of their role 
in the world, and the role of nationalism in post-Communist Russia. The authors voice both 
concern and optimism about Russia’s role in the international community. Part Two turns to 
Russia’s relationship with Europe, examining the complex relationships between Russia and 
the rest of Europe. Here, the choice is between historical patterns of distrust and leverage 
and new relationships based upon cooperation and integration of Russia into the European 
community of nations; the authors’ viewpoints are characterized by guarded optimism. 

Part Three addresses Russia’s evolving relationships with the Caucasus and Central Asia. 
It examines the failures, costs, and impact of Russian military efforts in Chechnya, noting 
that the trends there point to a very real risk of the rise of a police state in Russia. In the South 
Caucasus, Russia exhibits a new assertiveness, applying traditional instruments of power to 
pursue its interests, while failing to attenuate conflict in the region. Russian efforts in 
Central Asia have engendered suspicion in some of the region’s nations, even as they—and 
Russia—are concerned about the spread of radical Islamic terrorism from Afghanistan. An 
examination of energy issues in Russian foreign policy, a key factor in Russian policy in the 
Caspian Basin, concludes that other powers must understand the role energy plays in 
Russian policy formulation. Part Four examines Russia’s relations with Asia, identifying the 
state of Russia’s economy as a key issue in its ties to the region. Arms sales and energy 
supplies are key factors in Russia’s policies, although traditional security issues also affect 
relations, most notably with Japan. Relations with India are likely to change as that country 
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now has expanded options and Russia’s economy remains troubled. While China is 
increasingly important to Russia for both traditional security and economic reasons, Russia’s 
economic weakness, particularly in the Far East, is again a factor limiting Russia’s flexibility. 

Part Five examines U.S.-Russian relations, and the authors reach a relatively pessimistic 
view of that relationship (in examining these papers, the reader should remember that they 
reflect the status of U.S.-Russian relations of almost a year ago—see below). The first paper 
points to cooperation achieved during the Yeltsin era but expresses concern that the Putin 
administration may be turning back to a more assertive stance, particularly in the Near 
Abroad. The second paper examines Russian perceptions of the United States and argues 
that Russian political leaders may be the victims of “mirror-imaging” when evaluating U.S. 
foreign policy positions. The next paper looks at the U.S.-Russian arms control relationship, 
noting that while the two countries regard each other with suspicion and that Cold War 
motivations for arms control are no longer so compelling, the two countries are likely to 
continue the arms control dialogue out of self-interest. Finally, an examination of the 
Russian economy gives little comfort to the hope that fundamental economic changes and 
modernization steps are being made in Russia; indeed, some efforts of the Putin 
administration may be aimed at reestablishing government control over the economy. If this 
is so, the author points out, Russia is unlikely to obtain the foreign investment needed to 
revive the country’s economy. 

Part Six turns to the issue of Russian military transformation. The first paper 
underscores the dismal record of Russian military reform and the risks posed by nostalgia for 
superpower status on the part of elements of the Russian military. This is followed by an 
examination of the strategic nuclear relationship between the United States and Russia that 
underscores the continued role of deterrence and arms control. This element of continuity 
from the Cold War era takes on a new importance in light of Russia’s increasing reliance on 
nuclear weapons as a deterrent across the spectrum of conflict, although the American 
initiative for missile defense is likely to force a reexamination of past and current 
assumptions in this arena. In the conventional realm, the Russian military appears to be 
focused on the wrong threat, requiring the maintenance of expensive force structure that 
serves little useful purpose, the impact of which is exacerbated by a dearth of funding. As a 
result, the Russian military has been living off of war reserves and stopgap measures. 
Russian military leaders are likely to address force structure, modernization, and force 
manning issues realistically only when they are forced to do so by an empty resource barrel. 

The world has changed much since this conference was held. A new administration is in 
place in Washington, and the September 11 attacks against the United States have radically 
altered the landscape of international affairs. Russian President Putin has voiced strong 
support for U.S. efforts to counter terrorism, indicating that on this issue, at least, Russia 
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perceives more to be gained from cooperation with the West than “going it alone.” This is but 
one of many choices Russia will face in the months and years ahead, and the other challenges 
outlined in this anthology are still to be met. 

I would like to commend all the authors for their contributions to a better understanding of 
the issues, as well as the attendees for their valuable additions to the discussions throughout 
the conference. Their efforts shed considerable light on the challenges faced by the Russian 
leadership as it seeks to determine Russia’s role and its relationships in the world community 
in the years ahead. 

DOUGLAS B. CAMPBELL

DIRECTOR,

CENTER FOR STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP

U.S. ARMY WAR COLLEGE
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Part One

The Russian National Security Community


Introduction


Michael H. Crutcher


Like the defeat of Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan in 1945, the collapse of the Warsaw 
Pact and the dissolution of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, both in 1991, were not only 
the result of traumatic experiences but marked also the beginning of new political, social, and 
economic traumas for the Russian Federation. Both Germany and Japan experienced radical 
political, social, and economic change in the wake of their defeat, and, today, both countries 
pursue foreign policies radically different in both form and substance from those of their 
wartime predecessors. Arguably, their citizens are far better off, both materially and in terms 
of the rights they enjoy, than they would have been had their wartime governments instead 
been the victors of the Second World War. 

Two factors, however, distinguish the events of 1991 from those of 1945. First, unlike the 
victories of 1945, the collapse of the Warsaw Pact and dissolution of the Soviet were not 
imposed by conquering armies. While the Cold War defeat was certainly a humiliation for the 
Soviet Union, that defeat did not entail the occupation of territory, trials of government 
leaders, and the temporary loss of sovereignty. To a significant degree, the Soviet defeat was 
self-inflicted, caused by the decades-long accumulation of internal economic and political 
contradictions, a disregard for basic human rights and dignity, and a determined drive for 
military superiority drive moderated only in the final years of the Soviet era by the last Soviet 
leader, Mikhail Gorbachev and resolute Western leadership in the Cold War. Second, 
Western aid and advice programs notwithstanding, Russia, its leaders, and its people were 
not forced to reevaluate their basic understanding of the relationship between the citizen and 
the state and relations among states. Russia was left pretty much on its own as it sought to 
reevaluate, if not redefine, these understandings. 

This chapter examines some of the fundamentals of these understandings. What are the 
roots of Russian national security policy in the post–Cold War era? Reaching back to the 
long-term theme in Russian history, what elements of continuity and change are discernible? 
Who makes security policy in Russia? How has Russia reacted to the changes it faces, both 
those imposed on it and those that are taking place without particular regard to the Russian 
Federation, at the beginning of the twenty-first century? To undertake this effort, we turned 
to four distinguished individuals. 

George Kolt examines the roots of the Russian national security outlook. He argues that, 
while objective factors such as a nation’s geography, resources, and population are major 
factors, they do not lead to “permanent interests.” Instead, he says, a country’s elites actually 
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define a country’s national interests, usually consistent with an established body of writings 
and beliefs and most often consistent with that elite’s own interests, even if they conflict with 
underlying national interests. Kolt then highlights the remarkable commonality between 
the Russian and Soviet security outlooks, even though the two countries are radically 
different in terms of both capabilities and the political environment, which consists 
essentially of territorial control resting primarily on military might. This particular outlook 
of Russian national security can be traced back to the time of Peter the Great. It was also 
common to most large European countries in the nineteenth century. Kolt points out, 
however, that while this outlook underwent change in other European countries, the most 
dramatic being the changes imposed as a result of World War II, Russia ossified this outlook of 
territorial control resting on military might through an ideology that served not only the 
country but also the elite, and perhaps the elite even more than the country. He then points 
out the implications of this ossification, most notably the immense financial costs involved 
and isolation from the rest of the world. In spite of these penalties, such an approach was 
continued because it ensured the Soviet Union’s superpower status, was an inherent element 
of the country’s ruling elites—party, military establishment, and defense industry—and 
provided prestige and economic benefits to the individual members of the elites. He then 
addresses the variations in outlook that were evident in the wake of the collapse of the USSR 
and the reemergence of the traditional Russian and Soviet outlook, a regression, in the last 
decade of the twentieth century. The great danger inherent for Russia from this regression, 
as Kolt points out, is that such a view is even more out of touch with the international reality 
in the twenty-first century than it was in the second half of the twentieth century. He 
concludes with an examination of factors, including changes in the elites, which might yet 
lead Russia to a true change away from its traditional and potentially confrontational 
security outlook. 

Andrei Kortunov addresses the issue of just who is included in what is referred to in the 
West as the “national security community.” He points out that the concept of a national 
security community has in the past been defined in a more narrow sense than in the West, 
that most Russians probably would use that term when referring to the military or perhaps to 
the military and the defense sector of the country’s economy, which, although reduced 
significantly since the Soviet era, nonetheless still constitutes a large portion of the country’s 
population. Kortunov then looks at a number of elements of society that might be included as 
part of the national security community. He begins with President Putin, highlighting 
differences of approach and attitudes towards national security issues between the Yeltsin 
and Putin administrations. Kortunov then turns to the Security Council, and here again, he 
underscores the differences between the Yeltsin and Putin administrations: the Security 
Council has now become more important, and it is not so easy for individuals to rely on a 
personal relationship with the President to achieve specific goals at the expense of the larger 
defense community. He next considers the roles of the General Staff and the Ministry of 
Defense, arguing that the General Staff is gaining influence at the expense of the Defense 
Ministry. His chapter then addresses the central role of the Ministry of Finance and 
President Putin’s efforts to involve it more in defense decision making and to make it more 
responsible. Kortunov also sees an expanded role for informal consulting groups and notes 
their potential as a bridge between society at large and defense decision-making bodies. As 
regards civil society, including the media and the Russian Parliament, Kortunov sees the 
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influence of these elements as declining, with the government able to largely ignore civil 
society and Parliament suffering from political fragmentation. On the positive side, 
Kortunov sees better organization in the defense decision-making process, and he also sees 
President Putin taking a longer, more strategic view than that exhibited by his predecessor. 
On the negative side, Kortunov expresses concern at the decline in the influence of civil 
society, the apparent unwillingness of the government to engage in a dialogue with elements 
of civil society on defense issues, and the emergence of a “post-imperial mentality.” In spite of 
the negative trends, Kortunov argues that resource constraints, societal fragmentation, and 
the gradual integration of Russia into Europe will influence Russian defense planning. He 
concludes by laying out the choice Russia faces in its security and foreign policy: a traditional 
and conservative line of “damage limitation”—how to limit the damage imposed on Russia in 
recent years—or a revisionist approach to security and foreign policy that aims for a broad 
integration of Russia into the Western world. 

Alexander Golts writes from the viewpoint of a member of the civil society, as a journalist, 
a knowledgeable outsider looking in. He argues that Russian national security policy 
formulation remains vague and contradictory and that, in many ways, little has changed 
since the Soviet era. He points out that, in many cases, Russian policy makers have correctly 
identified trends and developments in the world but that their approaches to policy making 
are clouded by nostalgia for imperial grandeur and an inferiority complex. Citing the 
example of the trend towards globalization in economic, scientific, environmental, and 
informational affairs, he points out that Russian security concept authors recognize the 
growing roles of these trends yet also characterize them as a threat to national sovereignty. 
Golts identifies the same contradictory character in the Russian approach to its role in 
international security structures, and he notes the Russian impulse to be involved in issues 
throughout the world. Golts then notes the shift in threat perceptions from the early 1990s, 
when economic disruption and the difficulties of Russia’s transition from the Soviet era were 
identified as threats, to the more traditional threat definition of the most recent iterations of 
Russian security documents, focusing on the threat posed particularly by NATO expansion 
and unilateral action and perceived U.S. efforts to create a unipolar world. Even such 
problems as Chechen rebellion are seen as the result of external threats. Golts argues that 
this creates a dilemma for Russian leaders in which they are faced with numerous external 
threats at the same time that their conventional forces are very weak, and he then points out 
the risks involved in the increasing Russian reliance on nuclear weapons as a means of 
“expanded deterrence.” He also argues that reduced U.S. concern about Russian strategic 
nuclear forces will necessarily lower Russia’s importance in American eyes. Golts then turns 
to Russia’s lack of allies, discussing Russia’s ties to Belarus and to the newly independent 
nations of Central Asia. Like other authors in this work, he sees two conflicting trends in 
Russian security policy: one a continuation of Russia’s imperial tradition, and the other the 
emergence of a more cooperative approach to security issues. Although he notes that the 
second trend has yet to be developed, he cites several developments that he sees as cause for 
optimism that President Putin will adopt the second option. 

Ilya Prizel addresses the issue of nationalism in post-Communist Russia and its 
implications for both Russia’s internal development and its relationship with the West. He 
notes the expectation in the West and in the Soviet Union in the wake of World War II that 
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individual liberty in the West and class solidarity in the Eastern bloc would supplant 
nationalism as a motivating or mobilizational factor. This expectation, however, was 
overturned in the wake of the energy crisis of the early 1970s, and political elites on both sides 
sought to harness nationalism. Prizel argues forcefully that the collapse of the Soviet Union 
left the Russian people with less of a national identity than was the case for the “subject” 
peoples, pointing out that it took eight years for Russia to agree on a national flag, an emblem, 
and a national anthem (which still has no lyrics). Prizel then turns to the collapse of the 
Westernizing, Moscow-based liberals over the period from 1991 to 1998, identifying a variety 
of factors instrumental in this collapse, primarily economics and disillusionment with the 
West. He notes that many Russians have come to perceive Westernization not as the return of 
Russia to the civilized West, but rather movement of the line of containment (from the Cold 
War) eastward. He describes the Yeltsin era as ending with the virtual de-legitimization of 
the Russian government and the discrediting of the nativist, moderate strain of Russian 
nationalism. Prizel then describes the growing Pan-Slavic and empire-building strain of 
nationalism that has taken root in the wake of the economic collapse of 1998 and of NATO 
operations in the Balkans. The result is a radicalization of Russian nationalism, nostalgia for 
the Soviet era, and the perception of the West as hostile to Russia. Prizel then looks ahead, 
forecasting greater authoritarianism, statism, and the possible remilitarization of the 
Russian body politic. He urges, however, that the West not write off Russia but that efforts be 
undertaken to incorporate Russia into the world community. Failure to do could result to a 
repeat of the nineteenth-century cycle in which “failed liberalization mutated to 
inward-looking parochialism that resulted in autocracy made possible by isolation.” 

While all four of these authors have noted great cause for concern about the trends in 
Russia’s political development and Russia’s relations with the West, each also contains 
ground for cautious optimism. The first nine years of the post-Soviet era have been very 
difficult for Russia and its people due to a variety of factors: failed expectations on both sides, 
economic shocks, and, on a broader scale, a failure to understand the scope of the transition, 
both material and psychological, that is to be made. In its early years, the Russian 
Federation’s self-conception and foreign policy shifted far from the assertive stance taken by 
the Soviet Union. Clearly, this shift was not sustainable, and Russian attitudes have been 
shifting away from an uncritical embrace of the West. As Russia seeks to define both itself 
and its role in the world, its choice will be one of closer association with the West or the 
development of its ties with Asia. Which path it chooses will depend primarily on domestic 
factors and decisions by leaders in Moscow, but it will also depend on actions taken by leaders 
in other world capitals as well. 
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Roots of Russian National Security


George Kolt


The roots of a nation’s security outlook—and we must distinguish a country’s security 
outlook from its security policies—really go very deep, which means that it is hard to change 
them. Why are those roots deep? First, of course, are the objective factors of a nation’s 
geography, its situation, and its resources. No country can change where it is located on the 
globe—its geographical situation. That does not mean, however, that “nations do not have 
permanent friends, just permanent interests,” as the cliché goes. I reject that view because it 
is really a nation’s elite that defines a nation’s interests, that decides how to adapt to its 
particular situation. Further, if a security outlook is indeed established, it builds up over time 
in a body of writings and traditions from which it is hard to break. Additionally, if one accepts 
the notion that it is a nation’s elites that define national interests, we are likely to find that 
they—subconsciously or consciously—usually define their own interests as the nation’s 
interests. The way they approach the world is that what serves them serves the country. So if 
the elite stays largely the same, it is hard to change the nation’s security outlook; until such 
time that the elite starts to change, little change in the national security outlook should be 
expected. 

Let us now turn to some of the characteristics of Russia’s and then the Soviet Union’s 
security outlook. Many authors have written about the subject. In a recent study of Russian 
nationalism, Astrid Tuminez came to a conclusion that is fairly common: that the salient 
feature of Russia’s—pre-Soviet—security outlook since about the time of Peter the Great, has 
been great power aspiration resting primarily on military might. That is a pretty good 
definition, which I will accept. Now for great power aspiration you could also substitute 
territorial control, that is, control over areas around Russia. When you look at the nineteenth 
century, in many ways the policies of other large countries of Europe were very similar. There 
were specific features to each, but there was this commonality based on great power 
aspiration. It is really the Soviet era in which the Soviet Union—and Russia as its leading 
element—began to set Russia apart from the rest of the world, and I think that this is one of 
the many crimes of Soviet rule. Whereas the rest of the world slowly changed, Russia ossified 
this outlook of territorial control resting on military might through an ideology that was 
developed and served as the backbone of the state—again, a case of an elite equating its 
interests with those of the country. It ossified this outlook through the dictatorship it created, 
punishing any dissent from the view imposed from above. This is where Moscow really 
started to diverge from the rest of the world in its development in terms of national security 
outlook. These measures retained this great power aspiration—territorial control resting on 
military might—and made it a central feature of the Soviet Union’s security outlook 

*The views expressed in this paper are strictly those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of the 
National Intelligence Council or those of the United States Government. 
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Not surprisingly, this approach turned out to be very expensive. In a seminal article about 
fifteen years ago, William E. Odom defined the Russian question as essentially composed of 
three subordinate questions: the nationalities question, the military question, and the 
peasant question. By the nationalities question, Odom meant the search for territorial 
control of the area around Russia. This desire for control of nationalities required a strong 
military establishment, which rested on resources, which ties it to the peasant question 
here—drawing the resources of the state to support the military establishment needed for 
territorial control. This was really very expensive for Russia just as it was for the Soviet 
Union—this drawing on the resources of the state to support the security outlook. And the 
Soviet Union dug itself even deeper into this hole until the middle of the 1980s. Although this 
approach was very expensive for the state, it did create some satisfaction or benefits for some. 
First for Russia as a whole, those who thought about policy saw that it was expensive, but 
generally among Russians it did resonate as it gave a certain satisfaction to be regarded as a 
superpower, to have Russian as the lingua franca of the Soviet Union, and to have Russia 
control not only the former Russian empire but Eastern Europe as well. This was the given 
order of things that people supported. Additionally, this general outlook was part of the 
ideology that formed the backbone of the state. It thus served the interests of the elite, not 
only their positions of authority, but also their personal benefits. Here I have in mind both the 
military brass, which liked to have this big military establishment with themselves at the top, 
and the defense industrialists, who had absolute priority over resources to build up the 
military machine. They also received personal perks or economic benefits. Although they did 
not enjoy the living standards of the rich in the West, by Soviet standards they were very well 
off. This encrustation of security outlook by and for the elite explains why it is so hard to 
change a country’s national security outlook. 

As we have seen, however, a nation’s security outlook can change. There are three factors 
that bring about such change. The first—and a critical one—is when whatever one has been 
doing, whatever policies one has been pursuing, no longer really correspond to anybody’s 
interests—they are manifestly not working. At times, such a situation ends in a war that the 
country loses or, short of war, a crisis with which the country cannot cope. The second factor is 
a push from within and from without the elite establishment to start looking facts in the face. 
Sometimes this impetus for change comes from civil society—if one exists. Sometimes 
elements within the leadership perceive that one cannot go on this way any longer, that the 
outlook must adapt, must change. So, even though it is very hard to change a country’s 
national security outlook, change does come. All these forces for change came into play during 
the perestroika years, which gave Russia the great opportunity to forge a new security 
outlook. 

How did Russia fare with this dramatic change? The early 1990s were an era of great 
promise. I can only refer to what Russian Foreign Minister Kozyrev said: “Our foreign policy 
exists to support the economic development of Russia. This is how you should rate us, if we 
can achieve this in foreign policy.” With this statement, Kozyrev, in effect, flipped upside 
down the old dictum that the economy had to support foreign policy. This is the kind of policy 
Kozyrev tried to implement. 
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At the time, many in the security elite were still in a state of shock brought about by the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, and, at first, there was only muted opposition to Kozyrev’s new 
policies. Additionally, there apparently was a part of the old security elite that thought that 
maybe this new situation would develop favorably, that Russia could create a co-dominium 
with the United States. They saw “strategic partnership” as a close Russo-American 
relationship in which America would give Russia the wherewithal to rebuild its economy and 
together the two countries would preside over the world. That desire, whether conscious or 
subconscious, was of course never realized. In any event, Kozyrev and his allies really only 
spoke for a minority of the security elite, most of which never really accepted the new 
situation or Kozyrev’s policies. General Nikolaev, Chief of the Border Guards, for example, 
suggested that Russia would build up a two-tiered defense of Russia, with the Russian border 
guards and the border guards of other countries of the former Russian Empire or Soviet 
Union. The border guards of the other countries would coordinate their policies with Russia, 
doing what Russia wanted and thus putting the burden—including the economic burden—of 
supporting the traditional Russian security outlook on others. A major factor in the growing 
criticism of Kozyrev, however, was that the security elite did not want to play a diminished 
role, either in Russian society or in the world. Officials in the Ministry of Defense and the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs felt much more important when the economy served foreign policy 
and Russia strove to be a superpower. That was the approach they wanted Russia to take 
once again. Criticism of Kozyrev became withering in 1993–95. Finally, he was replaced by 
Mr. Primakov, who once again flipped the national security outlook upside down when he said 
that it was impossible to create favorable conditions for reform without retaining the status of 
a great power. 

Some in Russia felt that the dominant factor in bringing about this second reversal was 
really the external environment, namely the actions of the West—NATO enlargement, the 
continued bombing of Iraq, and the war in Yugoslavia. While these actions and the way they 
were interpreted in Russia certainly contributed to the 1995 reversal, Western actions were 
not the key factors. The key factor, coming from within Russian society, was the inability of 
the old security elites to break with the old outlook and the benefits that it provided to them 
personally. They wanted the world to adapt to Russia rather than for Russia to adapt to the 
surrounding world. Thus we have witnessed a great regression in Russia to the old security 
outlook earlier described. 

Two statements serve to illustrate this regression. The first is from General Ivashov, who 
is effectively the international ideologist of the Ministry of Defense: 

Russia cannot exist outside of its essence as an empire. By its geographical situation, its histori-
cal path, and fate of the state. 

This quote is so very appropriate because it refers to the external environment, the 
tradition of the past, and the ideology that supports the current elite, all points made above. 

Russian analysts also have noted the change. As one extremely insightful Russian 
observer, Dmitri Trenin, has recently noted, 
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In a certain sense, conceptually there has been recreated the policy of Alexander III in its incli-
nation towards great power mentality (derzhavnost), conservatism, paternalism, an independ-
ence from the West, and a reliance on the only true friends of Russia, the Army and the Navy. 

Trenin accurately characterizes what we have come back to in terms of the Russian 
national security outlook. 

This turning back of the clock brings Russia back to the old conundrum of resource 
extraction to support a policy that the country cannot afford, indeed, one that it can afford 
even less than during earlier periods. This outlook is more appropriate to the turn of the 
twentieth century. It does not really fit into the world in which we live today, in which 
territorial control in the old sense does not determine a nation’s wealth, its standing in the 
world. Instead, it is a nation’s ability to participate in technological change of all sorts, to 
participate in the world’s current global economy, that determines a country’s position and 
role. Thus the current Russian outlook does not fit into the larger world today. 

Efforts to perpetuate Russia’s old outlook will eventually lead to new pressures for change 
once again, and the change will likely come in the ways described earlier. There will be a crisis 
that will worsen—for example, the current demographic crisis that is recognized by President 
Putin is one possible factor—but there will be little ability to deal with the crisis while the 
elites hold the outlook that currently characterizes Russia. Another possibility for change lies 
in the growing civil society in Russia today, that there will be growing pressure on the 
leadership from within the society. It is also possible that there are, or will be, elements of the 
leadership that grasp the situation and can alter their outlook sufficiently to turn Russia onto 
a more promising path. The sooner that recognition of the need to change comes, the better it 
will be for Russia and for Russia’s relations with the outside world. Over the longer term, this 
will most likely happen, and it will be possible to deal with Russia as a normal, twenty-first 
century country. In the short term, however, Russia will continue to suffer, as will its 
relations with its neighbors and with the West. 
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What is the Russian National Security Community?


Andrei Kortunov


The whole notion of a national security community is somewhat alien to Russians. The 
concept is quite ambiguous, and I do not think that there is a commonly accepted Russian 
notion of a Russian national security community; but this can be interpreted in many 
different ways. The most natural way would be to say that we are talking about the armed 
forces, but as is well known, there are at least eleven different agencies in Russia that employ 
uniformed personnel, and all together there are approximately three million people who are 
serving in uniform. We might also apply the concept to the defense sector of the Russian 
economy, but here again it is very difficult to give any account of what this defense sector looks 
like right now. It is large, and we must recall what was said during the Soviet era, that the 
difference between the U.S. economy and the Soviet economy was that the U.S. economy was 
primarily a civilian economy with a defense sector and the Soviet economy was primarily a 
defense economy with a small civilian sector. To some extent, this is still the case, but there 
has been a major decline in the value of defense contracts over the last decade. Nonetheless, 
the remaining defense economy consists of hundreds of enterprises with millions of 
employees, who, when taken with their dependents, constitute a large portion of the country’s 
population. 

Should we include in this notion the growing numbers of journalists, scholars, experts, 
and academics who write on security matters? What of the proliferation of national security 
departments and sub-departments in Russian universities, which has both positive and 
negative effects on the discussions we have on national security matters? Should we include 
in the notion of a national security community the Russia Duma members and members of the 
upper chamber of the Russian Parliament who are trying to analyze national security 
matters? Or, should we take a very narrow view of a national security community and talk 
only about President Vladimir Putin himself and the very narrow circle of people around him 
who define the basic decisions and strategies in Russian national security? 

Instead of drawing charts and trying to place different agencies according to their role in 
the national security structure, let me try to use one very specific, but, I believe illustrative, 
case study that might show us how the situation in this field has changed since the presidency 
of Boris Yeltsin. I am referring specifically to the new attempts to start meaningful defense 
reform in the Russian Federation. Since the summer of 2000, the new administration has 
initiated efforts to do something about the armed forces and the national security complex at 
large. What we are talking about is another major reduction of the armed forces and related 
agencies, a reduction of approximately 600,000 personnel, of which about 470,000 are 
military personnel and 130,000 are civilian employees. The goal, as President Putin has 
stated, is to create a smaller but more mobile and more professional army. This is a serious 

∗* This paper is an amended transcript of Dr. Kortunov’s remarks. 
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issue for the Russian Federation, and we can analyze the decision-making process in the 
Russian Federation’s security arena by looking at how this issue was discussed and how it has 
evolved since late summer 2000. 

Seven major actors participated in this process, and by analyzing the roles of these seven 
actors we can gain a better understanding of the differences between the decision making 
processes of the administrations of Presidents Putin and Yeltsin in shaping the national 
security of the Russian Federation. The most important actor, of course, is the President 
himself, and we can see distinct differences between the two. President Putin obviously cares 
more about the security community. He demonstrates personal involvement and personal 
interest in the area of defense, which probably stem from the fact that he was a part of the 
security community himself. This differs significantly from the view of President Yeltsin, 
who was a civilian, who was not as knowledgeable about security issues, and who did not even 
try to pretend that he was a professional in this field. We know that Putin likes to visit 
military units, likes to wear uniforms, and likes to demonstrate his professionalism in the 
field of national security. 

The question is, who controls whom? There were rumors, especially after the Kursk 
submarine disaster and Putin’s handling of the disaster—he adopted a very cautious, very 
down to earth, and a hands-off role—that Putin probably depended too much on the military 
and the security establishment at large. The view was expressed that President Putin could 
not effectively impose his will on this professional group. Some went so far as to say that 
Putin was a puppet in the hands of the Russian national security establishment. However, I 
think that President Putin’s efforts, especially in August and September 2000, to convince the 
military establishment that something had to be done about the Russian army, that some 
fundamental decisions had to be made, demonstrated that President Putin definitely is not a 
puppet and is not manipulated by the security establishment. Slowly, cautiously, steadily, 
President Putin is trying to introduce meaningful reforms in the national security 
establishment. 

The second actor, closely linked to the President himself of course, is the Security Council, 
and here we can clearly see the changes from the “good old days” of Boris Yeltsin, when the 
Security Council vacillated among various roles, functioning sometimes as the strategic 
headquarters for the President and at other times as an emergency committee to cope with 
crises that were emerging in different parts of the world. Now, however, the Security Council 
has clearly established itself as a key participant and the prime coordinator for 
security-related decisions. The role of the Security Council, especially since mid-summer 
2000, has increased dramatically. Here, again, it is necessary to emphasize the differences 
from its role under President Yeltsin, when every minister, every head of a security agency, 
could count on his personal relationship with the President. There might be an effort to 
impose cuts on a particular agency; but let us say, for example, that Mr. Sergei Shoigu was on 
friendly terms with Boris Yeltsin. He could go to President Yeltsin’s office and probably 
renegotiate the deal. The same was true of Defense Minister Pavel Grachev, and later on, 
true of his successor, Mr. Sergeev. 
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Now, however, discussions in the Security Council demonstrate that it has become 
practically impossible to bypass this structure and to get direct access to the President 
himself. If you look at defense reform plans, you see that some of the best friends and most 
reliable allies of Vladimir Putin have had to pay a toll and sacrifice something. For example, 
the Minister of the Interior probably will lose about twenty thousand uniformed personnel in 
the next several years. Also, the oligarchs will be cut, and even such untouchable agencies as 
the Ministry for Emergencies will be subjected to serious reductions. So the role of the 
Security Council has increased, when compared to the Yeltsin era. 

At the moment, I would probably identify the General Staff as the third actor in the 
Russian national security community. Again, it is not necessary to say that in the rivalry 
between the Ministry of Defense and the General Staff, the General Staff recently has been 
able to demonstrate its superior position. There is a long history of rivalry between the 
Ministry of Defense (MOD) and the General Staff that dates back to the Soviet period. Under 
Yeltsin this competition became explicit and, on many occasions, public. During his second 
presidential term Yeltsin tilted to MOD to the detriment of the General Staff decision-making 
role. Putin clearly reversed the trend. 

The struggle between the Ministry of Defense and the General Staff today is a reflection of 
the competition between the Strategic Rocket Force and the general purpose forces of the 
Russian Army. If you look at changes in the Russian Army envisioned in plans for reform 
from this viewpoint, you can see that the General Staff has greatly influenced the outcome. 
As you know, right now we have four and one-half components of the Russian armed forces, 
and we have the Strategic Rocket Forces as a special component. In the course of the 
upcoming reforms, it is likely that these components will be reduced to the status of services, 
and, moreover, space forces will be taken out of these components and will form their own 
service. Thus it appears that, at least for the time being, the General Staff turned out to be 
much more powerful, much more active—if not aggressive—on issues of national security 
decision making than was the Minister of Defense. It might change, but for the time being, 
this is the case. In late 2000, the possibility of President Putin appointing a civilian Minister 
of Defense had been discussed widely, and it was expected that this would indicate a further 
shift in the balance of power between the General Staff and the Defense Ministry in favor of 
the Ministry. There were even rumors that Sergei Ivanov turned the position down, possibly 
because of concern that the Ministry was declining, not increasing, in power. We now know, 
subsequent to our conference, that Ivanov accepted the position, possibly with some sort of 
guarantees from President Putin that he would have sufficient authority to function as the 
Minister of Defense and not as an adjunct to the General Staff. 

The fourth actor, which is a new one, and I think it very telling that we have this fourth 
actor, is the Ministry of Finance. Here we see a major difference between Yeltsin and Putin; 
Yeltsin tried to keep the economic apparatus of the government separate from the security 
apparatus. Yeltsin engaged in a kind of a game in which the government made decisions to 
fund the armed forces, but then the Ministry of Finance would come on line and simply say 
that there was no money and that the armed forces would have to wait. One result was that 
officers went unpaid and complained, so Yeltsin pretended that he was trying to do something 
about the situation. If you look at recent clashes between President Putin and Minister of 
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Finance Alexei Kudrin, however, you can see that the President is trying to involve the 
Ministry of Finance in the decision-making process on security issues and also to impose on 
the Ministry of Finance certain commitments and certain responsibilities. As you probably 
know, we now face a major problem in this issue—how to exchange specific social benefits for 
the military in return for additional financial compensation. Here the Ministry of Finance 
has been actively working together with the Ministry of Defense and the General Staff to 
“square the circle” and find a solution in terms of continuous funding of officer pay. President 
Putin has been very tough on Kudrin, saying that “if you are going to experiment with the 
military then I will experiment with you,” which many obviously interpreted as a hidden 
threat to get rid of the Minister of Finance altogether. 

Now to the role of the Parliament—the fifth actor—which has, regretfully, declined. For 
the first time, the President has a very strong pro-presidential faction in the lower chamber of 
the Russian Parliament, and it is therefore very difficult for the State Duma to continue to 
perform the function of the major opponent to the government, to the presidential 
administration, in the field of security matters. The ease with which the Putin 
administration was able to provide for very quick ratification of the START II Treaty is quite 
telling. Moreover, the so-called opposition in the State Duma is fragmented and not united in 
its opposition to the current reform plans. Rather, their loyalties are divided along the lines of 
whether an individual shares the positions of either the General Staff or the positions of the 
Ministry of Defense. Some of them, for example Alexei Arbatov, are very clearly on the side of 
Minister Sergeev, and some, like Andrei Kokoshin, defend the position of Mr. Kvashnin. So 
the State Duma is fragmented, and if you take the upper chamber of the parliament, it 
consults primarily about social benefits, about retired military issues, and about the defense 
sector in their constituencies. So they compete with each other rather than cooperating to 
either oppose or support the administration. As a result, the role of the Parliament is 
declining. 

The sixth actor, which we should not underestimate, is the grouping of formal or informal 
consulting groups that are working together with the president. The most powerful of these is 
the group working under Mr. Gref, and there are some others. These groups are important 
sources of new ideas, and I would even venture to say that they represent a bridge between 
academia, civil society, and non-governmental organizations, on the one hand, and the 
decision-making bodies, on the other. 

Turning now to the role of the civil society itself, including the media, unfortunately, the 
role of this seventh actor also is declining. The power of the state at present is such that it is 
able to ignore voices of dissent coming from civil society and to ignore the non-governmental 
organizations, which were quite active several years ago. Similarly, it can ignore the media, 
as we saw in the cases of Andrei Babitsky and Captain Nikitin, the power of the state can 
tolerate dissent because dissent is no longer important. 

In sum, the good news about the decision-making process in the field of national security is 
that the decision-making process is becoming more organized, more logical, and more 
predictable. Putin, unlike his predecessor, is not a man of surprises, but he relies on expert 
advice. In this sense, we can say that he is pursuing a more predictable approach. The 
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decision-making process also is becoming more complex with the addition of new institutional 
actors, such as the Ministry of Finance. This is a positive development because it allows the 
building of coalitions to mitigate some the impulses coming from the military establishment 
itself. Finally, given that President Putin has a different time horizon than Yeltsin had, the 
decision-making process is becoming a little bit more strategic as well. It is still opportune 
and tactical, but it is becoming more strategic in terms of thinking about implications five 
years from now, thinking about what will happen to the Russian military ten years from now. 

Now to the bad news. It is unlikely that we will be able to retain the system of checks and 
balances. There is no one with whom the state is prepared to have a dialogue on security 
measures, and this is not a good sign. It is clear that the influence of the general public, the 
media, and the civil society is becoming more limited. This is happening primarily because 
the public is not very interested in national security decision making, but it is happening also 
because the state can afford to ignore public views. 

Still, there will be a number of major constraints that will bring the decision-making 
process in the field close to what we saw under Boris Yeltsin. The first natural constraint is 
that resources will continue to be limited. Even if Russia experiences 5 percent economic 
growth over the next couple of years, it will be difficult to increase defense spending 
considerably. At present, the Army budget, not counting the Border Troops or the Ministry of 
Emergencies, accounts for approximately 28 percent of next year’s federal budget, and you 
cannot really raise that number much without provoking serious political difficulties. The 
second constraint is that the capabilities of the state to provide for broad political mobilization 
of the society also will be very limited. It is unlikely that it will become fashionable to serve in 
the Army, for example, over the next couple of years, no matter how you enhance the material 
well-being of the military. It also will be very difficult to restore the traditional Soviet 
attitudes to the Army and to unite the society around a limited set of ideological goals. The 
society is simply too fragmented, too decentralized, and too self-oriented. Another important 
constraint is that Russia will face continued integration into Western economic, political, and 
even “civilizational” space. It does not matter whether the state tries to oppose these trends; 
it might slow them down, but it cannot prevent them. So it is unlikely that the creation of an 
enemy image of the West is going to reemerge in the Russian Federation, and this will affect 
defense planning and many decisions in the security field. 

The last constraint, but not the least, is that, for the foreseeable future, Russia will have to 
live with a very powerful residual post-imperial mentality. We know that a post-imperial 
mentality is a very long-lasting phenomenon. We know that, in Western Europe, even such 
countries as France and the United Kingdom still have some remaining post-imperial 
mentality. For Russia, this is a more serious issue, and it will take generations before we can 
talk about Russia as “just another country.” This mentality will definitely influence defense 
planning, and it will preserve some traditions and stereotypes that will drive the 
decision-making process. 

In summary, the Russian decision-making process in this field—and more broadly in the 
field of foreign policy at large—will be limited to two parallel tracks. President Putin will be 
stuck between these two very different foreign policy agendas. The first will be the 
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conservative traditional foreign policy agenda, in which the main goal will be damage 
limitation—how to limit the damage caused by the disintegration of the Soviet Union, how to 
provide for Russia’s great power status, how to retain parity with the Untied States, how to 
block NATO expansion to the east, and how Russia should support its clients and restore 
relations with some of the Third World regimes that the Soviet Union supported. That will be 
the foreign policy agenda chosen in most cases, backed by the defense establishment, 
although the defense establishment is in no way monolithic. 

The second track will be revisionist rather than traditional, and the goal will not be 
damage limitation but rather integration. So the challenges that President Putin will have to 
address include how to forge Russia’s relationship with the European Union, how to gain 
entry into various international economic and financial institutions (such as the WTO), how 
to restructure Russian debts—and Soviet debts as well—and how to get Russian companies 
listed on the New York Stock Exchange. It is still an open question as to which foreign policy 
agenda will prevail, because much will depend on the opportunities that Russia perceives 
outside of its borders and on the opportunities that Russia might perceive it might be 
deprived of. I tend to be moderately optimistic because, as a historian, I believe that people do 
all the right things; unfortunately, they usually do the right thing only after all other 
opportunities have been exhausted. 

14




Kremlin Images of the World: Old-Age Hang-Ups and

Juvenile Complexes


Alexander Golts


Looking for Foreign and Security Policies 

One of the basic ideas of Putin’s presidency is that his security and foreign policies, in 
contrast to those of his predecessor, must be clear and predictable. That is why President 
Putin is so focused on the development of different guidelines in these spheres. As Acting 
President, Putin approved the new national security policy on January 10, 2000, and he 
followed it with a new military doctrine three months later. Then, a foreign policy concept 
was adopted. But a search of these official documents for answers to practical questions will 
yield little. All of the guidelines set forth in these doctrines and concepts are so vague and 
contradictory that they have value only for use in developing a group psychological portrait of 
its authors. 

The Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation (hereafter referred to as Concept) is 
the best example of these contradictions. For instance, one reads that Russia perceives 
threats when, “in addressing fundamental issues of international security, the stakes are 
being put on (Western) institutions and forums of limited composition, and on weakening the 
role of the UN Security Council.” But shortly thereafter, the reads, in part: “Russia attaches 
great importance to its participation in the Group of 8 of the most industrially developed 
states,” which is precisely the kind of “forum with a limited number of participants” referred 
to earlier. 

The document, which claims to be a guide for Russian diplomats, abounds with sentences 
that would confound anyone: “It is important to further develop relations with Iran.” It may 
be important indeed, but it would help if the authors explained why relations should be 
fostered with Iran and not, for example, with Sudan, and in what areas relations should be 
developed. The reports of the General Secretaries of the Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) to Party Congresses were full of such (resolute 
but uninformative) passages, but at least they served the purpose of scaring the West and 
making the whole world guess why this or that country had been singled out. Would a 
particular country get millions of dollars worth of weapons or a “limited military contingent?” 
Today, it is not Russia’s aim to scare anyone. Indeed the President and the Foreign Minister 
have repeatedly promised that Russian foreign policy will be as open and transparent as 
possible. This may be the ultimate task, but the authors of the Concept have so far extricated 
only one foot from the past. 

Their reading of the situation in the world seems to be sound: “The international situation 
that took shape by the beginning of the 21st century has made it necessary to rethink the 
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overall situation around the Russian Federation, the priorities of Russian foreign policy, and 
the availability of resources to support it.” One would expect that after this sentence, the 
foreign policy strategists would proceed to define one or two main goals and explain how they 
are to be achieved. This has been the format of foreign policy doctrines in developed countries 
for years. 

However, most of the twenty-page “Ivanov Doctrine” (the brainchild of two Ivanovs, the 
Foreign Minister and the Secretary of the Security Council) bristles with revelations whose 
practical value is about the same as that of the Soviet-era slogan, “The People and the Party 
are United.” What benefit can our diplomats derive from such propositions as this? Russia, 
“possessing significant potential and resources in all areas of activities, maintaining 
intensive relations with the leading states of the world… exerts a substantial influence on the 
shaping of the new world order;” or, “Russia is a reliable partner in international relations.” 
By contrast, the goals of our foreign policy are couched in such vague language that even a 
Professor of Scientific Communism in the former Soviet Union could not be more vague. For 
example, “Ensuring… strong and authoritative positions in the world community” and 
“influencing general world process in order to form a stable, just and democratic world order,” 
and even contributing to “popularizing the Russian language and the cultures of the peoples 
of Russia in foreign states.” In other words, there is nothing under the sun that is not a goal of 
Russian foreign policy. 

The only way in which this document may be useful is that it demonstrates the bizarre mix 
of senile nostalgia for imperial grandeur and the juvenile inferiority complex that exists in the 
heads of those who shape Russian foreign policy. The authors of the Concept go out their way 
to recognize the new trends: “Economic, political, scientific-technical, environmental, and 
information factors play an ever-growing role in the relations among states.” But whatever 
problem they touch upon, it ends up like the old joke about the factory worker who tried 
several times to build a sewing machine but each time constructed a Kalashnikov. For 
instance, they write on very glibly: “Integration groups are acquiring ever-greater importance 
in the world economy and are becoming an essential factor of regional and sub-regional 
security and peacekeeping.” So far, so good, but then the authors continue, warning that 
integration processes are fraught with attempts to belittle the role of the sovereign state and, 
therefore, “pose a threat of arbitrary interference in internal affairs.” 

It is well nigh impossible to understand what the authors think about globalization of the 
world economy. In one place they say that it contributes to social and economic programs, but 
two lines further down we read a description of globalization as a pretty nasty thing because it 
(horror of horrors!) makes the economic system and the information space of the Russian 
Federation more exposed to outside influences. In this xenophobic context, attacks against 
the Americans for being obsessed with creating a “unipolar" structure of world dominated by 
the United States economically and militarily” do not come as a surprise. 

One of the few international problems directly referred to in the Concept is, of course, the 
plan of the United States to create a national missile defense in violation of the 1972 
Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty. But the Russian response to counter American plans is 
too laconic even by the standards of this document. The Concept says that Russia will take 
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“adequate measures.” Oddly, the perception that Russia is surrounded by enemies (the 
United States, NATO, and unspecified “forums with a limited number of participants”), 
which harkens back to the Soviet era, goes hand-in-hand with a desire to become established 
as a member of the very circle of states that are, in Moscow’s opinion, are its ill-wishers, if not 
avowed enemies. The fear that something might happen on the planet without Moscow’s 
participation pervades almost every sentence in the Concept. For instance, the authors state 
that the situation on the Korean Peninsula is the most worrisome problem in Asia. One would 
expect the next sentence to tell the reader how exactly Russia is going to contribute to the 
solution of that problem. Instead, we are told that “efforts will be concentrated on ensuring 
the equal participation of Russia in the solution of the Korea problem.” The same logic applies 
to a Middle East settlement: “Using its status as a cosponsor of the peace process, Russia is 
committed to active participation in the normalization of the situation. … Russia will regard 
as its priority task the restoration and strengthening of its positions… in that rich region of 
the world which is important for our security interests.” The authors admit a bit too candidly 
that Moscow is interested not so much in the settlement of conflicts as in assuring its 
maximum participation in the settlement. 

Even quite legitimate statements to the effect that the role of the United Nations should 
not be diminished and that military force should not be used without the sanction of the 
Security Council look like attempts by Russia (which has veto power there) to preserve, if only 
theoretically, its capacity to influence the actions of other powers in the world. Thus the 
Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation, like the other documents of this kind, 
demonstrates that Russia has not yet made up its mind about its priorities in the world. The 
practice of Russian foreign and security policies is not based on distinct guidelines, but rather 
on a few myths and prejudices. 

Looking for the Enemy 

To lose the enemy is the worst thing that can happen on the battlefield (and to be without 
an enemy, as a nation, can be equally disastrous for the military). Russian strategists have 
been looking for the enemy for a few years. The first attempt at a post-Soviet military doctrine 
was drawn up in 1993, while Pavel Grachev was still the Russian Defense Minister, but the 
generals decided more was needed—an entire national security vision. This required another 
four years’ work in the Security Council, but when the first version of the security concept was 
adopted, the military bosses did not find in it what they were looking for—a powerful enemy to 
be resisted, justifying any amount of defense spending. The doctrine interpreted potential 
threats as being of a non-military nature—the social and economic hardships of the transition 
period appeared more menacing at that time. 

All this changed, however, in 1999 when NATO action in Yugoslavia led to a rise in 
anti-Western sentiment in Russia and brought the hawks to the fore. Finally, there was an 
enemy to point a finger at. The authors of the new Security Concept were happy to write of a 
“conflict between two trends.” They meant, on the one hand, a world dominated by a single 
superpower relying on military superiority to resolve key global policy issues, and, on the 
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other hand, the concept of a multipolar world. Clearly, this was a reference to the United 
States and to the countries that would oppose U.S. dominance. 

Itching to name its enemies, the General Headquarters sent a draft new Military doctrine 
to the Security Council last October, in which it said that Russia’s security was threatened by 
the West, which wanted to create a single-pole world, expand NATO eastward, and carry out 
military operations without the approval of the UN Security Council. But the Russian 
Security Council realized that this would mean designating the leading Western countries as 
potential enemies—a provocative step. 

The result was that, instead of being listed in the military doctrine, these threats were 
included in the national security concept. Nevertheless, among principal threats to Russia’s 
security the authors of the new military doctrine name “military buildup around Russia’s 
borders, the borders of its allies, and in adjacent seas.” Expansion of military blocs and 
alliances is considered another potential threat—a reference to NATO’s recent enlargement 
eastwards. Even events in Chechnya are interpreted in a geostrategic context, the perceived 
threat being not so much Chechen separatism as international terrorism. In late 2000, while 
addressing key military figures, Putin insisted that Chechen terrorism is the result of the 
activities of “geopolitical” enemies. 

This reveals a dilemma for Russian leaders: the policy document states that Russia’s 
national interests are threatened by Western countries, and yet it also points out the 
“critically low level of combat readiness in the Russian armed forces.” As Viktor Yesin, the 
head of the military reform department on the Security Council, has said, “…[N]o matter how 
much Russia’s economy improves, Russia will never be able to counter an organization like 
NATO with conventional weapons. 

The new military doctrine resolves this dilemma by emphasizing the nuclear deterrent. 
Gone are the earlier “negative guarantees” under which Russia pledged not to launch a 
nuclear strike first. The new doctrine says that “Russia reserves the right to use nuclear 
weapons in the event of an attack on itself or its allies using nuclear or other weapons or in the 
event of large-scale aggression using conventional weapons in situations critical for its 
national security.” 

It seems that this readiness to use nuclear weapons is indicative of the new Russian 
“expanded deterrence” doctrine. Between the lines of the security concept lies a call for 
fundamental reconsideration of Russian nuclear strategy. Stendhal once wrote that you have 
to play all the cards presented by your epoch. Post-Soviet Russian leaders have had no other 
cards apart from massive nuclear power, and it is precisely this superpower attribute that 
affords the Kremlin heightened attention from the international community. 

It is highly significant that the nuclear negotiations between Moscow and Washington are 
seen in Russia as a lever for influencing matters unconnected with the START treaties. The 
nuclear factor protects Russia’s interests far beyond the bounds of defense. “Expanded 
deterrence” does, however, include the obvious defect that anti-Western rhetoric is necessary 
in order to justify the need for nuclear weapons. What this means is that the document marks 
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a return to confrontation with the West. Eventually, the lowering of the nuclear threshold 
could become a factor of deterrence in many areas of relations with the major powers—nobody 
is going to provoke Moscow into hypothetical conflict situations. 

The problem, though, is that the Kremlin is rapidly starting to believe that nuclear 
warheads are the only way to resolve international problems. Former President Boris 
Yeltsin’s declaration in Beijing hinted that Russia’s nuclear capability prevents any criticism 
aimed in her direction. With conventional forces facing serious shortfalls and other problems, 
it is logical enough for Russia’s leaders to emphasize nuclear forces. This concept also has its 
drawbacks, however, because the only countries able to organize such a full-scale attack on 
Russia are the Western countries and China. As a result, the broader deterrent is not just an 
insurance policy, but it also reproduces Cold-War-era confrontation and could eventually lead 
to a real conflict. 

It also is not clear that the reliance on nuclear forces as a broader deterrent will ensure a 
worthy place for Russia among the leading countries. Moscow and Washington may reach an 
agreement on START-III and the ABM treaty, but relations could remain cool all the same. 
Russia has become accustomed to thinking that nuclear disarmament issues are of 
fundamental importance for the United States, but as relations between the two countries 
improve, America accords less importance to nuclear agreements with Russia. In part, this is 
because the United States no longer sees a direct threat coming from Russia, despite its 
nuclear arsenal. U.S. defense experts think that the nuclear factor will continue to decline as 
a consideration in relations with Russia, and they also think that future U.S. administrations 
will not look at Russia as the second superpower. According to this logic, only continued 
confrontation can justify great power status for Russia. 

In the Absence of Allies 

One character in a famous play could never suspect that he speaks prose. In a similar 
manner, Kremlin strategists seem not to know that they support the most archaic, if not the 
most primitive, form of realpolitik theory. The fact that Russia lacks military allies was a 
factor that gave former President Boris Yeltsin an inferiority complex. The Commonwealth of 
Independent States’ (CIS) leaders took advantage of this to extract concessions from Yeltsin, 
while in return making a show of unity under Moscow’s direction that, in reality, was only 
symbolic. The CIS’s leaders will make military concessions in order to put off unpleasant 
discussions about the huge debts they owe to Russia. Quite recently, it appeared that Russia 
was finally going to break this bad habit. When Putin made visits to Minsk and Kiev in April 
2000, he made it clear to his Belarussian and Ukrainian counterparts that there would be no 
more using military integration as a way of putting pressure on Russia 

Belarussion President Alexander Lukashenko, who insists that Belarus is the front line of 
Russian defense in the face of an expanding NATO, was told that military integration would 
proceed only when Minsk has completely reviewed its economic policy. Ukrainian President 
Leonid Kuchma tried to play on Kiev’s contacts with NATO, but Putin reminded him of 
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Ukraine’s huge debts owed to Russia for gas and oil supplies. Putin also tried to make clear to 
his counterparts in Minsk and Kiev that he did not need them. Speaking to officers of the 
Black Sea Fleet, President-elect Putin said, “Without the Army and the Navy, Russia has no 
allies.” This paraphrases a statement ascribed to one of Russia’s Tsars (MC1), “Russia has 
only two alliesthe Army and the Navy.” 

Putin quickly began to adhere to former President Boris Yeltsin’s policy line. During the 
recent CIS summit, Putin, like Yeltsin before him, appeared happy to let his CIS colleagues 
acknowledge his senior role—in word, at least. At the summit, this acknowledgement took 
the form of general concern over American plans to deploy a national missile defense system 
and of support for the Russian initiative to build a non-strategic missile defense system. The 
agreement to establish a common anti-terrorist center also was cited as a significant 
achievement. 

But this rational line was not maintained at the CIS summit. Moscow urgently wanted 
someone to support its foreign policy stand on missile defense. The idea of developing a 
non-strategic missile defense system in cooperation with the United States and Western 
Europe, proposed by Putin as an alternative to the U.S. program, has not found even minimal 
support in the West. Thus Moscow had little choice to tout the support that it could gain with 
the approval of the CIS states. In the end, however, Russia had to squeeze this support from 
its partners. 

Practical implementation of the Russian project, which involves building a missile defense 
shield to cover rogue states, would, however, give the CIS states an immediate opportunity to 
pressure Russia. The Russian proposal would require resuscitating the old Soviet missile 
attack warning system, but most of the stations that made up that system are now outside the 
Russian Federation’s territory. The station in the Crimea monitored the Middle East region, 
the Gabala station in Azerbaijan kept watch over the Persian Gulf, and the station in 
Kazakhstan monitored launches in India and Pakistan. Until recently, these stations were 
not an important issue—Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, and Ukraine had no need for them, and it 
was likely that Russia would be able to maintain control of these facilities. But now, there is 
no doubt that these three CIS countries will extract the maximum price for cooperation on 
missile defense. 

The joint anti-terrorist center—again, Moscow’s initiative—could share the same fate. 
Russia has come up against serious international criticism for human rights violations 
during the “anti-terrorist” operations in Chechnya. The Kremlin has been trying, without 
much success, to prove that the fight in Chechnya is about Islamic extremism. The CIS 
states, however, have so far agreed with Moscow’s explanations. The problem is that many of 
these states label anyone who opposes them as terrorists. Georgia, for example, considers 
separatists in Abkhazia to be terrorists; in Moldova, the leaders of breakaway Pridnestrovye 
are considered terrorists; and in Azerbaijan, the terrorists are Armenians from 
Nagorno-Karabakh. Now, it will not be too difficult for these countries to declare their 
opponents international criminals and call on Russia to help bring them to trial. 

20




Turning to recent activities between Minsk and Moscow, all developments deliver a clear 
message: the union between the two countries is still very much on track. Putin’s adherence 
to this union demonstrates that myth can overtake more reasonable approaches. The 
prospect of a union treaty worries a number of Russian economists and even some 
government officials, who fear that differences in the two countries’ financial systems will 
make a smooth merger impossible and will lead to serious economic consequences. The armed 
forces’ leadership in both countries, on the other hand, openly supports the military aspects of 
the union between the two countries. Military integration is about the only area in which 
substantial progress has been made since Belarus and Russia first drew up a union agenda in 
1997. 

The two countries now have close military cooperation and joint defense programs. A 
common command and training framework exists, the two countries’ air defense forces 
perform joint security monitoring, and work continues on a unified missile defense system. 
Belarussian army officers participated in Russia’s West-99 strategic military simulation 
exercises held in July 1999. In the exercise scenario, Belarus was invaded by a simulated 
aggressor, and a unified Russian-Belarussian command was formed to counter the 
aggression. 

So far, Russian military officials see only advantages coming out of the integration. One 
factor underlying this enthusiasm is the Soviet-era military assets that Belarus inherited 
upon the collapse of the Soviet Union. During the Cold War, troops stationed in Belarus 
formed the Soviet Union’s second line of defense, there to back up Soviet forces in East 
Germany and Poland. In the event of a war, the forces stationed in Belarus were to deliver 
decisive strikes against NATO forces on the European continent. As a consequence of that 
strategy, some of the Soviet Union’s most efficient (combat-ready) and well-equipped units 
were stationed in Belarus. When the Soviet Union collapsed, Belarus managed to salvage 
much of that military heritage. Belarus’ armed forces now number 83,000 men, down by half 
from the numbers stationed there in the Soviet era, but the country still has an experienced 
23,000-strong officer corps. Career soldiers make up 50 percent of the country’s armed forces, 
and the Defense Ministry says it could mobilize hundreds of thousands of reservists in the 
event of foreign aggression. 

Along with well-trained men, Belarus inherited vast stocks of weapons and equipment. 
Thus, when the Defense Ministry says it can repel an attack, it is not just unsubstantiated 
bragging. Finally, Belarus possesses a large defense industry that also supplies the Russian 
army. For example, all the prime movers used by the Russian nuclear missile forces are made 
in Belarus. 

Undoubtedly, further steps toward unification will strengthen the two states’ combined 
military potential. But will this process bring greater security? Countries strengthen their 
defenses whenever they perceive a probable threat of aggression. In Russia’s case, NATO’s 
operations in Yugoslavia played right into the hands of those who see NATO expansion as a 
threat from the West. In accordance with this logic, Belarus, strategically placed on Russia’s 
western border, becomes an invaluable ally. However, more recent events make clear that 
there is no threat to Russia from the West, and Russian political and military leaders have 
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stated that they do not consider NATO to be a direct military threat. What they do think is 
that NATO expansion will create new dividing lines in Europe and undermine confidence 
between Russia and the West. 

Set against this backdrop, a military union between Russia and Belarus will transform 
the dividing lines into fortified borders. Some Russian generals are fond of repeating that 
“NATO is at our borders.” A military union would make this slogan reality, reproducing the 
Cold War scenario of two opposing alliances. With Poland now a NATO member, Russia’s 
relations with the West would become heavily dependent on the uneasy relationship between 
Poland and neighboring Belarus. As for the newest NATO members, if they feel their priority 
issues are being sidelined, they could play up the old “menace from the East” scenario in an 
attempt to get more attention. 

Controversial Belarussian President Alexander Lukashenko is the ideal candidate for 
embodying that menace. His authoritarian regime already has pushed his country into 
isolation, and making Belarus a vanguard against NATO will only give him increased 
opportunities to develop his Soviet-style policies. Supporters of integration on the Russian 
General Staff are aware of this possibility. In the West-99 exercise scenario, the West invaded 
Belarus following several weeks of political pressure on the country. However, no indication 
was given as to what developments in Belarus could have provoked such a strong action from 
the West. The only real-life parallel comes from Yugoslavia, where the impetus for NATO 
action came from President Slobodan Milosevic’s ethnic cleansing in Kosovo. 

Supporters of fast-track integration of the two countries, including Lukashenko himself, 
brandish the less comforting alternative to unification—that Belarus, tired of Russia’s 
hesitation, would instead throw itself into NATO’s arms. Such a development would give 
Russia’s armed forces a real case of the strategic jitters, with the dividing line between Russia 
and NATO lying somewhere near Smolensk. Although this scenario has no basis in reality, it 
can be used to scare the Kremlin. 

The situation, then, is one in which two trends are struggling for the upper hand in 
Moscow. One is essentially a continuation of Russia’s imperial tradition, in which 
international cooperation boiled down to ensuring that “client states” provided their 
unconditional support to the “patron) state” while the patron state was willing to pay for that 
support. The other trend takes the view that more can be achieved through bilateral 
agreements that reflect real, rather than invented, national interests. Unfortunately, this 
trend has yet to be developed. 

The single positive factor here is that Putin himself manages from time to time to 
overcome these myths and prejudices. In a few crucial instances, he has made a step back 
towards reality. At the very beginning of his presidency, he decided to restore relations with 
the West without any conditions. Putin emphasized that “seeing NATO as an enemy is 
destructive for Russia.” What is significant in these words is that Putin, now Russia’s 
President, sees NATO not just as a European institution, but also as a part of the civilized 
world. If these words of his are sincere, this constitutes fantastic progress. 
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Indeed, the events that have followed have shown that Putin was sincere in this 
statement. It is necessary to recall that on the eve of the presidential elections in Yugoslavia, 
the Russian Foreign Ministry recommended that Putin take a decidedly neutral position, in 
contrast to officials of the Security Council who insisted that he support Milosevic. These 
latter experts were sure that Milosevic would emerge victorious and that Russia should 
support the probable winner while insisting that Western countries abstain from 
“interference in the internal affairs of a sovereign state.” Putin originally heeded the experts 
in the Security Council and only at the last moment, when it became clear that they had 
seriously miscalculated, did he alter his position, managing to transform certain failure into a 
success for Russian foreign policy. 

At this point, we have only a few facts that demonstrate these attempts to overcome 
approaches that until now have been based on inferiority complexes, but let us hope that more 
such facts emerge as the future unfolds before us. 
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Nationalism in Post-Communist Russia: From

Resignation to Anger


Ilya Prizel


Besides ours, no other nation in Europe has such a peculiar understanding of its own past and 
present. No other nation’s consciousness is torn into two halves, completely foreign to one an-
other and utterly disconnected. Like us, all the European nations have experienced abrupt turn-
ing points in their histories, sometimes more than once … But neither pre-Revolutionary France 
nor pre-Revolutionary Germany is separated, in the eyes of Frenchmen and Germans, from 
their reality by a wall as impassable as that separating ancient Russia, according to our percep-
tion, from modern Petrine Russia … To this day we Russians are deprived of a unified national 
consciousness. Theoretically, abstractly, we understand that . . . Peter and his reforms were 
prepared … but all this somehow seems dry to us . . .  bookish and dead; it comes into our heads 
without emotions somehow, like the result of a mathematical calculation. In our immediate liv-
ing consciousness we continue to be split in two, and this half-heartedness lies like a heavy stone 
on our whole being and on all our endeavors. 

K.D. Kavelin 18561 

Nationalism: The Ubiquitous Factor 

The defeat of Nazism in 1945, while dividing the international community into two hostile 
ideological blocs, also provided perhaps the sole point of convergence between Western 
liberalism and Soviet style Marxism—the rejection of nationalism as an historical force in 
favor of an universalistic ideology. In the Eastern bloc, nationalism was supposed to give way 
to class solidarity; in the capitalist West, the spread of individualistic liberalism was 
allegedly leading to the inevitable “End of History.”2 

The Universalistic notion of an institution-based liberal polity was enormously reinforced 
by the rise of the United States to economic, political, and cultural hegemony after World War 
II.3 Although there was a plethora of evidence that the teleological “universalistic Utopian” 
approach to history had no basis in reality, a powerful intellectual orthodoxy constrained 
debate that might question the inevitable rise of what Jurgen Habermas called 
Verfassungspatriotismus, or civil polities devoid of distinct nationalism. The apparent 
success of the United States and other English-speaking countries convinced an array of 
thinkers ranging from Hannah Arendt to Charles Taylor that the acceptance of a common 
political formula could create a successfully functioning polity with no reference to either 
ethnic or cultural nationalism. This entrenched Anglo-Saxon adulation of an institutional 
society led to a very poor appreciation by the United States of the gnawing power of 
nationalism and thus ignorant of the forces tearing the USSR apart. 

The notion of a polity based on a political formula devoid of nationalist tendencies was 
further reinforced by the ability of political elites, enjoying twenty-five years (1948–1973) of 
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uninterrupted growth, to portray themselves also as agents of equitable growth, 
reconstructing the image of the nation as an agent of social justice. Thus the new political coin 
of economic and social justice enabled Konrad Adenauer to legitimate the Bonn Republic on 
the basis of the “German economic miracle” and the “social market”; Harold Macmillan to 
legitimate Britain’s withdrawal from the empire following the Suez debacle with the motto 
“you never had it so good”; and Jawharlal Nehru to forge an Indian state on the basis of the 
“Indian Socialism” of the Congress Party. Explaining the sources of strength of a 
denationalized civic society, Michael Ignatieff noted: 

A strong “civic” culture depends on public investment and public services: schools, hospitals, 
roads, street lighting, police, libraries, swimming pools, parks. These are the sinews of a strong 
[civic] national identity. If these services deteriorate, three things happen: the wealthy secede 
from the public realm and purchase these amenities on the private market; they cease to be will-
ing to pay extra taxes to renew a public realm from which they decided to secede; those who are 
left both abandoned and dependent upon failing services are tempted to withdraw from the na-
tional project.4 

The world economic crisis that followed the 1973 oil embargo triggered a postindustrial 
age dominated by the globalization of services and a data based global economy.5 It also 
eroded the ability of the political elites to claim political legitimacy on the basis of social 
justice, leading to a resurgence of ethno-nationalism.6 All industrial countries saw a surge of 
unemployment and a growing economic gap between those who could participate in the global 
economy and those who could not. High levels of unemployment had a minor impact on those 
adapted to the global economy, but fundamentally fragmented the “civic” based polities that 
grounded their legitimacy in social justice. Thus, whereas until the 1980s recession in the 
industrial areas of an advanced industrial country had an immediate impact on the rest of the 
economy, this is no longer the case. Therefore, a recession in the industrial North of England 
(which is a part of the national economy) has a marginal impact on the City of London, whose 
fortunes are completely tied to the global economy. The fragmentation between the national 
and the global led to the general social fragmentation of the polities. 

Political elites on both sides of the Iron Curtain, unable to cope with the post-industrial 
economic reality, resorted to harnessing nationalism as a source of legitimacy and social 
cohesion. In the Soviet Bloc, leaders such as Brezhnev and Ceaucescu abandoned their 
international ideology in favor of a nationalist legitimacy.7 Similarly, in the West, the advent 
of the “global village” and world citizen not only did not lead to the decline of nationalism, but 
also, due to the deepening atomization and anomie of the post-modern world, led to the 
strengthening of the reliance on nationalism as a source of identity and belonging.8 Ignatieff, 
analyzing the political success of Thatcherism, noted that, “the more anomic her [Margaret 
Thatcher’s] vision of ‘society,’ the more important it became to her to emphasize the 
stabilizing virtues of national belonging.9 The negation of nationalism as the central force in 
politics was a short interlude that lasted less than an intellectual generation. 

Not only have most postcolonial states that appeared in Asia and Africa succumbed to 
nationalism as their main legitimating force, but even the institutionalized liberal polities of 
Europe and the English-speaking world have increasingly relied on nationalism as the 
underpinning of their respective political legitimacy and cohesion. For example, in Belgium, 
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even the national pension fund was divided along ethnic lines among the French-speaking 
Walloons and the Dutch-speaking Flemings. In West Germany, verfassungspatriotismus 
notwithstanding, there was a willingness to admit millions of immigrants from the former 
Soviet Union on the basis of ethnic solidarity, although the Volga Germans had emigrated to 
Russia in the eighteenth century. The willingness of the West Germans to spend trillions of 
DM on the rehabilitation of East Germany and the mammoth reconstruction of Berlin are a 
testament to the enduring power of nationalism. 

Even the English-speaking countries, the foremost proponents of civic as opposed to 
ethno-cultural nationalism, did not manage to avoid the ubiquitous power of nationalism. 
The centrifugal ethno-national forces challenging the integrity of Canada and the United 
Kingdom are driven by powerful nationalisms, despite the centuries-old tradition of universal 
political institutions. The rejection of the “melting pot” mythology in Australia and the 
United States in favor of “multiculturalism,” in response to the “One Nation” movement in 
Australia and to growing anti-immigrant sentiment in the United States, is similar. Despite 
powerful and well-established political institutions, polities cannot rely exclusively on 
inclusive political institutions as a substitute for a nationalist basis for legitimacy and 
coherence. Multiculturalism, which supposedly could thrive in institutional civic polities, is 
increasingly perceived by broad segments of the Western body politic as a mere apology for 
relativism.10 The historic reality is that nationalism, a forces that has been present on the 
European scene at least since the Reformation, continues to be the dominant political force 
that endows polities with the essential consensus and sense of cohesion without which they 
cannot function.11 Every polity relies on a mythical national idea that determines the 
contours of its political life. 

All national identities are continuous “works in progress” subject to endless debate, 
change, and revision. However, overwhelming empiric evidence suggests that no society can 
effectively react to the challenges of the day without a broadly accepted mythic “national idea” 
legitimizing the existing order. The source of virtually all legitimating ideology is an 
irrational and incoherent mélange of religion and nationalism that is the keystone to any 
nation-building endeavor. It is the manipulation of the irrational forces of nationalism that 
affects the political direction of polities. Historically, the more fugitive and incoherent the 
sense of self in a polity, the more unstable it tends to be. 

Russia’s Embryonic National Identify 

It should be noted that, in all empires, the people who form the “core” of the empire tend to 
have a weaker extra-imperial identify than do the “subject” people(s). Therefore, the English 
have a weaker identity than the peoples of the “Celtic fringe”; the Austrians in the Habsburg 
Empire had a weaker identity than either the Magyars or the Slavs; Turks were less 
conscious of their distinct culture than either the peoples of the Balkans or the Sultan’s Arab 
subjects; the Catalans versus the Catalans and Galicians. Thus it is not surprising that the 
Russians have long had a far weaker sense of national consciousness than the subject peoples 
of the western borderlands or the Caucasus. It is therefore axiomatic that the post-imperial 
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adaptation of the “core” peoples is far more traumatic and complex than that of the “subject” 
peoples.12 

Long before Russia could develop its distinct national institutions, those institutions were 
converted into imperial institutions, with no clear interest in distinctly Russian issues.13 

Since Russian leaders, whether Tsarist or Soviet, derived their legitimacy from a 
messianic-universalistic ideology, notions of a distinct Russian identity were discouraged and 
at times even suppressed during both the Tsarist and Soviet periods. Although after the 
Crimean War (1854–55) Russia did experience an intellectual reawakening, it was unlike 
what occurred in Central Europe, where the reawakening spurred the development of 
nationalism and a distinct national agenda. Russia’s restless intelligentsia, whether 
Westernizer or Slavophile, continued with a messianic agenda, all but ignoring Russia’s 
distinct needs. As Russia’s first Prime Minister, Count Sergei Witte, noted: “[We] still have 
not realized that ever since the times of Peter the Great and Catherine the Great there has not 
been such a thing as Russia, only the Russian Empire.”14 

While there were times, in both the Tsarist and Soviet periods, when weakened regimes 
turned to Russian nationalism as a source of legitimacy, these intervals did little to create a 
sense of national community. During these times of state-promoted nationalism, such as the 
reign of Alexander III, late Stalinism, and late Brezhnevism, the thrust of “official” Russian 
nationalism was directed at the glorification of Russia’s leading role within the empire; any 
discussion of Russia’s distinct interests or agenda was suppressed. Consequently, neither the 
Tsarist nor the Soviet regimes’ use of nationalism managed to narrow the gap between the 
state and society.15 

The collapse of the Soviet Empire failed to generate the political experience that would 
help shape a clear Russian national identity. In a similar situation, the birth of the Turkish 
national state was ushered in by the Ottoman Empire’s defeat in World War I, by the massive 
population shifts caused by the Greco-Turkish War, and by the consolidation of a distinct 
Turkish nationalism. In the case of Russia, however, the demise of the USSR occurred 
primarily because of the atrophy of a cohesive elite, rather than a popular challenge to the 
system. When the USSR was dissolved in December 1991, most Russians, including the 
political elite, were not certain whether the Belovezhsk agreement (Minsk) signaled a new 
form of federalism or some other new arrangement. It was this uncertainty among the 
Russian elite that explains Russia’s prolonged failure to establish its own Defense Ministry or 
Central Bank.16 Therefore, the collapse of the USSR cannot be equated with the birth of 
Russia. In fact, the breakup of the USSR was initially perceived by many Russians as a 
power-sharing deal between various elements of the Soviet nomenklatura, which had little 
relevance to their lives. 

It is symptomatic of the psychological disorientation befalling Russia that it took over 
eight years after the breakup of the Soviet Union for the Russians to agree on the proper name 
for the country, much less its borders, flag, seal, or national anthem (for which there still are 
no approved lyrics). Russia, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, has yet to find its 
“usable past,” its historic heroes and villains, or, for that matter, a universal definition of 
what a Russian is. Sigmund Freud once observed that humanity always lives in the past and, 
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guided by the past, is constantly thinking about the future; humanity never lives in the 
present. Contemporary Russia has not arrived at a consensus about its past, and thus it is 
forced to contend with conflicting and contradictory visions of its future. 

Russian Statehood: The Rise and Fall of Westernization 

Russia’s emergence as an independent state was not a “rebirth.” Unlike the Baltic states 
or the republics of the Caucasus, there was no passionate national identity to invigorate the 
polity as a result of the Soviet collapse. Unlike Ukrainians, Russians could neither marvel at 
their newly won sovereignty nor anticipate a rapid improvement in their living standards, as 
most Ukrainians did.17 To most Russians, the demise of the USSR, engineered by the 
intelligentsia and nomenklatura, represented a rollback of Russia’s frontiers to their 
pre-Petrine configuration, resulting in the loss of many “ancestral Russian lands,” the 
creation of a massive Diaspora of Russians in the “near abroad,” and a profound sense of 
humiliation and defeat. Furthermore, the borders of the Russian Federation, its federalist 
structure, and the existence within it of quasi-sovereign republics dominated by their titular 
nationalities, made the new state appear much more like an ersatz, truncated Soviet Union 
than a Russian state. Under these circumstances, it was all but impossible to devise a 
post-imperial myth as a compass for the new state. 

While it is beyond the scope of this paper to retrace the dynamics that led to the 
dismantling of the USSR, it is essential to note that the intellectual force behind Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s Perestroika—and later the supporters of Boris Yeltsin’s reforms—was primarily 
the Moscow-based Westernized intelligentsia. Like other groups, the westernized 
intelligentsia was a complex body with a variety of subgroups, though several common beliefs 
applied to most of its members. The basic dogma of the Westernized intelligentsia consisted 
of the following assumptions: 

l The source of all the evils that befell the USSR was Russia’s “falling out” of its natu-
ral Western cultural orbit. 

l The nationality problems were a direct outgrowth of Bolshevik totalitarianism; 
thus, once the USSR adopted “[Western] common values,” the nationality problem 
would resolve itself. 

l The USSR’s (and later Russia’s) daunting economic problems could be easily over-
come, given the country’s human and mineral wealth. With a rapid integration into 
Western structures, Russia would relive the post-World War II experience of Ger-
many or Japan and rapidly become a pillar of the “civilized North,” escaping the in-
telligentsia’s nightmare of “Aziatshchina” (Asianization). 

l The integration in the West of the “civilized North” would be facilitated by the West’s 
appreciation of Russia’s unilateral ending of the Cold War and by the gratitude of 
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the East Europeans and the citizens of the former Soviet Republics for making their 
independence possible. 

l Both the Russian Westernizers and their Western counterparts agreed that 
macro-economic reform and stabilization through a spillover effect would bring 
about democratization and the rule of law.18 

Like Russia’s Westernizers in the nineteenth century, the new Moscow intelligentsia 
adopted the prevailing Western model of neo-liberalism fashionable in the Thatcher-Reagan 
years, with little criticism or allowance for the USSR’s distinct features. For example, they 
paid no heed to the fact that the keystone of the liberal economic model, a Lockian-type civil 
society where a strong, largely self-regulating society “tolerates” a weak and constrained 
state, was a phenomenon distinct to a small group of predominantly Anglo-Saxon states. 
They ignored also Russia’s Hegelian legacy of the primacy of the state as the “rational 
extension of the individual” and the fact that the post-Stalinist USSR had attained something 
of a Montesquiean version of civil society where the citizenry organized into smaller 
subgroups which institutionally acted as intermediaries between the individual and the 
state.19 Thus the Westernized elite proceeded to dismantle all intermediate institutions with 
an almost religious zeal, in the belief that these Bolshevik leftovers stymied the emergence of 
both a self-sufficient Russian citizen and the “free” market. Unlike their democratic 
counterparts in Central Europe, where the agenda to destroy the Bolshevik autocracy did not 
automatically coincide with the establishment of neo-liberalism and where former dissidents 
formed either Social Democratic or Christian Democratic parties, the Russian intelligentsia 
proceeded to “build capitalism” with the same disregard of the predicament of the hinterland 
(glubinka) as their Marxist predecessors.20 Yegor Gaidar, the father of Russia’s “shock 
therapy,” declared the need for the destruction of Russia’s “pathological backwardness” if 
Russia was ever going to join the civilized world.21 Russian Westernizers and their Western 
counterparts adopted the neo-liberal dogma with the same zeal that their Western 
predecessors a generation earlier were enthralled by “development” theories.22 

The dismantling of the many institutions, such as the Trade Unions, Komsomol, Party 
Actives, women groups, etc. that mediated between the state and the individual did not result 
in the birth of a more individualistic citizen, but rather led to the complete atomization of the 
individual.23 The result was that the individual lost his sole point of reference and his sole 
means of interacting with the state. Another result was the metamorphosis of many of these 
subgroups into criminal formations. In the end, the deliberate and often mechanical 
dismemberment of the old state institutions created a polity that has neither public power nor 
individual rights, making it an incoherent political society tenuously linked to an ever more 
deeply atomized and alienated individual.24 

One of the responses to the growing alienation from the center and the subsequent 
political atomization was the rise of regional identities in Russia (Siberia, the Urals, the Far 
East, et. al.). The importance of this development is more limited than meets the eye. While 
the rise of local nationalism has at times resulted in separatist rhetoric and refusal to pay 
taxes, in reality the local activism is a means to express frustration with Moscow rather than 
an attempt to separate from it. The “all Russian” concept remains very strong. In every 
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public opinion poll, the most loved institutions remain the national institutions, such as the 
army and the church, not local political organizations. 

Without a doubt, the massive criminalization and collapse of the economy deprived the 
Russian government of the ability to use economic well-being as the underpinning of 
legitimacy that was afforded to other post-imperial polities after World War II. In addition to 
that, however, the collapse of the USSR, the sudden willful denunciation of the previous 
seventy years of Russian history, and the debasement of what were heretofore national icons 
triggered a bitter response across wide segments of the Russian society, especially outside the 
two capital cities.25 This is a process that Oswald Spengler calls “Pseudomorphosis,” in which 
the borrowed culture overwhelms the receiving culture, leading to a profound disorientation 
on the part of the populace and creating a growing gap between an elite that assimilates the 
new culture and the masses that assimilate it only superficially. Societies experiencing 
Pseudomorphosis usually follow one of two paths: either despotism by the assimilated elite or 
complete political paralysis.26 Thus, even if the agenda of the Westernizing elite had been 
successfully implemented, the cultural break (perelom) would have made the restoration of 
coherence to the new Russian state a daunting task.27 Long before the economic collapse of 
August 1998, Genadii Zyuganov captured popular feeling when he referred to Westernized 
Moscow as a “wart on the nose of Russia.” 

The utopian dream of the Westernizers, in any case, failed to materialize. The newly 
independent states of the former USSR not only did not express any gratitude to Russia for 
their painless liberation, but instead, in their attempt to fortify their own identities, turned 
Russian into the evil “other” responsible for all the calamities that had befallen them, 
including Stalinism. The Russian population and Russophone Diaspora resident in these 
newly independent states suddenly became an unloved leftover of imperialism, people who 
perceived the growth of discrimination and outright persecution against them.28 In a similar 
fashion, within the Russian Federation itself, republics dominated by titular nationalities, 
such as Chechnya, Tatarstan, and Bashkortistan asserted their “native rights,” creating a 
large Russian population believing itself to be the subject of discrimination and even 
oppression. In one case, the assertiveness of the native population led to the denial of 
pensions to the Russians by the Dudayev regime in Chechnya. In Tatarstan, the conversion of 
the Russian Academy of Sciences (RAN) into the Academy of Science of the Republic of 
Tatarstan (ANRT) resulted in a rewrite of history aimed at breaking the “Russian 
falsification of Tatar history.”29 The educational system of Tatarstan not only mandates the 
introduction of Tatar language across the republic, despite the fact that fewer than one 
percent of the Russians have any knowledge of the language, and embraced an ethnic rather 
than civic concept of citizenship, with the Russian population of the republic being depicted as 
colonizers or guests.30 

The Westernizers who believed and expected that the USSR’s and then Russia’s 
nationality problems would be easily solved with the advent of democracy turned out to be 
bitterly disappointed. 

Another Westernizing notion to meet its Waterloo soon after the collapse of the USSR was 
the belief that the nations of East-Central Europe would appreciate the Russian role in their 
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liberation and would thus act as a bridge facilitating Russia’s “return to Europe.” As with the 
former Soviet republics, much of the pent-up hostility towards the USSR was transferred to 
Russia. Across the region, Soviet World War II cemeteries and monuments were vandalized, 
at times with the apparent blessing of the authorities, thereby attacking perhaps Russia’s 
sole remaining national icon. Demands by Poland that democratic Russia assume moral 
responsibility for Stalinist travesties shook the underlying assumption of the Westernizers 
that the peoples of the former USSR and the Soviet bloc would realize that it was the Russians 
who were the prime victims of Stalinism. The countries of East-Central Europe not only 
failed to become facilitators for Russia, but instead spearheaded the attempt to exclude 
Russia from Europe, a process that culminated in the applications of Poland, Hungary, and 
the Czech Republic to enter NATO. The symbolic value alone of the decision to expand NATO 
severely discredited the notion of Westernization in the Russian body politic. The 
desperation of the Russian Westernizers was eloquently captured by the liberal publicist 
Kara Muzra: 

We consider ourselves as a part of Europe in the cultural sense. But Europe does not consider 
Russia to be European. That’s the problem. They fear us. We [are treated as] a guest of Europe. 
There is a saying: ‘The uninvited guest has already been here for generations’ [making every-
body, especially the guest, uncomfortable, it would seem]. [Ivan] Silaev [ambassador to the Eu-
ropean Union] was right when he said to NATO that you are only stimulating Zyuganov.31 

Perhaps the greatest disappointment to the Russian westernized intelligentsia was in 
Russia’s relationship with the developed West in general and the United States in particular. 
By 1995, there was a growing consensus that the attempted return to the “common Europe 
home” was an economic, political, and security calamity for Russia. In economic terms, the 
expectation that Russia would soon be integrated into the “civilized North” turned out to be an 
illusion. Western aid, never reaching the levels that some Westernizers such as Yavlinskii 
anticipated, was either spent on Western consultants or simply stolen by a parasitic 
rent-seeking elite.32 Within a very short period, Russian society fragmented to produce a 
small, criminalized economic elite that, with the West’s blessing, continued to loot the 
country. The perception of continued Western support for Yeltsin, regardless of how corrupt 
and arbitrary he proved to be, was engrained in the Russian consciousness, especially 
following the events of 1993, when Yeltsin used tanks to subdue a duly elected 
parliament—again, with the approval of the West. 

Similarly, the Westernizer’s belief that Russia, with its human and mineral resources 
along with a population used to low wages, would be able to repeat the experience of 
Southeast Asia, where export promotion became a locomotive of sustained growth, was 
dashed, in large part due to the “anti-dumping” policies of both the United States and the 
European Union (EU). The requirement that the “non-market” economies of the CIS 
illustrate a priori that their manufactured goods were not being dumped on Western markets 
stymied any hope of an export-driven economy. Thanks to tight monetary policies stemming 
from the Russian Westernizers’ heeding of International Monetary Fund advice, the 
“de-monetized” Russian economy drove much of Russia’s manufacturing sector to rely on 
barter as the main means of trade. The reliance on barter resulted in the inability of most 
Russian manufacturers to demonstrate costs and thus avoid countervailing measures 
designed to thwart dumping. Furthermore, the tight monetary policy foisted on Russia by the 
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West led to an appreciation of the Russian currency, creating an import drive boom in 
Moscow, where 85 percent of the foreign capital in Russia was placed, while further 
constraining the ability of industry to compete, leading to massive impoverishment outside 
the two major cities. 

The hopes of Russia’s Westernizers for an export driven recovery were crushed. 
Post-Soviet Russia, shorn of its empire and unable to sell is manufactured goods to its former 
clients and satellites, was quickly reduced to a mineral and semi-processed commodities 
exporter, leading to the collapse of its manufacturing sector and to mass unemployment 
among the country’s “technical intelligentsia,” which, ironically, many early Westernizers 
saw as the basis of a putative middle class. In what may well turn out to be the ultimate irony 
of Russia’s experiment with westernization, Russia’s Westernizers fell victim to the 
neo-liberal dogma gripping the West between 1979 and 1997. They both ignored Karl 
Polanyi’s seminal work, The Great Transformation (1944), which so clearly demonstrated 
how the gold standard and tight monetary policy delegitimized the Weimar Republic, and 
forgot that both the New Deal and the Marshall Plan included healthy doses of monetary 
injections into the economy.33 Western advisors and their Russian counterparts proceeded 
with their neo-liberal prescriptions, ignoring all evidence that, in Russia’s case at least, tight 
money did not result in greater savings and investments but was actually driving the 
economy toward barter and subsistence production. By 1998, the Russian Federation 
fragmented into dozens of pseudo-closed economies, while the country’s GDP was hovering at 
50 percent of its 1988 level. In economic terms, the Russian state ceased to be a coherent unit. 

Finally, the Westernizer’s assumption that the collapse of the Soviet bloc and the 
devolution of the USSR would lead to a partnership with the United States and an end to the 
Cold War has failed to materialize in Russian eyes. The decision to expand NATO eastward 
was perceived across the spectrum of Russia’s political classes as, at best, a violation of the 
Zheleznovotsk agreements and, at the worst, a provocative step to isolate Russia within the 
international system. This sense of defeat and betrayal was reinforced by the decision of the 
United States to hold naval exercises off the Crimean Peninsula and later by the strong 
support of the Clinton administration for the Baku-Ceyhan oil pipeline, despite repeated 
statements by the oil industry that the project has no economic foundation. To most Russian 
observers, in security terms, westernization did not return Russia to the “civilized West,” but 
rather moved the line of containment from the heart of Germany to the Polish-Ukrainian 
border and from the Persian Gulf to the Caucasus. 

The Yeltsin years will be remembered as years of lost opportunities for both Russia and 
the West. In economic terms, the Russian economy shriveled to less than half of its Soviet era 
peak. In political terms, the collapse of communism failed to create a modern citizenry and 
instead degraded the population to an amorphous mass, oscillating between atomization and 
anomie on the one hand and criminalization on the other. Yet, perhaps the most grievous loss 
inflicted on Russia was in psychological terms. Russia’s Westernized elite, ensconced in 
Moscow, perceived approval by the West as the highest form of legitimacy, giving the 
increasingly radical opposition almost a monopoly in shaping and defining Russia and its 
national myth. To many Russians, the warm relationship between Moscow-based 
Westernizers and the West, occurring in the context of an ever-deepening poverty and 
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corruption, appeared to be proof of the elite’s duplicity and the West’s perfidiousness. This 
was a reminder to them of Alexander Radishchev’s observation in his Journey from 
Petersburg to Moscow (1790) that, while the French Philosophers marveled at the liberalism 
and enlightenment of Catherine the Great, both the Russian empress and her Western 
interlocutors conveniently forgot that she ruled a realm of enslaved serfs. 

Similarly, the heroic treatment accorded to Yeltsin, Chernomyrdin, Chubais, and some of 
the New Russian tycoons, at a time when millions went unpaid and a new form of serfdom was 
introduced, discredited both the merit of westernization and the West itself.34 The collapse of 
the Russian ruble, in August 1998, and Russia’s subsequent default on its foreign debt, 
followed by a banking crisis that decimated the proto-middle class and was felt even in 
Moscow and St. Petersburg, dealt a severe blow to the “imagined community” of the Russian 
intelligentsia. 

While we may be historically too close to analyze thoroughly all the complex reasons 
behind the collapse of Russia’s liberal westernization, an important general observation can 
be made. The failure of both the late nineteenth and twentieth century liberalization 
movements continues to reflect the profound schism in Russian society. The contemporary 
Russian historian Aleksandr Akhiezer drew a striking analogy: 

Every word of the 1861 reform harbored a schism, an abyss of a mutual lack of understanding. 
Liberal reformers, guided by the values of a developed utilitarianism as ways to become aware of 
the link between personal efforts and personal benefits, pursued liberal notions of growth and 
the importance of the individual in society. The peasants, by contrast, strove to close themselves 
off in their own local worlds; they were oriented toward the dominance of barter relations. Two 
sets of values, two types of civilization, two kinds of socio-cultural reproductions were in con-
flict.35 

Russia’s lumpen urbanization and industrialization did not alter many features of 
Russian society. The end of central planning and the disintegration of the centralized state 
resulted in the reversion to a fragmentation of the economy that enabled local power brokers 
to close themselves in their own local worlds and revert to a barter relationship. Thus 
liberalization of prices in Russia did not lead to an explosion in production, to rational prices, 
or to an individual-based society. 

By 1995, fully 64.5 percent of Russian adults were “ashamed of their country,” 55 percent 
were certain that “[Russia] cannot go on living this way,” and 82 percent longed to see Russia 
as a “great power.”36 In a symbolic coincidence, when, in December 1998, one of the “poet 
laureates” of Gorbachev’s glasnost, Anatolii Rybakov, died in his home in New York, much of 
the Russian press virtually ignored the event. Russia’s bout of political and economic 
liberalism was over. 
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Russia at a Crossroads: Ethno-Nationalism or Pan-Slavism 

The new [Russian] national idea cannot be other than a continuation and a development of pre-
vious national ideas formed over the course of centuries and the embodiment of the integral ex-
perience of the nation and the principles of its existence.37 

It may well be that the greatest strength of Russia’s pseudo-democracy is the absence of 
programmatic political parties and the very deep atomization of society, both of which act as 
obstacles to the formation of authoritarianism.38 However, this apparent apathy should not 
be confused with the profound rejection of the current Russian reality. In the popular arts, 
the themes of Stalinist brutality, communist oppression, and Brezhnevite banality have all 
but disappeared. Russian popular music of today, especially among the heavy metal bands 
popular with the young, dwells on the people’s feelings of anger and humiliation, with 
xenophobic and anti-Western overtones. Among the middle-aged groups, there is a powerful 
return to Soviet era estrada and a mix of war songs from both World War II and the Civil War. 
In the case of Civil War songs, however, it is the songs of the Whites fighting for “Holy Russia,” 
rather than the Reds fighting for a “new world,” that are most popular. Betrayal and 
abandonment by the West are a recurrent theme. 

Beyond popular art, which is one measure of public sentiment, public opinion polls 
indicate profound nostalgia for the Soviet past. Though as noted above, nearly two-thirds of 
Russians are “ashamed” of their country, at the same time, 84 percent regret the breakup of 
the USSR.39 The failure of the westernizing paradigm has left a huge psychological void in 
Russia, a void that is being filled with mythologies relying on nationalism as the basis of 
legitimacy. As was the case with German and Hungarian nationalism during the inter-war 
period, there are two major variants of the nationalist paradigm competing within Russia’s 
body politic: a nativist group that focuses on Russia in its current “narrow definition” of ethnic 
Russians living within the Russian Federation; and a group with a “Pan-Slavic” vision, which 
extends the definition of Russians across the Slavic-Orthodox lands of the former Soviet 
Union. Both of the above currents in Russian politics are poorly formed and fluid in structure, 
with many individuals defying a strict characterization; however, while the process of 
formation might not be complete, several general observations can be made. 

Nativist “Moderate” Nationalism 

Nativist “moderate” nationalism emerged fairly soon after the collapse of the USSR and, 
indeed, found some resonance across wide segments of Russian society. Among the 
prominent political actors that might fit in this nationalist paradigm, albeit imperfectly, 
would be all three former major presidential contenders: Lebed, Luzhkov, and Primakov, 
along with Lukin and Solzhenitsyn. While the above-mentioned nationalists do not all have 
identical views, there are several key characteristics common to all of them: 

l In terms of a usable past, they all refuse to categorize either the Soviet era or the 
Tsarist period in any uni-dimensional manner. While freely admitting the short-
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comings of the previous eras, they invariably stress the accomplishments of Russia 
and its people under both the Soviet and Tsarist regimes. 

l They perceive of Russia as a distinct culture and, while avoiding messianic or 
anti-status quo policies, they nevertheless support a vigorous defense of the coun-
try’s distinct culture and an assertive foreign policy that defends Russia’s national 
interests. This includes a sphere of influence across the former Soviet territory. Sig-
nificantly, even the moderate Russian nationalists refuse to give up irredentist 
claims to “Russian lands” and closely link the Russian identify with the Russian 
state and the Russian Orthodox Church.40 

Their definition of “Russian-ness” tends to be relatively broad, with language and culture 
as the main markers of national identity.41 However, unlike the westernizing liberals who 
insist that decentralization and federalism are essential pillars of Russia’s democracy, 
moderate nationalists fear that uncontrolled decentralization will lead to the fragmentation 
of the Russian Federation and a repeat of the experience of the USSR. Vladimir Lukin has 
noted that, given the regional and “civilizational” centrifugal forces across the unwieldy 
federation, Russia’s sole priority over the next two decades is simply to “survive.”42 

Solzhenitsyn has noted that federalism was a “Leninist invention” meant to dilute and 
denude Russian culturally.43 The anti-Federalist attitude among many Russian nationalists 
hardened when Tatarstan threatened to block any further integration between Russia and 
Belarus. The solution for preventing the disintegration of Russia is to create a unitary 
ethno-national state. Some of the more radical among the “narrow nationalists,” such as 
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Vladimir Kabuzan, and Ksenia Mialo, while supporting 
independence for the Chechens, included in their agenda the recovery of “Russian lands” such 
as the Crimea, Donbass, the Narva area of Estonia, and northern Kazakhstan.44 

Interestingly, while Ksenia Mialo narrowly focuses on Russia as a distinct entity—she traces 
the origin of the Russian state to Novgorod—others among the nativists link the birth of the 
Russian nation to the formation of a strong Muscovite state, abandoning the myth of Kievan 
Rus’ as the birthplace of Russia, as the Slavophiles tend to do.45 Strong centralized statehood 
is a key to Russian identity, according to this group. 

Their attitude toward the West is very ambiguous, often indicating suppressed hostility. 
They firmly believe that the West, and particularly the United States, is not 
“anti-Communist” but rather “Russophobic.” Thus the liberals’ dream of partnership with 
the United States never had grounding in reality. The United States, according to the 
“narrow” nationalists, has humiliated Russia and exploited Russia’s weakness in order to 
undermine the Russian state.46 However, while perceiving the United States as a rival, the 
narrow nationalists recognize that, given Russia’s economic weakness, it must avoid tension 
with the West until such time that its economy, and particularly its industrial base, has 
recovered. While most “narrow” nationalists blame the West for the economic misfortunes 
that have befallen Russia, they remain very cognizant of Russia’s dependence on Western 
credits and hence are careful not to provoke a confrontation on truly substantive issues. 
Thus, at the current stage, Russia’s policy should be limited to sustaining the integrity of 
Russia, for only upon regaining its strength can Russia reassert itself across “Russian lands.” 
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Although the narrow nativist nationalist school may well contain some of the most 
respected names in Russian politics, and indeed dominated the political arena for the first five 
years of Russia’s independence, their ideological paradigm suffered a severe setback with the 
outbreak of war with Chechnya and the subsequent Russian defeat. While the narrow 
Russian nationalists long rejected an intimate relationship with the West because it was seen 
as degrading to Russia’s culture and status, many of these same nationalists adopted the view 
of the émigré ”Eurasians” of the 1920s, who perceived the non-Slavic peoples of Russia to be 
symbiotic friends of Russia in the confrontation with the West.47 The war in Chechnya, 
followed by the rise in fundamentalist Islam (Wahabism) there as well as in Dagestan and in 
other parts of the Russian Federation, coupled with the quagmire in Tajikistan and the 
ascent of the Taliban in Afghanistan, shattered all notions of “Eurasianism” or of an 
“Orthodox-Muslim axis” against the West. Aleksandr Prokhanov, the editor of the 
ultra-nationalist publication Zavtra and a strong proponent of “Eurasianism,” wrote in late 
1996 that it will be China and the Muslim world that will benefit most from the dissolution of 
Russia.48 The Congress of Russian Communities (KRO) bluntly rejected the notion of 
“Eurasianism” in its Second Manifesto: 

Eurasianism is only able to distract the Russkie from their own national challenges and weaken 
the firmness of the Russkii spirit, and entice the illusion of intermediary mission.49 

The first defeat in Chechnya was a turning point in post-Soviet, Russian history. On the 
one hand, that war exposed the decay in Yeltsin’s Russia; at the same time, it delegitimized 
the Russian state that had emerged in 1991. Observing the status of the Russian state in 
1998, the nationalist journal Moskva noted that “federalism destroyed Russia within the 
frontiers of the USSR and will destroy the Russian Federation unless [federalism] ceases to 
be the state dogma.”50 He cites the writing of the Dagestani nationalist Mohamed Tagaev, 
who has claimed that the stated aim of the Islamic population in the Russian Federation is to 
reduce Russia to the medieval “Moscovy, Tver, and Novgorod principalities.”51 This initiated 
yet another shift in the center of gravity of Russian nationalism away from Eurasian nativism 
toward pan-Slavic imperialism, a process that would accelerate greatly after the economic 
crisis in the summer of 1998. 

Pan-Slavists and Empire Builders 

There always have been segments within the Russian body politic that have never 
accepted the demise of the USSR. However, after the defeat of the communist coup attempt in 
August 1991, the massive vote in Ukraine to secede from the Soviet Union and the willingness 
of vast portions of the Soviet Armed Forces to “betray” the Soviet Union and declare loyalty to 
Ukraine and other newly emerged states reduced those who sought the restoration of the 
USSR to fringe groups consisting mainly of communists and other disaffected types. In the 
months following the demise of the USSR, peripheral groups such s the National Salvation 
Front, led by Ilya Konstantinov, called for the restoration of the USSR in the context of a 
“multi-ethnic nation” (Mnogonoardonaia natsiia). The communists, both in Russia and 
Ukraine, from the very start did not accept the demise of the Soviet Union. As Roman 
Szporluk observed, “Independent Russia and independent Ukraine in their own ways define 

37




themselves through the negation of the Soviet Union.”52 This definition was rejected from the 
start by hard-core communists, and the regrouped Russian Communist party called for the 
revival of the Soviet Union on the basis of “One Soviet People” (edinnyi sovietskii narod). 

By 1993, the view of those wishing to restore the empire significantly changed. The 
growing crime wave in Russian cities, coupled with the prevailing perception that 
immigrants from Central Asia and the Caucasus represented a “criminal element,” cooled the 
internationalist ardor of many communists. The popularity of the expulsion of “Asians” from 
Moscow by the city’s major (Luzhkov) in October 1993, followed by the outbreak of the war in 
Chechnya, led the communists to shift from calling for the restoration of the Soviet Union to 
an embrace of a Pan-Slavic paradigm. The waves of Slavic immigrants from Central Asia and 
the perception of the oppression of the Russians in the Baltic states and in the titular 
republics of the Russian Federation rekindled an imperial version of Pan-Slavism. Instead of 
stressing internationalism, the leader of the Russian communists, Zyuganov, declared that, 
since only a nation can generate human values, “Slavic values” are superior to abstract 
“human values.” Vladimir Govorukhin, a former advocate of a Soviet restoration, declared 
his preference for a united Slavic state.53 By 1997, Zyuganov asserted a distinctly Pan-Slavic 
version: “Our task is the reunification of Ukraine and Belarus with Russia.”54 

As the economic situation in Russia declined, an ever-growing segment of the Russian 
population perceived the Russian polity as an illegitimate criminal entity. The illegitimacy of 
the Russian state was further accelerated by the mass disenchantment in both Belarus and 
Ukraine with their respective independence. Interestingly, the term “the Soviet Union” was 
relegated to disuse, while the Russian political lexicon became increasingly dominated by 
terms such as Slavic Brotherhood (Slavianskoe bratstvo) and the Triune Orthodox Russian 
Nation (triedinaya pravoslavniia russkaya narodnost) consisting of Russians, Ukrainians, 
and Belarusians.55 

The shift toward a Pan-Slavic orientation was joined by other important political actors in 
Russia, including the Russian Orthodox Church, large segments of the officer corps, and most 
recently, members of the middle class ruined by the collapse of 1998. The Russian Orthodox 
Church, historically an organ of empire, reacted to the demise of the USSR with dismay. The 
breakup of the USSR meant the rise of autocephalous churches in Estonia, Ukraine, and 
Moldova, de facto dethroning the Patriarch of “Moscow and all the Russias.” Thus, from the 
very beginning, the Orthodox Church launched a campaign against its twin enemies: 
“ecumenism” as represented by the Westernizing liberals and “renovationism” as manifest in 
the rise of national orthodox churches in the newly independent states.56 Appealing to 
Russian nationalism, Orthodox Church leaders equated ecumenism with the creeping 
“Catholicization” of Russia, recalling the resistance of Aleksandr Nevskii to the Teutonic 
Knights.57 

An even more extreme nationalist position was advocated by the late Metropolitan of St. 
Petersburg, Ioann, who praised Stalin as the gatherer of the “Lands of Rus” and called for a 
crusade against the genocidal “Russophobes,” including Gorbachev, Yeltsin, Jews, and 
American capitalists, all of whom were seen to be conspiring to break up “the greatest empire 
in the world.”58 In Belarus, the Metropolitan of Minsk (Filaret) routinely referred to “our 
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homeland between the Baltic and the Pacific.” While not all clerics embraced Ioann’s sense of 
paranoia, Alexii II, Patriarch of Moscow and the Russias, declined to take issue with the 
ultra-nationalist sentiments emanating from his church. Significantly, when Presidents 
Aleksandr Lukashenko of Belarus and Boris Yeltsin of Russia launched the process of 
integration between the two countries, Alexii II presided over the ceremony, referring to it as 
a sacred task (sviatoe delo). The call for a synthesis of Orthodox Christianity and a Pan-Slavic 
ideology was enthusiastically endorsed by the publication Literaturnaia Rossia, of the Union 
of Russian writers. 

Another advocate of Pan-Slavic integration are the Russian armed forces. While the 
armed forces were once the embodiment of the USSR as a superpower, they are now reduced 
to humiliating poverty. The Russian armed forces, both as an institution and as individual 
officers, increasingly see the current situation as untenable. In a text published by the 
Russian Ministry of Defense, both the alarm about the current situation and a blueprint for 
the future were laid out: 

Today (at the end of the twentieth century) Russia has no national idea, no national conscious-
ness…We are about to resemble a modern day Atlantis indifferently plunging into the ocean.59 

The authors, commissioned by the Russian Defense Ministry, argue that, if Russia is not to 
disintegrate or become a band of mercenaries, a Russian state organically linked to the 
Russian Orthodox Church and to the legacy of Kievan Rus’ must supplant the current 
incoherence.60 

The Union of Slavic Officers, representing military officers from the three Slavic states, 
has been active since 1993, organizing congresses and calling for a “Slavic Rebirth.” Many 
officers, especially those on duty within the Ministry of the Interior, developed overt links 
with the fascist Russian National Union (RNU), a relationship that allowed members of the 
RNU to acquire weapons.61 A recurring theme among nationalist military officers is that only 
a “united Slavdom” can confront the tidal wave of Islam from the South as well as that of the 
latter day Teutonic Knights, by which they mean NATO.62 In a bulletin published by the 
Union of Slavic Officers, there was a call for the defense of the “all-Russian” Slavic ethos 
against a crusade to destroy Russia, a defense that is attainable only in the context of a 
“unified all-Russian state.” Yeltsin, cognizant of the growing Pan-Slavic sentiment in the 
Russian Armed Forces, stated in an official address to military officers: “It is impossible to 
tear Ukraine from our hearts. The Ukrainians are our own people. That is our destiny—our 
common destiny.”63 Primakov, a few days after Orthodox Christmas, attended a gathering 
organized by Alexii, bringing together churchmen, officers, and intellectuals. 

Another important indicator of the shift of the Russian body politic from liberal to 
Pan-Slavic orientation is the change in the elite’s perception of the Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS). To the Westernizers, the CIS was a vital tool in dismantling the 
Soviet Union. Although the initial hopes of the liberals that the CIS would turn into a “new 
and improved federalism” were dashed, the liberals found the CIS useful for several reasons. 
The existence of the CIS, as Paul Goble aptly noted, was used by them as a “fig leaf” to deny 
the breakup of the USSR—a reality that no Russian politician wanted to face. Trade 
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relationships that developed between the banking oligarchs and the new elites in the newly 
independent states were favored by the oligarchs, as a means of participating in the 
“privatizations” in the NIS, as well as a conduit to export commodities out of Russia. Boris 
Berezovskii, along with Gazprom, was among the most vocal champions of the CIS. 

The economic collapse of 1998, the demise of the banking oligarchs, and the ensuing shift 
of elites toward Pan-Slavism changed the attitude towards the CIS. Whereas in the past only 
nationalists and communists depicted the CIS as Yeltsin’s fig leaf and fraudulent façade, in 
post-August 1998 Russia, even mainstream Russian media started to depict the CIS as a 
Yeltsin Potemkin village, allowing him the role of a Mongol Khan holding court for minor 
vassals.64 

Increasingly, the CIS was perceived as a charade sustained with essentially free Russian 
natural gas, loans, trade concessions, and peacekeeping efforts, robbing Russia of 21 percent 
of its national income.65 The reelection of Nazarbaev (one of the most vocal supporters of the 
CIS) as President of Kazakhstan drew derision from Russian nationalist politicians. Several 
held up Nazarbaev as a prototypical leader using the CIS to take advantage of Russia.66 The 
calls for a Russian withdrawal from the CIS were accompanied by ever-louder calls for 
bilateral relationships. In fact, increasingly the term bilateralism has acquired a dual 
meaning. When dealing with Belarus, Ukraine, and, at times, Kazakhstan, it implies degrees 
of integration, while when dealing with the other states of the Caucasus and Central Asia, the 
same term means cold, pragmatic relations without any Russian concessions. Reflecting the 
mindset of post-liberal Russia, while most Russians claim to perceive the CIS as irrelevant, 
80 percent welcomed the new plan to integrate with Belarus. 

Conclusion: The Radicalization of Russian Politics and Prospects for 
the Future 

All three Slavic countries were overcome with a tidal wave of nostalgia for the Soviet 
Union and a deepening perception that the only way for these Slavic peoples to survive the 
machinations of the “perfidious West,” the “Zionist Conspiracy,” and the “Wahabist 
adversity” was to join together. Within a very short time, a profound radicalization of Russian 
nationalism has occurred, fundamentally shifting the parameters of debate in Russia and 
launching to center stage what was in years past a fringe view. Xenophobic and nationalist 
rhetoric once considered unacceptable arrived with a vengeance and, indeed, gained a degree 
of respectability inconceivable only a year ago.67 Nationalism and Pan-Slavic, or all-Russian 
(obsherusskogo,) unification has become a tool of rhetoric across the political continuum. The 
current Russian state has no legitimacy, and public imagination is increasingly dominated by 
a blend of nostalgia and paranoia, with the West and its “agents” perceived as the culprits 
responsible for calamities ranging from betrayal to “ethno-genocide.” Russian nationalists 
increasingly wallow in self-pity, depicting Russia as an innocent entity driven by perfidious 
forces toward extinction.68 
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The mutation from Marxism to fascism is both possible and has its historic precedents.69 A 
drift in Russia towards greater corporatism and state intervention is likely if not inevitable. 
The use of nationalist rhetoric, laced with doses of anti-Western verbiage, will most likely 
dominate the political discourse in Russia as the Yeltsin era comes to an end. The mythology 
of a “distinct civilization” and some sort of restoration will continue to dominate the political 
agenda of all the political actors to varying degrees. Some re-militarization of the polity is 
bound to take place. The muted reaction, even by liberals, to the decision of the army to spend 
scare resources on the Topol-M ICBM program is indicative of the current mind-set of the 
Russian body politic. 

However, the currently fashionable talk of “Weimar Russia” or “fascist Russia” is 
premature and potentially dangerous, as it could become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Despite 
the obvious similarities between inter-war Germany and contemporary Russia, two key 
differences should not be overlooked. Unlike Germany, with its hyper-politicized population 
and tight network of political organizations, Russian society is extremely atomized, with most 
of its population struggling to survive rather than eager to participate in politics of any 
variety. Second, Germany during the inter-war period had a young population convinced of 
its superiority over its neighbors; Russia’s population is aging and declining. Having lived 
through the political violence of both Stalin and Hitler, the Russian people make poor 
material for the anti-status quo politics of the fascists. 

The main danger that the West faces from Russia is not aggression, but rather, 
disintegration. This will potentially be accompanied by uncontrolled refugee flows, export of 
nuclear technology, and dissipation of its human capital to rogue states. The West 
cannot—nor should it try to—promote the “westernization” of Russia as it did in the 1990s. 
Russia simply lacks the infrastructure for a modern civil society, and the imposition of 
westernization from above (and from the outside) merely distances the elites from the country 
at large, adding to the country’s political instability. All functioning polities retain their 
stability and viability through a strange mix of practical results and legitimizing mythology. 
Contemporary Russia has neither of these preconditions. The West, through an enlightened 
aid policy that actually reaches the people in need and a clairvoyant trade policy that bolsters 
and ultimately expands the tiny middle class, can introduce a degree of legitimacy to the 
current Russian state. It is noteworthy that what keeps the countries of Central Europe on 
the path toward modern democratic politics is the belief that they will be rewarded by the 
West, whether through membership in the EU, NATO, or the WTO. Although neo-liberalism 
drew both Poland and Russia toward subsistence economies, the outcome in the two countries 
was different. The Poles were able to capitalize on the shuttle trade, which actually 
integrated individual Poles into the world economy and provided a locomotive for future 
growth. Russia’s subsistence economy deepened the isolation of the individual Russian, 
driving him to anomie and xenophobia. The Russians have nothing to hope for in this regard. 
Greater sensitivity to Russian national sensibilities on symbolic issues may help to prevent 
symbolic and psychological issues from boiling over into a real crisis. 

The latest Balkan War and NATO unilateral action against Serbia appear to have 
drastically shifted the mind-set of the Russian nationalists from the nativism focused on 
Russian spiritual and cultural values and an inward-looking preoccupation with Russian 
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internal woes. The perception of danger and the sense of humiliation engendered by NATO’s 
action pushed Russian nationalism toward the strand associated with statism and a powerful 
Russian state. 

Nationalism, at times bombastic, will remain the political coin in Russian politics for a 
long time to come. However, Russia’s integration into the world may well lead to the 
emergence of a kind of Russian DeGaullism, in reference to a situation in which bombastic 
nationalism was used as an anesthetic during a painful period of adjustment and 
modernization and, in the end, helped to create a new polity. At the current juncture of 
history, even ardent liberals such as Aleksandr Livshits concede that Russia’s experiment 
with liberalism has failed and must be deferred until at least 2004—if not longer.70 However, 
although Russia is bound for an authoritarian or chaotic period, it would be a mistake on the 
part of the West to write off Russia. We must be mindful that, until the outbreak of the 
Korean War, the United States tried to recast both Germany and Japan in its own 
image—with very mixed results. It was only following the outbreak of the Korean War that 
the United States shifted its policy toward the integration of Germany and Japan into the 
world economy, despite obvious dumping by both countries and despite the odious pedigree of 
many of the German and Japanese industrial elite. 

In the case of Latin America, where dictatorships arose—again since 1970—the policy of 
the United States was not to overthrow “disagreeable” regimes, but instead to bolster the 
economic and political power of the middle class. The West must rise above the narrow 
interests of domestic lobbies and initiate a profound integration of the Russian economy into 
the world economy and nourishment of its middle class. The West must also abandon its 
missionary effort to “enlighten” the Russians. In the next generation, Russia is unlikely to 
become the democratic state we all seek; in the absence of a middle class, it cannot be.71 The 
successful economic integration of Russia may lead to a repeat of the process of 
democratization through international economic integration that was seen in the cases of 
Spain, Northern Mexico, Taiwan, and other countries, where a shift from nationalism and a 
move to seek legitimacy through the provision of social justice led to a gradual 
democratization. 

The War in Kosovo and Its Aftermath 

Western observers correctly noted that, despite the growing radicalization of the political 
discourse within the Russian political elites, the anonymous mass of the Russian people 
remained preoccupied with the difficult chores of survival and hence were largely inert to the 
issues of high politics in general and to the abstract debates about foreign policy in particular. 

The popular indifference to foreign affairs changed radically following the NATO air war 
against Serbia. On the elite level, NATO’s disregard for the United Nations and abrogation of 
assurances to Russia that NATO is a strictly defensive body was a graphic demonstration of 
the impotence of the Russian state. The sense of impotence and perceived American 
arrogance led to the consolidation of the Russian elite’s foreign policy position; for the first 
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time, liberals such as the poet Yevgenii Yevtushenko and the conservative novelist 
Solzhenitsyn joined ranks in decrying NATO’s aggression and arbitrariness. On the popular 
level, however, not only did NATO’s air campaign signal Western perfidiousness, but it was 
perceived as a dress rehearsal to the dismemberment of Russia itself and thus a threat to 
Russia’s own survival. While it is too early to assess the long-term impact of the war in 
Kosovo, several observations about the direction of Russian nationalism can be made. Since 
the war in Kosovo was broadly perceived as an act of aggression against a Slavic people, using 
the plight of the Muslims as a pretext for the West, for the first time since the collapse of the 
USSR (and perhaps for the first time since World War II), public opinion in Russia, as well as 
in Ukraine and Belarus, is mobilized by a perceived threat to their own survival. This 
perceived threat led to several changes within the Russian body politic: 

l The voice of the Westernizing liberals was all but silenced. Most Russians oppose 
further borrowing from the IMF and reject the need for U.S. agricultural support to 
help Russia overcome its poor crop yields, seeing the U.S. support as a calculated ef-
fort to destroy Russian agriculture; 

l Within all three Slavic countries, there has been growing fear of the West, forcing 
even Ukraine’s Kuchma to tacitly support Russia’s efforts to check Western policies 
in the Balkans;72 

l The impetus toward closer integration with Belarus gained new momentum; 

l Within Russia’s political spectrum, a shift in the balance of power occurred, with the 
armed forces apparently becoming more assertive both in terms of their role in shap-
ing Russia’s global posture, as well as in their demands for greater funding. 

Failure to integrate Russia into the world community and world economy may lead that 
country to echo its nineteenth century cycle, so aptly described by the historian Yanov, where 
a failed liberalization mutated to inward-looking parochialism that resulted in an autocracy 
made possible by isolation.73 An isolated Russia will repeat its historic cycle, experiencing a 
prolonged period of disintegration, chaos, and misery, a new “Times of Trouble” (Smutnoe 
vremya), which will be followed by the consolidation of a new autocracy. The West may not be 
able to choose the future of this vast and enigmatic land, but not only can it influence the 
choice that the Russian people make, indeed, it must. 
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Part Two

Russia and Europe


Introduction


R. Craig Nation


Russia historically has been preoccupied with great power rivals in Western Europe, 
particularly with the threat of military invasion across its exposed western border. Today its 
primary concern is not exposure, but rather exclusion. NATO enlargement and the process of 
European unification are creating an ever larger and more consolidated European and 
Euro-Atlantic community. Moscow cannot realistically aspire to join either NATO or the 
European Union in the foreseeable future, but it also cannot afford to stand aside in 
self-imposed isolation while the European project goes forward. By any objective standard, 
and in its own best interest, Russia needs to strive for the closest possible association with its 
European neighbors. 

NATO enlargement, combined with the precedent of NATO’s air war against the Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia, represents a strategic challenge for Moscow, but not an 
insurmountable one. NATO has no aggressive intent toward the Russian Federation, and 
since the conclusion of the 1997 Russia-NATO Founding Act, it has consistently sought to 
promote engagement. The involvement of Russian forces in NATO-led peacekeeping efforts 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo has been encouraged, and collaboration on the tactical 
level is creating a positive precedent. By putting to rest the existential concerns of the small 
states of the central European corridor that have historically been victimized by Russian 
power and clearing the slate for new forms of positive interaction, NATO enlargement can 
even work to the Russian Federation’s advantage—so long as Moscow’s own relationship with 
the Alliance remains on an even keel. Moscow’s security concerns along its western marches 
in the post-Soviet period have not been imposed by Western hostility. They are the product of 
an inherited security culture emphasizing zero-sum measures of gain and loss, frustration 
with the surrender of influence and prestige, and imperial nostalgia that no longer 
corresponds to real national capacity or interests. 

Will Vladimir Putin’s Russia be able to realize the opportunities that the changing 
European security equation presents? The authors in our section offer divergent 
interpretations, with cautious optimism tempered by an awareness of the many obstacles still 
to be overcome. 

Tatiana Parkhalina’s overview of Russia’s evolving relationship with the West suggests 
that the key choices have yet to be made. Russia stands at a crossroad in defining its 
relationship with the international community, and in regard to Europe, it can still move 
either forward toward patterns of broadened cooperation or backward toward isolation 
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within a Eurasian redoubt. Putin’s strategic pragmatism is a hopeful factor, but this 
pragmatism is tempered by mutual misperceptions, opportunistic elements on both sides 
anxious to exploit windows of opportunity, and the difficult unresolved issues that continue to 
divide Russia and the West. 

In his study of the security aspects of Russian policy in the Baltic Sea region, Dmitri 
Trenin accentuates the positive, placing a strong emphasis upon the prospect of using the 
European context to transform the Baltic problem into a Baltic opportunity. A positive 
approach to security that is sensitive to the mutual benefits to be derived from economic 
cooperation, he suggests, can transform the Baltic States into a gateway binding Russia’s 
northwestern provinces to a wider West, and, in the longer term, make the nagging issue of 
NATO enlargement in the region irrelevant. 

Jyriki Iivonen’s contribution looks at Russia’s relations with Nordic Europe in a broader 
framework. Like Trenin, he emphasizes the advantages to be gained from cooperative 
policies, but his evaluation of the prospects for such policies is less sanguine. Nordic Europe is 
identified in Russian strategic analysis as a historically stable region that does not pose 
economic or military threats, but relations with the area will be decisively affected by the 
quality of relations with the West as a whole—where positive trends are juxtaposed with 
factors working toward competition and closure. 

Craig Nation’s survey of Russian engagement in the Balkans during the 1990s notes that 
part of the reason why the region has been considered so important is that it has provided a 
test case for competitive interaction between the new Russia and the West. Moscow has 
opposed Western initiatives in the region, and it was particularly disturbed by the decision to 
use force unilaterally to resolve the Kosovo crisis. At every critical juncture, however, it has 
chosen to acquiesce in Western initiatives rather than risk isolation and exclusion. Today, 
Russia and the key Western allies share broadly coinciding goals in the Balkans and are 
working cooperatively to achieve them. 

The same cannot be said for Russian and Western policy within the former Soviet space, 
evoked by James Sherr in his study of Russian-Ukrainian relations. In the “Near Abroad” as 
a whole, and in regard to Ukraine in particular, Sherr argues, Putin has presided over a more 
sophisticated and ambitious variant of policies originally associated with former Prime 
Minister Evgenii Primakov, using economic dependency in order to reinforce subordination. 
These policies have been to some extent successful in the short term. In the long term, they 
risk provoking local resentments and resistance and poisoning the spirit of cooperation with 
the West upon which Russia’s larger security posture, in Europe and further abroad, must 
ultimately depend. 

All the contributors identify an objective foundation for a new, cooperative relationship 
between Russia and its western neighbors, and they accept the fact that “Fortress Europe” 
and “Fortress Russia” scenarios are in no one’s best interest. All are guardedly optimistic that 
progress in improving relations can be achieved—though some are more guarded than others. 
All take note of the fact that critical choices remain to be made on both sides. Despite 
encouraging prospects, the possibility cannot be altogether ruled out that a competitive 
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