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Disclaimers

The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not reflect the official policy or
position of the Department of Defense or the U.S. Government.

Mention of any commercial product in this paper does not imply Department of Defense (DoD)
endorsement or recommendation for or against the use of any such product. No infringement on
the rights of the holders of the registered trademarks is intended.

The appearance of external hyperlinks does not constitute endorsement by the United States DoD
of the linked websites, or the information, products or services contained therein. The DoD does not
exercise any editorial, security, or other control over the information you may find at these
locations.
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JOINT STAFF PREFACE
RDML Jeffrey J. Czerewko (Joint Staff, J39)

Understanding the future of global competition and conflict is now more important than ever
before. In a dynamically changing world, the nature and character of warfare, deterrence,
compellence, escalation management, and persuasion are key and essential in determining how
the United States and its partners should:

e Strategize to defend their global interests against activities that are intended to undercut
those interests across the spectrum of competition;

o Defend their interests against threats by regional competitors via ways and means
complementary to strategies vis-a-vis China and Russia but do not undercut other
interests; and

e Prepare US and partner forces to respond to unexpected and agile developments in
global politics and technology by identifying areas for cooperation, mitigating the threat
of activities short of armed conflict, and deterring armed conflict across multiple sources
of national power (e.g., trade, diplomacy, security).

The National Security Strategy (NSS), National Defense Strategy (NDS), and National Military
Strategy all note that future confrontations between major powers may most often occur below
the level of armed conflict. In this environment, economic competition, influence campaigns,
paramilitary actions, cyber intrusions, and political warfare will likely become more prevalent.
Such confrontations increase the risk of misperception and miscalculation, between powers
with significant military strength, which may then increase the risk of armed conflict. In this
context, the US capability to influence the outcomes of both global and regional events must be
reconsidered. The growing divergence among great powers (i.e., the US, China, and Russia)
regarding what constitutes legitimate or acceptable deterrence, compellence, and escalation
management activities should be carefully examined.

To that end, this white paper reviews Russian activities across the globe to build an enhanced,
fundamental understanding of the contemporary and future influence environment. Countering
Russian provocative activities requires a comprehensive strategy and the NDS recognizes this fact in
order to successfully counter Russian provocative activities; as a result, the US must collaboratively
employ multiple instruments of national power in a synchronized manner. As white paper
contributor Brig Gen (ret) Rob Spalding III suggests, “the US role with regard to Russia should be to
continue to engage European allies to take the lead for balancing in Europe. The allies’ goal should be
deterrence. Atthe same time, the US should bilaterally engage Russia to peel them away from China’s
orbit. The US can work with Russia in ways that improve the US-Russia relationship without
detracting from European efforts to balance and deter.”

The articles in this white paper provide government stakeholders—intelligence, law enforcement,
military, and policy agencies—with valuable insights and analytic frameworks to assist the US, its
allies, and partners in developing a comprehensive strategy to compete and defeat this Russian
challenge. Significant observations include:
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Russia is adopting coercive strategies that involve the orchestrated employment of military
and nonmilitary means to deter and compel the US, its allies and partners prior to and after
the outbreak of hostilities. These strategies must be proactively confronted, or the threat of
significant armed conflict may increase.

Russia exhibits a deep-seated sense of geopolitical insecurity which motivates it to pursue
strategic objectives that establish an uncontested sphere of influence in the post-Soviet
region. Yet, Russians increasingly disagree with the Kremlin’s assertions that the US is a
looming external danger and a subversive force in Russian domestic politics.

Russia’s gray zone tactics are most effective when the target is deeply polarized or lacks the
capacity to resist and respond effectively to Russian aggression. According to Russian
strategic thought, deterrence and compellence are two sides of the same coin.

Only with a aligned and synchrozined whole of government approach will the US compete and win
against emerging powers like Russia and China. Such collaboration requires a common
understanding of our competitors, their tactics and desired endstates and we intend that this white
paper will achieve this critical objective.

RDML Jeffrey ]. Czerewko
Deputy Director for Global Operations
Joint Staff, ]39
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USEUCOM PREFACE

Mr. Jason Werchan (USEUCOM Strategy Division & Russia Strategic Initiative (RSI))

Understanding Russia’s broad strategy, goals, and capabilities in the gray zone is of critical
importance to United States European Command (USEUCOM). Russia presents two primary
challenges and tasked missions for the Command. The first, and USEUCOM'’s highest priority, is to
deter Russian aggression against the Alliance (i.e. the fight we do not want). The second is to counter
Russian malign influence and activities below the level of armed conflict (i.e. the fight we are
currently in).

This White Paper directly supports this latter challenge, and highlights the global nature of the gray
zone competition. It expounds upon the specific challenge of what the 2018 National Defense
Strategy directs as ‘Expanding the Competitive Space’ with Russia. ‘Competition’ is a relative new
mission for the Department of Defense. While the United States focused on executing the global war
on terror, Russia actively pursued malign influence in all regions of the world to mitigate their
inferior conventional capability. They are executing active and at times aggressive foreign and
security policies in their self-proclaimed near aboard, Afghanistan, and Syria. Russia has a growing
and demonstrated capacity and willingness to exercise malign influence in Europe and abroad,
including in the United States.

As the designated Coordinating Authority for the Russia Problem Set, USEUCOM is leading the
Department’s execution of a global campaign plan designed to achieve the two primary objectives of
deterring Russian aggression and competing below the level of armed conflict. However, countering
Russian gray zone efforts are not specific to just the Command or the Department, but must be part
of a whole of US Government effort that leverages all elements of national power. It must address
areas to compete globally and challenge Russia where they are perceived to have asymmetric
advantages. It must also identify and develop the specific and niche tools needed to successfully
expand the competitive space. This white paper provides a comprehensive deep dive with respect to
the Russian Federation and addresses the challenges and opportunities for the United States and its
network of alliances to succeed in the fight we are in.

Jason Werchan

Strategy Program Manager
Russia Strategic Initiative (RSI)
USEUCOM Strategy Division
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OPENING REMARKS: NAVAL POSTGRADUATE SCHOOL PERSPECTIVE

Dr. John Arquilla (Naval Postgraduate School)

In the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville was the first to predict that Russia and the United States would
become global powers. At the end of the first part of his Democracy in America, Tocqueville mused:
“Their starting-point is different, and their courses are not the same; yet each of them seems marked
out by the will of Heaven to sway the destinies of half the globe.”

The “starting point” for our own strategic thinking about Russia today should be a recognition of the
validity of Tocqueville’s prediction. By any measure, Russia is and will remain a significant shaper of
world events—particularly in areas close to its locus of continental power (e.g., Crimea, Donetsk,
Abkhazia, and other regions considered its “near abroad”). Needless to say, NATO expansion has
infringed on Russia’s perceived natural sphere of interest and serves as a cause of friction between it
and the US.

Farther afield, Russia will retain strategic interests that will inform and guide its policies. Its
intervention in Syria speaks to a centuries-long interest in attaining some sort of geostrategic
Mediterranean foothold. Support for the flagging socialist government in Venezuela can be
understood in terms of a small-scale investment in encouraging a sustained “pink tide” in Latin
America that provides a valuable distraction for the Americans—right in their traditional back yard.

In terms of nuclear matters, it is clear that a fresh round of arms racing threatens. The United States
can either embrace this, hoping to outpace the Russians, or try to head off such a costly competition
with a rededicated arms control/reduction policy. Given that this competition is no longer bilateral,
it makes better sense for Washington and Moscow to work together to corral the others who are now
making dangerous progress with intermediate and other—including long-range—weapons.
Revisiting Ronald Reagan’s offer to Russia, made back in the ‘80s, to share research on ballistic
missile defense, would be an adroit move as well.

Alast point: We should think about potential “shocks,” the most troubling of which would be if Putin
performed a “reverse Nixon” and played his own version of the “China card.” The world system, and
American influence in it, would be completely upended if Moscow and Beijing aligned more closely.
Perhaps a good American strategy would be to play a “Russia card” first. Obama tried to do so with
his “reset.” Trump wanted to do this, but he was derailed by the electioneering apparently
orchestrated by Moscow. Still it is not too late for such a move. After all, the United States works
closely with Russia on space operations. Is it a bridge too far to hope for more cooperation at the
terrestrial level?
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Ms. Nicole Peterson (NSI, Inc.)

This white paper was prepared as part of the Strategic Multilayer Asssessment, entitled The Future
of Global Competition and Conflict. Twenty-three expert contributors contributed to this white paper
and provided wide-ranging assessments of Russia’s global interests and objectives, as well as the
activities—gray or otherwise—that it conducts to achieve them. This white paper is divided into five
sections and twenty-five chapters, as described below. This summary reports some of the white
paper’s high-level findings, but it is no substitute for a careful read of the individual contributions.

There is broad consensus among the contributors that Russian President Vladimir Putin is indeed
adhering to a global grand strategy, which aims to achieve the following goals:

e Reclaim and secure Russia’s influence over former Soviet nations
e Regain worldwide recognition as a “great power”

e Portray itself as a reliable actor, a key regional powerbroker, and a successful mediator (Katz;
Borshchevskaya) in order to gain economic, military, and political influence over nations
worldwide and to refine the liberalist rules and norms that currently govern the world order
(Lamoreaux)

According to Dr. Robert Person, these goals are motivated by Russia’s deep-seated geopolitical
insecurity. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia has struggled to find its place in the global
community, which has left the leadership with a lingering desire to regain the influence and power
that it once had. In particular, Russia seeks to regain its influence over former Soviet states, which it
claims are in its rightful “sphere of influence” (Lamoreaux; Person; Marsh). As a result, one of the
United States’ core goals, namely promoting and protecting the international liberal order, comes
into contention with the goals of Russia’s grand strategy. This underpins the Kremlin’s belief that it
must contain and constrain US influence and activities in Europe and elsewhere across the globe. As
Ms. Anna Borshchevskaya’s contribution suggests, the Russian leadership’s worldview is zero-sum;
it believes that in order for Russia to win, the US must lose. However, Dr. Christopher Marsh’s
contribution suggests that this world view is not necessarily shared by the Russian population or its
elite.

As evidenced by the range of “gray zone” activities it engages in, a number of the expert contributors
argue that the Russian leadership sees itself as at war with the US and the West as a whole. From a
Russian perspective, this war is not total, but rather, it is fundamental (Goure)—a type of “war” that
is at odds with the general US understanding of warfare. Russia believes that there is no unacceptable
or illegitimate form of deterrence, compellence, or escalation management (Goure). It also does not
believe in the continuum of conflict that the US has constructed. Like Russia’s perception of its
competition with the US, its perception of conflict is dichotomous: one is either at war or not at war.
To fight and win this war, Russia believes that the successful integration of all instruments of state
power (Goure), as well as the orchestrated employment of non-military and military means to deter
and compel (Flynn), are paramount. Furthermore, Russian military concepts include options for
employing preemptive force to induce shock and dissuade an adversary from conducting military
operations and to compel a de-escalation of hostilities (Flynn). The authors observe that Russia’s
strategies are continuously evolving and expect that the discrepancy between the Russian and the US
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understanding of “conflict” and “war” will continue to grow, leading to a higher risk of escalation in
future situations involving both nations.

Overall, Russia’s influence abroad is growing, and the Kremlin has mastered the use of “hybrid
warfare” in driving Russia’s foreign policy (Lamoreaux). Russia utilizes a variety of gray zone tactics
around the globe. These include the use of paramilitary forces and other proxies, interference in
political processes, economic and energy exploitation (particularly in Africa), espionage, and media
and propaganda manipulation. Putin is also adept at blending military and civilian elements for
maximum impact (Weitz).

The specific tactics of hybrid warfare that Russia uses vary by region. In Europe, for example, Russia
has utilized propaganda, an increasing dependence on external energy resources, and political
manipulation to achieve its primary goals (Schindler; Lamoreaux). In contrast, in the Middle East and
Africa— important sources of minerals and other natural resources from a Russian perspective'—
Russia has primarily utilized economic exploitation tools (Katz; Borshchevskaya; Severin). In Central
Asia, Russia maintains a much more limited presence, due to China’s geographic proximity and the
current levels of economic and security engagement by other regional actors (Kangas). Nevertheless,
Russia does retain influence in the Central Asia, as a result of its historical, linguistic, and cultural
connections to the region (Laruelle; Dyet). Likewise, in Latin America, Russia lacks a sufficient
amount of deployable resources to fully implement its strategy or to extend its influence very far
(Ellis). However, as Dr. Barnett S. Koven and Ms. Abigail C. Kamp observe, Russia makes up for its
shortcomings by engaging in episodic and reactive endeavors to disrupt US influence in the region.

Although Russian tactics vary significantly, in all regions of the world energy has been a key source
of Russian power and influence (Weitz; Lamoreaux; Borshchevskaya; Devyatkin; Pyatkov; Werchan).
Globally, many countries have developed a strong relationship with Russia when it comes to energy.
Russia’s energy priorities extend worldwide, and European nations in particular have become
dependent on Russia for access to these resources. Africa and the Arctic have also become significant
as Russia looks to exploit opportunities for energy-related commerce.

Despite the strength of Russia’s growing influence abroad and the diverse array of gray zone tactics
it uses to achieve its strategic goals, the US can still limit the results of this grand strategy. There is
broad consensus among the contributors that countering Russian provocations will require the use
of all instruments of national power. In particular, US success will be reliant both on its ability to
influence populations, states, and non-state actors, and on its ability to minimize Russia’s influence
on these actors (Bragg). Creating effective narratives in each of the regions covered in this white
paper will be critical for achieving this goal (Kangas; Bragg). Furthermore, the US can counter specific
Russian gray zone activities, such as diversifying energy sources to reduce European nations’
dependence on Russia (Pyatkov; Werchan) and counteracting propaganda by creating both resilient
democratic institutions and populations abroad, particularly in Europe (Pyatkov). Finally, it is
imperative that the US establishes a consensus definition of “gray zone” (Bragg) and reevaluates old
paradigms defining war and peace, as we enter a “new era of international politics which is defined
by shades of gray” (Weitz). Once defined, a federal agency dedicated to gray zone activities may be
required in order to implement a true whole of government approach to combatting Russian
influence activities abroad (Werchan).

1 Russia has military, geostrategic, cultural, and political interests and objectives in these regions as well.
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Report Overview

This white paper has been separated into five parts:

Part I analyzes the key sources of motivation or interests that drive Russian global competitive
activities and strategy. This part also addresses the fundamental issues being contested and how
these issues impact enduring US national interests.

Part II examines, from a Russian perspective, what constitutes legitimate or acceptable deterrence,
compellence, and/or escalation management. Part II also evaluates how Russia perceives the
continuum of conflict, as well as how it plans for, operates within, and manages risk within the gray
zone. Lastly, Part Il assesses the implications of the differences between US and Russian thinking for
senior political and military decision makers.

PartIIl identifies actions the Russians are undertaking in the Gray Zone across the following regions:
a) Europe, b) Central Asia and China, c) the Middle East, d) Africa, e) Latin America, and f) the Arctic.

Part IV identifies potential actions that the US could employ either proactively or in response to
provocative Russian activities in the gray zone across the following regions: a) Europe, b) Central
Asia and China, c) the Middle East, d) Africa, e) Latin America, and f) the Arctic.

Part V highlights capabilities that the US requires to effectively respond to actions the Russians are
undertaking in the gray zone.

Part I. What Drives Russia’s Global Interests and Strategy?

Chapter 1: Dr. Jeremy W. Lamoreaux identifies three motivations underpinning Russian grand
strategy: (1) for the country to be recognized as a great power with its own distinct sphere of
influence; (2) the Russian elite perception that Russia has a moral right to predominance within “its”
sphere of influence; and (3) the desire to see US global influence curbed and, if possible, scaled back.

Chapter 2: Using the military’s traditional understanding of “strategy” as the coordinated integration
of ends, ways, and means, Dr. Robert Person explicates Russian grand strategy. The main “end” of
Russian grand strategy in the 21st century is establishing is a "Yalta 2.0," in which Russia enjoys an
uncontested sphere of influence in the post-Soviet region, broadcasts Russian voice and influence
globally, and establishes reliable constraints on American globe-trotting and regime-change
activities. Russia's ways can be described as one of “asymmetric balancing" through gray zone
challenges to prevent uncontested US influence from setting the global agenda. Russia's means,
Person argues, expanded with the oil boom, allowing critical investments and increases in defense
spending to be made.

Chapter 3: Using survey data, Dr. Thomas Sherlock shows that neither the Russian mass public,
nor Russia elites, believe that the West, particularly the United States, poses a critical military or
political danger to the Russian state or regime. While both elites and members of the mass public are
supportive of restoring Russia’s great power status, they often define a great power and its priorities
more in terms of domestic socio-economic development than in the production and demonstration
of hard power. These perspectives increasingly come into conflict with those of Kremlin.

Chapter 4: Dr. Richard Weitz explores key motivations and interests driving Russian global
competitive activities and strategies. He discusses how Russian strategists adeptly select gray zone
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tools optimized to their objectives. These tools often include paramilitary forces, economic and
energy exploitation, and media and propaganda manipulation. He suggests that Washington must
reevaluate old paradigms between war and peace to maintain strategic primacy in this new era of
international politics that is defined by shades of gray.

Chapter 5: Dr. Christopher Marsh takes on one of the most significant questions surrounding
Russian foreign policy: whether president Vladimir Putin has an overarching strategy. In his paper,
he describes Putin’s grand strategy for Russia and the world. He also analyzes each of Russia’s
interests and to what degree they pose a threat to vital US national interests.

Part Il. How Does Russia Perceive Deterrence, Compellence, Escalation Management,
and the Continuum of Conflict?

Chapter 6: Dr. Daniel Goure argues that according to Russian strategic thought, Russia is already at
war with the West. There is no separate concept of gray zone: war is not total, but it is fundamental
to the Russian perspective. It follows that Russia’s ability to manage risk in the so-called gray zone is
a function of its successful integration of all the instruments of state power.

Chapter 7: Mr. Daniel ]J. Flynn describes Russian coercive strategies involving the orchestrated
employment of nonmilitary and military means to deter and compel the United States prior to and
after any outbreak of hostilities. The risk to the US is that these strategies increase the risk of
miscalculation and escalation during a future crisis involving the United States.

Part lll. What Gray Zone Actions Are Russia Undertaking Across the Globe?

Chapter 8: Dr. John Schindler identifies Russian activities in Europe within a historical and
ideological framework. In doing so, he identifies key similarities and differences between the Putin
regime and Tsarist Russia, as well as the regime and the Soviet Union. Present day Russian
institutions and religious discourse are examined, and Dr. Schindler predicts that the Kremlin will
act aggressively in a number of domains, including the few in which it holds an advantage against the
United States and its allies. He suggests that a near-term future of “Special War” (i.e. low-level
operations that fall below the threshold of declared war) will be the Russian modus operandi and
cautions US and allied policymakers to guard against such actions.

Chapter 9: Dr. Jeremy W. Lamoreaux explains that the list of Russian activities in Europe remains
long and complex, and the means that the Kremlin uses to sow instability span geopolitics, economics,
diplomacy, and military domains. In this chapter, Dr. Lamoreaux pays special attention to Russia’s
ability to propagate societal discord, particularly through Russian-linked populations in the Baltic
States. These populations, whether active or passive participants in a campaign, are vulnerable to
Russian actions aimed at weakening social cohesion in these states. Short of each side grudgingly
accepting the other’s claims on the continent (which is improbable), Russia and the West are likely
to be locked in at some level of competition for the near future.

Chapter 10: Dr. Marlene Laruelle states that, despite a more crowded field of large states vying for
influence in Central Asia, Russia still retains a prime position as “first among equals,” due to its
historical, linguistic, and cultural connections to states in the region. To wit, Russia can exercise
remunerative, punitive, and ideological power over the states within the bloc. It has tried to develop
its diplomatic, economic, and military relationships with states in the region, with varying degrees of
success. Even though the space for great powers to exert influence has become more crowded,
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because of relatively recent overtures by China and the United States, this region is not necessarily a
site of zero-sum statist competition, due to shared objectives by these great powers.

Chapter 11: Dr. Mark N. Katz explains that, although the United States and Russia share a number
of objectives in the Middle East, the means by which Russia seeks to achieve these objectives will
likely continue to bring it into conflict with the United States. The Kremlin has purported itself as a
reliable interlocutor and partner to Middle Eastern nations, some of whom fear wavering
commitment by the United States recently. Animated largely by fears of a restive Muslim population
that could end up within his borders, in addition to economic and prestige concerns, Vladimir Putin
has been conducting deft diplomacy within the region. However, his strategy is vulnerable to shocks
to the system and may not be able to withstand Arab Spring/Color Revolution-style uprisings within
the region.

Chapter 12: Ms. Anna Borshchevskaya highlights Russia’s series of multi-faceted outreach
initiatives in Africa. Through economic, military, and other means, Russia is creating an intentional
dependence among North Africa’s military, political leaders and businessmen on continuous Russian
support. For more autocratic regimes, Russia’s support is intended to provide a shield against
Western influence in the area through forming alliances with the country’s strongmen, while serving
as an intermediary for local conflict resolution. Russia’s key interests include gaining and protecting
access to the Mediterranean coast, while exploiting opportunities for energy and trade. The intent of
these efforts is increased political leverage, rather than a genuine resolution for the people of North
Africa.

Chapter 13: Ms. Malin Severin argues that Russia believes that it is currently engaged in a multi-
faceted conflict with the West, and is constrained by Western policies and actions. As such, Russia
has established several footholds in Africa. The Russian presence goes beyond seeking natural
resources; Russia has placed private military contractors and advisors into several African regimes,
including the Central African Republic, among others. These actions reflect a strategy similar to that
revealed through Russian activities in the Ukraine and Syria, and involvement is likely to increase as
the US potentially takes steps to limit Western presence in Africa.

Chapter 14: Dr. R. Evan Ellis explains that Russian activity in Latin America, while constrained by
resources and geopolitical events, has been historically focused on the Cuban, Venezuelan, and
Nicaraguan regimes, although it is not limited solely to those regimes. By attempting to create both
economic and military footholds, Russia seeks opportunities to expand its influence in the region.
Despite setbacks due to regional events, Russia is likely to continue to explore ways to leverage and
exploit opportunities for increasing both its military and economic presence in Latin America and
the Caribbean.

Chapter 15: Mr. Pavel Devyatkin writes that Russia’s activities in the Arctic have included more
multilateral cooperation, and have been focused on securing access for northern shipping routes and
energy extraction. The formation of the Arctic Council between Russia and other Arctic countries has
enabled cooperation on resolution of territorial claims, as well as oil spill and search-and-rescue
operations. Strategically, the Arctic region plays a significant role in Russia’s energy, economic, and
defense priorities, as evidenced by the size and activities of the Northern Fleet, as well as frequent
mention in Russian published doctrine.
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Part IV. How Should the US Counteract Russian Gray Zone Activities Across the Globe?

Chapter 16: Mr. Roman “Comrade” Pyatkov discusses potential global actions to counter
provocative Russian activities. The US National Defense Strategy (NDS) calls out Russian actions to
undermine NATO and modify European and Middle Eastern security and economic organizations in
its favor (National Defense Strategy summary, p. 2). Countering Russian provocations requires all
instruments of national power, and US responses can be both proactive and reactive. Proactively, the
United States can strengthen its allies’ and partners’ democratic systems of governance, while
reducing their dependence on Russian energy through diversification of energy sources. To counter
Russian military proxies, the United States can increase the capabilities of allies and partners.
Meanwhile, Russian threats to use force can be mitigated by demonstrating US resolve and capability
to deter and defeat Russian aggression.

Chapter 17: Dr. Jeremy W. Lamoreaux focuses on countering Russian influence in the Baltic States.
He writes that Russian influence in Europe happens primarily through “hybrid warfare” techniques.
To counter this, the United States ought to take steps to strengthen economic, political, and societal
liberalism across Europe. Economic and political liberalism both create strong states, capable of
providing the institutions necessary for societal liberalism. Societal liberalism, when it is upheld by
the rule of law, helps create a more diverse, yet united, populace that is more committed to the state
and its basic institutions, and less likely to be influenced by outside sources (in this case, Russia).

Chapter 18: Dr. Roger Kangas recommends a US approach to Russian activities across Central Asia.
He begins by discussing the particular difficulties of Central Asia, geopoltically. Among the sub-
regions of the world, the area of Central Asia is one of the more difficult regions to outline clear
actions for the US, simply because of the advantages that other large powers have, due to geographic
proximity and current rates of economic and security engagement. Given this geopolitical reality in
Central Asia, the US has a limited role to play. If the “tools of engagement” are exercised consistently
and clearly, the US can have a positive influence in the region. The countries collectively chafe at that
notion they are part of a “Russian Near Abroad.” Officials and analysts from the region repeatedly
discuss the need to choose their future paths of engagement, whether in terms of multi-vectored
security relations or diversifying trade and export/import routes. These signals can be addressed by
US policies and actions. The refrain from needing the US to act as a “balancer” is heard from such
actors, as well as many in the Washington, DC think tank community that focus on Central Asia. To
do this, the US must be able to shape its own narrative in the region, combatting a rather vitriolic
Russian message that paints the US in a negative light.

Chapter 19: Dr. Robert Spalding III discusses how the US role with regard to Russia should be to
continue to engage European allies to take the lead for balancing in Europe. The allies’ goal should be
deterrence. At the same time, the US should bilaterally engage Russia to peel them away from China’s
orbit. The US can work with Russia in ways that improve the US-Russia relationship without
detracting from European efforts to balance and deter. This can be applied by engaging with Russia
in other regional or functional domains that do not detract from European efforts to deter.

Chapter 20: MAJ Adam Dyet argues that, while the breakup of the Soviet Union presented the US
with new engagement opportunities in Central Asia, options to expand US influence in the area
remain limited. He argues that despite Central Asian ire at Russian activities in Ukraine, Russian
influence in the area remains high, and US policy makers should take a carefully moderated approach
to engagement in Central Asia. Suggestions of diplomatic, security, and economic activities that the
US could undertake are offered, as are cautions about treading over long-standing Russian red lines.
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Chapter 21: MAJ Adam Dyet discusses a variety of ways in which the United States can respond to
Russian gray zone activities in the Middle East—the balance of which, he argues, are directly tied to
Russian strategic culture and a worldview based in a history of invasion and military encirclement.

Chapter 22: Dr. Joseph Siegle discusses Russian interests in Africa, namely access to natural
resources and new markets for Russian goods, including weapons. He argues that, as a result, Russia
has tended to support autocratic or uninclusive regimes, giving the US an opportunity to distinguish
itself in Africa by pursuing an assertive policy against individual corrupt leaders and positive
engagement, while also supporting democratic reforms.

Chapter 23: Dr. Barnett S. Koven and Ms. Abigail C. Kamp explain that Russia’s activities in Latin
America have largely been an extension of its efforts to operate within the gray zone between overt
military conflict and normal peacetime operations. In Latin America, the Kremlin has engaged in
electoral meddling and targeted disinformation campaigns in order to impose costs on adversaries.
In Mexico, Russian media had vocally supported a chosen candidate, and observers noted activity by
bots and trolls in support of that candidate’s agenda. In Colombia, Russia had long supplied arms to
the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), a leftist insurgency, but since the group’s recent
peace deal with the Colombian government, the Kremlin may need to change tactics in order to
maintain influence therein. Colombia’s complex political dynamics, nevertheless, provides a fertile
ground for Russian activities, spanning electoral meddling, mass media disinformation, and
hardliners within the FARC.

Part V. What Capabilities Does the US Need to Effectively Respond to Russian Gray Zone
Activities?

Chapter 24: Dr. Belinda Bragg provides a summary of findings from an SMA project on gray zone
conflict, noting the importance of honing a clear definition of the “competitive zone” within which
gray activities occur. She also notes that an effective US response to these activities requires added
capabilities to both influence foreign populations and block the efforts of others to manipulate
popular sentiment.

Chapter 25: Mr. Jason Werchan argues that Russia’s form of governance gives it “significant
flexibility” and an advantage over the US when it comes to gray zone activities. The US needs a true
whole-of-government approach to counter Russia in this area. Werchan suggests that the US
government should identify a lead federal agency for US activities in the gray zone. He also
encourages the development of the US’s “capability to effectively foster distrust and unease between
the Russia Federation and China,” as well as US efforts to reduce European dependence on Russian
energy resources.
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PART I. WHAT DRIVES RUSSIA’S GLOBAL INTERESTS AND STRATEGY?

Chapter 1. The Three Motivations for an Assertive Russian Grand
Strategy
Dr. Jeremy W. Lamoreaux

Brigham Young University - Idaho
lamoreauxj@byui.edu

Abstract

The US’s agenda in Europe, as it has been for the better part of 80 years, is to promote and protect an
international liberal order, including political, economic and societal liberalization. Spreading this
agenda to Eastern Europe has proved challenging as Russia’s own political, economic and societal
agenda within the region often opposes the Western ideal. One of the most significant sources of
conflict (potential and real) between Russia and the US in Europe is the differing perceptions of how
the global international system ought to be. The US sees Europe, Western, Central and Eastern, as
part of the US-led liberal international order in which political, economic and societal liberalism
promote a vibrant, dynamic and open system. Russia’s perception, however, is that the global
international system ought to be a balance of powers where differing powers live and let live, where
one power does not force its ideologies on the other. In this accounting, Eastern Europe (and even
parts of Central Europe) were part of Russia’s sphere of influence and still ought to be. Russia has
given every indication that they do not intend to back down in what was once their sphere of
influence, and uses these differences as justification for its annexation of Crimea, support for
separatists in Donbass, and continued support for frozen conflicts in Georgia, Moldova, and between
Azerbaijan and Armenia. As such, the US faces the challenge of promoting its own agenda within
Europe while not provoking Russia. This paper looks at potential road blocks to engaging Russia
constructively, as well as potential avenues moving forward.

Russia’s Grand Strategy and Its Impact on US National Interests

The primary focus of this analysis is Eastern Europe, specifically the Baltic States as the only members
of the EU and NATO that are also former Soviet states. Arguably, this region is where the US-Russia
tensions in Europe come to a head. The analysis also indirectly touches on Western Europe, as well
as non-EU/NATO countries in Eastern Europe such as Moldova, Ukraine, and Georgia.

Three Drivers of Russia’s Competitive Activities and Strategy

Of the various motivations driving Russia’s global activities and strategy, three of them are
particularly important for understanding Russia’s general strategic aims: the desire shared by the
Russian elite for Russia to be recognized as a great power, the desire to protect Russian identity and
a broader Slavic identity, and the desire to see the US global power limited. The analysis address each
of these in turn.

The first motivation shared among Russia’s elite, is for the country to be recognized as a great power
with its own distinct sphere of influence (Petro, 2018; Sergunin, 2017).
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Russia still sees the global system as a great power/balance of power system with distinct spheres of
influence for each great power. However, one is hard pressed to label the current system a “great
power” system particularly because any claims to a global balance of power is misleading. The US is
currently the dominant global actor militarily, economically, and (arguably) even ideologically. While
some actors can rival the US influence on one, or even two, of these measurements (for example, the
EU on economic and ideological influence), no other actors can rival the US across all these
measurements. Indeed, even if the EU is considered as a potential balancer to US economic
dominance, the concept of liberal internationalism is still the predominant “global” political-
economicideology, an ideology that both the US and the EU share. Even would-be rivals such as China
are not blind to the liberal nature of the global economy. Nor is Russia. Russia certainly wants to be
a great power, and are increasing their military spending accordingly, but in all three above-
mentioned metrics, they are still far behind the US (Kuhrt & Feklyunina, 2017).

The desire to be a great power stems not only from a perception of the world as a great power system,
but also from a shared perception among Russian elite of a Russian sphere of influence. Historically,
of course, Russia was not only a global great power, but the predominant power within Eurasia, with
predominance even extending as far west as Poland, as far east as Japan, and as far south as
Azerbaijan. As Russia’s elite sees things, most of this still should constitutes their sphere of influence.
There are two self-serving justifications for the beliefs the elite hold. The first reason is the 300-year
history of Russian political domination in these areas. Second, and even more important (and more
difficult to counter), is the perception of a divine mandate to control any place where ethinc Slavs
(historically, “Rus”) are a predominant ethnicity. (This is discussed more in depth in the following
section.)

Granted, the Kremlin elite recognize that their influence in Eastern Europe is currently limited. And,
they recognize that the Soviet Union no longer exists, de jure (though, its collapse was called one the
greatest geopolitical disaster of the past century by Vladimir Putin). These inconveinces, however,
do not change the fact that, according to the Kremlin, all these regions still ought to be their sphere
of influence. Russian elite desires for control and order mean that for order to be restored, Russia
must again be recognized in its rightful place as a great power and be allowed to control their own
sphere of influence.

The second motivation driving Russia’s foreign policy is the Russian elite perception that Russia has
a moral right to predominance within “its” sphere of influence.

This argument, that Russia has the right to regional dominance for divine and ethnic purposes, stems
from more than 1000 years previous when Prince Vladimir was baptized in 988 (Petro, 2018). When
he converted to Christianity, specifically Russian Orthodoxy, he brought with him his people, the ‘Rus’
who, more than 1000 years later, comprise Russians, Belarusians, Ukrainians, and quite possibly
Moldovans, Kazakhstanis, and other Slavic ethnicities (Suslov, 2015). Throughout the following 1000
years, the political and religious elite in the region developed stronger ties to the extent that, at
present, they lend each other legitimacy and support each other ideologically and
monetarilylmportantly, the conversion happened in what is present-day Crimea, currently under
Kremlin control. Consequently, for geopolitical and spiritual reasons, The Kremlin (in coordination
with the Russian Orthodox Church) claims the right and duty of protecting the spiritual and temporal
wellbeing of “Rus”, not all of whom live in Russia (Kelly, 2018).

The third motivation driving Russian foreign policy (and, stemming from the first motivation for
great-power recognition and a global balance of power) is the desire to see US global influence curbed
and, if possible, scaled back. It makes sense that a globally dominant US does not portend well for a
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balance of great powers or for distinct spheres of influence. It is deviant from the acceptable norms
in the great power system. This is reflected in US involvement in the Middle East, Asia and, most
damning, the spread of NATO across eastern Europe and even the former Soviet Baltic States, all areas
where Russia sees themselves as having a rightful claim to influence instead of the US.

Furthermore, according to the Kremlin view, the US supports regime change in less-democratic
countries through democratizing revolutions across the Middle East and in Ukraine and Georgia, and
through supporting pro-democracy protests in Russia in 2011-2012. To make matters even worse,
in Russia’s eyes, the very nature of democracy is unstable (it does nothing to further control and
order within a society, but facilitates just the opposite), and irregular results over the past few years
(Trump’s election, Brexit, rise of nationalist parties in Europe, and the spate of election-tampering
allegations...ironically, many directly against Russia...) illustrate just how unstable, and even
hypocritical, democracies can be (Taylor, 2018).

The bottom line is that Russia wants global order, specifically in the form of a balance of power, which
would leave them free to exercise, and enforce, control within “their” sphere of influence. For that to
happen, the influence of the US must be curbed, at least, and scaled back if possible.

Contested Issues

The primary fundamental issue being contested is whether the global system is a balance-of-power
system wherein nation-state are still the primary actors, or whether we’ve transitioned to a US-led
international liberal order. The reality seems to be somewhere in between. If the international
system is a liberal order, any state has a right to participate including those states that the Kremlin
views as in their sphere of influence. This rankles Russian policy makers.

If, however, the we are in a balance-of-power system, the question becomes who has preeminence in
Eastern Europe. According to one perspective, there are three different potential great-powers for
that area: the US (with NATO as an important tool), a non-NATO Western Europe in the form of the
EU, and Russia (Oliver, 2016). Unfortunately, there is no simple answer as all three “great powers”
wield a certain level of influence. At a deeper level, however, are three sub-issues. First, who has the
“right” to influence in Eastern Europe? Second, who has the right to dictate policy vis-a-vis ethnic
Russians and ethnic Slavs more broadly? Third, what are appropriate tools for influence?

As regards the first sub-issue, all three actors claim a “right” to have influence in Eastern Europe. On
Russia’s part, much of Eastern Europe belonged to them at some point in history and, according to
historical precedent, they claim a historical prerogative to influence there (Roberts, 2017).
Furthermore, they share a common culture (in large part because of a shared history) with many of
the ethnic and linguistic groups in Eastern Europe. This includes not only those groups who share a
similar language or ethnicity, but also the large Russian diaspora spread across Eastern Europe.
Additionally, as Eastern Orthodoxy is quite prevalent across much of Eastern Europe, Russia and the
Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) continue to claim a religious/moral right to influence in the region
as a protectors of orthodox Christianity (Ziegler, 2016).

Western Europe claims a “right” to influence in Eastern Europe for some reasons similar to Russia’s:
a shared history and a shared culture (Jaknitinaité, 2017). They even claim something of a moral
“right”, though somewhat more removed from openly religious-based moralism emanating from the
Kremlin and the ROC. Rather, Western Europe’s moral claim to influence in Eastern Europe stems
partly from a shared Christian history, but even more so from the guilt many in Western Europe feel
for “abandoning” eastern Europe to Soviet control following World War II (Malksoo, 2009).
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Importantly, though, this guilt does not unite European elites nearly to the extent Orthodoxy (even if
not practiced) unites Russia’s elites. Furthermore, Western Europe’s moral inclination to help
Eastern Europe also stems from the belief that the International Liberal Order (ILO: political and
economic liberalization) really does benefit those it reaches.

The US “right” to influence in Eastern Europe mirrors the latter part of Western Europe’s justification:
partial guilt for abandoning Eastern Europe, and partial belief in the moral benefits of liberalization.
But, this last point about the moral benefits of liberalization also draw something of a distinction
between the US and Western European approaches. The US tends to see things in black and white
while Western Europe (and even Russia) sees a lot more gray. Specifically, Western Europe, while
still quite skeptical of Russia’s interests in Eastern Europe, does not believe that Eastern Europe must
side with Russia or the West: rather, there is room for cooperation, a view also held by Russia, as long
as these countries do not leave Russia’s sphere of influence (Molchanov, 2017).

The US, on the other hand, tends to see Russian influence in Eastern Europe as largely negative
because it disrupts the spread of liberalism (Taylor, 2018). Consequently, the US is not only willing
to have influence in Eastern Europe, but also willing (and, arguably, eager) to inhibit Russia’s
influence there. As the “protector” of political and economic liberalism globally, the US has the “right”
to protect those liberalisms in Eastern Europe, especially in the face of perceived Russian opposition
to those trends. In other words, the US sees the world through a lens similar to that of Russia,
something of a sphere of influence. But, where Russia sees geographical /historical/moral spheres of
influence, the US sees geopolitical and ideological spheres of influence.

The second sub-issue (who has a right to influence ethnic Russians and those who share a similar
identity) is not much different from the first, though the focus narrows significantly from Eastern
Europe in general, to Russians and those who share a common identity more specifically. In
narrowing down, it makes the discussion all the more volatile. Russia not only claims the right to
protect Russians on political and economic grounds, but also on religious grounds. And, this
protection extends to others traditionally known as “Rus”, as well as other Eastern Orthodox
believers. Russia’s claims to influence in Eastern Europe for historical, cultural and religious reasons
is already a strong claim. Add ethnic Russians to the mix, and the claim becomes divine with a healthy
dose of nationalism. Under this combination, it becomes virtually impossible to dissuade Russia from
insisting on a significant say in Eastern Europe (Coyer, 2015).

The third issue, tool appropriateness, is as much about effectiveness as about jus in bello (or, the
justice of tactics within conflict). For much of Eastern Europe, they are already institutionally tied
with the West both through the EU and NATO. From the perspective of the US and Western Europe,
this is a very effective way both to spread liberalism and to alleviate the guilt associated with the Cold
War. It answers both the “effective” question, and the “just” question. However, Russia’s tools are
equally effective and, from their perspective, just. They have tried formal political and economic
approaches (including inviting various eastern European states into formal institutions such as the
CSTO and the EEA) but their official influence is still quite limited. However, their ability to influence
countries through other methods is impressive. Their influence through trade policy, media (both
social and traditional), election manipulation, saber rattling, and outright invasions and annexations
have proved very effective in keeping many elites in the US, and Western and Eastern Europe, uneasy
and unsure how to proceed (Conley, Mina, Stefanov, & Vladimirov, 2016).
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Impact on US National Interests

The US benefits globally from the spread of liberalism (Ravenhill, 2017). The ILO means that the US
can maintain its global influence and, more importantly, its entire domestic political and economic
system. Not only that, but there is a strong belief shared by political and societal elites within the US
that the spread of liberalism truly does make for a better life for people, wherever they may be. So,
when liberalism spreads and catches on, our interests are met internationally and domestically. This,
in theory, creates something of a panacea for the United States.

Western Europe represents the strongest allies the US has in protecting and promoting liberalism.
Without Europe, the US is the arguably the last powerful protagonist of liberalism. The US needs a
strong, liberal Western Europe. To that end, however, we need a stable Eastern Europe wherein is
imbedded liberal ideals just like those in Western Europe. They provide something of a buffer, a front
line, between Western European liberalism and Russian illiberalism. In short, you have the US
interest in spreading liberalism butting up against Russia’s interest in promoting great power politics
and spheres of influence, and Eastern Europe is caught in both cross-hairs.

The sources of friction between Russian and liberalist perspectives are that neither views the other
as compatible. If the international liberal order is to succeed, states ought to be allowed to participate
to the extent they wish. Russia’s dominance of a specific region prevents this. However, if powers are
to be balanced, one powers ideologies (and, thus, influence) should be considerably limited.
Consequently, the US sees Russia preventing the spread of international liberalism, and Russia sees
the US as interfering outside of its rightful sphere of influence.

However, despite friction, these two perspectives do not, necessarily need to be mutually exclusive.
As as been evinced in across the Asian Tigers, in China, and even (at times) in Russia, international
liberalism does not have to happen all at once. States do not need to embrace political, economic and
societal liberalism all at once (in fact, the Washington Consensus failures seem to indicate that
attempting all three at once does not work). Rather, the US pushing economic liberalism may be the
best way forward, specifically without pushing political liberalism. In regions already somewhat
liberal, the US is right to push societal liberalism and even more political liberalism. However, where
neither societal nor political liberalism have roots, econonimc liberalism is a potentually consenus
way forward.
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Chapter 2. Russian Grand Strategy in the 21% Century

Dr. Robert Person
United States Military Academy, West Point
robert.person@westpoint.edu

Abstract

What are the main characteristics of Russian grand strategy in the 21st century? This paper argues
that a deep-seated sense of geopolitical insecurity motivates Russia to pursue strategic objectives to
establish an uncontested sphere of influence within the post-Soviet region, secure for Russia a seat
at the table of other great powers in critical regions outside its sphere, and contain and constrain
America’s unilateral and multilateral pursuit of its own interests globally. Since 2007, it has
developed a sophisticated set of gray zone tactics of “asymmetric balancing” through which Russia
pursues its strategic ends within relatively limited means.

Russian Grand Strategy

Though definitions of “strategy” (grand or otherwise) abound, for the sake of clarity this paper will
adopt the military’s traditional understanding of “strategy” as the coordinated integration of ends,
ways, and means (Lykke, 2001). Grand strategy can be understood as “the collection of plans and
policies that comprise the states deliberate efforo harness political military, diplomatic, and
economic tools together to advance that state’s national interest. Grand strategy is the art of
reconciling ends and means. It involves purposive action” (Feaver, 2009). Thus, what makes such a
strategy “grand” is the focus on high-level matters of national interest, as well as the comprehensive
use of military, political, economic, diplomatic, and even social tools to advance the national interests.

The “Ends” of Russian Grand Strategy

What are the core interests and overarching objectives of the Russian Federation in the international
system - the “ends” that Russian grand strategy seeks to achieve? It is perhaps an uncontroversial
claim that Russia’s most fundamental interest is to secure both the Russian state and the Putin regime
against foreign and domestic threats. Of course, any sensible observer would note that this is the
objective of any state operating in the anarchic international system. Indeed regime and territorial
“security” as the core national interest sits at the foundation of most realist theories of international
relations (Waltz, 2010; Mearsheimer, 2001). But how states understand security, how they perceive
threats, and how they respond to such threats is very much subject to national-level factors
(Ripsman, Taliaferro, and Lobell, 2016). As the following discussion shows, Russia’s conception of its
security environment, the threats to that security, and its methods of achieving security take on very
Russian flavors. These flavors—and the grand strategy that they season—are the result of a wide
array of forces ranging from geography, history, domestic politics, culture, and of course, rivalry
among other great powers.

If “national interest as security” is too general to be of practical use, we can disaggregate that broad
national interest into three key objectives that sum to a grand strategy that | term “Yalta 2.0” due to
its similarity of the grand strategic vision that Joseph Stalin tried to attain at the Yalta conference in
February 1945. First, Russia seeks to ensure its military, political, and economic security through an
uncontested and exclusive sphere of influence in the territory that once formed the Soviet Union
(Graham, 2016). Essentially a supercharged “Monroe Doctrine” for Russia in the post-Soviet space,
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this vision would give Russia a privileged position of influence in the foreign and domestic affairs of
the countries in Russia’s sphere. Equally important, Yalta 2.0 denies other great powers from
pursuing interests and influence within Russia’s exclusive sphere of influence. It should be noted that
establishing a sphere of influence is not synonymous with the reconstruction of the Soviet Union or
the annexation by Russia of the former Soviet republics. Though this has been claimed as Russia’s
objective in recent years, it fundamentally misreads Russia’s true objective, which is to enjoy the
benefits of uncontested influence without bearing the cost of administering new territory and
populations (Hill, 2015). Second, the vision of Yalta 2.0 seeks for Russia a seat at the table and decisive
voice on issues in regions where a regional great power is absent (such as the Middle East), or where
there are multiple great powers in the region (such as the Arctic). In other words, it positions Russia
as a global player with global influence.

It should come as little surprise that the first two pillars of Yalta 2.0 are likely to generate significant
friction with the United States, which also seeks influence in the post-Soviet region and throughout
the entire globe. This brings us to the third pillar: In order to achieve its grand strategic objectives,
Russia seeks to contain and constrain the United States’ unopposed unilateral pursuit of its interests
globally. This mandate is most urgent in the post-Soviet region. In order to carve out its sphere of
influence, Russia must push the United States out of the region. Similarly, Russia must muscle its way
into a seat at the table in other regions where it seeks influence, often by limiting or complicating
what may have previously been uncontested American pursuit of foreign policy objectives. Finally,
Russia must pursue a general strategy of complicating matters for the United States and raising the
cost of action, even in regions where Russia lacks a direct interest. By throwing sand (or worse) in
the United States’ gears wherever it can, it makes it more difficult for the US to carry out its policy
agenda in general. Importantly, most of the tactics used to pursue this objective of American
constraint are not those of traditional military balancing. Rather, they are tactics of “asymmetric
balancing,” which I will discuss at greater length below.

These three pillars of “Yalta 2.0” —uncontested sphere of influence in the post-Soviet region, Russian
voice and influence globally, and constraint of the United States—are the main “ends” of Russian
grand strategy in the 21st century.

The “Means” of Russian Grand Strategy

In a moment we will turn our attention to a broad overview of the “ways” of Russian grand strategy—
the policies that Moscow has implemented in order to achieve its objectives—and how those ways
have evolved over the last 19 years. But first it is worth making brief mention of the material means
that have enabled those ways. Of particular consequence in this discussion is the fact that Russia’s
growing financial resources since 2000 have allowed it to pursue ever more assertive ways in
pursuing its ends. After a traumatic decade of economic contraction in the 1990s, the 2000s
witnessed a period of major economic growth in Russia. Indeed, only the global financial crisis of
2008-9 and the collapse of oil prices and post-Crimea sanctions in 2014 curtailed Russian economic
growth in the Putin era (World Bank, GDP per capita, 2019).

Between 2000 and 2013, Russian GDP per capita increased by nearly nine times. The most common
explaination for Russia’s economic expansion is Vladimir Putin’s strong hand on Russia provided the
stabilization that fueled Russia’s economic growth (McFaul and Stoner-Weiss, 2008, p. 68). In
actuality, Russia’s recovery in the 2000s can largely be attributed to the rising price of oil, on which
the Russian economy—and federal budget—are dependent (p. 80). But regardless of who deserves
credit, there is no disputing the fact that throughout the 2000s, the resources which Russia could
apply toward its grand strategic objectives increased tremendously, such as a major military
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modernization project in the aftermath of 2008 war with Georgia.. Data on Russian military
expenditures as percentage of GDP from 2000-2016 showed that a broader economic expansion
fueled expanded military spending: Larger defense expenditures (in absolute terms) were the
consequence of rising GDP and rising defense spending rates (World Bank, Military expenditure,
2019). To be sure, Russia’s pursuit of its grand strategic objectives goes well beyond military
expenditures, but it is clear that Russia’s resources necessary to pursue the “ways” of grand strategy
have increased immensely since 2000. And these increased resources, [ argue in the next section,
have had a profound impact on the nature of the ways in which Russia has pursued its grand strategy.

The “Ways” of Russian Grand Strategy

Though the strategic objectives of Russia in the 21st have remained relatively stable over the last 17
years, the policies associated with those objectives—the “ways” of grand strategy—have undergone
an important evolution throughout that period. Generally speaking, we can identify several distinct
periods of Russian foreign policy approaches since Putin’s ascension to the presidency in 2000. The
period of “pragmatic accommodation” lasted from 2000-2003, during which time Putin pursued a
pragmatic and accommodating foreign policy toward the United States in the hope of gaining
concessions on key Russian interests such as preserving the anti-ballistic missile treaty and preveing
eastward NATO expansion (Kuchins, 2016). This approach was replaced by a policy of “soft
balancing” from 2003-2007 (Pape, 2005). Since 2007, Russia’s foreign policy approach can be
described as one of “asymmetric balancing” that—with the exception of a thaw during the Obama-
Medvedev “reset” —has hardened considerably since 2014. Due to space constraints, [ will limit my
focus in this paper on the period of “asymmetric balancing” that has lasted from 2007 to the present.

Asymmetric balancing —2007-2019

The period of “soft balancing” came to an end in 2007-8 with three foreign policy actions that
demonstrated that Russia had the means and the will to go well beyond soft balancing tactics to
promote its grand strategic interests. I label this period one of “asymmetric balancing,” in a nod to
the asymmetric or “gray zone” methods of hybrid warfare that would become an increasingly
prominent part of Russia’s foreign policy toolkit (Person, 2018). We can conceive of asymmetric
balancing as a strategy that lies somewhere between soft balancing tactics (diplomatic maneuvering)
and hard balancing tactics, like rearmament and alliance formation. Or, more accurately, asymmetric
balancing utilizes a spectrum of tactics that range from soft to hard, though kinetic military
operations are used rarely. Asymmetric balancing takes place in the military, political, economic, and
social realms using a variety of overt and covert measures to exert influence and shape outcomes.
However, the purpose of asymmetric balancing is not necessarily military action or territorial
conquest (which may be the objective of hybrid war). Rather, the purpose of asymmetric balancing
is to more forcefully counterbalance an adversary while remaining below the level of hard military
alliances or open warfare.

The April 2007 cyberattack against Estonia, a massive denial of service attack executed from within
the Russian Federation, marks the beginning of the asymmetric balancing period (Richards, 2009).
Though technical experts were unable to find direct evidence that the cyberattack was carried out by
agents of the Russian government, several scholars and defense officals have noted that the scale of
the attack would have required an advanced level of centralized coordination unlikely to have
originated with a truly autonomous network of Russian-speaking hackers (Herzog, 2011, p. 53).
Furthermore, the manipulative disinformation campaign waged by the Russian government and
Russian media following the Estonian government’s relocation of a Soviet-era WWII monument in
Tallinn was characteristic of asymmetric balancing. A report by the Center for European Policy
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Analysis notes that the Russian Embassy in Tallinn helped establish an organization named “Night
Watch” to defend the monument (Lucas and Pomeranzev, 2016, p. 22). Members not only led protests
against the monument’s removal but also spread misinformation in the Russian-language media
about the monument’s removal in order to incite further destabilizing protests in Tallinn (p. 23).
Thus, even if it can’t be proven that the Kremlin’s fingers were on the kepboard that launched the
cyberattack, its fingerprints were all over the propaganda campaign inciting Russian speakers in
Estonia into the streets.

The second jolting event marking the onset of the asymmetric balancing period was, somewhat
ironically, a conventional war. While the 2008 war between Russia and Georgia was in many respects
a conventional—if poorly executed—war, it featured several elements of what is now described as
hybrid warfare. Furthermore, the Russian government and military derived several lessons from the
experience, making crucial reforms to its conventional military while simultaneously developing
more refined gray zone methods that would be utilized against Ukraine in 2014. The 2008 war is
interesting in its own respect and is covered in the detail it warrants elsewhere in this report. But for
the purpose of this paper, the elements of hybrid warfare are of less interest than the balancing
aspects of Russia’s invasion of Georgia. If the Georgian war was about asymmetric balancing, against
whom was Russia balancing?

In Bucharest in April 2008 lies the answer. It was here at the 20th NATO Summit that the alliance
declared that “NATO welcomes Ukraine’s and Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic aspirations for membership in
NATO. We agreed today that these countries will become members of NATO” (NATO, 2008). Though
Ukraine and Georgia had hoped for a membership action plan (MAP) that would have formally placed
them on the path to NATO membership, such a plan was not forthcoming. However, even the
definitive (if open ended) statement that NATO membership would happen one day was enough to
cross a crucial red line for Russia. Already forced to watch impotently as NATO expanded into the
Baltic States, Russia made clear on several occasions that it would not tolerate NATO countries on its
southern and western borders. The conflict allowed Russia the opportunity to ensure that Georgia’s
frozen conflicts would continue to smolder. By securing perpetual border disputes between Georgia,
Abkhazia, and South Ossetia, Russia managed in a few short days to postpone Georgian NATO
membership indefinitely since such disputes disqualify new members. In short, there is a case to be
made that the 2008 war was about balancing against NATO just as much as it was a political dispute
between Moscow and Thilisi.

Perhaps serving as evidence that individual personalities do matter in foreign policy, there was a
brief warming of relations between the United States and Russia during the Medvedev presidency
from 2008-2012. Known as the “reset” following the rupture over Georgia in 2008, the period felt
reminiscent of the earlier era of pragmatic accommodation. The sides found areas of mutual interest
and cooperation, downplayed disagreements in other areas, and even managed to sign a major arms
control agreement, the new START treaty. Though official bilateral relations improved, behind the
scenes Russia continued its military modernization program and further sharpening of gray zone
capabilities, making the Medvedev interregnum a period of hidden asymmetric balancing rather than
paused balancing (Bryce-Rogers, 2013).

The return of Vladimir Putin to the presidency in 2012 amid the largest mass protests in Russia since
the early 1990s brought the cooperative pragmatism of the Medvedev-Obama “reset” to an abrupt
halt. More importantly, those protests against Putin’s stage-managed return to power, reinforced his
fears of externally-supported opposition as a threat to his rule. A domestic crackdown ensued, with
Putin tightening the screws across a wide array of perceived political threats (Person, 2017).
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Putin’s return to the Kremlin marked the return of more forceful methods of asymmetric balancing,
which began to manifest themselves in late 2013. Faced with the prospect that neighboring Ukraine
was about to sign an association agreement with the European Union—an essential first step to
possible EU membership—Russia responded with a counter-proposal for Ukrainian membership in
its Eurasian Customs Union. Put into an unenviable position, Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych
ultimately accepted the Russian proposal, touching off the massive protests that would culminate in
the Maidan Revolution that swept him from office in February 2014.

The Russian occupation of Crimea and proxy invasion of eastern Ukraine that ensued afforded Russia
a rare opportunity to achieve several key objectives simultaneously, much like the Georgian war six
years prior. Military intervention into eastern Ukraine secured both Russian military objectives and
further its geopolitical objective of assymetric balancing against NATO and the United States through
the use of gray zone methods. By destabilizing Ukraine domestically through intervention and
keeping the conflict in the Donbas simmering, Moscow has simultaneously ensured that NATO
membership is off the table for Kyiv while heightening the likelihood of regime change in Ukraine.
Similarly, Russia’s implied threat of escalating the war in the Donbas deterred the Obama
administration from providing lethal weaponry to the Ukrainian military during the critical early
years of the conflict.And yet, the Ukrainian gambit cannot be taken as an unmitigated success in the
pursuit of Yalta 2.0: Poroshenko’s government in Kyiv still stands, American military advisors
continue to assist Ukraine in its efforts to reform, and the Trump administration has since provided
crucial defensive arms to Ukraine. In fact, the effort to pull Ukraine back into Russia’s orbit likely
backfired in the final analysis, as Russia’s actions over the last 5 years have firmly galvanized the
once-divided Ukrainian population in opposition to Russia’s occupation (Kulyk, 2016).

The same could be said in other regions. Russian attempts at asymmetric balancing in the Baltic states
have kept those—and their NATO allies—on high alert. Provocative flights into NATO airspace and
major military exercises near the Baltic borders are properly seen not as prelude to hybrid war per
se, but as a case of asymmetric balancing meant to challenge and complicate NATO operations.
Moreover, the efforts to sow discord among the allies and within the domestic populations of the
Baltic States have come up short. Once again, these efforts have produced a counter-balancing
response from the United States and NATO in the form of significant troop buildups in the region
(NATO, 2018).

Similarly, the Russian military campaign in Syria in support of the Assad regime can be seen through
the lens of asymmetric balancing in pursuit of the Yalta 2.0 strategy. Though this case is one of very
hard military methods, it is not clear that Russia is pursuing a clear military interest in Syria. Rather,
it is a way to ensure Russia has a say in whatever end comes of the war, and at times it appears as
though Russia has the dominant voice in the conversation.

Finally, the most stunning example of asymmetric balancing may very well be the Russian
intervention in the US presidential election of 2016. It is perhaps fitting that the era of asymmetric
balancing begins with the 2007 cyberattack against Estonia reaches its apex with the massive cyber
operations in 2016 against the Democratic Party and its presidential candidate, Hillary Clinton. It was
a bold—and ultimately reckless—strategy, but one that fits perfectly within the arsenal of the
asymmetric balancer and the Yalta 2.0 grand strategic objectives of containing American interests
through nontraditional means.
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Conclusion

Disturbing as Russia’s episodes of asymmetric balancing over the last few years may be, the epilogues
of each of those episodes reminds us that in the great game of great power politics, every action
produces a reaction. Or, in the words of Kenneth Waltz, “power begs to be balanced”(Waltz, 2012, p.
2). The counterbalancing and other unintended consequences arising in reaction to Russia’s most
aggressive methods of advancing its grand strategy suggest that Moscow has overreached in its
efforts to achieve its grand strategic vision of a multipolar world defined by exclusive spheres of
influence. Though the ways and means of Russian grand strategy have expanded in pursuit of the
ends, it is far from clear that Russia is any closer to achieving those ends than it was in 2000 when
Vladimir Putin began.
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Abstract

Most Russians applaud the official narrative that Russia has re-emerged as a great power under
Vladimir Putin, particularly with the annexation of Crimea, and also agree with the claims of the
Russian state that America is an unfriendly power. Yet they increasingly disagree with the assertions
of the Kremlin that the United States is a looming external danger and a subversive force in Russian
domestic politics. In line with these opinions, many Russians are unwilling to bear the economic
burden of an escalating confrontation with the West, demonstrating the initially limited, and now
waning, political significance of the “Crimea euphoria” (or “Crimea effect”) and the “rally ‘round the
flag” phenomena generated by the annexation of 2014 and ensuing tensions with the West.

Russian elites often differ from the general public in their stronger backing for a more assertive
foreign posture. Nevertheless, such preferences are often moderated by a preoccupation with socio-
economic problems at home and by the apprehension that Russia will neglect domestic
modernization indefinitely if its foreign policy is confrontational. Like Russian mass publics, Russian
elites often view the external environment as dangerous, a perception that is cultivated by the
Kremlin to help produce patriotic “rally” sentiments. Yet this “rally” effect is dulled by the belief
among elites and masses that the greatest threats to Russia are rooted in its social and economic
underdevelopment.

Russian society often finds domestic problems much more worrisome than US military power or a
“color revolution” fomented by the West, both of which the Kremlin has framed as important threats
in its efforts to mobilize domestic supporters and isolate opponents. Drawing extensively on opinion
surveys in Russia, the paper concludes that a majority of Russians are likely to believe that the
Kremlin should not emphasize costly policies intended to counter US military power or other
potential American threats.

Introduction and Context

Most Russians embrace the official narrative that Russia has re-emerged as a great power under
Vladimir Putin and also agree with the claims of the Russian state that America is a hostile power
(Gerber and Zavisca, 2016). Yet, they increasingly disagree with the assertions of the Kremlin that
the United States is a looming external danger and a subversive force in Russian domestic politics
(Sherlock, 2019). In line with these opinions, many Russians are unwilling to shoulder the economic
burden of an escalating confrontation with the West, demonstrating the limited political significance
of the “Crimea euphoria” (or “Crimea effect”) produced by the annexation as well as the “rally ‘round
the flag” phenomenon generated by ensuing tensions with the West.

The “Crimea effect” strengthened Putin’s authority by some measures but was less successful in
providing durable support for Russia’s socio-economic and political institutions and policies. Belief
among Russians that the country was headed in the right direction increased from 40% in November
2013 to 64% in August 2014 (five months after the annexation of Crimea), but then dropped to 44%
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by March 2019 (Levada, March 2019). Even Putin’s approval numbers have suffered significant
decline, due in part to an unpopular government proposal in mid-2018 to raise the retirement age.

Although a modest majority of Russians (54% in October 2018) still approve “on the whole” the
Kremlin’s foreign policy, they are increasingly preoccupied with problems at home (VTsIOM,
“Otsenka vlastei,” 2018). Survey data reveal relatively weak approval among the public for a forceful
external posture, including intervention in the “near abroad” to check American power or protect
Russian-speakers from perceived discrimination. Similarly, a large majority of Russians do not favor
the creation of an empire reminiscent of the Soviet Union or tsarist Russia.

Russia’s elites, unlike its mass publics, often advocate the projection of state power, including the
creation of a sphere of influence in Eurasia which experts in the West often identify as a central goal
of the Kremlin’s foreign policy (Kotkin, 2016). Nevertheless, many, perhaps most, of these elites (like
mass society) want their government to emphasize domestic socio-economic development, not the
production and demonstration of hard power.

Lev Gudkov, the Russian sociologist and director of the independent Levada Center, a public opinion
and sociological research organization that is highly respected in the West, provided a similar
assessment in mid-2018. Gudkov observed a waning “Crimea effect”— popular approval of Russia’s
foreign policy as a reemerging great power—among Russians who increasingly believe that the
Kremlin’s pursuit of its geopolitical goals comes “at the [social and economic] expense of the
population” (BBC, Russkaia sluzhba, 2018). The low quality of health care and government social
programs, as well as limited employment opportunities, are fundamental concerns of the general
population; elites are also concerned with Russia’s stalled socio-economic and politial modernization
(Sherlock, 2019).

Other experts and scholars underscore why these conditions pose a serious problem for the Kremlin.
Dmitri Trenin, the head of the Carnegie Center in Moscow, observes that Putin and his ruling circle
understand that Russia’s future, and their own, “depends mostly on how ordinary citizens feel....
Russia is an autocracy, but it is an autocracy with the consent of the governed” (Trenin, 2016). Trenin
echoes Hans Morgenthau, who identified “national morale,” or the “degree of determination” with
which society approves its government’s foreign policy, as a core element of state power. For
Morgenthau, morale is expressed in the form of public opinion, “without whose support [i.e., consent]
no government, democratic or autocratic, is able to pursue its policies with full effectiveness, if it is
able to pursue them at all” (Morgenthau, 1967). While most Russians currently back, if often
cautiously, the Kremlin's foreign policy, a costly and unpredictable escalation of conflict with the
West in the context of Russian socio-economic stagnation or decline could undermine “consent” with
uncertain political consequences.

This argument is developed in two sections and a brief conclusion. The first part examines the
attitudes of the general public in Russia on issues with implications for Russian foreign policy. The
second section addresses these topics from the perspectives of segments of the Russian elite. The
conclusion provides a summary and identifies important limits to the influence of elite and mass
opinion on Russian foreign policy. Empirical support for the argument draws on a broad selection of
mass opinion surveys and focus groups conducted in Russia, particularly those by the Levada Center
(see Sherlock, 2019 for the complete list).
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Russian Mass Attitudes: Aversion to Aggressive Foreign Policies

A question in the March 2017 Levada survey focused on one of the Kremlin’s justifications for the the
annexation of Crimea in 2014: Should Moscow protect Russian speakers in the countries of the “near
abroad” (other than Ukraine) if they experienced serious discrimination (Levada, March 2017)? The
survey question asked: “If the rights of ethnic Russians in neighboring countries (apart from Ukraine)
are seriously violated, what should Russia do ?” 35.8% selected the response “Russia should work
toward a peaceful settlement of the problem” while 29.8% believed that Russia should not become
involved in such disputes. 28.1% of the respondents felt that “all means” (including military force)
should be used to protect Russian-speakers who might be mistreated in the region.

That each of the three possible responses garnered roughly equivalent levels of support underscores
the divisions within Russian society on this central issue—and the domestic political risk for the
Kremlin in fomenting aggression of the sort feared by the Baltic states. It is noteworthy that the
villages, towns, and small cities in Russia’s “heartland” that the Kremlin moved to activate as
conservative counterweights after the political protests in 2011 and 2012 exhibited only modest
levels of approval for the “right to protect” Russians in border countries. These population centers
were slightly above or below the national average of 29.8% in advocating non-intervention.
Respondents in Moscow were least willing to approve direct involvement by Russia in ethno-
nationalist disputes. 41.2% of Muscovites felt that intervention would be an unjustified intrusion into
the “internal affairs of other countries.” This number marked a 22% increase over the percentage of
responses (19%) among Muscovites to the same question administered two years earlier, in the July
2015 Levada survey (Levada, 2015).

A question in the March 2017 Levada survey also probed how Russians would react to Ukraine’s
possible acceptance of an invitation to join western political, economic, and security institutions.
37.7% of respondents overall thought that Russia should allow Ukraine to join either the European
Union or NATO, despite that country’s strong historical, cultural, socio-economic, and strategic
importance to Russia. Close to 48% of Muscovites supported this position as did 37% of respondents
from Russia’s villages and towns. Opposition to Ukraine’s entry into NATO, but not the EU, was
expressed by 27.8% of survey participants. Just under18% of respondents felt that Russia should
“block any decision by Ukraine to join either the EU or NATO.”

Surveys on attitudes toward Ukraine reveal an important distinction in how Russians evaluate
possible external threats: a majority is less troubled by the risk of foreign attack and more concerned
about Russia being drawn into a conflict in a bordering country like Ukraine. Despite significant
public sympathy for the insurgency in eastern Ukraine, only 13% of respondents in a late 2014
Levada survey (at the height of patriotic and expansionist enthusiasm in Russia) would approve a
son joining the pro-Russia militias (Levada, November 2014). Just 3% of respondents in a February
2015 survey would “definitely” (22% would “probably”) support the introduction of Russian troops
into the conflict (Levada, Ezhegodnik, 2015). Another survey by Levada in October 2014 found thata
majority approved the efforts of independent Russian NGOs to compile lists of active duty soldiers of
the Russian Army killed or wounded in the Kremlin’s clandestine war in eastern Ukraine (Levada,
Ezhegodnik, 2014).

Mass perceptions of economic vulnerability help explain why many Russians do not support an
aggressive foreign policy even if they are strong supporters of Putin. Russians of all demographic
categories are often reluctant to risk greater economic difficulties for the sake of the state and its
foreign policy, reflecting the limitations of what Russian sociologists refer to as “practical patriotism”
(Gorshkov and Tikhonova, 90). According to surveys administered by the Institute of Sociology, only
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8% of respondents were “absolutely” willing to approve policies designed to restore Russia’s
international power and defensive capacity “even if these measures were linked to a significant
decline in their standard of living,” while 30% were “somewhat willing” to endure such costs, for a
total of 38% (Gorshkov and Tikhonova, 90, 96). 23% of respondents were “absolutely” unwilling to
do so, and 39% were “more unwilling than not” to engage in such self-sacrifice (for a
“willing/unwilling” ratio of 38:62). For respondents who approved “the activities of V. Putin in the
post of President of Russia,” the ratio, at 45:55, demonstrates that approval of Putin’s foreign policy
is very often conditional even among his devoted followers; the ratio’s imbalance grew to 30:70 for
those who supported Putin’s presidency only “in part” ((Gorshkov and Tikhonova, 100).

The Dimension of Elites: Approaches to Threats, Power, and Identity

To what extent do the opinions of Russian elites resemble the preferences of mass publics examined
above? Do Russia’s elites support an aggressive, expansionist foreign policy? Are they concerned that
the external environment poses significant threats to the Russian state that require militarization?
Do they emphasize hard or soft power as the foundation of a resurgent Russia? Although detailed and
reliable information about the attitudes of Russia’s elites (political, economic, security, and cultural)
after the annexation of Crimea is much more scarce than data on the views of the general public, a
few important sources are available for analysis. One is particularly relevant: The Russian Elite 2016
analyzes the latest wave of the Survey of Russian Elites, the long-term study of the attitudes of Russian
elites on foreign and domestic conditions and policies (Rivera, 2016). The respondents are leaders
from political and bureaucratic institutions (the legislature, federal administration, etc.), private and
state-owned enterprises, the security services (including the military), the media, and academic
research institutions.

In line with the March 2017 Levada survey and other polls of the Russian public, most of the elites in
The Russian Elite 2016 did not perceive America to be a grave or immediate military or political
menace. The survey asked respondents to evaluate several potential dangers to Russia on a five-point
scale, with five representing an “utmost threat.” A plurality of respondents (32.1%) thought that the
“inability to solve domestic problems” was an “utmost threat” (36.7% selected this response in the
2012 wave of the survey) while 22.2% considered “terrorism” in the same light. The “growth of the
US military vis-a-vis the Russian military” trailed far behind, with only 7.4% of respondents
selecting this factor as an “utmost threat” — the lowest level since the 1993 wave (7.1%). Earning
even lower percentages were “border conflicts in the CIS countries” (4.5%), “ethnic (domestic)
tensions” (3.3%), “information war conducted by the West” (2.5%) and “color revolution” (2.2%).

It is noteworthy that the participants in different waves of this survey of elites found domestic
problems much more worrisome than US military power, American information warfare, or a “color
revolution” fomented by the West. Each of these challenges the Kremlin has framed as important
threats in its efforts to mobilize domestic supporters and isolate opponents. These results and other
data suggest that a significant number of Russia’s elites did not believe the Kremlin should emphasize
costly policies designed to offset US military power or other potential American threats.

Russia’s Institute of Sociology conducted a survey in late 2015 which offers additional insight into
the political attitudes and policy preferences of key segments of the Russian elite (Institut sotsiologii,
2015). In its report based on the survey, the Institute analyzed the views of an occupational cross-
section of influentials similar to that of the Survey of Russian Elites project, including 154 leaders (94
in Moscow and 60 in different regions) in the following categories: government, business, the “third
sector” (NGOs, civil society), mass media, and science. The stated purpose of the survey was to elicit
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assessments of the health of Russia’s society and political system as well as views on the prospects
for national development over the next five years.

Gathered during the patriotic upsurge of 2015, the results of the survey challenge the claim that
Russia now enjoys significantly greater solidarity within society, and between society and the state.
At issue is the strength of the mobilizing the Sochi Olympics, the annexation of Crimea, the ensuing
conflict with Ukraine, and particularly the subsequent confrontation with the West. While these
events buoyed the standing of the president and the armed forces, and also bolstered pride in Russian
identity, their positive effect on how elites evaluate the socio-political system appears limited. The
survey confirms that diverse Russian elites often remain more preoccupied with domestic problems
than with threats from the external environment or with Russia’s status as a great power.

Using a scale of 1 (lowest) to 10 (highest), the first question of the survey asks respondents to
“evaluate the current condition of Russian society” according to “important characteristics” that
might be found in any country. A list of 13 items, such as the “level of inter-ethnic tensions” and the
“level of tolerance,” was given to the participants. The only item to receive a score of “8” (relatively
high) was the “level of social stratification” in Russia and society’s unequal access to resources.

At a time (2015) when one might expect to find robust evidence of the “Crimea effect,” the “level of
patriotism” scored only 5.8 on the 10 point scale. Respondents placed the “physical and psychological
health” of society at a relatively low 4.3, while the “moral condition of society” registered 4.2. The
degree of trust in government was scored at 3.9, and interpersonal trust in society at 3.5. Confidence
in Russia’s “democratic values and institutions” (elections, parties, etc.) came in last at 2.9.

The answers to other questions in the survey reveal the policy priorities of many elites and their
evaluation of foreign and domestic threats. In their assessment of external dangers, respondents
identified the dependence of the Russian budget on international oil and gas markets as the greatest
threat (8.3) among the 13 items on the list, a reference to the vulnerabilities of Russia’s economic
model. The prospect of Russia being drawn into a broader conflict in Ukraine was next (8.1), followed
by capital flight and the decline in foreign and domestic investment (7.6). Although respondents were
fearful of a new Cold War accompanied by an arms race with harmful effects on Russian development
(7.2), they placed the “information-psychological warfare” of the West, as well as the threat of a “fifth
column,” last on the list, at 5.0.

Conclusion

The Russian Elite 2016, the Institute of Sociology survey and other data demonstrate that while
Russia’s elites are sensitive to international threats, a significant number do not believe that the West,
particularly the United States, poses a critical military or political danger to the Russian state or
regime. Numerous large-N surveys of the Russian public reveal similar perspectives. Such attitudes
challenge the Kremlin's core narrative of Russia as a resurgent great power threatened by the United
States and its fifth columnists (Sherlock, 2019).

Analysis of the views of elites and mass publics also suggests that a majority of Russians define a
great power and its priorities more in terms of domestic socio-economic development than in the
production and demonstration of hard power. From this standpoint, Russians often view the
pathologies of their country’s developmental and political model as the most important threat to
Russia’s international influence and domestic well-being.
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As the plausibility of the Kremlin’s meta-narrative weakens (and as the “Crimea effect” decays) an
important question is whether (or to what extent) the perspectives of much of Russian society and
its elites will influence the Kremlin’s domestic and foreign policy. While several other factors clearly
push in the opposite direction, toward an aggressive foreign policy, it remains true that public
opinion matters to the Kremlin and that much of Russian society at the mass and elite level values
restraint in foreign policy and greater attention to domestic socio-economic development.

To read the more detailed, published paper on which this submission is based, please visit
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10758216.2018.1561190.
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Abstract

Russian strategists are adept in selecting gray zone tools optimized to their target. The Kremlin’s gray
zone portfolio includes paramilitary forces and other proxies, economic and energy exploitation,
media and propaganda manipulation, and additional assets Russia’s hybrid warfare approach blends
military and civilian elements to have maximum impact on the target. Hybrid tactics are most
effective when the target entity is deeply polarized or lacks the -capacity to resist and respond
effectively to Russian aggression. Conversely, countries that are resilient against attempts to divide
their populace, apply economic coercion, and wield proxy forces can better handle sub-conventional
threats from Russia. Washington must reevaluate old paradigms between war and peace to maintain
strategic primacy in this new era of international politics that is defined by shades of gray.

Tools of Power

Paramilitary and Other Proxies

Moscow has a variety of military, paramilitary, and non-military assets available for use in hybrid
operations. These elements include Russian special operations units, paramilitary militia groups
associated with the Federal Security Service (FSB) and Russian military intelligence (GRU), hybrid
businesses that are connected to the Russian political-economic elite, and Kremlin-friendly media
conglomerates. Financial support and propaganda can be useful in mobilizing a disenfranchised
group abroad, while deploying auxiliary forces like local volunteer militia or coordination with
intelligence offices can provide additional tools. Russia has demonstrated in the recent Crimean
conflict that civilian sympathizers may be employed to block military installations. Furthermore,
businesses can be called upon by the state to execute military-political roles as instructed by the
Kremlin. These hybrid businesses are led by Kremlin-friendly directors who conduct legal business
operations while also employing their resources at the state’s direction.

Russian Special Forces, the FSB, and the GRU often support this endeavor. The intelligence agencies
are powerful force multipliers to establish preconditions for successful overt or semi-overt
operations. They can mislead the adversary, shape public opinions, and pursue other forms of
subterfuge. In the case of the Crimean Peninsula, the FSB and GRU helped reconnoiter the battlespace
and disrupt Ukrainian command and control to impede a timely response. The main value of covert
and ambiguous forces is to exploit weaknesses in the target nation. However, mercenaries,
independent nationalists, warlords, and other proxies are motivated by their own interests and their
actions could impact Russia in a negative way. For example, the Malaysian Airliner MH17 was
downed by Russian-supported local militias, which were perhaps not acting under Moscow’s orders.

Information and Influence Operations
The main goals of Russian information and influence operations include exploiting divisions in

targeted states to achieve Russian foreign policy aims, ensuring continued domestic support for the
regime, maintaining compliant governments in other states, keeping unfriendly governments weak
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and off balance, and influencing international perceptions of Russian actions while excluding
Western sway from Moscow’s sphere of influence.

Russia’s information strategy is similar to that of the Soviet Union during the Cold War. The Soviet
strategy of maskirovka, or military deception, involved misleading the Soviet Union’s enemies
regarding its military tactics, timing, and technology. Soviet information warfare was closely related
to the concept of Reflexive Control, which has been defined by Timothy Thomas as “a means of
conveying to a partner or an opponent specially prepared information to incline him to voluntarily
make the predetermined decision desired by the initiator of the action.”

Contemporary Russian hybrid warfare employs a similar strategy, though it has evolved as
technology has developed. The new approach has taken the traditional emphasis on psychological
warfare found in Soviet conceptualizations of propaganda and adapted it to use across the new media
environment. Faster communication speeds, the quickening of the news cycle, and the highly
globalized nature of the 21st century information ecosystem increased the effectiveness of Russian
propaganda. These advances have made it easier for the Russian government to influence global
public opinion through the Internet, social media, 24-hour news agencies, and other platforms.

Russian media activity focuses both on disinformation and enhancing Russia's image abroad.
Falsified information is meant to confuse target audiences by presenting them with biased
information that promotes pro-Russian perspectives about Russian foreign policy goals. To achieve
this end, the Russian government has employed Russian state-controlled media and online trolls.
These latter actors post pro-Russian comments and information on social media to obscure or falsify
information to engender suspicion and fear. Russian information operations adhere to four main
principles: taking a small truth and stretching it, using propaganda to elicit an emotional response
from its intended audience, sending conflicting messages to create myths and chaos, and ensuring its
narratives remain in the information ecosystem for extended periods.

Foreign influence operations also play a vital role in Russian hybrid operations. One tactic Russia has
used is its covert support for both right- and left-wing opposition groups. Internationally, Russia has
sought to develop relations with leftist governments and ties with prominent European leaders.
Russia also employs cultural organizations like the Russkiy Mir Foundation and the Russian
Orthodox Church to influence ethnic Russians or Russian speakers residing abroad. Within some
nearby countries, Moscow can resort to more explicit subversive tactics such as the provision of
financial support to pro-Russian political parties and economic bans of certain foreign imports
purported to be contaminated or unsafe for domestic use or consumption. Russia also habitually
funds pro-Russian domestic parties in other states and takes other measures to infiltrate both
European politics and businesses.

Economics and Energy

Russia’s energy and economic assets—comprising oil and gas sales, other trade and investment,
embargoes and cutoffs, remittances, and tariff and currency manipulation—provide important
weapons in Moscow’s hybrid toolkit. These economic assets can be employed alone, or in concert
with other economic, military, and political tools such as military force, arms sales, and economic
coercion. Russia’s energy policy is closely aligned with its national security strategy given the state’s
high dependency on energy exports for government revenues. In particular, Russia has regularly
manipulated energy chains to exert economic pressure and territorial influence.
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Russia has shown a proclivity to use energy contracts, proposed pipelines, and supply manipulation
to influence post-Soviet countries. For instance, after invading Ukraine, the Russian government
quickly seized all Ukrainian energy production and storage facilities. This seizure’s purpose was to
deprive Kyiv of revenues generated from the transit of energy through the country and, therefore,
pressure it into accepting a more pro-Russian disposition. In addition, Russia was able to gain vast
tracts of maritime zones and land to locate more natural gas. Moscow is still trying to isolate Ukraine
from other European sources of energy and render it wholly dependent on Russian gas and oil
Furthermore, the energy coercion has been accompanied by a campaign of economic warfare against
Ukraine that includes high tariffs, embargos, and delays of imports designed to shape other Ukrainian
policies to Moscow’s benefit. Moscow also can also manipulate remittances of foreign workers
working in Russia as well as the threat to expose foreign corruption.

Recommendations

Hybrid tactics are most effective when the target state has lost the will or capacity to resist.
Conversely, countries that do not have these vulnerabilities face little threat from Russian
adventurism short of full-scale war. The most prevalent indicators or “signposts” that an entity is
vulnerable to Russian hybrid actions include political and social turmoil, large Russian investments
in its key capabilities, and weak security structures.

Fundamentally, the United States must reevaluate old paradigms that separate war and peace in the
wake of current international conflicts. Institutional and analytical changes are essential for
enhanced strategic awareness. Strengthening Western institutions and civil society to build
resilience against hybrid threats is imperative.

US responses should prioritize robust cyber defenses, situational awareness, flexibility, and
deterrence at the strategic, operational, and even tactical levels. The United States must adjust
quickly to the changing strategies of Russian information operations, specifically the study of Russian
Reflexive Control techniques. Western governments should raise standards for transparency and
integrity in research, advocacy, lobby groups, and “Track II” diplomacy; encourage Western groups
to expose and challenge Russian propaganda and disinformation, whether conducted by the Russian
government overtly or through intermediary institutions; and assist Western institutions to sustain
dialogue and collaborative research with free-thinking Russians in ways that do not make them
vulnerable to Russian internal security laws. Counterstrategies against Russian influence and
information operations used in the Cold War may prove effective if modernized. Western responses
must strive to be as extensive and multifaceted as Russian soft power initiatives.

In terms of preventing Russian subversion, preemptive “target hardening” through political, social,
and economic measures can make it more difficult for Moscow to undermine a state. Bolstering
governance and legitimacy can deprive Moscow of soft targets and opportunities for subversion.
Western governments and international organizations can share best practices for eliminating
corruption, reducing ethnic tensions, increasing cyber defenses, and resisting information warfare.

Other specific policy recommendations include:
o taking atough line on intelligence activity in target states, including expelling suspected spies
regardless of a likely tit-for-tat response, to deter penetration and control by Russian

intelligence services and prevent easy access to local political elites and/or local socio-
economic assets;
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e maintaining potent intelligence services and police forces and providing them with the
training, guidance, and purview to empower them to meet hybrid force challenges, yet in
measured and appropriate ways that will not worsen local dissatisfaction or provide Russia
with a pretext for action;

e developing and implementing effective legislation and corresponding enforcement agencies,
especially where financial monitoring and media licensing are concerned;

o demonstrating strong and unified national and international political will to stand up to
Russia publicly; and

e showing a will and capacity to fight hybrid attacks with defense and deterrence measures—
rather than adopting the Russian playbook directly, this means leveraging Western strengths
in areas such as finance, soft power in third nations, intelligence gathering, and even
cyberwarfare.
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Chapter 5. Putin’s Grand Strategy and US National Interests
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Abstract

One of the most significant questions surrounding Russian foreign policy is whether or not Russian
president Vladimir Putin has an overarching strategy. This white paper argues that Putin, in fact, is a
serious strategist and that he has a grand strategy for Russia and, indeed, the world. It summarizes
the debate over whether or not Putin has a grand strategy before examining the key interests driving
it. Finally, it examines the threat Russia’s strategy poses to vital US national interests. These
assertions can be summarized in the points below.

e Russian President Vladimir Putin has a grand strategy that he is following.

o The threads of this strategy can be seen at the theater/operational level and join together at
the grand strategic level.

o Russia seeks a veto power over its near abroad and considers the area part of its exclusive
sphere of influence.

e Russia has entered into a strong alliance with China, one that is mutually beneficial.

e Russian recidivism is a threat to US national interests, particularly to NATO and its new
members.

Motivations Driving Russian Globale Competitive Activities and Strategy

One of the most significant questions surrounding Russian foreign policy in general and US-Russian
relations in particular is whether or not Russian president Vladimir Putin has an overarching strategy
or if he is merely reacting to international events as they unfold, simply taking advantage of
opportunities as they are presented to him by the international system. If he does have an
overarching strategy, what key interests are driving this strategy? And finally, what threat does
Russia pose to vital US national interests?

This white paper argues that Putin in fact is a serious strategist and that he has a grand strategy for
Russia and, indeed, the world. While he may in fact react to opportunities as they are presented to
him by the international environment, these lines of effort combine into a coherent global foreign
policy agenda that seeks to reposition Russia as a great power in the emerging world order.

Just what is this vision of Russia’s place in the world and its relations with its neighbors? It is one in
which Moscow is one of several centers of power, perhaps as US hegemony gives way to, if not a
multipolar world order, perhaps a Chinese-centric world. It is a world in which Russia is perhaps
distant from European values, but not so distant from European political and economic processes
and institutions. In this world, Eastern as well as Western Europe are forced to “play nice” with Russia
as a major energy source and political and military power. The same holds true for East Asia-
particularly China. While Russia is not about to copy a Chinese model of economic or political
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development (Marsh, 2006), it seeks to position itself in such a way as to embrace China in a soft
alliance (Lukin, 2018; Lo, 2008), one in which Moscow can maintain a position of sovereignty and
independence as its eastern flank becomes home to the world’s largest economy, most populace
state, and perhaps the next global hegemon.

Where does this leave Russia vis-a-vis the United States? Russia is likely to counter the US where it
can do so at acceptable cost, as Putin weighs the punitive damages associated with its actions (for
instance in Ukraine or meddling in US elections) against the advancement of its foreign policy
objectives (as in Syria, where Russia seeks to be a significant actor in the settlement of Middle Eastern
affairs). Moscow will seek to counter US action simply because it resents American global hegemony,
and it can do so because the US political system’s dysfunctionality (by the design of the Founding
Fathers) tempers its response while its alliance system, too, leads to the imposition of costs that do
not outweigh the benefit of Moscow’s perceived gains.

In response to Russia being named as a target in the Pentagon’s 2018 National Defense Strategy,
Russian foreign minister Sergei Lavrov stated that he “regrets that instead of having a normal
dialogue” the US “seeks to prove its leadership through such confrontational concepts” and stressed
that Russia is still “ready for dialogue” (Bovdunov, 2018). Despite such proclamations, Russia has no
real interest in a “reset” in US-Russia relations in the near term (Gvosdev & Marsh, 2014, pp. 92-95).
In fact, it welcomes (and seeks to contribute to) the weakening of the American political system and
the relative decline of Washington’s influence in the world. Indeed, it seeks to further such decline,
as its interference in the 2016 US presidential elections attests.

The purpose of this white paper is to map out the contours of Putin’s grand strategy. It does so
through an analysis of Russian foreign policy, its written documents related to strategy, and Putin’s
own actions. It is thus both a paper about Russian foreign policy and national security, but one that
takes seriously Putin’s global agenda. At the center of the paper is a review of the debate over whether
or not Putin is a strategist or opportunist, arguing strongly in favor of the former over the latter. It
then concludes with a restatement of the paper’s argument regarding Russia’s grand strategy and
how that strategy runs counter to US national interests.

Putin: Strategist, Opportunist, or Fool?

As Posner (2014) points out, some Russia-watchers have engaged in “loopy speculation about Putin’s
motives, much of it based on conjectures about his psychological makeup,” with some people thinking
he is irrational or psychologically unstable. Posner also identifies those that think Putin simply “acts
tactically in response to short-term opportunities [and] has no strategic vision.” Anne Applebaum
(2015) is an excellent example. While she clearly identifies Putin’s tactic of sowing “organized chaos”
where he can, she concludes, “The only point in doing that is to create the impression of crisis to make
people nervous and have NATO members question NATO’s commitment to them and to create this
impression of uncertainty.” This organized chaos includes “flying in British airspace, camping out
near the borders of Baltic states and kidnapping foreign military officers,” which she states is a
“strange strategy,” but it “keeps the Russian people reliant on him. It also serves as an effective
distraction to keep his illegitimate rise to power an afterthought.” But Applebaum concluded that it
“sounds odd to call it a grand strategy, and there's a way in which it really isn't even about
geopolitics.” “What we’re watching,” Applebaum concludes, “is someone trying to stay in power by
changing the narrative, changing the story and making sure the revolution he fears doesn’t take
place.”
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Incidentally, this interpretation of Russian grand strategy does not differ much from that of Michael
McFaul who in 2003—more than a decade and a half ago—said that Putin’s grand strategy was
simply to stay in power. As McFaul put it, Putin’s strategic plan was to put in place a regime that was
“neither accountable to the people nor constrained by autonomous political actors.” As early as 2004,
the future US Ambassador to Russia saw this plan, unfortunately, as succeeding, while others in the
West did not even recognize it because each “stage of the plan’s realization has been clouded with
controversy, subject to conflicting interpretations, its actors decked in gray rather than black and
white.” But to be sure, McFaul saw a “systematic plan to roll back democracy.”

Writing only a few years later, Celeste Wallander (2007) sees Putin’s grand strategy as less than
grand, and is in agreement with McFaul that domestic issues are at the center of Putin’s problems.
But whereas McFaul sees Putin’s grand plan as rolling back democracy, Wallander sees the failure of
democratization as a hindrance to Putin being able to carry through a real grand strategy. In her
analysis of Russia’s strategic environment, national interests, and the type of state and economy that
Putin believes is needed to secure them, Wallander concludes that Russian grand strategy is “neither
grand, nor strategic, nor sustainable” (p. 140). She leaves open, however, the question of whether or
not Russia will survive as a great power in the 21st century, as the source of its power-the state and
economy-are also the main sources of its weakness.

S. Frederick Starr and Svante Cornell have commented on those many Russian and foreign observers
“who hypothesized that all these diverse initiatives on Putin’s part arose from a single strategy,” but
that they “failed to make their case in a convincing manner” (2014, pp. 6-7). That may be true, but
the pair do an excellent job in arguing their point that the Eurasian Union is part of Putin’s overall
grand strategy and his actions vis-a-vis the former Soviet states is a well-orchestrated attempt to
establish a “new kind of union comprised of former Soviet republics and headed by Russia itself” (p.
7). As they argue, events between the invasion of Georgia in 2008 and the armed seizure of Crimea
in 2014 have forced policy makers and Russia-watchers to acknowledge the “possibility that the
Russian Republic under Vladimir Putin has reorganized its entire foreign and domestic policy in
order to pursue” this single strategic objective.

One observer who is in strong agreement with such an interpretation of Russian foreign policy is
Michel Gurfinkiel, who argues that the Soviet “deep state” survived the collapse of the Soviet Union
and that Russia’s “primary strategic goal [today] is to bring together all the Russian-speaking peoples
into a single nation-state” (2018). Additionally, Gurfinkiel sees the reestablishment of a single
geopolitical unity, if not a single state, for the “Eurasian community, with Russia as first among
equals.” This is perhaps more pernicious of an interpretation than Starr and Cornell foresee, but it

has strong parallels.

But Putin’s ambitions reach beyond Russia’s near abroad and to the international system itself, in
which it seeks to regain and retain its position as a great power. Gurfinkiel also sees this and identifies
the weakening or elimination of rival power centers in Europe as part of Moscow’s plan (e.g., NATO
and the EU). Finally, he foresees Moscow pursuing a world power role “by reactivating support for
former Soviet client regimes like Baathist Syria and Cuba” (2018).

British scholar Andrew Monaghan’s (2013) assessment of whether or not Putin has a grand strategy
focuses on the cascade of new concepts, strategies, and doctrines that attempt to frame plans in a
long-term horizon, to 2020 and beyond, that Moscow has been publishing over the past decade.
Following Putin’s 2012 reelection, a series of presidential instructions and new plans have been
published to update this overhaul. Monaghan examines this commitment to strategic planning and
seeks to determine whether or not it is tantamount to a grand strategy. While he suggests that
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Moscow has shaped a broad horizon and made some progress towards achieving the goals it has set
out, Monaghan rightly argues that a grand strategy is more than simply formulating plans. He thus
concludes by exploring the difficulties Moscow faces including the evolving and competitive
international environment and a slew of domestic troubles (and his article was written before the
annexation of Crimea and the resulting international sanctions). “Taken all together,” Monaghan
concludes, while “Moscow is committed to strategic planning, a grand strategy remains a work in
progress” (p. 1236).

Indeed, strategic planning may be becoming confused with strategy and grand strategy itself. In an
excellent piece on Russia’s Strategy-2020 (published in 2012), Julian Cooper (2012) is also looking
at such documents as the ones Monaghan does, but Cooper focuses specifically on the process and
planning that went into developing Strategy - 2020. But planning does not equate to strategy, though
as Eisenhower said, “plans are worthless, but planning is everything” (Wall Street Journal, 1957, p.
14).

Along with Beijing, Moscow seeks a multipolar world in which US hegemony comes to an end. As
Alexander Lukin recently pointed out, the “common ideal of a multipolar world [has] played a
significant role in the rapprochement between Russia and China” (2018, p. 78). As Gregory Karasin
put it over twenty years ago, during the Yeltsin years, the support of the two great powers for a
multipolar world was “particularly important” at that time “when the international community still
face[d] the inertia of the way of thinking that characterized the Cold War, claims to exclusive
leadership, and attempts to reduce the development of international relations to unipolarity” (1997,
p. 16). This is even more so the case today, some twenty years later, when Russia has recovered
significantly from the post-Soviet glut it found itself in during the 1990s while China has continued
to grow steadily and modernize its military.

In the Crosshairs

Russia and China were explicitly mentioned in the 2018 National Defense Strategy as the great
powers with which the US is in competition. Both Russia and China have come a long way since the
1990s, and the “friendship” that emerged in the immediate post-Tiananmen period and continued to
grow over the years now today appears to be one of the strongest bilateral alliances on the planet
(Allison, 2019). Not only does the alliance provide each country with a secure rear flank, technology
transfers and weapons sales support each other’s military-industrial complexes and military
modernization. While Russia is still ahead of China in certain areas, including maritime, aviation, and
weapons systems, the Kremlin knows that this edge will likely give way in the next 10-20 years, as
China emerges as the more advanced and powerful of the pair. Hence the focus of acting Secretary of
Defense Patrick Shanahan on “China, China, China”—for all indications are that, in the long term,
China will dwarf Russian military power and present the greatest threat to US interests and national
security.

Together, Russia’s tentacles on its former Soviet neighbors and Moscow’s strategic alliance with
Beijing in pursuit of a multipolar world (in which the US is no longer the global hegemon) form the
two main pillars upon which Putin’s grand strategy rests. All other aspects of its foreign policy
behavior can be traced back to this dual-pronged grand strategy. As the 2018 National Defense
Strategy puts it, “Russia seeks veto authority over nations on its periphery in terms of their
governmental, economic, and diplomatic decisions, to shatter the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
and change European and Middle East security and economic structures to its favor.” These, in a
nutshell, are the objectives of Russia’s grand strategy. All of Moscow’s machinations—both foreign
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and domestic, from clamping down on civil liberties at home to meddling in Venezuela’s revolution
abroad—are all in support of these larger strategic objectives.

The enduring national interests of the United States are the support of freedom, liberty, and free
markets around the globe. Our friends and allies figure prominently here, as we ally with other
democracies and regimes that share our values. Such was the justification for the expansion of NATO,
especially as articulated by President Bill Clinton at the time. He also stated in regard to NATO
expansion that European security was a vital US national interest, pointing to the two World Wars as
examples of what happens when nations go to war with each other. Twenty years after the first wave
of NATO expansion, the same can be said of our NATO partners, all fledgling free-market democracies,
making progress at various paces. Russia’s actions in Georgia and Ukraine have made known to the
world that it does not consider the borders of European states as sacrosanct, which is seen by the US
as a critical component of the international system. Russia thus presents a challenge to these
interests, not only in Europe, but all along its border, particularly in countries with significant pockets
of Russian-speakers (e.g., Kazakhstan, Estonia, etc.). Whether NATO members or not, Russian
aggression and recidivism run counter to US national interests, and the US is compelled to counter
this aggression where it can. The problem here is that Russia has a propensity to act in the gray zone
between peace and war, where they can deny involvement and quite often get away with actions that
violate international norms, if not international law. As we look to the future and try to anticipate it,
we must focus on Russia’s gray zone activities and how they may counter vital US national interests.
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Abstract

One cannot understand how the Russian leadership thinks strategic issues without appreciating the
fact that the Kremlin sees itself as being at war with the West. To use a common US military term, it
is always phase zero. As viewed from Moscow, the war is not total but it is fundamental. Since Russia
is at war, for the Kremlin there is no separate gray zone, nor are there unacceptable forms of
deterrence, compellence, or coercion. In Russian strategic thought, deterrence and compellence are
two sides of the same coin. For the Kremlin, deterrence is a form of operant conditioning; it is in effect
when the US and its allies condition their actions with an eye towards avoiding confrontation with
Russia. Compellence is the active form of the same principle. It is a matter of actively challenging
Western actions in order to force a stand down. Instead of the term compellence, a better word to
describe the Russian approach is coercion. Russia’s ability to manage risk in the so-called gray zone
is a function of its successful integration of all the instruments of state power. The Kremlin views
conventional and nuclear forces as means for managing risk. The threat to resort to the deployment
of conventional forces or to employ nuclear weapons is a time-tested tool of the Kremlin’s crisis
management strategy.

Deterrence, Compellence, and the Continuum of Conflict—A Russian Perspective

To understand the Russian view of deterrence, compellence, and the continuum of conflict, it is
critical to begin with a recognition of the fact that these are political-legal constructs that are derived
from a Western philosophical-normative tradition. Moreover, Russian leaders believe that the US and
its allies are attempting to impose on Russia these legal constructs along with those that are
foundational to democratic governance and the existing international order. To the Kremlin this is
hostile behavior that has the purpose of preventing Russia from taking its rightful place as a great
power. In addition, the imposition of a Western political-legal culture would threaten the current
leadership’s hold on power.

One cannot understand how the Russian leadership thinks about strategic issues without
appreciating the fact that the Kremlin sees itself as being at war with the West. To use a common US
military term, it is always phase zero. The US security construct is rooted in the idea that there is war
and there is peace. This is inadequate as a framework for understanding Russian strategic thought.
Western strategic thinkers have had to create a new concept, that of a “Competitive Zone or Gray
Area Conflict” that is alleged to exist in the space between war and peace in a clumsy attempt to
reconcile the Russian and Western views of the current political-military struggle.

The Kremlin believes that the West has been engaged in an ongoing war against Russia, employing a
full range of means, but particularly information operations. Consequently, the Kremlin sees itself as

Goure APPROVED FOR PUBLIC RELEASE 32



APPROVED FOR PUBLIC RELEASE

having to fight a sophisticated international counterinsurgency campaign against the West, in
general, and NATO and the United States, in particular.

As viewed from Moscow, the war is not total, but it is fundamental. For Russia, the war is about
overturning the existing international order in order to create an environment in which the Kremlin
achieves three essential, even existential, goals. The first is gaining a veto over any action by the
United States and its allies that might threaten Russian security. The second is creating a sphere of
influence that encompasses the states to its east and south. The third is being granted the right to
prevent its political, legal, and economic system from being “infected” by Western ideas and values.

As Putin and other Russian leaders have made clear, this war is one using primarily non-military
means and intended to destabilize the Russian government and political system. The threat they fear
is one of political destabilization at home. In effect, the principal threat to Russian security is an
insurgency, but one that exists not simply within Russia but outside it as well.

President Putin’s decision is influenced by Russia’s experiences since the end of the Cold War-
internal coup attempts, terrorist attacks, ‘colored revolutions’ around Russia, wars inside and outside
of Russia, unfinished reforms, and perceptions of Russia’s natural vulnerability to a fate similar to
that of the Soviet Union given its one-dimensional economic base and political superstructure.
However, Putin’s policy is driven mostly by concerns about Russia’s inability to compete on almost
any level and in almost any sphere with the world’s greatest powers absent fundamental changes to
the security, energy, economic, and financial systems around Russia (Covington, 2015, p.3).

Since Russia is at war, for the Kremlin, there is no separate gray zone. Nor are there unacceptable
forms of deterrence, compellence, or coercion. The war is being fought on multiple levels
simultaneously and with all means available, if not in every way. The Russian strategy seeks to move
seamlessly between political/diplomatic activities, economic measures, para-military operations,
and the employment of conventional and, finally, nuclear forces. The use of non-military means or
what the West identifies as para-military forces is preferable largely because it is more efficient than
employing classic military forces and because Russia could be called the West's equal or even
superior in these capabilities.

Russia has made use of the limited means at its disposal both to deter the West and to further its
efforts to undermine external threats. Western observers tend to focus on the non-military and
paramilitary means employed by Moscow, labeling them as examples of “hybrid warfare” or of “gray
zone” conflict capabilities. As Russian experts are quick to point out, these terms have no equivalents
in Russian strategic theory. These means are being employed as a part of a seamless, coordinated
conflict strategy that sees no true distinction between war and peace.

Any discussion of so-called gray zone conflicts should not obscure an understanding of the extent to
which Russia sees modernizing its conventional and nuclear forces as essential tools of its approach
to conflict below the threshold of war as defined in the West. Also, these same capabilities are
relevant, even critical, to the way Moscow seeks to conduct local aggressions. Russian adventures in
Eastern Europe and the Middle East have rapidly morphed from hybrid operations employing non-
traditional means and methods to classic conventional military operations. The recent intervention
in Syria was a model power projection operation, suggesting that the Russian military is quite capable
of limited high intensity conventional operations (Monaghan, 2015, p.72).

What makes Russia a particularly dangerous adversary is that its use of these non-traditional means
is integrated with and supported by traditional conventional military capabilities and both are
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covered by a nuclear umbrella. Moreover, as demonstrated by the operations to seize Crimea and
destabilize Eastern Ukraine as well as numerous recent exercises, the Russian military is increasingly
capable of and, one might argue, specifically designed to support the employment of non-
traditional/informational means and methods.

Russian thinking about conventional and nuclear deterrence is strongly influenced by their view that
these capabilities are relevant, even critical, to achieving victory in conflicts that primarily involve
non-military or paramilitary means. While the Russian military plans for the possible use of nuclear
weapons in a conflict with NATO, this does not mean that Russian leaders would welcome such a
scenario. In addition to serving as the primary deterrent of a nuclear attack on the homeland, Moscow
views nuclear weapons as a counter to the West’s advantages in long-range conventional strike
capabilities and a key tool in its strategy for so-called hybrid warfare. This expansive view of the role
of nuclear weapons in conflict with NATO suggests that the classic notions of red lines and rungs on
the escalation ladder may be disappearing. As Dr. Stephen Blank (2018) observed: “arguably there is
a seamless web leading from conventional scenarios up to and including these supposedly limited
nuclear war scenarios, perhaps using tactical nuclear weapons for which the West as of yet has found
no response.”

The development of advanced conventional capabilities, including hypersonic weapons, is viewed by
Russia both as a means of deterring/coercing the West and as a way of achieving military impacts
equivalent to those that result from the employment of nuclear weapons while avoiding many of the
downside collateral consequences. If successful, traditional strategic deterrence could be extended
to the realm of conventional conflict.

Russia’s ability to manage risk in the so-called gray zone is a function of its successful integration of
all the instruments of state power. The Kremlin views conventional and nuclear forces as means for
managing risk. The threat to resort to the deployment of conventional forces or to employ nuclear
weapons is a time-tested tool of the Kremlin's crisis management strategy.

Moscow is willing to accept limited gains and the creation of so-called frozen conflicts if this avoids
unnecessary or costly escalation. This is particularly the case in the regions that Moscow believes are
within its sphere of influence. The situation in Eastern Ukraine is an example of a frozen conflict.
While Moscow would like to have Ukraine in its orbit, it is preferable to ensure that this country
remain weak and in a state of perpetual internal division than that it shifts allegiance to the West.

In addition, over the past several decades, Moscow has successfully added new capabilities to its
more established suite of means. For example, the creation of private para-military companies has
allowed the Kremlin to deploy sophisticated combat units in regional conflicts.

The essence of the Russian approach to deterrence and compellence is how these concepts are used
as active tools of the Russian strategy to conduct the war with the West. Deterrence and compellence
serve the need to prevent the US and the West from countering Russian efforts to influence events in
the international environment while simultaneously countering Western actions that threaten
Russia or its desired sphere of influence.

The Kremlin has long employed non-kinetic means, from information warfare to cyber operations
and classic espionage/influence operations not only to achieve specific political and military
objectives, such as undermining the credibility of Western institutions and political processes, but
also as a way of influencing Western political and military thought regarding the nature of modern
war and, hence, the boundaries of classic deterrence operations. For example, the West has chosen
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not to treat Russian attempts to influence its political processes as acts of war. As a result, Russia can
operate in this domain without a concern that its actions will trigger a classic deterrence response.
The West is, if anything, self-deterred.

While some Western experts describe Russian thinking regarding deterrence as primarily defensive
in nature, this is misleading. Russian military doctrine sees the threat to employ conventional theater
or strategic nuclear forces as a means of dissuading or even defeating outright a Western response
to lesser Russian aggression. In such a scenario, it is Russia that is seeking to alter the status quo by
means of force, and the function of its conventional and nuclear forces is to deter a Western response.
Information operations, conducted prior to onset of hostilities would be directed, in part, to
sensitizing Western leaders and populations to the risks associated with any effort to counter
Russian aggression.

In Russian strategic thought, deterrence and compellence are two sides of the same coin. For the
Kremlin, deterrence is a form of operant conditioning; it is in effect when the US and its allies
condition their actions with an eye towards avoiding confrontation with Russia. Compellence is the
active form of the same principle. It is a matter of actively challenging Western actions in order to
force a stand down.

Instead of the term compellence, a better word to describe the Russian approach is coercion. The
most effective coercion is achieved with a minimum employment of military force. Russia is
developing an array of informational, conventional, and nuclear means to allow it to pursue ‘cross-
domain coercion’ (Adamsky, 2017, p. 1-28). formation operations work across all potential domains
or forms of conflict to orchestrate activities and support establishment of a favorable balance of
forces. From the Kremlin’s perspective, information operations can overturn regimes and destroy
countries, as exemplified in the breakup of Yugoslavia and the various color revolutions. The specter
of extreme violence resulting from the use of advanced conventional or theater nuclear weapons is
an essential element of the information campaign, employed to paralyze Western responses to
Russian aggression.

Moscow typically seeks to manage escalation prior to the initiation of a crisis or conflict. The invasion
of Crimea is an extremely useful example of a sophisticated, multi-level strategic campaign to achieve
a geo-political objective while managing escalation. The use of information operations, cyber attacks,
and para-military forces as a prelude to the introduction of conventional military capabilities backed
up by the threat of long-range strike forces enabled Russia to increase the military threat in the area
as needed to control Ukraine’s and the West’s response to the invasion. Russian military leaders
sought to communicate to NATO the threat that an attempt to retake Crimea could be met by the use
of nuclear weapons.

Moscow sees its nuclear forces as central to its ability to control escalation. The Kremlin’s declaratory
nuclear policy, its publicity campaign around new nuclear capabilities, the alleged development of
“terror” weapons, the expansion if its theater nuclear arsenal and deployment of advanced nuclear
weapons to Europe are all intended to create an atmosphere that will contribute to Russia’ ability to
control escalation in the event of a confrontation with the US or NATO.

The Russian military is focused on the development of asymmetric capabilities that can counter the
sophisticated conventional systems being developed in the West. This is a major reason for Russia’s
lities rely. Even limited nuclear strikes at the outset of a conflict are a form of escalation control.
investment in anti-space capabilities, electronic warfare, cyber weapons, and advanced theater
nuclear weapons. Escalation can be controlled by using those asymmetric capabilities to blind US
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forces and deny them critical networks on which its advanced precision strike capabilities rely. Even
limited nuclear strikes at the outset of a conflict are a form of escalation control.

The contest between the United States and Russia is primarily military and will be won or lost largely
by non-military means. In order to deny Moscow’s goal of disrupting the current international
security system, it is necessary that the West deny the Kremlin the ability to disrupt this order at
minimum risk and an acceptable price. Countering Russian hybrid wafare operations and deterring
Rusian conventional and nuclear threats will ensure that the competition between the Russia and the
United States remains in areas where the latter has distinct advantages such as economics,
information, the rule of law, the global banking system, and advanced technology.
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Abstract

Russia is adopting coercive strategies involving the orchestrated employment of nonmilitary and
military means to deter and compel the United States prior to and after the outbreak of hostilities.
Russia’s evolving strategies, however, will likely increase the risk of miscalculation and escalation
during a future crisis involving the United States. Since the end of the Cold War, Russia’s approach to
deterrence 