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INTRODUCTION TO THE THEME OF THE SEMINAR 2024 

Pentti Forsström 

n behalf of the organizers it gives me pleasure to offer this publication for 
examination by everybody those interested in the concept of war. This is not 
only because there was a remarkable group of researchers – in person – taking 

part in the Russia Seminar 2024 in Santahamina, Helsinki. It is also because, there 
were a prominent audience of experts discussing the themes of the seminar. I’d like 
to express my gratitude to all the researchers, speakers and experts for your contribu-
tion to the seminar. 

The title of the seminar was “Russia’s war against Ukraine – Complexity of Contem-
porary Clausewitzian war”. This topic reflects the discrepancy of theory and practice 
first of all regarding the definitions used in the discourse of opponents. We had been 
monitoring the longest ever Russian “special military operation” in Ukraine for almost 
two and a half years and the final stage of the war is yet uncertain. That is absolutely 
not what the Russian definition of the concept of the operation is about. Of course, 
one could argue that Russia was referring to the form of military activity and not to 
the methods. Yes, one could accept this argument, but only if the operation would 
have ended according to its original plan in a couple of days in February - March 2022. 
Apparently, there are few of those thinking that what we see is nothing more than a 
“traditional clausewitzian” interstate war in its purest sense. This also means that there 
are still many questions to be asked and answered by research. 

In Russian military science an operation is defined as possible form of military actions 
(форма военных действий),1 an entity of coordinated actions of subordinates in 
terms of objective, tasks, area and time. Actions may consist of battles, strikes and 
maneuvers according to a single basic idea and unified plan. When we add the word 
“special” to this we might be closer to the original operation plan of the Russian high 
command. But the definition did not materialize and reality was not a success for the 
Russian military – the Ukrainian were resisting. As von Clausewitz put it – a plan for 
operation is essential, but it isn’t an absolute key to success on the battlefield. When 
planning, one has to take into consideration a large number of factors affecting war-
fare, and there is always something one cannot anticipate.  

The form of military activity in this Russian endeavour involved all services, branches 
and in practice all peacetime army formations, which, when put together, makes the 
operation strategic in terms of level of warfare, also in Russian military thought. This 
in turn implies that the decision on the operation was made by the Russian high com-
mand, i.e. by the president Vladimir Putin. The problem is that the decision was ap-
parently made with biased assumptions and assessments enhanced with a firm belief 
in their own threat-perceptions. A question still remains about who drafted the oper-
ation plan.  

The number of forces used at the beginning of the operation and their disposition 
suggest that control over Kiev with regime change and occupation of Ukraine at least 
partly was the grand idea. President Putin said in his speech on 24 February 2022 that 

                                                 

 
1 My notes on Operational Art in the General Staff academy 2008–2009.   
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the goals were “denazification and demilitarisation” of Ukraine. But troops at the 
lower level of hierarchy were not aware of these plans nor were the goals properly 
delineated into tasks and guidelines for the units in the first echelon.   

According to von Clausewitz, the political leader must know the military instrument 
and how shoud it be used for the achievement of spesific political objectives. At the 
same time military planners must understand the principles of warfare and have some 
appreciation of the correlation of forces in order to create feasible plans. Either way, 
one of these parties or both miscalculated or neglected these principles or overruled 
the other’s estimates. As I wrote last year – after 8 years of fighting against Ukraine, 
it is hard to believe that, Russia’s military-political leaders would have not known what 
kind of defence and resistance was be to expected in Ukraine2. 

In more than two years of fighting and warfare, we have witnessed both offensive 
and defensive actions, seizing and giving up territories, attritional warfare, losses and 
re-enforcements, battles in air, land, sea - all dimensions of traditional Clausewitzian 
war. Both sides in the war are following their objectives and try to operate accordingly. 
There are, in terms of the future, at least to questions to be answered. The first is, 
how will resources affect the correlation of forces, duration of the war and do they 
give any ground for assumptions about the outcome? The second question is, does 
Russia have an exit-strategy? And if, so, what does it look like? One has to remember 
that nobody starts a war knowing that it will be lost. That said, scenarios for negative 
alternative must be planned during the war. So far it seems that the Russian answer is 
predictable – turning the state in the warmode, if not totally, but a relatively large 
share of recourses will be dedicated to increase the military-industrial output and mil-
itary power respectively. Is there a turning-point for Russia anymore? No, apparently, 
there is a long, hot war ahead of us. 

*** 

This publication consists primarily of articles presented in the 6th annual Russia Sem-
inar 2024 organised by the Department of warfare of the Finnish National Defence 
University (FNDU) and titled as “Russia’s war on Ukraine – Complexity of Contem-
porary Clausewitzian war”.  

The purpose of the Russia Seminar was “to increase discussion on the Russian war on Ukraine 
and produce new knowledge on Russia’s military policy and power. Furthermore, the Russia seminar 
offers a meeting forum for Finnish and international researchers in pursuit of establishing a research 
forum on Russian Art of War in Finland as a member state of NATO”. It should be noted 
that the publication is neither a complete collection of all the presentations given in 
the seminar nor a comprehensive source of information what comes to Russian war 
agaist Ukraine. This, and also the fact that the war continues when writing these lines, 
leaves room for themes and questions to be researched also in the future.  

The use of force is one of the two main functions of the Russian military power, the 
other one being deterrence, which was discussed at the Russia seminar 20213. One 

                                                 

 
2 See also: С.А. Денисенцев, А.В. Лавров, Ю.Ю. Лямин, А.А. Хетагвуров; под ред. М.С. Барабанова 
(2023): Алгоритмы огня и стали; Центр анализа стратегии и технологии, Москва, p. 71. 
3 See: Pentti Forsström (Ed.) 2021: Russian Concept of Deterrence in Contemporary and Classic Perspective, 
National Defence University, Department of Warfare, Series 2: Research Reports No. 11. The permanent ad-
dress of the publication: https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-951-25-3250-6.  

https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-951-25-3250-6
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objective of deterrence is to influence the consciousness of the adversary and this 
constitutes an interesting topic again due to the prolongation of the war. 

Aspects and methods of deterrence conducted by Russia and its military during the 
years 2021–2022 were not only aimed at preventing war, but also, they were actual 
preparations for a war. Despite the fact that these means and capabilities were partly 
escalatory and threatening by nature, they did not enable Russia to achieve its political, 
military-political or military objectives. Perhaps, Russia saw no alternatives to save its 
status and prestige than to start a war against Ukraine, despite of the fact that it 
wouldn’t be a surprise to Western world. The conceptualisation of the Russian war 
against Ukraine was the main idea of the Russia seminar 20224, which was held a week 
before Russia started the invasion on Ukraine. 

Last year’s Russia seminar 2023 was organised on the first anniversary of the Russia’s 
war on Ukraine. The various themes were discussed under the topic of strategic and 
operational designs. The main focus was on Russia’s means of conducting the war. 
For the first time we had the honour to experience the results of research from rep-
resentatives of the Ukrainian Armed Forces.5 

In your hands there is now the newest volume of publications concentrating on Rus-
sia’s war against Ukraine. The Russia seminar 2024 concentrated on strategic and 
broader aspects of warfare under the relations of the triangle “state–society–armed 
forces”. The following 27 contributions of prominent researchers and Russia special-
ists give you, dear reader, a solid amount of paramount knowledge on Russia’s way of 
war and military thought. In this respect, once again, I also have the great pleasure to 
express my gratitude to all the contributors of the Russia Seminar 2024. The war in 
Ukraine goes on and the Finnish National Defence University and Russia Research 
Group will stay focused and motivated to carry on its tasks of research, education and 
partaking in public discussion about the Russian military. 

The contributors to the Russia seminar 2024 are briefly introduced below in the or-
der of the appearance in the seminar6. The abstracts and introductions to the articles 
or presentations are placed in beginning of the contributions.  
 
All the presentations and discussion can be found on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P8VA1bT8ADs. In each article there is a 
clock time showing the beginning of the presentation in question. 
 

  

                                                 

 
4 See: Pentti Forsström (Ed) 2022: Russian Concept of War, Management and Use of Military Power – Con-
ceptual Change, National Defence University, Department of Warfar, Series 2: Research Reports No. 19. The 
permanent address of the publication: https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-951-25-3288-9. 
5 See: Pentti Forsström (Ed.) 2023: Russia’s War on Ukraine – Strategic and Operational Designs and  
Implementation, National Defence University Department of Warfare Series 2: Research Reports No. 29. 
The permanent address of the publication:  https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-951-25-3400-5.  
6 Those experts’ names which didn’t take part in-person are written in brackets. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P8VA1bT8ADs
https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-951-25-3288-9
https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-951-25-3400-5
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OPENING WORDS – RECTOR OF THE FINNISH DEFENCE 
UNIVERSITY 

he opening words by Major General Mika Kalliomaa in the Russia Seminar 
2024 can be found on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://youtu.be/P8VA1bT8ADs starting from 17:15. 

  

“Welcome to Finnish National Defence University and to the Sixth international 
Russia Seminar. The main topic of the seminar is ““Russia’s War against Ukraine 
– Complexity of contemporary Clausewitzian war”. 

The topic itself reflects the discrepancy between the opposing sides not only in conceptual 
perceptions but also on practical terms and definitions. Russia is still in its rhetoric 
speaking of military operation. Actually, in practical and Clauzewitzian terms it’s 
self-evident, that the actions Russia is conducting are nothing else than a war, which 
is a continuation from 2014 when Russia attacked against its neighbour, Ukraine. 

The war gave us, unfortunately, a good reason to bring together scholars around the 
world to Santahamina Helsinki. I have the pleasure to welcome you all, distinguished 
35 speakers from over 20 different research establishments and organizations. In this 
respect, one can say that the Russia seminar has experienced “an escalation” both in 
time and in contents.  

This “escalation” one can see also in the number of speakers and experts in the au-
dience, which witnesses that there is a growing interest in the Russia research and its 
military thought. The seminar has grown to be bigger and more international than 
ever before. On the other hand, for us it means that we are on a right, but challenging 
course in contributing to military research as a member of NATO. One example of 
our growing interest and development in Russia research in the National defence uni-
versity is, that we’ve managed to introduce a post of a visiting professor to our Russia 
research group. And in this respect, I’m happy to welcome you, professor Bettina Renz 
as the first visiting professor. We have the honour to work with you and we’ll have 
pleasure to hear your keynote speech after a while. 

Concerning the seminar, we have found practical to work in a hybrid manner. That 
is – some speakers are sharing your views and knowledge via web, some have had the 
opportunity to come to us in person. The virtual environment allows interaction be-
tween scholars and experts and the larger audience. Of course, we would have liked to 
welcome all of our Ukrainian colleagues in person here in Santahamina. For obvious 
reasons this was not the case this time, but we are convinced that the day will come 
and we are definitely working to make it reality.  

I would like to express my gratitude to all the speakers and the experts at the seminar 
for taking their time to contribute to the discussions on the theme. Our seminar offers 
a platform to exchange views and knowledge on Russian strategy, military and secu-
rity. In terms of research the seminar will offer a venue to look into the Russian 
strategic and military thinking and practices with a wider approach: there will be 
discussions on the societal and informational aspects of war, kinetic and non-kinetic 
methods of warfare, not to mention pure military strategic and operational questions 
and views on the strategic context around Ukraine. This is just to mention a few 
themes in the seminar’s program.  

T 

https://youtu.be/P8VA1bT8ADs
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Due to the nature of theme, its inherent complexity, and the fact that the war is far 
from being over, the debate on Russia’s concept of war, resources of waging war and 
military development has no end in sight either. We will come back to Russia’s think-
ing, development and way of warfare with a variety of themes in next year’s seminar 
as well.  

As I said last year, I’d like to repeat and bring forward the key importance of conti-
nuity and long-term endurance of Russia's military and security studies. Discussing 
and understanding the fundaments and patterns in the Russian military and security 
thinking and developments has a crucial role while developing respective policies and 
defence for the future. As of now, we Finns are responsible for the defence not only of 
our country and people but also of the frontline between Russia and NATO. 

To conclude, I would like to thank the Russia research group of the Department of 
Warfare for organizing this seminar and all the speakers for contributing to the dis-
cussion. Further, I would like to express my gratitude to everyone who has taken their 
precious time to attend the seminar.  

With these remarks, I wish you all fruitful days of debate within our National De-
fence University - I declare this seminar open.” 
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1  

CAN CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS EXPLAIN THE INEFFEC-
TIVENESS OF RUSSIAN ARMED FORCES IN UKRAINE? A DE-
BATE  

Bettina Renz 

he presentation by Bettina Renz in the Russia Seminar 2024 can be found on 
the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P8VA1bT8ADs starting from 26:40. 

Abstract 

To what extent do civil-military relations determine the effectiveness of a country’s 
armed forces? In the case of the February 2022 invasion of Ukraine, patterns in the 
civil-military realm offer plausible explanations for some of the unexpectedly poor 
performance of Russian troops. The interface of Russian civil-military relations and 
military effectiveness requires careful investigation, however. Analytical difficulties of 
operating the nexus between civil-military relations and military effectiveness and the 
lack of systematic data on the interaction between the Russian political and military 
leaderships mean that any hindsight-based assessments must remain open to inter-
pretation. 

Introduction 

Until 24th February 2022, it was widely assumed that Russia’s military power was 
vastly superior to that of Ukraine.1 At the beginning of the full-scale invasion, some 
observers even expected a Russian victory within a matter of days or weeks. When 
these expectations did not come to pass, a debate developed asking why Russian mil-
itary power had been overestimated and how to avoid similar intelligence failures in 
the future (O’Brien 2022). Somewhat of a consensus emerged, holding that material 
indicators of military strength, such as quantitative superiority in equipment, budget 
and personnel, had been overemphasised at the expense of human factors, including 
effective leadership, command and control, motivation, and morale (Renz 2023). 
These would have to be considered in the future for a more accurate assessment of 
Russian military might.  

Civil-military relations is a broad, interdisciplinary field of study. It is concerned with 
all aspects of relations between a country’s government, society, and the military (Ow-
ens 2017:1). Political science approaches focus on the relationship and exchange of 
power between the state and the military as institutions, and sociological approaches 

                                                 

 
1 This paper is an amended and extended version of the author’s keynote speech delivered at the FNDU’s 
Russia Seminar on 14th February 2024 entitled ‘Civil-military relations and military effectiveness: lessons from 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine’. I would like to thank Juha Kukkola, Katri Pynnöniemi, Julian Waller and 
Sarah Whitmore for their helpful comments on earlier drafts of the paper. All remaining mistakes are my 
own.  

T 
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on the integration or disintegration of civilian and military values (Feaver 1996). The 
field’s focus on relationships and values makes it well-suited for studying non-material 
factors of military effectiveness, which tend to be underappreciated in ‘traditional’ 
military analysis (Rosen 1995: 30-31). It is widely acknowledged that civil-military re-
lations and military effectiveness are closely related. As Peter Feaver summed it up, 
the ‘civil-military problematique’ is the state’s dilemma of having ‘to reconcile a mili-
tary that is strong enough to do anything civilians ask them to with a military subor-
dinate enough to do only what civilians authorise them to do.’ (Feaver 1996: 149). 
Although civil-military relations analyses often focus on civilian control over the 
armed forces, this concerns only ‘one side of the civil-military problematique [and] 
military effectiveness concerns the other (Kuehn and Croissant 2017: 5).  

The study of Russian civil-military relations was a popular subject of enquiry by West-
ern experts during the first two decades after the collapse of the Soviet Union. From 
around 2010 onwards, the topic fell out of favour as significant Russian military re-
forms and the operations in Crimea, Donbas and Syria started to dominate analytical 
interest (Westerlund 2021). The quest for a more nuanced understanding of Russian 
military capabilities since the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war led to a revival of ana-
lytical interest in civil-military relations. Some observers suggested that problems in 
this realm, such as the politicisation of the military through the appointment of mili-
tary leaders based on loyalty to the regime, and the civilian leadership’s disregard of 
the military’s professional autonomy, significantly constrained the armed forces’ ef-
fectiveness in Ukraine (Jarasli 2023; Gomza 2023). As Kirill Shamiev put it, ‘the root 
cause of Russia’s problems in Ukraine lies in the civil-military domain … Despite 
Russia’s comparative advantages in economy, technology, population size, and human 
capital, its government has failed to generate a sufficiently effective military power’ 
(2024). 

The study of civil-military relations is important for a nuanced understanding of the 
Russian military. This article argues that assessments of how this relationship impacts 
military effectiveness needs to be approached with caution, however. As explained in 
the next section, the comparative scholarship on civil-military relations suggests that, 
on a theoretical and conceptual level, the nexus between civil-military relations and 
military effectiveness is complex and difficult to operationalise. There is no discerni-
ble pattern of what kind of civil-military relations produce the most effective military, 
with outcomes varying widely within the context of different states. The identification 
of causal processes, moreover, is complicated by the contested nature of the concept 
of ‘military effectiveness’, which is difficult to define and to measure. With the ana-
lytical difficulties of operationalising the civil-military and effectiveness interface in 
mind, the final section of the paper interrogates some preliminary conclusions ana-
lysts have offered about the impact of civil-military relations on the effective perfor-
mance of Russian troops in Ukraine. On the one hand, these studies address im-
portant questions about previously neglected aspects of Russian defence policy and 
offer plausible explanations for some of the problems its troops experienced in 
Ukraine. On the other hand, considering the closed nature of the Putin regime and 
lack of data on elite interactions and decision-making, preliminary conclusions remain 
open to challenge.  
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Assessing the interface between civil-military relations and mili-
tary effectiveness 

The existence of a link between civil-military relations and military effectiveness is 
uncontested, but the exact nature of this link and how to study it continues to be a 
matter of debate. Various authors have highlighted the weak theorisation of the civil-
military and effectiveness nexus as a shortcoming of the existing literature, especially 
compared to the systematic literature assessing mechanisms and patterns of civilian 
control (Nielsen 2005; Brooks 2019). A range of work has been dedicated to the sub-
ject in the past, but the question of how exactly civil-military relations impact military 
effectiveness remains unanswered. Two relatively recent volumes sought to illuminate 
in depth the link between civil-military relations and military effectiveness in new de-
mocracies (Croissant and Kuehn 2017) and across different political regimes, includ-
ing in Russia (Bruneau and Croissant 2019).2 A major finding of both volumes was 
that operationalising the nexus of civil-military relations and military effectiveness into 
measurable indicators and causal links is extremely challenging. The reasons for this 
are the importance of historical, political, cultural and ideational context, which varies 
from state to state, and the difficulty of defining military effectiveness in a precise yet 
meaningful way.  

Historical, political, ideational and cultural context 

What exact patterns in civil-military relations facilitate a more effective military is not 
obvious. As Croissant and Kuehn’s 2017 volume found, ‘there is little agreement in 
the scholarly literature on what factors facilitate or obstruct civilian control and mili-
tary effectiveness in new democracies (Croissant and Kuehn 2017: 7). Their 2019 vol-
ume dealing with the subject across regimes came to similar conclusions. It high-
lighted that even in countries sharing democratic systems of civilian control (the 
United States, Germany and Japan) the mechanisms for civilian control differed 
widely, as did their impact on military effectiveness. Likewise, the lack of democratic 
systems of civilian control in nondemocratic states (Turkey, Chile, China and Russia) 
did not mean that their militaries could be deemed uniformly ineffective (Bruneau 
and Croissant 2019: 241). Several of the country case studies explored in both vol-
umes experienced serious changes in their civil-military relationship during the time 
period of investigation, but the impact of this on the effectiveness of their armed 
forces was not uniform. This means that theoretical concepts and comparative litera-
ture can highlight potentially salient research questions and areas for enquiry, but it 
must not be assumed that insights into one case will necessarily be relevant for an-
other, or even that insights into one case will apply at a different point in time. To 
overcome these analytical difficulties, Bruneau and Croissant noted, studies of a 
state’s civil-military relations and how they impact military effectiveness ‘must be 
grounded in deep contextual knowledge, must deal with politics [both domestic and 
international] and must consider causal processes over time’ (Bruneau and Croissant 
2019: 228).  

                                                 

 
2 Bruneau and Croissant’s 2019 volume categorises Russia as a ‘hybrid or semidemocratic political regime’ 
along with Turkey, rather than as a ‘nondemocratic system’ alongside China and Egypt. By 2019 when the 
book was published, this categorisation was at least questionable.  
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Studies seeking to estimate the impact of civil-military relations on the effectiveness 
of a country’s armed forces need to appreciate how these concepts are understood 
within the state under investigation itself. This is important, because this understand-
ing might diverge from key assumptions in the comparative literature. For example, 
it cannot be taken for granted that the Western norm of democratic civilian control 
is also seen as the only functional, desirable, or legitimate configuration of civil-mili-
tary relations outside of the West (Kuehn 2019: 24). Ideas about what exactly consti-
tutes an effective military are also context dependent. As Ofer Fridman suggested in 
his chapter about Russia, within its specific political, cultural, and historical context, 
the Russian understanding of military effectiveness differs significantly from poten-
tially more narrow Western perceptions (Fridman 2019: 159). Deep contextual 
knowledge is required for the assessment of any cultural factors determining a coun-
try’s civil-military relations and military effectiveness. As previous research warned, 
cultural explanations can be prone to stereotyping when it comes to issues like ‘ways 
of war’, casualty acceptance, morale, and motivation, especially during times of height-
ened tension and in situations when access to the field and to systematic data is re-
stricted (Rosen 1995: 8-9).  

The contested meaning of military effectiveness 

The difficulties of defining and measuring military effectiveness in a precise yet mean-
ingful way make the interface of civil-military relations and military effectiveness hard 
to operationalise (Bruneau and Croissant 2019: 3-6; Eschenauer-Engler and Kamer-
ling 2019: 35-52). The sources of military effectiveness are diverse, ranging from 
quantifiable material assets (such as personnel, technology, budget) to factors that are 
much harder to measure, including training, command and control, civil-military re-
lations, morale and motivation, social structures, cultural traditions, and the global 
environment (Brooks and Stanley 2007). Even if the assessment of a country’s armed 
forces was based on the biggest possible range of factors, this would not amount to 
an estimate of their effectiveness as an absolute value. This is because military effec-
tiveness is highly circumstantial. A military has many functions and how good it is at 
dealing with specific missions, which may vary from deterrence and peacekeeping to 
wars of aggression and territorial defence, is not uniform (Bruneau and Croissant 
2019: 5-6). Military effectiveness can also ebb and flow throughout a conflict, espe-
cially in protracted wars, because the utility and availability of specific assets, such as 
skilled personnel, suitable equipment, and morale can vary at different stages of the 
war (Eschenauer-Engler and Kamerling 2019: 48). Militaries can learn from their mis-
takes and adapt. Moreover, war is a duel fought between two (or more) intelligent 
foes, and as such one side’s military performance will hinge on the strength and ef-
fectiveness of opposing forces.  

Finally, the relationship between military effectiveness and victory is not straightfor-
ward. Although there is little disagreement that the Russian military operated a lot less 
effectively than its Ukrainian counterpart, especially during the early stages of the in-
vasion, the outcome of the war at the time of writing remains unpredictable. It is 
possible, but not guaranteed that the side deemed to be fighting more effectively in 
an ongoing war will emerge victorious (Millett et al 1986: 37). On the flipside, the 
pursuit of objectives through the ruthless exploitation of numerical superiority with 
no regard for human and economic costs may also lead to victory in some cases, but 
this would be hard to reconcile with anything but the narrowest definition of military 
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effectiveness (Biddle and Long 2004: 541). As Bruneau and Croissant warned, there 
are limitations to the general insights to be gained from studying the interface of a 
state’s civil-military relations and the effectiveness of its armed forces (Bruneau and 
Croissant 2019: 4).  

Civil-military relations, military effectiveness, and the Russo-
Ukrainian war 

To what extent did patterns in civil-military relations cause the Russian armed forces 
to fight ineffectively in Ukraine? This section of the working paper interrogates some 
explanations that have been offered on this question since the start of the war. It 
argues that these explanations are plausible and aligns with some core assumptions in 
the civil-military relations literature. In view of the above discussion, however, it sug-
gests that alternative interpretations are also possible. As such, any findings should be 
considered preliminary and subjected to further investigation. 

Politicisation of the armed forces 

One important issue in the Russian civil-military relationship identified by analysts as 
a cause of the armed forces’ ineffectiveness in Ukraine is the politicisation of the 
military. This politicisation happened under Putin’s reign in the form of officer ap-
pointments, promotions and dismissals based on their perceived loyalty to the regime, 
rather than professional competence and merit (Arasli 2023). This loyalty-based ap-
proach accelerated over the course of the war, as demonstrated by various high-pro-
file dismissals and replacements of military leaders, for example, in December 2022 
and January 2023 (Luzhin 2023) and following the failed mutiny staged by the Wagner 
Private Military Company under the leadership of former Putin ally Evgenii Prigozhin 
(Jastrzębska 2023). The Kremlin’s reason for politicising officers in this way is to 
‘coup proof’ the Russian armed forces, seeking to ensure the military leadership’s loy-
alty and preventing the armed forces from becoming a threat to the regime 
(Troianovski 2023). Prioritising loyalty over professional competence eroded the 
quality of military leadership over time (Gomza 2023). Moreover, the regular replace-
ment of military leaders deemed to be disloyal during the ongoing war led to ‘com-
mand chaos’ and ineffectiveness in Ukraine (Bowen 2023: 25-26). 

Suggestions that politicisation and ‘coup proofing’ affected Russian military ineffec-
tiveness in Ukraine align with key assumptions in the civil-military relations literature. 
These conceptualise the political and military leaderships as institutionally and ideo-
logically distinct actors, whose relationship needs to be carefully managed. The key to 
a harmonious civil-military relationship enabling the maintenance of powerful armed 
forces that will not threaten the state they are intended to serve is a balance of military 
professionalism and civilian control. The civilian leadership, whose ideological out-
look is variable, takes political decisions on behalf of the state (Huntington 1957: 89-
97). Bound by a professional military ethic, the armed forces remain beyond politics 
because, not unlike any other professional group, their motivation is to serve their 
client (the state’s) within their specific area of expertise (military science) (Huntington 
1957: 71). If the armed forces are politicised, for example, by making loyalty a condi-
tion for appointments, this can have serious repercussions for the quality of leadership 
and military effectiveness (for example, Biddle and Long 2004: 532; Pilster and Böh-
melt 2011). 
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It is widely understood that in Putin’s neo-patrimonial regime, personal allegiance and 
loyalty has been central in personnel decision-making. Research on Russian domestic 
politics and the economy suggests that power relationships are highly personalised at 
all levels, significantly impacting the quality of governance in all areas of the Russian 
state (Gel’man 2016: 455). As such, there is little reason to assume that the military is 
an exception and it is plausible to suggest that politically motivated military appoint-
ments and dismissals at the senior level constrained the effectiveness of Russian 
troops fighting in Ukraine. However, this causal process is hard to prove and may not 
reflect the complexity of leadership dynamics in the Russian context (Shamiev 2023). 
The fact that elite recruitment in Russia is highly personalised is not in doubt. In the 
absence of institutionalised channels of elite recruitment, this practice dates to the 
Yeltsin years, when it also regularly resulted in seemingly arbitrary ‘hire and fire’ prac-
tices of civilian and military office holders alike (Renz 2006: 906-7). This does not 
necessarily mean, however, that Russian military appointments at the senior level are 
motivated by the perceived need to ‘coup proof’ the armed forces, rather than by 
patronage and nepotism characterising personnel decisions in other sectors. After all, 
Putin’s leadership (like Yeltsin’s) was never challenged by an insubordinate military.   

The assumption that Russian civil-military relations are driven by mistrust and fear on 
the part of the political leadership aligns with the core notion of clearly delineated 
civilian and military spheres that are prone to conflict. This leaves little room for the 
possibility that things may be viewed differently in Russia. Although Western analysts 
produced a large volume of work on Soviet civil-military relations during the Cold 
War,3 the subject or issue as such did not exist in the Soviet Union itself, not least 
because the country ‘did not have the institutional mechanisms for representing dif-
ferent group interests’ (Gudkov 2003). As Vladimir Serebriannikov (1995: 44) ex-
plained, the Soviet political and military leaderships were not seen as distinct actors 
prone to conflict and with one subordinate to the other:   

“Until the beginning of the 1990s ... it was an a priori assumption that the military 
and civilians coexist in full understanding of each other, that military and civilians 
constitute equal masters (khoziaeva) of the state, that both support the state’s politics 
in unity, have the same ideology, and that their interests fully correspond with each 
other.” 

The country’s leadership often was referred to as a united ‘military-political leadership’ 
[voenno-politicheskoe rukovodstvo]. This is a concept alien to Western civil-military rela-
tions thinking, but one that is still used widely in Russia today (Arbatov 2002: 14; 
Golts 2018: 236; Sharovskii 2019). This suggests that, based on historical experience, 
the institutional and ideological boundaries between the civilian and military spheres 
in Russia may be viewed as much less distinct. It might also explain why neither 

                                                 

 
3 Some of the major works are Kolkowicz, Roman, The Soviet Military and the Communist Party, Princeton, 
NJ, Princeton University Press; Kolkowicz, Roman and Andrzej Korbonski, Soldiers, Peasants and Bureau-
crats: Civil-military Relations in Communist and Modernizing Societies, Boston: G. Allen and Unwin, 1982; 
Odom, William E., ‘The Party-Military Connection: A Critique’, in Dale R. Herspring and Ivan Vogyles (eds.), 
Civil-Military Relations in Communist Systems, Boulder: Westview Press: 1978;  Timothy J. Colton, ‘The 
Party-Military Connection: A Participatory Model’, in Dale R. Herspring and Ivan Vogyles (eds.), Civil-Mili-
tary Relations in Communist Systems, Boulder: Westview Press: 1978; Timothy J. Colton, Commissars, Com-
manders, and Civilian Authority: The Structure of Soviet Military Politics, Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1979; Timothy J. Colton and Thane Gustafson (eds.), Soldiers and the Soviet State: Civil-Military Rela-
tions from Brezhnev to Gorbachev, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990. 
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Yeltsin nor Putin considered a strongly institutionalised system of civilian control as 
essential.  

Civil-military relations became part of discussions about the newly established Rus-
sian Federation’s democratic transition in the early 1990s. Although Western concepts 
of civil-military relations entered the Russian lexicon at the time, these never became 
a part of the mainstream, neither in scholarly or analytical circles, nor on the political 
level. In the State Duma, only political parties with a democratic outlook, such as 
Yabloko or the Union of Right Forces (SPS) advocated for democratic civilian control 
(Korguniuk 2001). However, these parties were always marginal and were no longer 
represented in the parliament after the 2003 elections. Rather than something to as-
pire to, Western concepts of civil-military relations tend to be seen as alien in Russia. 
During Putin’s first term, an advisor to the State Duma’s defence committee de-
scribed civilian control as nothing more than a ‘fashionable topic for political dema-
goguery’, asserting that this was not an ‘important cause for the state’ (Cheban 2003). 
An article in Krasnaia Zvezda, the Ministry of Defence’s mouthpiece, dismissed the 
notion of problematic civil-military relations as a delusion of ‘newly minted “demo-
crats”, who viewed the Defenders of the Fatherland with suspicion’. In that author’s 
eyes, the idea that the military needed to be controlled by civilians was nothing less 
than ‘antimilitary propaganda’ (Peven’ 2015).  

At the executive level, problems in the relationship between the political and military 
leadership were never recognised or addressed (Zolotarev 2002: 53). No more than 
lip service was ever paid to civilian control even before the country took an increas-
ingly authoritarian turn towards the end of the 1990s (Vorob’ev 2003). Putin priori-
tised fundamental military reforms from the outset of his presidency, not least because 
he recognised that years of neglect had degraded and demoralised the armed forces, 
with serious implications for their standing in society and for military effectiveness 
(Renz 2018: 61-62). However, the reforms he pursued were limited to ‘questions at 
the strategic and military-technical level’ and did not involve efforts to institutionalise 
a system of civilian control (Golts 2018: 256). This implies that Putin did not see 
potential military insubordination as a problem that needed to be addressed. As Frid-
man also suggested, the Russian context challenges ‘the common assumption of con-
stant competition between the civilian and military leadership presented by the litera-
ture on civil-military relations (Fridman 2019: 172).  

Loyalty vs competence 

In Putin’s highly personalised, neo-patrimonial regime, loyalty is an important con-
sideration for all leadership appointments, and not only in the military. This need not 
necessarily mean, however, that relevant skills and experience do not also factor into 
decision-making, because loyalty and competence are not mutually exclusive. When 
the Kremlin launched a radical programme of military reforms in 2008, this involved 
significant personnel changes in the military leadership. Many key role holders were 
replaced and a civilian defence minister with a background in finance and accounting 
(Anatolii Serdiukov) and new Chief of General Staff (Nikolai Makarov), who consist-
ently supported the extensive changes decreed by the civilian leadership, where 
brought in (Herspring 2008). The size of the General Staff and the Russian officer 
corps was reduced significantly with way over 100,000 positions cut in a move to 
‘clean a rusty military machine’ with a ‘metal brush’ (Pukhov 2008: 8). Although loy-
alty factored in these personnel decisions in the sense that they created an officer 
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corps supportive of radical reforms, it is likely that new postholders’ skills and com-
petence for embracing change and running a modernised military were at least as im-
portant. Previous attempts at reforms had failed not least because of the resistance by 
conservative officers stuck in the Cold War and unwilling to let go of the ineffective 
Soviet mass army (Barany 2005: 35). Predictably, the radical changes and significant 
cuts of officer positions during the 2008 reforms were not popular with everybody in 
the military (Gorenburg 2009). However, the Kremlin evidently did not fear that crit-
icism or resistance to the reforms would lead to mutiny or insubordination. The purge 
of the military conservative military establishment, as Pukhov put it (Pukhov 2008: 
7), was pursued to make the armed forces more effective, and not to coup proof them.    

Until the invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 it was widely believed that the radical 
military reforms launched in 2008 had led to significant improvements in Russian 
military effectiveness. Few doubts were expressed about the military leadership’s loy-
alty to the Putin regime, but this loyalty was not generally seen as an impediment to 
improving the prowess of the armed forces. Russian operations in Crimea in 2014 
and Syria from 2015 were largely judged successful. There, the modernised Russian 
armed forces demonstrated skills in planning and executing operations, performed 
well at the tactical level and used this ongoing experience to learn lessons and to in-
novate (Norberg 2014, Adamsky 2020). Although it was noted at the time that these 
were limited operations in scale and scope and some problems persisted in command 
and control, there was no sense, as Ivan Gomza argued after the start of the invasion 
of Ukraine, that Russia’s wars were fought by ‘inept loyalists’ (Gomza 2023: 435).   

It could be argued that centrality of loyalty in power relationships in Putin’s neo-
patrimonial regime has the potential to impact military effectiveness irrespective of 
the competence of military leaders. This is because loyalty is a two-way process, where 
personal allegiance is offered to a superior in exchange for access to gains and benefits 
in power and material assets (Gel’man 2016: 460). This mechanism can stifle initiative 
and motivation because office holders might fear losing gains and benefits for airing 
views that do not align with those of their superior, or could be perceived as ‘disloyal’. 
For example, it is widely believed that in the period leading up to the invasion of 
Ukraine FSB officers told the president what he wanted to hear, rather than the truth 
about the situation on the ground, because they feared marginalisation or dismissal 
(Abdalla et al 2022; Galeotti 2016: 13) This led to intelligence failures setting up the 
armed forces with unachievable objectives from the outset when the war was 
launched (Dylan et al 2022). Similar claims have been made about the military leader-
ship, who were suspected to mislead the president about the true preparedness and 
state of the Russian armed forces and problems encountered on the battlefield (Hol-
land and Shalal 2022). It is not unreasonable to expect that the military’s failure to 
offer not only qualified, but also honest advice in this way led to poor decision-making 
both before and during the invasion with serious implications for battlefield perfor-
mance (Arasli 2023).  

Russian military leaders’ fear to deliver honest information and advice to the president 
because this could result in the loss of privileges, reprisal or dismissal, is a plausible 
explanation for some of the poor performance of Russian troops in Ukraine. It is well 
understood in the civil-military relations literature that the preparation, planning and 
conduct of a war requires open dialogue between political and military leaders to en-
sure that available operational capabilities and plans can be matched to realistic ob-
jectives (Feaver 2003: 145). There is a caveat to applying this argument retrospectively 
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for explaining the poor performance of Russian troops on the battlefield in Ukraine: 
very little systematic information is accessible about Russian strategic decision-making 
and the nature of interactions between the Kremlin and the military leadership. Up 
until the invasion, there were suggestions that Putin’s increasingly aggressive foreign 
policy and use of military force had in fact heightened the Kremlin’s reliance on advice 
from the General Staff. Moreover, the successful operations in Crimea and Syria not 
only strengthened the Kremlin’s support of the armed forces, but also may have in-
creased the military’s influence on elite decision-making (Blanc et al 2023: 95-97).  

Since the start of the war, both Russian and Western media have regularly reported 
visits by the president to various troop headquarters, including inside Ukraine. These 
involved meetings with military leaders commanding the operations to receive up-
dates and, in Putin’s own words, ‘to hear your opinion on how the situation is devel-
oping, to listen to you, to exchange information’ (Armstrong 2023). It would be naïve, 
of course, to take these reports at face value, but perhaps so is the idea that Putin’s 
desire for loyalty has silenced most qualified input by the military fighting his wars. 
Significant turning points in the war suggest that some difficult decisions were taken, 
not because the Kremlin saw them as politically expedient, but for reasons of military 
necessity on the back of hard truths delivered by the military leadership. For example, 
the retreat of Russian troops from Kyiv and northern Ukraine in the very early stages 
of the war and the withdrawal from Kherson in autumn 2022 did not align with 
Putin’s maximalist political aims and represented considerable political and reputa-
tional setbacks for the Kremlin (Eckel 2022). As Dimitri Minic found, there has been 
no shortage of critical views in Russia of the conduct of the operations in Ukraine, 
including recommendations from senior military leaders for improvements in the bat-
tlefield performance of Russian troops. In his view, this led to various successful ad-
aptations allowing the armed forces to overcome problems they had encountered in 
the early phases of the campaign (Minic 2023). 

Interference in the military’s professional autonomy in war-planning 

Leaving aside the Russian military leadership’s competence and courage to offer qual-
ified advice to the Kremlin, observers have argued that the military was largely ex-
cluded from strategic planning, especially in the run-up to the invasion and this had 
serious implications for military effectiveness. Although defence planning and ap-
praising the political leadership about available military options are central tasks of 
the Russian General Staff (Blanc et al 2023: 10-11), it has been suggested that deci-
sions about how to conduct the invasion were made in secret by President Putin with 
a small circle of trusted advisors that included, at best, the very highest level of the 
military leadership. There are suspicions that the driving force behind the campaign 
was the Federal Security Service (FSB), rather than the General Staff (Dalsjö and 
Norberg 2022: 14), setting up the armed forces with unachievable objectives and leav-
ing the latter with too little time for preparation and planning after the decision to 
invade had been made. Commanders at the operational and tactical levels, not even 
to mention the soldiers that were sent to the front, reportedly were not informed 
about the plans until the day before the invasion (Blanc et al 2023: 98-99). These 
restrictions placed by the Russian executive on the military's autonomy in war plan-
ning have not only caused further tensions in the civil-military relationship (Shamiev 
2023), but also had serious implications for battlefield effectiveness, especially during 
the initial phase of the war (Arasli 2023, Blanc et al 2023: 77; 98-99).  
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It is, of course, entirely plausible to suggest that excluding the military from planning 
and preparing a major war led to inefficiencies on the battlefield. It is widely under-
stood that civil-military relations both are more harmonious and more conducive to 
military effectiveness if there is a clear division of labour between politicians and the 
armed forces. Political decision-making about when to go to war is the realm of civil-
ians alone, but the professional military must be given broad autonomy and influence 
within its field of expertise of warfighting (Huntington 1957: 84). This not only re-
quires skilled military leaders unafraid of offering advice, but also a political executive 
allowing military leaders to “communicate with and influence [them] to seek militarily 
logical national goals” (Millett et all 1986: 44). Research in comparative contexts has 
suggested that disregard of the military’s professional competencies on the part of 
political leaders can lead to the pursuit of militarily illogical goals and unwinnable 
wars, resulting in battlefield failures and strategic defeat (for example Brooks 2008; 
Freedman 2023). 

In the case of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, as was the case for the annexation of 
Crimea and the intervention in Syria, there is little reason to doubt that the decision 
to go to war was taken by the Kremlin. However, given the nature of executive deci-
sion-making in Russia’s neo-patrimonial regime, which is characterised by secrecy and 
dominated by Putin’s small inner circle, observers justifiably raised questions about 
the extent of the military’s involvement in strategic planning in the run-up to the 
campaign. There is a strong possibility that the decision to invade Ukraine in February 
2022 was made by a small group of core advisors around the president. Who exactly 
was involved in this group is unknown, however, as is the degree of guidance and 
expertise sought from and offered by the military leadership at any stage of the plan-
ning process. When it comes to discussions of the feasibility and chances of success 
of a full-scale invasion, it is far from guaranteed that a significant involvement of 
military advisors, if this was absent, would have led to a fundamentally different out-
come such as, for example a more limited intervention in eastern Ukraine. A 2009 
study detected some differences in foreign policy priorities between Russian civilian 
and military elites, but also found a more ‘permissive’ view by the latter on the utility 
of force as an instrument of foreign policy. It concluded that ‘military conservatism – 
the view that military professionals are a voice of restraint in foreign policy – does 
not adequately reflect the dominant patterns of civil-military relations in the contem-
porary Russian state’ (Stewart and Zhukov 2009: 336). Although Russian military lead-
ers rarely air their political views in public, there is evidence to suggest that, especially 
since the successful annexation of Crimea, Putin’s increasingly militarised foreign pol-
icy had led to a further convergence of civilian and military views on Russian foreign 
policy goals (Bruusgaard 2014: 87; Westerlund 2021: 42).  

When the prospects of a full-scale invasion of Ukraine heightened throughout 2021, 
some Russian military analysts warned of the dangers and difficulties of such an un-
dertaking, not least because of Ukraine’s improved military capabilities (Khodarenok 
2021; Khodarenok 2022). However, this was not a consensus view. Many others dis-
missed Ukrainian military power as weak and negligible compared to those of Russia 
(Boltenkov 2021; Al’shaeva 2021; RIA Novosti 2022). The achievements of military 
reforms and operational successes in Crimea and Syria had significantly improved the 
Russian armed forces’ confidence and attitude (Giles 2017). As such, it is not incon-
ceivable that, like the Kremlin, the military leadership believed that a quick and deci-
sive victory over Ukraine was a very realistic prospect. If this is the case, then it was 
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hubris, on the part of the ‘military-political leadership’, rather than dysfunctional civil-
military relations, that dragged Russia into a protracted and costly war.  

Based on the conceptualisation of Russian civil-military relations as fundamentally 
conflictual, analysts suggested that the Kremlin’s secrecy in decision-making and the 
exclusion of military expertise in the planning process were the result of mistrust in 
those outside of the ‘inner circle’. This left too little time for planning the campaign 
and led to military effectiveness, especially during the early phases of the war (Blanc 
et al 2023: 98-99; Gomza 2023: 459). In an in-depth study of the ‘Russian way of 
regular land warfare’ spanning several decades of Russian military operations, Amund 
Osflaten offers an alternative interpretation. In his eyes, within the Russian context, 
the decision to keep exact plans for the February 2022 invasion as secret as possible 
until the last minute was a conscious decision that aligned with traditional Russian 
thinking on operational art, and not a miscalculation (Osflaten 2023: 156). He sug-
gested that, in historical perspective, the 2022 invasion was planned in accordance 
with a ‘standard Russian approach’ to invasions, which focuses on achieving surprise 
in the initial stages of an operation under the cover of secrecy (Osflaten 2023: 174). 
Within this ‘standard approach’, operational level planning, preparing what is viewed 
as the optimal force structure, and maintaining an element of surprise is prioritised 
above all else. The fact that this comes at the expense of preparedness at the tactical 
and individual level is accepted as a calculated risk (Osflaten 2023: 168). This approach 
had proven to be effective in previous invasions, such as Georgia in 2008 and Crimea 
in 2014, but it could not be scaled up for the full-scale invasion of Ukraine. According 
to this interpretation, tactical ineffectiveness during the early stages of the invasion 
was the result of calculated risk inherent in the ‘Russian way of war’ that did not pay 
off on this occasion, but not evidence of faulty civil-military relations (Osflaten 2023, 
especially pp. 150–180). 

Views on Russian military effectiveness 

The difficulties of defining and measuring ‘military effectiveness’ and the implications 
this has for any findings about its interface with civil-military relations in the Russo-
Ukrainian war have been left largely unspoken in the analysis of the topic so far. As 
noted by Fridman above, considering the meaning of military effectiveness in the 
Russian context is important (Fridman 2019: 159). For example, the ability to achieve 
goals and missions ‘at an acceptable cost in lives and resources’ is central to the West-
ern understanding of military effectiveness (Bruneau and Croissant 2019: 1). In the 
Russian perception, this measure of effectiveness does not seem to be as central. Ex-
cessive force protection, for example, tends to be perceived not as a strength, but as 
a weakness characteristic of Western militaries relying heavily on advanced technology 
(Brychkov et al 2019). This is a weakness that Russia can exploit effectively with a 
‘much higher resistance to its own losses’ (Khramchikhin 2020) and stronger prepar-
edness for ‘conscious self-sacrifice’ (Khramchikhin 2019). The economic costs of the 
war in Ukraine, too, are seemingly not seen within the framework of Western military 
effectiveness. During a meeting with military district commanders in May 2024, Putin 
proudly announced that, although Russian military spending had not yet reached the 
13 percent of GDP that had been spent by the Soviet Union, it had been raised to 
almost 9 percent that year (President of the Russian Federation 2024). In his eyes, 
clearly, this was an achievement, and not a problem related to military effectiveness.   
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The complex relationship between military effectiveness and military victory, both of 
which are contested concepts, needs to be borne in mind when the interface between 
Russian civil-military relations and military effectiveness is studied. Since war is a stra-
tegic activity, its objectives are rarely limited to military success in the theatre of op-
erations, but ‘fit into a broader picture of diplomatic and economic activity’ (Mona-
ghan 2022). As such, victory in war does not simply equate to the attainment of ob-
jective benchmarks like territorial gains and losses or the achievement of fixed strate-
gic goals articulated at the outset of the war. Moreover, belligerents’ objectives regu-
larly change over the course of the war because of changing battlefield conditions, 
meaning that ‘states rarely finish wars for the same reasons they start them’ (Mandel 
2007: 461-4). Victory in war is also subjective since the assessment of success and 
failure by foreign onlookers might not be shared by political leaders or populations 
involved in the war (Mandel 2007: 265). As Johnson and Tierney put it, ‘victory is in 
the eye of the beholder’ and perceptions of who ultimately won a war are not always 
‘linked to the results on the ground’ (2007: 61).  

At the time of writing, more than two years into the Russo-Ukrainian war, the war’s 
outcome is still unpredictable and a decisive military victory for either side is difficult 
to envisage. The Russian military failed to subjugate and occupy all of Ukraine and it 
is likely that this objective will remain elusive. The extent to which the failure to reach 
this goal, and tactical problems encountered on the battlefield, are shaping Russian 
views on the effectiveness of its armed forces now and will do so in the future is 
uncertain, however. It is not unlikely that the Kremlin perceives the war as effective 
in other important ways aligning with longstanding foreign and domestic policy ob-
jectives. These include maintaining and expanding strategic interests in its ‘near 
abroad’, projecting dominance over its ‘sphere of influence’, raising its status as a 
Great Power able to stand up to Western pressure, and regime consolidation (Götz 
and Staun 2022, Fridman 2019).  

Osflaten raised the possibility that the defeat and occupation of Ukraine may never 
have been the exclusive measure for the war’s success in the Kremlin’s eyes. Rather 
than a strategic miscalculation, he speculates, the full-scale invasion could have been 
a conscious ‘gamble’ by Russian military planners. Although they believed that using 
surprise as a force multiplier would enable success, they also accepted the risk that 
these plans might fail (Osflaten 2023: 175). In his eyes, the swift withdrawal of Russian 
troops from the Kyiv region and northern Ukraine only a month into the invasion, 
might suggest that ‘Russian forces were partially ready for a failure and prepared for 
contingency operations’, focusing on eastern and southern Ukraine during the second 
phase (Osflaten 2023: 176). Be that as it may, it cannot be taken for granted that the 
Kremlin interprets the failure to subjugate the entirety of Ukraine as evidence of sig-
nificant problems with the effectiveness of its armed forces. More than two years into 
the war, the Kremlin’s portrayal of success in Ukraine remains ‘flexible, opportunistic 
and subjective’ (Provoost 2023). Unless the war results in a decisive defeat of Russia 
and the end of the current political regime, Putin will seek to convey its outcome as a 
victory for Russia to domestic audiences and to parts of the international community, 
irrespective of how effectively the country’s troops performed on the battlefield.  
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Conclusions 

The Russian military performed much less effectively during the invasion of Ukraine 
than many observers in the West had expected. This raised questions about the merits 
of military analysis before the war and revived the debate about how to enable more 
nuanced future assessments of adversaries’ capabilities. It was suggested that the lack 
of attention paid to Russian civil-military relations and how these related to military 
effectiveness had been an important oversight. To fill this gap, analysts have put for-
ward various explanations of how civil-military relations can account for Russian mil-
itary failures in Ukraine. This article argued that, although these explanations are plau-
sible, the nexus between Russian civil-military relations and military effectiveness re-
quires serious investigation. Considering the difficulties of establishing causal links 
between civil-military relations and military effectiveness, the contested meaning of 
‘military effectiveness’, and the lack of accessible data on elite decision-making in con-
temporary Russia mean that preliminary conclusions must remain open to interpreta-
tion.  

The paper highlighted that existing civil-military relations frameworks might not fully 
capture the idiosyncrasies of the Russian case and, as such, might skew interpretations 
of how perceived dysfunctions in the relationship limited military effectiveness in 
Ukraine. For example, the assumption of clearly delineated civilian and military 
spheres conceptualises the relationship between the Kremlin and the armed forces as 
fundamentally prone to conflict, which does not seem to reflect how the relationship 
is viewed in Russia. This raises questions about some of the claims made by observers 
about the politicisation of the Russian armed forces, the efforts and effects of coup 
proofing, and civilian interference in the military’s professional autonomy as causes 
for the poor performance of Russian troops in Ukraine.  

There are other idiosyncrasies in Russian civil-military relations that are beyond the 
scope of this paper and deserve further investigation. The attempted mutiny by the 
Wagner Private Military Company under the leadership of Evgenii Prigozhin in sum-
mer 2023 was widely interpreted as evidence of serious dysfunctions in the Russian 
civil-military relationship (Arasli 2023, Komin 2023). This event in fact is hard to 
capture within existing frameworks focusing on the exchange of power between ci-
vilian leaders and the military. As an erstwhile close ally of Putin and member of the 
‘inner circle’, Prigozhin was as much a member of the civilian elite as he was the leader 
of an armed organisation. Although some military leaders were dismissed after the 
mutiny in an apparent intensification of the regime’s coup proofing (Gomza 458-9), 
the mutiny ended fast and was not joined or actively supported by the regular armed 
forces, who remained loyal to the regime (Economist Intelligence Unit 2023). The 
Prigozhin mutiny was certainly troubling, but what it tells us about Russian civil-mil-
itary relations and how it affected military effectiveness in Ukraine is not obvious 
(Baev et al 2023).  

As is the case for quasi-private military companies like Wagner, the significance of 
Russia’s uniformed services other than the regular armed forces, such as the FSB with 
its sizeable armed units or the National Guard, remains underexplored in many stud-
ies of civil-military relations. As Dmitry Trenin noted, when studying civil-military 
relations ‘we must consider the whole complexity of the meaning of the military in 
Russia, where shoulder to shoulder with the “first army” there is a second one’ (Trenin 
2001: 74). Within existing civil-military relations frameworks, these ‘other’ services, 
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which in their entirety constitute the Russian power bloc or silovye struktury alongside 
the regular troops under the Ministry of Defence, tend to be skimmed over as coup-
proofing measures or a power base for the political leadership (Renz 2005: 560). A 
deeper investigation into their position within a potentially less conflictual model of 
Russian civil-military relations and the effect they may have on military effectiveness 
could yield important new insights, 

The paper also suggested that the complexity of defining and measuring ‘military ef-
fectiveness’ and how Russians themselves view the effectiveness of their own armed 
forces need to be addressed more explicitly in analyses of how effectiveness is im-
pacted by civil-military relations. This is important to prevent the learning of poten-
tially problematic lessons. It should not be forgotten that the effectiveness of Russian 
military operations in Crimea and Syria also took many observers by surprise at the 
time. These events significantly increased analytical interest in the Russian armed 
forces, resulting in a wealth of new research on aspects that previously had been un-
derstudied. Ultimately, these insights did not prevent renewed surprise when Russian 
troops failed to repeat this effective performance in Ukraine. In this sense, analyses 
of the interface between Russian civil-military relations and military effectiveness not 
only require in-depth contextual knowledge of Russian history, politics, and society, 
but also a solid grounding in strategic studies and the complex nature of war. This 
includes the acknowledgement that military effectiveness cannot be comprehensively 
defined or measured and is heavily circumstantial. Ultimately, this limits the utility of 
insights gained from the Ukrainian case for the estimation of Russian military capa-
bilities in different contexts. Even if problematic civil-military relations seriously ham-
pered military effectiveness in this case, this tells us little about how its troops will 
perform in future conflicts, which will be fought under completely different circum-
stances. As Bruneau and Croissant concluded: ‘we must be realistic about what is 
required for security measures to be effective, our ability to measure it, and how to 
explain success or failure (Bruneau and Croissant 2019: 4). 

Finally, it must be noted that for Ukraine, any limitations in Russian military effec-
tiveness caused by civil-military relations will offer little consolation. Although Rus-
sian troops did not perform as well as many observers had expected and the full oc-
cupation of Ukraine is an unlikely prospect, the Kremlin inflicted immeasurable cost, 
pain and destruction that will take decades to overcome no matter how the war will 
end. It is not only effective military capabilities that make a potential aggressor state 
threatening. What is even more important are its leadership’s intentions and prepar-
edness to use them with no consideration of the costs this may entail. 
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RUSSIAN STRATEGIC THINKING AND CULTURE BEFORE 
AND AFTER FEBRUARY 24, 2022: POLITICAL-STRATEGIC       
ASPECTS 

Dimitri Minic 

he presentation by Dimitri Minic in the Russia Seminar 2024 can be found on 
the FNDU YouTube-channel: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iI-
1U5kKwd8 starting from 57:00. 

Introduction 

Post-Soviet Russian military thinking was marked by the theorization of bypassing 
armed struggle, of which the “Special Military Operation (SVO)”, supposedly an il-
lustration, was a fatal outcome.1 The Russian army had been unprepared for the long, 
high-intensity war that ensued from the failed SVO, and Russian strategic thinking 
had spent the last 30 years cultivating and digesting the idea that the weight of inter-
state armed struggle had considerably diminished, if not become optional. At the same 
time, the Russian army underwent reforms compatible with this theoretical evolution, 
resulting in the creation of more professional, flexible and well-equipped forces. The 
perception of the West and the specificities of Russian strategic culture also played a 
central role in post-Soviet Russian strategic thinking and practice. 

The war in Ukraine was a high point of this thinking, culture and practice. The SVO 
has been commented on at length by Russian military elites, who assess its political-
strategic as well as military-operational dimensions2. Here, we focus on the strategic 
and political dimensions of Russian military discourse, which still benefits from a rel-
ative freedom of expression that allows for (often indirect) criticism. Two main 
themes emerge from the Russian military review. The first concerns the nature and 
launch of the SVO. While the SVO is analyzed as a pre-emptive operation, its plan-
ning, preparation and the very timeliness of its launch have raised considerable criti-
cism. The second concerns the reasons that Russian military elites believe legitimized 
the SVO. As an ontologically anti-Russian malevolent entity, the West is experiencing 
a decline that it is trying to prevent by any means possible, including seeking to destroy 
Russia. From this point of view, the SVO represents a double promise: accelerating 
the collapse of the West and laying the foundations for a new world order.  

Several questions arise: what continuities and inflections can be identified in Russian 
strategic thinking after February 24? Did the SVO call into question or confirm ideas 
in the eyes of Russian military theorists? Did the SVO’s initial strategic failure and the 
ensuing adverse political consequences for Russia (sanctions, disconnection from the 

                                                 

 
1 D. Minic: Pensée et culture stratégiques russes: du contournement de la lutte armée à la guerre en Ukraine, Paris, Maison 
des sciences de l’homme, 2023, 632 p. 
2 For the military-operational dimensions, see D. Minic: “What Does the Russian Army Think About its War 
in Ukraine? Criticisms, Recommendations, Adaptations”, Russie.Eurasie.Reports, No. 44, Ifri, September 
2023, https://www.ifri.org/.  
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22 

West) call into question certain beliefs held by military theorists? What limitations 
appeared in Russian military discourse after February 24? 

This work is based primarily on the analysis of primary sources of Russian military 
literature, in particular the “scientific” military journals of the Ministry of Defense 
(MO) as the main (and historical) military-theoretical vector of the Russian MO and 
General Staff (GŠ), Voennaâ Mysl' (VM) – an open source where senior and general 
officers, active, reserve or retired, professors, researchers, directors and/or com-
manders (and even actors in the war in Ukraine) address their peers and the country’s 
highest military and political leaders. This article also benefits from the analysis of the 
primary sources present in my book3 (military dictionaries and encyclopedias, 
speeches by military and political officials, and strategic doctrine documents in par-
ticular), as well as from the approach chosen in the latter (articulation, in the analysis, 
of theoretical-military, strategic culture and biographical elements of Russian military 
elites). Lastly, it is in line with the chronological continuity of my book, which ended 
with an attempt to explain the SVO in terms of post-Soviet Russian strategic thought 
and culture, as studied between 1993 and 2021. 

Russian strategic thinking and culture: 1993-early 2022 

Since the fall of the USSR, military elites gradually adhered to two complementary 
ideas about the evolution of modern warfare: first, armed struggle (i.e., direct and 
open use of armed violence) recedes into the background and becomes of secondary 
importance in the nature and character of war; second, the weight and power of non-
military (i.e., political, psychological-informational, cyber, diplomatic, economic, cul-
tural, financial...) and indirect military (i.e., use of special forces, irregular forces, pri-
vate military companies or intelligence subversive services, but also strategic deter-
rence, covert use of armed violence...) means and methods have grown considerably 
and are nowadays capable to achieve decisive political objectives.4 This has had seri-
ous consequences for Russia’s foreign policy and strategic practice. 

The theorization of bypassing armed struggle 

It was on the basis of these two ideas that what I have called the “theorization of 
bypassing armed struggle” emerged. “Bypassing armed struggle” is not an emic con-
cept, in the sense that it does not emanate from the Russian military community. So 
why did I choose it?  

The first reason has to do with the nature of post-Soviet Russian strategic thinking. 
For more than 10 years, work in this field has sought to bring out the emic categories 
emanating from Russian military theorists, in an attempt to find a concept (i.e., new 
type of warfare, new-generation warfare, etc.) that would faithfully describe what the 
military thinks and, if possible, find an explanation for Russia’s actions. This was a 
very important step in itself, as it enabled to move away from the over-systematic 
projection of Western categories (“hybrid warfare”, “Gerasimov doctrine”) onto a 
different kind of strategic thinking. However, an analysis of Russian military 

                                                 

 
3 For the military-operational dimensions, see D. Minic: “What Does the Russian Army Think About its War 
in Ukraine? Criticisms, Recommendations, Adaptations”, Russie.Eurasie.Reports, No. 44, Ifri, September 
2023, https://www.ifri.org/. 
4 Ibid. 
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intellectual production since 1991 shows that relying on one particular concept used 
by theorists to describe the evolution of Russian strategic thinking and the Russian 
conception of modern war has strong limitations. 

The first one is that Russian strategic thinking is flexible, shifting and highly sensitive 
to external, especially Western, intellectual dynamics: many of the concepts that have 
emerged since 1991 have embodied the evolution of a war that is less and less focused 
on armed struggle. In my thesis, partly based on an analysis of the military literature 
covering a 25-year period, I demonstrated that the concepts and notions (which I call 
“concepts of bypassing armed struggle”) that have had a lasting impact on this think-
ing are: informational war (with its variants), indirect and asymmetrical strategy and 
action, special forces and operations, irregular armed formations and strategic deter-
rence. Others gradually took root from the mid-2000s onwards (soft power, color 
revolution, controlled chaos...). Some were relatively short-lived or little used (“new 
type of war”, “new-generation war”) and others very late (such as hybrid warfare, used 
from 2014). In one way or another, each of these concepts and notions was in turn 
erected as a holistic concept of modern war, but were above all more or less temporary 
vehicles of evolutionary post-Soviet Russian strategic thinking. It seems that no gen-
eral concept has been agreed upon to define the new war in all its dimensions and 
nuances. This is why I speak of the “theorization” of bypassing and not the “theory” 
of bypassing: it’s an “evolving”, complex intellectual process, albeit with a backbone. 
This brings us to the 2nd limitation. 

The second limitation is that this conceptual and theoretical proliferation stemmed 
from the observation of a wider phenomenon of which these categories are only a 
nuance – namely the idea of the decreasing role of armed struggle in the achievement 
of political objectives – as well as being the tip of the iceberg, insofar as the concepts 
of bypassing armed struggle and, more broadly the theorization of bypassing armed 
struggle, are also and above all the product of epistemological debates on the nature 
of war, references to Marxist-Leninist ideology and the memory of the Cold War, a 
radically hostile perception of the strategic environment and a beleaguered Russia, 
and, in particular, the truncated observation of Western strategies and concepts.  

The second reason for using the notion “theorizing the bypassing of armed struggle” 
is the complexity and flexibility of the approach to modern warfare in post-Soviet 
Russian strategic thought. Bypassing has been conceived in two distinct ways that 
have fueled a constant dialogue, with, at its core, a revision (in fact, a broadening) of 
the interpretation of the concept of war.5 The first way relies on the idea that indirect 
confrontation, made up of non-military struggles (political, psycho-informational, cy-
bernetic, diplomatic, economic, cultural, financial...) and indirect military means and 
methods (special forces, irregular forces, private military companies, subversive intel-
ligence services, strategic deterrence, covert use of armed violence...) has become cen-
tral, and that inter-state armed struggle, which takes a new, selective, limited and 
mainly remote form, ends the process of confrontation (which can last for months or 
even years) in a decisive manner. The SVO can be analyzed as an illustration of this 
way. The second way of the bypassing theorization – to be favored by Russian military 
theorists – is the avoidance of interstate armed struggle, which does not rule out a 
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limited indirect armed struggle waged by third parties. This approach is based on the 
idea that non-military means (let’s add the use of migrants to the list above6) have 
become so powerful that they are now violent and, combined with indirect military 
methods and means, capable of achieving decisive political objectives. This applies to 
countries such as Ukraine, as well as to the West and Africa. Flexibility and adaptabil-
ity are the hallmarks of the theorization of bypassing: if an “application” of the second 
way of bypassing fails to achieve the set objectives – and if the context and nature of 
the target allow it – a direct and final armed blow is not ruled out. 

Bypassing and war in Ukraine 

To measure both the results of thirty years of theorizing the bypassing of armed strug-
gle, and the war patterns that the highest military elites had in mind until 2022, let’s 
cite examples of revealing developments produced by important Russian military the-
orists. The continuity of these reflections is striking. For example, general Ivan Voro-
byov explained in 1997: 

…violent [i.e., armed] actions [...] are considered to be the final phase of military 
actions,7 when the political, diplomatic, and other bloodless crushing capabilities of the 
opposing state will be exhausted. [...] The bet is made on the first blow, powerful and 
sudden, which will be disarming and overwhelming.8 

The prior creation of a “permanent front of struggle [at] the enemy, an atmosphere 
of political and economic chaos, uncontrollability, misfortune and despair”, by stirring 
up internal armed conflicts “with the help of the internal opposition” and by applying 
a powerful “psychological-informational impact”, will give rise to “collective coward-
ice”, “distrust” and “anger”. Under these conditions and with the final armed water 
hammer, the “collapse from within is inevitable”.9 

Another recent example was produced by the deputy head for scientific work of the 
Military Academy of the General Staff (VAGŠ), general Seržantov, and the head of 
the Center for Military-Strategic Studies (CVSI), general Smolovyj, in February 2021, 
who describe the eight phases of “higher-level war”, of which traditional warfare is 
only one “stage”, final and non-mandatory.10 This model, in a very slightly modified 
form, seems to have been introduced in the work commissioned by Gerasimov, the 
head of the GŠ, from the head of the VAGŠ, general Zarudnickij, “Military Conflicts 
of the Future” (“Voennye konflikty buduŝego”, 2021), in collaboration with the CVSI, 
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http://militaryarticle.ru/.  
9 Id. 
10 A. V. Seržantov, A. V. Smolovyj, A. V. Dolgopolov: “Transformaciâ soderžaniâ vojny: ot prošlogo k nasto-

âŝemu — tehnologii “gibridnyh” vojn”, Voennaâ Myslʹ, n°2, 2021, pp. 26−27. 
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and favorably reviewed by the “military leadership bodies”.11 Here’s the first version 
of the model:  

The first phase is the preparation of favorable conditions for the beginning of aggres-
sion. Economic, psychological, ideological and diplomatic methods are used, with the 
help of which the ground is prepared for intervention. An opposition is formed, ex-
erting pressure on the authorities, criticizing the state’s methods of governance, con-
vincing the country’s population of the illegitimacy of the rulers, their corruption and 
their inefficient methods of managing the economy. The second phase is the misleading 
and misinformation of the political leaders and population of the state under aggres-
sion, through the use of informational methods of confrontation. The third phase is the 
intimidation and corruption of high-ranking officials in the administration and the 
army, who largely determine state policy, but also of the oligarchic elite whose busi-
ness depends on the aggressor-state’s disposition towards them. The fourth phase is the 
destabilization of the social situation in the country, the implementation of subversive 
(sabotage) activity. To carry out these tasks, formations of armed structures drawn 
from a radicalized part of the population are used. The seizure of state and private 
establishments, physical reprisals on undesirable politicians and businessmen are im-
plemented. These initial phases rely on the use of non-military to achieve a coup d'état 
disguised as a popular revolt, and to dismantle the political regime. The techniques of 
so-called “color revolutions” make it possible to achieve political objectives without 
recourse to military force, and are the first stage of a “hybrid” war. If the objective of 
the non-military phase is not achieved, the “color revolution” ("révolution de 
couleur") will become a war with the use of the means of armed struggle. The fifth 
phase corresponds to the establishment of a blockade […] limiting the receipt of ex-
ternal support, [corresponds] to an appeal to the leaders of the aggressor state by the 
created opposition with a request for assistance in stabilizing the situation, [corre-
sponds] to the introduction of a contingent of peacekeeping forces under the protec-
tion of the aggressor state, the extensive use of private military companies, in close 
interaction with armed opposition units. The sixth phase is the beginning of military 
actions, by means of selective strikes against key (critical) targets, which leads to the 
definitive disorganization of state and military control and the destabilization of the 
social situation. The seventh phase is a full-scale invasion with the use of armed forces 
(if necessary). The eighth phase is the systematic elimination of the remaining points of 
resistance and the establishment of a new government loyal to the aggressor state.12 
The “special military operation”, in which non-military, unarmed struggles (internal 
subversion, strategic deterrence, psycho-informational and cyber actions, etc.) were 
supposed to prepare the ground for a limited (quasi-demonstrative), decisive and sud-
den armed struggle to topple Ukraine like a ripe fruit, stems less from the strict appli-
cation of a model than from a tropism for bypassing armed struggle, which didn’t 
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produced a clear or unanimous model that would be institutionalized, but rather per-
meated Russian strategic thinking, discourse and doctrines. The bypassing goes be-
yond technical and rational military-theoretical analysis and is rooted in the depths of 
Russia’s ancient and renewed strategic culture. 

Indeed, if theorization of bypassing armed struggle relied on the pragmatic analysis 
of the weakness of Russia’s military and economic capacities, of new forms and ways 
of war in the age of globalization and in territories protected by nuclear means or 
major powers, it was also founded on mindsets, beliefs, assumptions and analysis 
deeply disconnected from reality, on truncated perception of the Cold War, on mis-
leading observation of the Western strategic doctrines and actions, on methodologi-
cally and scientifically poor studies grounded in false and falsified documents and 
speeches, on conspiracy theories and even on pseudoscience (like psychotronic), 
which led the Russian military and political elites to overestimate both the ability of 
indirect means to achieve political goals and their own capacity to use these means 
rationally. Russia’s experience in Ukraine since 2014 and especially since February 24 
has amply demonstrated it. 

The question now is how Russian military theorists themselves analyzed the special 
military operation. What lessons do they draw from it? 

Nature and triggering of the SVO 

SVO is a failed preventive operation that was not intended to give rise to a long, high-
intensity war. The ambitious goals of “demilitarization” and “denazification” set out 
by Vladimir Putin on February 24 could only be achieved from above, via regime 
change, and not from below, through the conquest of a territory as large and populous 
as Ukraine. The reasons for Russia’s initial failure are manifold and heterogeneous, 
but one in particular stands out: it’s the failure to foresee and plan the form that this 
confrontation with Ukraine would take, partly due to the fact that Moscow, for thirty 
years, has been progressively auto-intoxicated with bypassing of armed struggle. In-
stead of invalidating the ideas that Ukraine was ripe for a final blow, and that this final 
blow would be decisive thanks to non-military and indirect military preparation of the 
terrain, forecasting and intelligence confirmed the theoretical and doctrinal presup-
positions of the General Staff and the Ministry of Defense, as well as Putin’s political 
desire to settle his “Ukrainian problem”. The military elites who spoke out after Feb-
ruary 24 largely understood and addressed these issues. 

A preventive operation 

The special military operation is considered pre-emptive by Russia’s military elites 
(even if, in reality, it is preventive). The idea that Russia must take pre-emptive action 
(upreždaûŝie dejstviâ) to achieve the state’s political objectives gradually emerged in Rus-
sian military theory, notably through the concept of strategic deterrence.13 This of-
fensive sense of the concept14 covered both the active use of non-military means and 
the indirect use of military force, as well as the direct but limited use of military force. 
Before the outbreak of the SVO, the situation in Ukraine, perceived as a conflict 

                                                 

 
13 Op. cit., D. Minic, Pensée et culture stratégiques russes: du contournement de la lutte armée à la guerre en Ukraine. 
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Mysl’, n° 12, 2023, p. 26. 
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fuelled by the West and aimed at Russia, was deemed untenable: Washington had an 
interest in “maintaining a slow conflict in the Donbass” and retaining “control over 
the puppet leadership of Ukraine”.15 At the end of 2021, the former head of the GRU 
claimed that an offensive strategy “will have [...] a sobering effect on the hotheads of 
American [...] strategists”.16 The leading military theorist of Russian hybrid warfare, 
Bartoš, meanwhile, felt that “delicate responses” to Washington’s “presumptuous-
ness” were perceived by the latter as “consent”.17 Since the start of the SVO, this 
offensive posture has only become more pronounced,18 in line with the strategic the-
oretical and doctrinal developments of 2000-2010,19 as well as with the lineaments of 
the political and strategic culture of Russia’s political-military elites. “The pre-emptive 
‘special military operation’” would thus have made it possible to “thwart” Kiev’s bel-
licose plans.20 Putin spoke of a “pre-emptive response” to the aggression.21  

However, two nuances are in order. The first is that this proactive, offensive approach 
to Russian strategy, although it was gradually accepted that a calibrated, succinct use 
of armed force could contribute to this, was not limited to the military dimension, 
and was even less consistent with the conduct of a long, high-intensity armed strug-
gle.22 Secondly, the preventive nature of the “special military operation” did not nec-
essarily convince military elites, partly due to a lack of reliable intelligence.23 The as-
sessment of the failed pre-emptive SVO was therefore accompanied by two issues: 
the non-military side of deterrence and the importance of intelligence.  

Non-military deterrence and bypassing 

The deputy head of the GŠ’s National Defense Management Center (NCUO), Vice 
admiral Kalganov, thus mentions that the “central element of strategic deterrence” at 
the “early stage [...], before conflict”, is not “intimidation through the threat of de-
struction”, but first and foremost a “global impact” on the “cognitive space” and the 
“leadership behavior of the potential enemy” in the face of “red lines”.24 “Deploying 
and moving troops in threatening directions toward the borders of the Russian Fed-
eration” is not enough; it is also necessary to “apply effective non-military measures,” 
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“Ocenka vliâniâ političeskogo faktora na upravlenie nacionalʹnoj oboronoj Rossijskoj Federacii”, Voennaâ 
Mysl’, n°9, 2022, p. 14. 
19 Op. cit., D. Minic: Pensée et culture stratégiques russes: du contournement de la lutte armée à la guerre en Ukraine, pp. 
127−128. 
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as stipulated in the 2014 Military Doctrine, argue some theorists, who deem non-
military measures “high priority”.25 It is stressed that “measures taken to deter aggres-
sion by demonstrating the capabilities of armed force should also be supported by 
coordinated actions and operations” in the fields of mental and economic confronta-
tion, with “appropriate political-diplomatic coverage”.26 

The theorization of bypassing is at the heart of these reflections, which often indi-
rectly question the flaws of SVO. Bypassing continues to come to the fore.27 Non-
military means “in some cases significantly exceed the force of arms in achieving po-
litical and strategic objectives”, claim the theorists, who skillfully draw on GŠ head 
Valeri Gerasimov to support this idea.28 But it’s also the sequencing of the use of 
military force – a crucial element in the theorization of bypassing – that was discussed 
after the invasion. The deputy head of the VAGŠ and the head of the CVSI pointed 
out that the order of targets had changed in military conflicts (with the enemy’s armed 
forces in last place), that the aggressor must “use military force against a weakened 
enemy”, that the aim was no longer to “destroy as much of the enemy’s military force 
as possible” but to “create the conditions for its use to be ineffective”.29 This allows 
“political objectives to be achieved without major military battles” and represents the 
“only way to achieve your objectives without major losses”, they add, at a time when 
the Russian army is mired in a war of attrition in Ukraine.30 A major trend in the 
evolution of 21st-century conflicts is the “revision of the nature of the term ‘victory’”, 
asserts the head of the VAGŠ, Zarudnickij: under “current geopolitical conditions”, 
the opponent’s “complete defeat” and the “destruction of its vital and production 
infrastructure” are “not always necessary”; “otherwise, the victory will have to invest 
substantial resources in restoring it, which, naturally, is not desirable for him”.31  

The head of the CVSI, Smolovyj, said no different at the Academy of Military Sci-
ences’ roundtable on war in mid-2022: the “informational factor” makes it possible 
to achieve political goals “without the use” of “military force”, so that in the “under-
standing of war”, this factor can “prevail”; “occupying” the enemy’s territory and 
“seizing” its resources is “secondary” to establishing “overall strategic control” over 
the “consciousness” of the target country’s population and obtaining “full power over 
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the future of the conquered state”.32 The war “pattern” mentioned above is still con-
sidered relevant at the end of 2022.33 

The Russian state tried to implement the ideas of bypassing before and within the 
framework of SVO. Two problems arose, however. Firstly, Moscow greatly overesti-
mated the effectiveness of bypassing, that is the ability of non-military and indirect 
military means and methods to achieve decisive objectives. This point, however es-
sential, is not debated by the military-political elite. Secondly, Russia’s politico-military 
leaders have overestimated their own ability to implement bypassing, which requires, 
among other things, reliable forecasting and intelligence. This aspect, too, has been at 
least partly discussed. 

Forecasting and intelligence 

Very revealingly, general Zarudnitškij explained that Russian military science had to 
“form correct forecasts” for solving tasks, “including those of a preventive nature”.34 
“Anticipatory thinking” enables to choose the “most effective and timely forms and 
methods of striking the enemy”, including “preventively”, adds Colonel Bartoš.35 En-
suring this “anticipatory thinking” means “carefully” studying the strategic culture of 
the enemy state, as well as the “specificities” of the “mentality” of its population. 
“Preempting” the enemy’s actions is only possible with a “permanent” forecast of the 
evolution of the situation, which makes it possible to obtain “reliable information 
from intelligence services”, an “indispensable” condition for “justifying the advisabil-
ity of carrying out preventive strategic strikes against the enemy”.  

Military-political forecasting is often based on the “intuition and experience of the 
decision-maker”, on the “justification of presuppositions”, on “hope” and “faith”, 
and is therefore subjective, whereas it should promote “scientific forecasting of the 
evolution of the situation”, “permanent information watch and expertise”, claims 
General Korjevski, Head of the Military Institute (National Defense Management) of 
the VAGŠ.36 The assessment of forecasting specialists, whose “subjective opinion” 
often prevails, leads to “miscalculations” and “errors in assessing the situation”, and 
“negatively affects the decisions taken”, adds Colonel Gnilomjodov, lead advisor to 
Gerasimov.37 An “objective assessment” would give a “correct” idea of the “balance 
of power and the real potential of deterrence”. We need to be able to “reveal the 
causes” of the escalation of a situation into a military threat “as early as possible”, and 
to “identify” the “military potential” of malicious actors, warn officers almost a year 
after the costly SVO was launched: “any delay” in this respect is “unacceptable” as it 
generates a “waste of resources that will have to be deployed to neutralize emerging 
threats to military security”.38 
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These elites, though capable of genuine reflexivity, fail to realize that their way of 
thinking (denial of chance and individual autonomy, determinism, the feeling that 
everything is interconnected and often hidden...) has greatly hampered their under-
standing of international realities and played a central role in the failure of the SVO. 
Nor do they understand that this way of thinking prevents them from questioning 
(and even cultivates) the core beliefs that blind them. If Russia’s political-military elites 
have shown serious failings in their ability to foresee and understand certain strategic 
realities, it is first and foremost because they are marked by beliefs that distance them 
from objective reality. At the heart of these elites’ cognitive frameworks is the West, 
from which, through which and against which they continue to define the world and 
Russia. 

The reasons for the SVO: the historic fight to the death with the West 

The special “pre-emptive” military operation, although launched against Ukraine, was 
also and above all directed against the West, with which Russia’s military-political 
elites believe they are in a life-and-death struggle. Historically shared amongst Russia’s 
political-military elites, this idea has had major consequences not only for Russian 
foreign policy in the broad sense, but also for its strategic thinking, doctrine and prac-
tice: (allegedly) the victim of an indirect war brilliantly waged by the West, a supposed 
master of the art, Russia had to respond with the same means, and what is more, by 
drawing truncated inspiration from alleged Western concepts and indirect strategies. 
The theorization of bypassing and its deleterious applications, such as the SVO, were 
partly the fruit of this relationship of rejection (but also fascination) with the West. In 
the eyes of Russia’s military elites, Ukraine, whose they deny autonomy of thought 
and action, occupies a secondary place in the ongoing war.39 The initial failure of the 
SVO and its consequences did not prompt Russia’s military elites to revise their ap-
proach to the West. Quite the contrary, in fact. 

An ontologically anti-Russian West 

Radically hostile perception of the West is deeply entrenched among military and po-
litico-military elites. Colonel Tšekinov and general Bogdanov, both leading figures of 
post-Soviet Russian military theory and former heads of the CVSI (respectively in 
1990-1995 and 2009-2017) asserted in 2017: the “West will only be able to reassure 
itself when [Russia] and its people will be reduced to a state worthy of mockery and 
contempt”.40 The West, which has “preciously nurtured” a historic “hatred” against 
Moscow,41 would like to see the Russians “walking with outstretched hands, selling 
their natural resources [and] their intelligence”.42 The “manic ambition of the United 
States” is considered the most dangerous factor in international relations.43 “The 
more concessions we have made to them, the more impudent they have become”, 

                                                 

 
39 Op. cit., D. Minic: “La guerre en Ukraine dans la pensée militaire russe: leçons politico-stratégiques”, 
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43 Op. cit., Čekinov, Bogdanov: “Military Strategy: Looking Ahead”, pp. 24−25.  
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concluded the late General Gareev in 2015.44 In the eyes of Russia’s military elites, the 
idea of a struggle to the death between the West and Russia, that essential matrix of 
post-Soviet Russian strategic thinking, has been reinforced by the West’s hostility to 
Moscow’s expansionist designs in Ukraine. 

Over the years, this historical death struggle allegedly waged by the West has been 
analyzed in genocidal terms, and its civilizational character has gained weight in as-
sessments – without, however, replacing the entrenched idea of Western greed for 
natural resources.45 The aim is not to seize Russian resources and territory, Šojgu's 

advisor Ilʹnickij believes in 2022; the West simply wants the “eradication of the Rus-
sians as a people and a civilization”.46 The West will try to “finish what it started” and 
not make the same mistake as in 1991; “the Russian people cannot back down [...]. 
We just have to win”, he asserted in 2023.47 It’s Russia’s “existence” as a “sovereign 
state” that’s at stake, and even that of “Russian civilization”.48  

At one time, the idea of a rapprochement, even a very close one, with the West was 
relayed among military elites. In 2005, Tšekinov’s predecessor at the head of the 
CVSI, general Ostankov, opposed the “fanciful” idea of Russia becoming “a bastion 
of all anti-American forces” and considered that “the long-term interest of the Rus-
sian Federation [was] to maximize convergence with the European Union, to enter a 
common economic and political space”.49 Also in 2016, general Klimenko, one of the 
inspirers of Military Doctrine 2000, who justified its anti-Western orientation at the 
time, urged that “suspicion of the United States” should not “turn into an obses-
sion”.50 Seven years later, in 2023, the previously rare nuances are no longer relevant: 
the United States and its allies “will never accept the existence on the planet of a state 
and a society” whose “values” and “mentality” contradict “radically” their own.51 Ba-
sically, “no one should have any illusions that it would be possible to reach an agree-
ment with the West, let alone be friends.”52 

For Russia’s military elites, this struggle to the death is driven by the West’s desire to 
maintain its claim to world domination. The SVO is also seen as a means of complet-
ing a dying hegemony and accelerating the creation of a new world order, seen as 
inescapable. 
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The collapse of the West and the advent of a new world 

For Russia’s military elite, the West, led by Washington, is pursuing the same relentless 
goal: “complete world domination”.53 In their minds, the United States and the West 
in general are trying to maintain the unipolar world order at all costs, which they rule 
“in a totalitarian way”54, with omnipotence and omniscience. Globalization is a “war 
of a new kind [...] initiated by the West”, Čekinov and Bogdanov asserted in 2017.55 

In this way, the SVO aims to reduce American influence in Europe and hasten the 
advent of a multipolar order, “safe”56, representing the “diversity of nations” willed 
by “God”57, and above all inescapable, but delayed by the West, the demiurgic genius 
that has succeeded in mastering the evolution of the world58. “Modern reality is not 
the result of the natural development of historical events”, claims colonel and NCUO 
expert Ždanov, who adds that London and Washington, in the “context of the trans-
formation of the world order”, are trying to “remain the world hegemon indefinitely” 
and “suck all the resources they need from their vassals”.59 In recent years, the United 
States has been “increasingly active” in opposing the formation of a multipolar sys-
tem,60 the prospect of which arouses “the greatest irritation and discontent”.61 They 
are equipping Ukraine with “modern weapons” in order to “continue the bloodshed”, 
precisely because they do not want to give up their hegemony, “maintained for cen-
turies”.62  

Russia’s military elites are convinced: The West’s days are numbered. This is evi-
denced by the “shameful flight” of the Americans from Afghanistan,63 these “van-
dals”64 representing a West built on the “plundering of the whole world”65. Aware of 
its “declining strength” and its “long, costly and inglorious failures” in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan, Washington has decided to “moderate [its] appetite” by focusing on proxy 
wars.66 The United States, in the context of the “dismantling of Anglo-Saxon 
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hegemony”, is “losing its moral and political leadership”.67 In the “existential con-
frontation underway”, the West’s main weakness is identified: it is “its boastful sense 
of superiority over the rest of the world, [...] which it does not hesitate to demon-

strate”.68 But the West’s dominance is now only formal, Ilʹnickij asserted before Feb-
ruary 24, 2022, with the WASPs experiencing a “catastrophic decline in their pas-
sionarity”, combined with a deep economic crisis and civilizational collapse; Russia, 
he added, is militarily superior to the West.69  

It was within these cognitive frameworks, which remained largely unchanged after 
February 24, that SVO emerged.  

The United States was waging a “proxy war”70 against Russia in Ukraine, seeking to 
push the two states into a “bloody battle”71, Russian military elites explained before 
the invasion. The (classic) idea that the United States needed a war (in this case, “by 
proxy”) to pull the West out of its economic and civilizational crisis was shared before 
the invasion. It was a way for the West to avoid the “collapse of the unipolar world”, 
explained Captain Ol'štynskij after the invasion.72 Despite this shared belief, as we 
have seen, the need for Moscow to take a proactive stance against the West and 
Ukraine was increasingly justified. The SVO was a “logical response” to the West’s 
initiatives in the former USSR and against Russia, making the latter the “vanguard” 
of the fight against the “colonial” unipolar world.73 This operation is “not only” di-
rected “against Nazi ideology”, it is “also” a response to US attempts to maintain the 
“existing Western-led world order”.74 It is in fact the “most powerful catalyst” for the 
“accelerated [forced] transformation of the world order”,75 the means to “end the 
West’s proxy war” in Ukraine.76 Basically, Moscow has been forced to use force: the 
war in Ukraine was “provoked and manipulated by Washington between the United 
States and Russia via Ukraine”.77  

Conclusion 

The “special military operation” is a pre-emptive (in fact, preventive) operation in line 
with post-Soviet Russian strategic thinking, and in particular with the concept of stra-
tegic deterrence, which gradually favoured pre-emptive actions. However, this offen-
sive understanding of strategic deterrence – a concept that illustrates the theorization 
of the bypassing of armed struggle – was not aimed at starting a war of the kind seen 
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in Ukraine, but at effective non-military and indirect military actions, and, if necessary, 
succinct and limited direct military actions. This is why Russian military elites have 
stressed the importance of the non-military dimension of strategic deterrence and 
recalled the foundations of the theorization of bypassing, without, however, acknowl-
edging that SVO is the fruit of this theorization. Moreover, the initial failure of the 
SVO cruelly demonstrated the shortcomings of the Russian army, which suffered 
heavily from the forecasting, intelligence and planning failures of the Russian military-
political leadership; this was emphasized by the military elites. 

One of the main sources of these failures are the traditional beliefs of the Russian 
elites, which tend to distance them from objective reality, and in which the omnipo-
tent, omniscient and ontologically anti-Russian West, waging a death struggle against 
Russia, occupies a central place. At the same time, these elites have convinced them-
selves that the arrogant West and the unipolar order at its head are on the brink of 
collapse. To avoid it, Washington, London and their allies would thus intensify their 
strategy of weakening Russia, as in Ukraine, where they supposedly wage a proxy war 
to push Moscow against Kiev. The SVO was seen as a means of completing this dying 
hegemony, thwarting (alleged) Western plans and precipitating the advent of a new 
multipolar world order perceived as inescapable. Since February 24, the military elites 
have aggravated the terms of this existential struggle, while implicitly acknowledging, 
as they did at the time of the invasion of Georgia in 2008, that Moscow had fallen 
into the trap set by the West.78 This constitutes a form of criticism, which at the time 
also led to promote the theorization of bypassing. 

If post-February 24 Russian strategic thinking remains rich and displays real continu-
ities, it remains moving, capable of reflexivity and (often indirectly) criticism. How-
ever, this thinking is silent or almost silent on essential points that the SVO experience 
should invite Russia’s military elites to evaluate, from the assessment of the theoriza-
tion of bypassing to the disastrous and cyclical results of anti-Western tropism, not to 
mention the effects this war will have on the strategy, doctrine, organization and tasks 
of the Russian army in the medium and long term. 
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3  

CULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS OF RUSSIAN MILITARY LEAD-
ERSHIP: IT’S INFLUENCE ON MILITARY OPERATIONS IN 
UKRAINE 

Juan Carlos Antunez Moreno 

he presentation by Juan Carlos Antunez Moreno in the Russia Seminar 2024 
can be found on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://youtu.be/P8VA1bT8ADs starting from 1:26:20. 

Introduction 

Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine began on February 24, 2022, various deficien-
cies have been evident in the Russian Armed Forces that have significantly affected 
military operations in that country (Atlantic Council military fellows, 2022).  

Before the invasion of Ukraine began, everything seemed to favour Russia when it 
came to defeating the Ukrainian troops, occupying Kyiv, and establishing a pro-Rus-
sian government. The Russian troops were much more numerous than the Ukrainian 
ones and their military technology much more advanced. Russia's GDP is almost ten 
times that of its neighbor and its population almost triples that of Ukraine. Hardly 
anyone believed that Ukraine could stop or at least slow down a conventional Russian 
offensive (Kagan and Clark, 2022). 

Today it seems clear that the Kremlin and the Russian armed forces greatly overesti-
mated their own capabilities and totally underestimated Ukraine's military abilities and 
the resistance capabilities of its population (Konaev and Beliakova, 2022). 

For decades, analysts and policy makers have overestimated the capabilities of the 
Russian armed forces. In part, this error has been due to a lack of credible infor-
mation. Although the Russian army (and the former Soviet one) have been involved 
in different conflicts, in few of them have they faced a well-armed adversary willing 
to fight, whether in Afghanistan, Georgia or Syria. In Russia, the assessment of mili-
tary capabilities has been hampered or even impeded by propaganda and repression. 
On the other hand, in the West this analysis has been based almost entirely on quan-
titative data and information on weapons systems (tanks, planes and missiles) and the 
raw number of soldiers, and not on qualitative characteristics that frequently deter-
mine success or failure in the battlefield (Barany, 2023).  

As stated by the United Kingdom Ministry of Defence, “a combination of poor low-
level tactics, limited air cover, a lack of flexibility and a command approach which is 
prepared to reinforce failure and repeat mistakes” (Axe, 2022) has led to a high casu-
alty rate. From the Kremlin down to the front-line Russian invasion of Ukraine has 
shown poor leadership at every level. Some of these deficiencies are related to cultural 
and historical aspects of Russian leadership.  

The Russian armed forces have turned out to be deficient in many qualitative aspects. 
They lack highly trained officers and non-commissioned officers who have proven to 

T 
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be essential in the best armies in the world. Depending largely on the conscription 
(which is distributed unequally in the different sectors, classes and regions of the 
country), they suffer from low morale and low commitment of the troops. Many of 
the brightest and most educated young Russians have avoided serving their country 
or even abandoned it. Another multiplying factor of these shortcomings is pervasive 
corruption, which hinders or prevents the innovation, adaptability and versatility nec-
essary on the modern battlefield (Barany, 2023). 

Based on Hofstede's model, this article begins by attempting to analyse the cultural 
characteristics of Russian society that influence the Russian political and military lead-
ership style. The study examines the leadership patterns of President Vladimir Putin 
and his influence on the Russian political-military leadership. This study also tries to 
analyse how these cultural characteristics of leadership have affected the actions of 
the Russian generals and have hindered Russian military operations in Ukraine. 

Theoretical framework: Cultural characteristics of Russian society 
according to professor Geert Hofstede’s model  

The modern culture of Russian society is determined by three sets of factors: first, 
traditional Russian characteristics developed over centuries of history; second, the 
influence of totalitarianism during much of the 20th century; and third, the rapid and 
radical changes that occurred during the 1990s and early 2000s (Grachev 2006). These 
factors have heavily affected Russian leadership and management style. 

Professor Geert Hofstede carried out one of the most extensive studies on how the 
cultural characteristics of a society influence its social relations, including the activities 
of leadership and management. 

The webpage Hofstede Inside (https://www.hofstede-insights.com/) provides a tool 
that not only allows to find the cultural characteristics of the society of a given coun-
try, but also provides the possibility of comparing these characteristics in different 
countries. 

According to Hofstede Inside, “culture is the collective mental programming of the human mind 
distinguishing one group of people from another.” These programming “influences the pat-
terns of thinking which are reflected in the meaning people attach to various aspects 
of life and which become crystallised in the institutions of a society.” Culture does 
not imply that everyone in a given society is programmed in the same way; differences 
among the values of individuals in one country tend to be bigger than the value dif-
ferences between countries. Nevertheless, “we can still use such country scores based on the 
law of the big numbers, and on the fact, most of us are strongly influenced by social control.”1 

Let us now look at a comparison of the values of Hofstede's six dimensions in Russian 
and American societies. 

                                                 

 
1 It is important to highlight that statements about countries are generalisations and should be inter-
preted relative to other countries. Only with comparison a country score is meaning ful. 
https://www.hofstede-insights.com/ 
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Table 1. Russia / United States comparison according to Hofstede’s Model.2 

It is easy to see at a glance the great differences that exist in the values of the Hofstede 
dimensions in both societies. Let us enumerate and describe them briefly now, paying 
special attention to those factors which influence management and leadership style: 

a) Power distance: Russia (scoring 93) is a nation where power holders are very 
distant in society. This is underlined by the fact that the largest country in the world 
is extremely centralized. Economy is a good example of this: 2/3 of all foreign invest-
ments go into Moscow where also 80% of all financial potential is concentrated. The 
huge discrepancy between the less and the more powerful people leads to a great 
importance of status symbols. Behaviour has to reflect and represent the status roles 
in all areas of business interactions: be it visits, negotiations or cooperation; the ap-
proach should be top-down and provide clear mandates for any task. Power distance 
in the United States is very different (scoring 40). Within American organizations, 
hierarchy is established for convenience, superiors are accessible and managers rely 
on individual employees and teams for their expertise. Both managers and employees 
expect to be consulted and information is shared frequently. This factor will have a 
capital importance for military leadership and management style in both countries.  

b) Individualism: In Russian society (scoring 39), family, friends and not seldom the 
neighbourhood are extremely important to get along with everyday life’s challenges. 
Russian society presents a high degree of interdependence among its members. Rela-
tionships are crucial in obtaining information, getting introduced or successful nego-
tiations. They need to be personal, authentic and trustful before one can focus on 
tasks and build on a careful to the recipient, rather implicit communication style. The 
United is considered one of the most individualistic countries in the world (scoring 
91). Subordinates are valued primarily on the basis of individual success. They are 
expected to be self-reliant and display initiative. Hiring, promotion and decisions are 
based on merit or evidence of what one has done or can do.  

                                                 

 
2 https://www.hofstede-insights.com/country-comparison-tool?countries=russia%2Cunited+states  
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c) Masculinity: Russia scores relatively low in this dimension (36). Russians at work-
place as well as when meeting a stranger rather understate their personal achieve-
ments, contributions or capacities. They talk modestly about themselves and scien-
tists, researchers or doctors are most often expected to live on a very modest standard 
of living. Dominant behaviour might be accepted when it comes from the boss, but 
is not appreciated among peers. In the United States (scoring 62) behaviour in school, 
work, and play are based on the shared values that people should “strive to be the 
best they can be” and that “the winner takes all”. As a result, Americans will tend to 
display and talk freely about their “successes” and achievements in life. Being suc-
cessful per se is not the great motivator in American society, but being able to show 
one’s success Many American assessment systems are based on precise target setting, 
by which American employees can show how well a job they did. There exists a “can-
do” mentality, which creates a lot of dynamism in the society, as it is believed that 
there is always the possibility to do things in a better way. Typically, Americans “live 
to work” so that they can obtain monetary rewards and therefore attain higher status 
based on how good one can be. Thus, it is important to evaluate how your company 
should incentivize employees. Moreover, in the United States there is an admiration 
for strength and toughness to improve results and achieve the goals.  

d) Uncertainty avoidance: (Scoring 95) Russians feel very much threatened by am-
biguous situations, as well as they have established one of the most complex bureau-
cracies in the world. Presentations are either not prepared, e.g. when negotiations are 
being started and the focus is on the relationship building, or extremely detailed and 
well prepared. In addition, detailed planning and briefing is very common. Russians 
prefer to have context and background information. In the United States society 
(scoring 46), there is a fair degree of acceptance for new ideas, innovative products 
and a willingness to try something new or different, whether it pertains to technology, 
business practices or food. Americans tend to be more tolerant of ideas or opinions 
from anyone and allow the freedom of expression. At the same time, Americans do 
not require a lot of rules and are less emotionally expressive than higher-scoring cul-
tures.  

e) Long term orientation: The fifth dimension associates the connection of the past 
with the current and future actions/challenges. (With a very high score of 81) Russia 
is definitely a country with a pragmatic mind-set. In societies with a pragmatic orien-
tation, people believe that truth depends very much on situation, context and time. 
They show an ability to adapt traditions easily to changed conditions, a strong pro-
pensity to save and invest thriftiness and perseverance in achieving results. A lower 
degree of this index (short-term) indicates that traditions are honoured and kept, while 
steadfastness is valued. The United States scores normative on the fifth dimension 
with a low score (26). American businesses measure their performance on a short-
term basis, with profit and loss statements being issued on a quarterly basis. This also 
drives individuals to strive for quick results within the work place. 

f) Indulgence: The restrained nature of Russian culture is easily visible through its 
very low score on this dimension (20) societies with a low score in this dimension 
have a tendency to cynicism and pessimism. In addition, in contrast to indulgent so-
cieties, restrained societies do not put much emphasis on leisure time and control the 
gratification of their desires. People with this orientation have the perception that 
their actions are restrained by social norms and feel that indulging themselves is some-
what wrong. The United States is an indulgent society (68) with a score of 68. In an 
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indulgent society, employees are likely to value both personal and professional success 
equally. Americans always want to reward themselves for the hard work they do which 
reflects the popular phrase “work hard, play hard”.  

The Russian political-military leadership: lessons from Ukraine 

When it comes to matching or competing with the West, Russia has always used a 
type of highly centralized state to develop its national capabilities. The worst thing 
about this type of approach is that in most cases this dynamic has ended with the 
conflation of the state itself with the figure of an almost all-powerful leader, who has 
imposed a totally personalist leader (Remnick, 2022). 

President Vladimir Putin is a political leader who has undeniably had a great impact 
on his country and the rest of the world. To this end, it has exercised a type of auto-
cratic, transactional, and closed leadership. He has created a cult of personality, crush-
ing the opposition and freedom of the press, approving laws against sedition and 
defamation against the state, sacralising and idealizing the past and the Russian tradi-
tional and religious values, and largely employing propaganda, espionage, and the 
threat or use of military power (Chowdhury, 2019). 

Since his return to the Russian presidency in 2012, President Putin has embraced the 
old Soviet concept that Russia is surrounded and threatened by enemies and that there 
are agents inside the country who collaborate with those adversaries. The increase in 
Russian nationalist sentiment and general antipathy towards the West has been devel-
oping since the mid-2000s, experiencing an exponential increase since 2014 with the 
annexation of Crimea and the start of the armed conflict in the Donbas region. This 
fact has produced a gigantic increase in the Russian defence budget and a series of 
structural reforms in the armed forces (Gresh, 2021). 

President Putin also exercises leadership of an ideological type that promises his fol-
lowers to return to a golden age of the past, where all needs were supposedly covered 
by a strong and centralized state and where Russia's prestige as a world power was 
indisputable. To achieve this goal, President Putin tries to show in his person all the 
values that he considers Russia represents: power, history, and imperialism (Hunter 
and Scott, 2022).  

Russia today is still in the process of leaving the ideological vacuum that resulted from 
the Soviet Union’s collapse. What is emerging in its stead is a selective puzzle of the 
past that mixes Orthodox imagery with Soviet triumphalism, combined with an in-
creasingly inward-looking nationalism. The Russian society is embracing an increas-
ingly conservative and nationalistic ideology. The new ideology is based on a deliber-
ate recycling of archaic forms of mass consciousness. Ideology in Russia is a mass 
product that is easy to absorb; it is legitimized by constant references to the past, 
glorious traditions, and occasionally fictional historical events (Antunez, 2017). 

President Putin is a strict and totally task-focused person and is obsessively influenced 
by his ideology and by his vision of Russia and the world. These characteristics greatly 
influence his leadership style. President Putin earned the respect of his supporters by 
keeping his promises and staying true to his ideas. He is perceived as a leader who 
supports and helps his allies and friends and when he decides, he stays true to that 
decision whatever the obstacles that come his way. 
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Influenced by the collapse of the Soviet Union, president Putin has tried to restore 
the importance of the role of the state since coming to power, based on a tradition 
that identifies that state as the highest aspiration of society and the only possibility of 
its own survival in adversity situations. 

The system developed and imposed by President Vladimir Putin is a closed and per-
sonalist regime where personal relations stand out, even above the traditional, com-
plex, and enormous Russian bureaucracy. This fact can also be transferred, with cer-
tain nuances, to the military leadership. The Russian Defense Minister has almost 
absolute power over the armed forces, subject only to the will and decisions of a single 
person: The President of Russia. The Russian command and control system depends 
almost completely on a highly hierarchical vertical structure, in which superior officers 
have a very high degree of authority over their subordinates (Shamiev, 2021). 

President Putin is a strict and totally task-focused person and is obsessively influenced 
by his ideology and by his vision of Russia and the world. These characteristics greatly 
influence his leadership style. President Putin earned the respect of his supporters by 
keeping his promises and staying true to his ideas. He is perceived as a leader who 
supports and helps his allies and friends and when he makes a decision, he stays true 
to it, whatever the obstacles that come his way. The closest members of his team are 
loyal to him because he is a strong leader and makes them feel strong too. But those 
team members also know perfectly well that they can be reprimanded and punished 
if they lack loyalty to the leader or simply express different opinions about important 
issues (Whitmore, 2016). 

The Russian military leadership has had to contend with a number of obstacles in 
civil-military relations: the military's general rejection of reforms; the various military 
clans of the different branches and services that fight to maintain and increase the 
rights and privileges of each organization; corruption; the weakness or the total lack 
of existence of feedback mechanisms from the lower echelons; the special political 
status of the huge industrial sector related to defence and the consequent politiciza-
tion of acquisitions and renovations of military material; and the lack of motivation 
of a large part of Russian society to join the armed forces, after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union and the traumatic military campaigns in Afghanistan and Chechnya 
(Shamiev 2011). 

Leaders who are perceived as strong and omniscient have characterized the historical 
development of leadership in Russia. For an important part of the Russian people, 
these leaders are the only people who could provide the rules and regulations and set 
the direction to achieve the greatest goals (McCarthy, D. et al., 2008). The persistence 
of this type of controlling and transactional leadership with deep historical roots has 
provoked a resistance to change that continues to hamper reforms in many Russian 
institutions, including the military.  

Russian military culture has deep historical roots and is profoundly conservative. De-
spite this, it is also fluid and adapts and responds to the new challenges of each era. 
This culture is transformed through the successive reforms in the armed forces, in-
fluenced by political-military interactions, as well as the experiences and lessons iden-
tified and learned in previous armed conflicts (Baev 2019). 

During the time of President Putin, the military leadership has become gradually more 
subordinate to the Kremlin, presenting in turn an increasingly pragmatic approach, 
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and bending to the President's decisions. It is impossible today to imagine any criti-
cism or even a comment by a high-ranking officer of the armed forces that has not 
been previously approved by the Russian head of government. This total subordina-
tion of the military to the political establishment makes the process of monitoring and 
evaluating the armed forces very difficult (Shamiev 2021). 

This style is reflective of the Soviet Era. Strict rules are accompanied by fear and 
rewards and are used to control discipline. This continues to be a common leadership 
style in non-entrepreneurial Russian organizations (McCarthy, Puffer and Darda, 
2010) 

President Putin has used other means to increase political control over the Armed 
forces. One of these tools is the reinstatement of political officers in the military ranks, 
reminiscent of the Soviet period (Kennan, 2021). This structure of political officers is 
embedded in all units and at all levels, from the company level to the military district 
command, to ensure that all members of the armed forces identify with and share the 
ideology of the regime (Golts, 2018). 

In the process of centralization and control of the armed forces, President Putin has 
resorted to another important tool: religion. When President Vladimir Putin came to 
power, he realized the potential of the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC), which 
shared his views of Russia’s role in the world and began to work toward strengthening 
its role in Russia, home of the world’s largest Orthodox community (officially num-
bered at some 100 million believers). The patriarch of Moscow, Archbishop Kirill, 
and Russian President Vladimir Putin, have cemented an alliance for the pursuit of 
common values at home and abroad. These shared values can be characterized as 
openly traditionalist, conservative, anti-Western and anti-globalist (Antunez, 2017). 

President Vladimir Putin and the ROC share a sacralised vision of Russian national 
identity and exceptionalism. According to their vision, Russia is neither Western nor 
Asian, but rather a unique society representing a unique set of values which are be-
lieved to be divinely inspired (Antunez, 2017). The Russian armed forces have not 
remained aloof from this symbiosis between state and church, and the importance of 
religion and religious leaders in its structure has increased enormously in recent years. 
A strong proof of this situation is the recent construction of an impressive cathedral 
of the Russian armed forces (Peck, 2018). 

The existence of a structure of political, ideological, and religious indoctrination in 
the armed forces, parallel to the military chain of command, is a typical element of 
authoritarian regimes and makes leadership autonomy and decision-making decen-
tralization more difficult.  

The analysis of the relations that President Putin maintains with the Minister of De-
fense and his General Staff is especially relevant. The “Commander-in-Chief”, Presi-
dent Putin, makes important decisions within the Ministry of Defense. Defence Min-
ister, Sergey Shoigu, is a kind of "project manager" who facilitates the execution of 
these decisions of the leader. Chief of Staff, Valery Gerasimov, is another project 
manager who executes the tasks delegated by the Minister. Both military leaders have 
expressed their admiration for the "fundamental decisions" of the Commander in 
Chief and their fidelity to him for the trust he has placed in them (Diaz Robredo, 
2022). 
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As in other areas of Russian politics, all information about critical defence issues is 
shared between President Putin and a narrow circle of close associates. All important 
decisions are made within that narrow group. There are hardly any significant checks 
and balances to the Presidential power of Vladimir Putin and his closest collaborators 
(Hill, 2016). 

Decisions made before and during the invasion of Ukraine have revealed some be-
haviours that suggest the effects of groupthink bias. One of these effects is the "illu-
sion of invulnerability" that leads the group to take risks with more confidence when 
it comes to achieving an objective than if they did it individually. If the supreme leader 
and each one of the members of the military leadership decide that the plan is correct, 
nothing can stop the team, they will have luck in their favour and the plan will be 
successful (Diaz Robredo, 2022). 

Another consequence of group thinking is the tendency to a unanimous vision of the 
problem to be faced: the belief of unanimity. The cohesion between the members of 
the group, the admiration and commitment to the leader and the search for common 
goals cause a tendency to avoid disagreements. In this way, individual critical thinking 
is eliminated and replaced by the shared belief that everyone thinks in a similar way 
(Diaz Robredo, 2022). 

Despite its sophisticated weaponry and multitude of a priori advantages, Russia has 
faced many strategic, operational, and tactical failures in Ukraine, due to faulty plan-
ning assumptions, totally unrealistic time frames, and unattainable goals. All this mo-
tivated by a poor leadership style (Massicot, 2022). 

Regardless of the reforms of the last decade and the growing importance of uncon-
ventional methods in Russian military doctrine, there are some aspects that have not 
changed in the Russian armed forces, including the style of leadership (Tavenier, 
2021). The local and global context has changed but not the methods and the Russian 
military leadership continues in its tradition of an authoritarian and centralized style. 

In this context, little varied or diversified hypotheses are provided when evaluating 
and making decisions. Personal doubts, discrepancies or divergent views are consid-
ered a lack of loyalty to the group, an obstacle to the achievement of objectives and a 
threat to internal cohesion (Diaz Robredo, 2022). 

Another consequence of the centralized leadership style where decision-making oc-
curs within a small group of highly cohesive people is the "stereotyped view". This 
bias causes the adversary or the circumstances to be considered less decisive than they 
really are for the achievement of the mission. In the case of the invasion of Ukraine, 
the stereotyped vision has caused errors when estimating international reactions, the 
determination and courage of the armed forces and the Ukrainian people, or the cha-
risma of President Zelenski (Diaz Robredo, 2022). 

Today, the leadership style exercised by Russian generals, mirrors that of their su-
preme commander, President Putin, and is entirely task-motivated and goal-focused 
(Northouse, 2007, p. 114). This type of leadership is authoritarian and makes its de-
cisions without paying attention to the opinions of its subordinates (Maniei, 2016). 

Military leadership is vested with authority emanating from the president and employs 
it in a merciless manner by confronting any perceived enemies of the system (Sza-
konyi, 2017) and rewarding or punishing his subordinates (Northouse, 2007, p. 115). 
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The Russian military command provides its subordinates with highly structured and 
detailed tasks that must be executed to the letter, leaving little room for interpretation 
or personal initiative (Northouse, 2007, p. 115). 

Some Western sources have even suggested that President Putin and the Commander 
of the Russian Armed Forces, General Valery Gerasimov, are personally involved in 
tactical decisions in the Ukraine war, something that should be carried out by colonels 
or brigadiers (Sabbagh, 2022). 

As General David Petraeus points out, since the beginning of the invasion, the Rus-
sian forces have shown a series of weaknesses. Among these weaknesses, inadequate 
planning and totally inaccurate intelligence estimates stand out. For the purpose of 
this document, it is necessary to highlight the Russian inability to execute the most 
basic tasks. This has prevented them from carrying out joint operations between the 
different branches and services (Bergen, 2022). Russian armoured formations have 
no coordination with air assets and have run forward of artillery support while sticking 
to the roads. This has led to horrendous casualties (Balestrieri, 2022). A fully central-
ized command and control system has prevented the dispersal of Russian units that 
have become too easy a target for Ukrainian troops (Bergen, 2022). 

Especially surprising is the high number of generals and commanders killed by 
Ukrainian forces on the battlefield. Some sources even point out that the Russian 
forces deployed in Russia could have even lose a fifth of their generals and senior 
commanders (Detsch, 2022)3. In addition, generals do not usually die alone. They are 
usually surrounded in their command posts by colonels and other senior officers who 
are killed or wounded alongside them. These casualties reduce Russian capacity to 
plan and execute military operations and severely diminish the morale of the troops. 

The deficiencies in the chain of command and the low level of training and experience 
of the Russian troops and the difficulty of achieving their initial objectives have forced 
generals and commanding officers to move to the front line to personally lead their 
subordinated units, placing them in a high-risk situation (Shoaib, 2022).   

A fundamental reason for these losses can also be attributed to a rigid military com-
mand structure in the Russian armed forces, inherited from Soviet times, and which 
has survived despite recent reforms. In the Russian armed forces, generals have full 
authority to make decisions at both the strategic and tactical levels. The leadership of 
the small units is deficient, due to the lack of experience, knowledge, authority, and 
autonomy, forcing the commanders to lead from the front. This vicious cycle places 
Russian generals and commanders at greater risk than their Western counterparts 
(Bayford, 2022). 

Moreover, according to Admiral James Foggo, the Russian chain of command is a 
very threatening environment. Russian generals are always facing the sword of Dam-
ocles: "either they achieve the results expected by the higher command or they can be 
dismissed with a bang, or even worse." (Detsch, 2022). 

                                                 

 
3 Up to 2022, April 23, the tally of Russian generals killed in Ukraine was at 10, according to the Ukrainian 
intelligence Service. See: Two more Russian generals killed in Ukraine (nv.ua). 
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Senior leadership under the Putin regime follows the same principle as in the Soviet 
model. They are frequently promoted into positions of power not on their leadership 
attributes, but on their loyalty to the regime (Balestrieri, 2022).  

Many of the members of the Russian high command have come to their position 
understanding that it is far more important to show unwavering loyalty to the regime 
than to express any doubts or differing opinions (Massicot, 2022). 

The lack of a strong, consolidated, and professional corps of non-commissioned of-
ficers in the Russian armed forces, one of the backbones of Western armies, further 
complicates this situation (Bergen, 2022). 

The Russian command structure is rigid and inflexible and suspicious of the initiative 
of the subordinates. Junior officers and NCOs have traditionally been unable to ex-
ercise any kind of authority, independence, and initiative. This fact forces military 
commanders to make decisions and get involved in tasks that in Western armies are 
carried out at a lower level (Bayford, 2022). 

Russian leaders have also shown a lack of concern for the lives and well-being of its 
personnel. The Russian command makes decisions without thinking about the num-
ber of casualties and the human expenditure necessary to achieve its poorly designed 
objectives (Massicot, 2022). 

These weaknesses of the Russian armed forces related to the style of leadership and 
the setbacks suffered on the battlefield have seriously affected the morale and the 
discipline of the troops, further complicating the achievement of their objectives 
(Beardsworth, 2022).  

The lack of a non-commissioned officer corps has also forced Russian commanders 
to become involved at the front in matters of morale and discipline, such as the loot-
ing of shops and houses by poorly trained and led conscript soldiers. Many of these 
actions could be considered war crimes in the future, seriously affecting the legitimacy 
and international support for the Russian invasion (Detsch, 2022). 

All those deficiencies mentioned in this chapter are more relevant and dangerous in 
complex warfare environment and conditions. This is a self-defeating mind-set that 
lower troops´ morale and degrades combat effectiveness and will to fight (Massicor, 
2022). 

Conclusions 

Examining the cultural dimensions of Hofstede´s model in the Russian society, it is 
possible to identify some patterns of Russian political and military leadership style 
that may have affected military performance in Ukraine.  

Power Distance Index (PDI). Russia is a country with a model of centralized power 
in which those who hold it are far from the rest of society. The reflection of that 
status is reflected in all behaviors and social activities. Leadership and management 
take a top-down approach and subordinates are provided with clear and detailed in-
structions for each task. This style of leadership is evident in the Russian armed forces 
in which decision-making power is almost exclusively in the hands of Russian generals 
and senior commanders. Junior officers and non-commissioned officers have almost 
no level of autonomy and decision-making capacity, limiting themselves to carrying 
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out the detailed instructions of their superiors. This type of leadership is especially 
dangerous in uncertain situations in which the initial plans cannot be executed as ex-
pected and a high degree of flexibility is needed to redirect the situation. 

Another consequence of the high degree of centralization of command and control 
of the Russian armed forces is the high degree of involvement of generals and senior 
commanders in tasks that in Western armies would be carried out by junior officers 
and non-commissioned officers, which places them in a situation of high-risk during 
battle. This risk is even higher in an urban warfare environment. 

In addition, centralization and the consequent competition between the different 
branches and services are a huge obstacle when it comes to planning and executing 
joint operations. 

Individualism Versus Collectivism (IVC). Russian society presents a high degree 
of interdependence among its members. Family, friends, neighbours and co-workers 
are important when facing the challenges of daily life. Relationships are important in 
any facet of life and are critical when it comes to obtaining information, establishing 
and consolidating contacts, or carrying out successful negotiations. These relation-
ships must be personal, authentic, and reliable and they are an essential requirement 
before facing any task. Although this high degree of cohesion may initially seem pos-
itive, especially within the armed forces, it can also turn out to be extremely negative 
and even dangerous. When all the important decisions are made by a small group of 
people who share the same values, ideas and the same vision of the world, there is a 
risk of falling into group thinking.  

This situation is especially dangerous when any type of different opinion is eliminated, 
which can even be identified as a sign of dissidence or disloyalty, causing an overval-
uation of our possibilities and an undervaluation of those of the adversary. 

Masculinity Versus Femininity (MAS). Dominant and authoritarian behaviour is 
accepted among the Russians when it is exercised by the leader or the elite of the 
system. The armed forces are no exception. This cultural characteristic reinforces the 
previous two, consolidating a highly hierarchical and centralized leadership and deci-
sion-making system that represents a major obstacle when facing the challenges of 
modern military operations. 

Uncertainty Avoidance. The Russians feel insecure and threatened in situations of 
ambiguity and great importance is attached to extremely detailed planning, as well as 
the need for deep context and background information. The battlefield today is a 
volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous (VUCA) environment, as evidenced by 
the situation in Ukraine, where the initial plans do not work as expected and it is 
extremely difficult to have a clear and accurate vision of what is happening on the 
ground. Russian leadership style, command and control structures, and tactics and 
procedures in this kind of environment have proven highly inadequate and ineffec-
tive. 

Long Term Orientation Versus Short Term Normative Orientation (LTO). 
Russia is a country with a pragmatic mentality in which traditions and "historical 
truth" are maintained but adapted to the situation, the context, and the moment. The 
current Russian political and military leadership has tried to adapt cultural aspects of 
the Russian past, both from the tsarist and Soviet times, into the armed forces. This 
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process has produced the reintroduction and consolidation of a type of highly author-
itarian, ideological, and even messianic leadership that totally restricts initiative and 
autonomy and where military operations are subordinated to superior objectives that 
have proven to be practically unattainable and that have cost a high degree of material 
and human losses. 

Indulgence. Russian society is highly restricted by social norms and citizens have a 
high level of suffering and resistance. Despite treasuring other positive aspects when 
facing a war, in conjunction with the factors mentioned above, this characteristic also 
contains negative aspects. The acceptance of rigid and restrictive social norms and 
suffering reinforces the authoritarian and centralized Russian leadership style, which, 
aware of this fact, will continue in its efforts to achieve its objectives even if the situ-
ation turns out to be totally adverse. The decision of the Russian political and military 
leadership to invade Ukraine despite the possibility of severe international sanctions, 
the more than likely suffering of the Russian people and the high possibility of military 
losses can be seen as proof of this. 

The conclusions of this document should be complemented in the future with more 
in-depth research and analysis, including other theoretical frameworks in the cultural 
sphere and expanding it to other social and cognitive fields. Such a study would make 
it possible to assess the ability of the Russian political and military leadership to cope 
with the circumstances and demands of modern armed conflicts and evaluate the true 
capabilities of the Russian armed forces on the battlefield. 
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4  

RUSSIAN MARITIME THEORIES ON PAPER AND IN           
PRACTICE  

Essi Tarvainen 

he presentation by Essi Tarvainen in the Russia Seminar 2024 can be found 
on the FNDU YouTube-channel: https://youtu.be/P8VA1bT8ADs starting 
from 3:12. 

Introduction 

This article is a shortened version of the first part of my dissertation. I have examined 
Russian naval history in the Baltic Sea from the reign of Peter the First in the early 
18th century to the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. In this research, I have found 
patterns showing how the Russian navy has worked over the centuries but also suc-
cesses and complications including important and interesting people who have influ-
enced and developed Russian naval thinking. We might also ask ourselves the follow-
ing question: Are the old maritime theories relevant in the age of missiles and surveil-
lance technology?  

The answer is yes, at least partly. The conditions might change, and technological 
development is inevitable. The sea, however, stays the same and so do the individuals 
operating in that domain. On the other hand, Russia leans very much on historical 
rhetoric.1 As president Putin stated in his speech in Saint Petersburg on the anniver-
sary of Peter the First 9.6.2022: "Peter the Great waged the Great Northern War for 21 years. 
It would seem that he was at war with Sweden, he took something from them. He did not take 
anything from them, he returned (what was Russia's),"2 Thus, looking back at history is a vital 
component in Russian naval warfighting.  

At this point, I will also add that last year’s paper written by Dr Stephen Blank has 
contributed to the advancement of my research. Dr. Blank pointed out that the Rus-
sian navy had four goals in the war against Ukraine. Firstly, the Russian Navy’s mis-
sion was to establish a blockade in the Black Sea, secondly, supporting the army and 
the possible amphibious landing and thirdly, launching missiles at key targets. The 
fourth implicit goal was to deter NATO from participating or entering the Black Sea. 
According to Dr. Blank, Russia’s failures were several. Firstly, Russia had thus far 
(meaning a year ago) not established a central joint command. Secondly, Russians had 
poor seamanship including maintenance and logistics. This had led to the sinking of 
several Russian naval ships including the cruiser Moskva and recently missile corvette 
Ivanovets.3  

                                                 

 
1 Gudrun Persson: ”Russia and Baltic Sea Security” Available at: https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvvnh3m.7 Ann-
Sofie Dahl (ed.) Strategic challenges in the Baltic Sea region: Russia, Deterrence and Reassurance, 2018, p. 24.  
2 Vladimir Putin’s speech in St. Petersburg, Available: https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/hailing-peter-
great-putin-draws-parallel-with-mission-return-russian-lands-2022-06-09/, June 9th 2022. 
3 Stephen Blank: ” The Black Sea and beyond; an initial assessment of Russian naval strategy and operations 
in the war against Ukraine.” Available: 
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In my research, I have looked at the main battles in the Baltic Sea and the develop-
ment of the Russian Navy from Peter the First’s time 1696 to the collapse of the 
Soviet Union. My paper endevour to answer the following questions:  

1. How has Russian naval thought developed? 

2. Who are some key people in this process?  

3. What facts have caused successful periods of winning battles and vice versa: 

Can we see any patterns that lead to failure in naval operations?  

 

The Russian navy established a de facto naval blockade in the Black Sea in early Feb-
ruary 2022 before the official outbroke of the war in Ukraine. Blockade is also a key 
feature in some of the classical western naval theories, such as Sir Julian Corbett’s 
whose thoughts revolve around the concept of “command of the sea.” Corbett de-
fined command of the sea as “control of the maritime communications” in his book Some 
principles of maritime strategy, published in 1911. This goal can then be achieved by using 
different methods such as securing, disputing, and exercising command.4   

As we have seen during the past two years, on the strategical level, the Russian navy 
has executed methods of exercising command. Answering the question why, we can 
perhaps find at least one answer from Corbett’s: “The base idea of the attack and defense 
of trade may be summed up in the old adage: Where the carcass is, there will the eagles be gathered 
together.” With this, Sir Julian meant that the most fertile areas always attracted the 
strongest attack. 5 With this introduction of Corbett’s naval theory, which the Russian 
navy seem to have applied at the strategical level, I will now focus on the key people 
and their ideas that have had a significant role in the development of Russian naval 
thinking. The history of Russian naval warfighting can be categorized in many ways. 
I have chosen to analyze it in two phases: First, the period of sailing ships and second 
the period of mechanical propulsion. 

Peter the First 

The individual responsible for the establishment and subsequent triumph of the Rus-
sian navy over Sweden in the Battle of Hanko was Peter the First (1672-1725). There 
are many writings about him from childhood to his leadership and I will not go any 
deeper into that. However, I will point out the most important heritage to the Russian 
navy that can be seen even today. 

First, Peter the First conducted the first combined operations between the army and 
the newly established navy to gain a foothold in the Sea of Azov and later in the Baltic 
Sea. Therefore, the Russian tradition of subordinating the navy to the army has a long 
tradition although Peter the First did not see it that way. Instead, he used the expres-
sion: “any ruler that has but ground troops has one hand, but the one that has a navy has both.”6 

                                                 

 
https://www.doria.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/187854/Russia%20Seminar%20publica-
tion_2023_web_v2%281%29.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y National Defence University, Department of 
Warfare, Russia Seminar 2023, pp. 85-108.  
4 J.J. Widén: Theorist of Maritime Strategy Sir Julian Corbett and his Contribution to Military and Naval Thought, 
Routledge, London & New York 2016, pp. 116, 120.  
5 Ibid, p. 119. 
6 See for example Michael Kofman:” Evolution of Russian naval strategy”, Edited by Andrew Monaghan and 
Richard Connolly: The sea in Russian strategy, Manchester University Press 2023, p. 94.  

https://www.doria.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/187854/Russia%20Seminar%20publication_2023_web_v2%281%29.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
https://www.doria.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/187854/Russia%20Seminar%20publication_2023_web_v2%281%29.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
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In addition, he also adapted the thought of seizing a limited littoral area that has ever 
since been an important feature in the Russian warfighting. 

Second, Peter the First introduced Russia to the practices of industrial espionage and 
intelligence gathering. His travels to Europe, primarily the Netherlands and United 
Kingdom were not only out of curiosity. It also involved the recruitment and reloca-
tion of experts and professionals to Russia. This knowledge would later be used to 
establishing Russian naval shipbuilding and docks. The European models like the 
Mediterranean galleons were hardly ever utilized as such. Instead, the Russians pre-
ferred to design their own ship types such as skampavejas, which is up to 32-39 m 
long galleys with only 1,5 draughts carrying 150 to 200 men. The type was suitable for 
naval fighting in the archipelago. This idea of designing and building own prototypes 
is familiar to many navies and Russia is not an exception. One reason for this was the 
shortage of material, mainly oak, and the other reason is purely the will to create own 
types of ships.7 

Third, Peter the First established the first naval academies and by doing so deepened 
the Russian culture of seamanship.8 

Fourth, the Russian culture of connecting the whole society behind military objectives 
was one of Peter’s achievements that still lives on in Russia. Taxation, usage of the 
peasants for military support projects, for example to improve logistics, was a new 
normal. During his reign, taxation was tripled.9  

These principles, established by Peter the First, appear to endure within Russian naval 
and military thinking even today. For example, Russian navy operates to support the 
higher political goal in cooperation with the army. Russia’s industrial espionage has 
evolved in recent years, particularly in cyberspace.10 Russia is also currently preparing 
the society to wartime economy and adjusting as well as industry as citizens to support 
it.11 

Fjodor Ushakov 

Moving on to the 18th and beginning of the 19th century, the Russian navy had been 
successful especially in the Black Sea. Admiral Fyodor Ushakov (1745–1817) led over 
40 battles allegedly without losing one or even a single vessel. What constituted this 
success? Ultimately, his tactics were to be named the Ushakov’s Doctrine, the first 

                                                 

 
7 Aarni Lehti: ”Synpunkter på kustoperationerna mellan Lappvik och Rilax”, Edited by Nils Erik Villstrand & 
Kasper Westerlund, Stor seger – litet nederlag? Meddelanden från Sjöhistoriska institutet vid Åbo Akademi nr 34, 
Fram, Vasa 2015 p.39. See also: Pavel Krotov: ” Slaget vid Hangö udd 1714: forskningens huvudsakliga resul-
tat och framtidsutsikter”, Edited by Nils Erik Villstrand & Kasper Westerlund, Stor seger – litet nederlag? Med-
delanden från Sjöhistoriska institutet vid Åbo Akademi nr 34, Fram, Vasa 2015 p.53. 
8 Donald W. Mitchell: A History of Russian and Soviet Sea Power, André Deutsch Limited, UK, 1974 pp. 28–30. 
9 William C. Jr Fuller: Strategy and Power in Russia 1600–1914, The Free Press, New York USA, 1992, pp. 56–
61. 
10 Massimo Pellegrino: The threat of state-sponsored industrial espionage Available: https://www.iss.eu-
ropa.eu/sites/default/files/EUISSFiles/Alert_26_Industrial_espionage.pdf, European Union Institute for 
Security Studies, June 2015. 
11 Kyrylo Ovsyaniy and Schemes: Satellite Images Suggest Russia Is Ramping Up Production Capacity for Its War 
Against Ukraine, Available: https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-ramping-up-war-production/32658857.html. 
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unofficial doctrine in Russian naval history. He can be seen as a strategist who devel-
oped new tactics after being given challenging tasks.12   

Ushakov’s principles were simple:  

– Good care of material is essential 
– An excellent strategy is to concentrate all of one’s strength on a portion of the 

enemy’s forces 
– Breaking the enemy’s formation with unexpected action 
– Diligent support to the injured Russian vessels 
– Exploitation of enemy weaknesses and 
– Delegating responsibility to the commanding officers - but only after Ushakov 

had educated them personally.13 
 

In this sense, it is logical that one of the highest possible naval honors offered by the 
state of Russia is the Order of Ushakov. Ironically, after Catherine the Second’s death, 
Aleksander the First had little interest in Ushakov, who eventually retired to a mon-
astery. In 2001, Ushakov was canonized by the Russian Orthodox church. Officially, 
the reason for canonizing was not Ushakov’s military career, but his devoted work 
amongst his fellow sailors and their families.14 A few months ago, on October 20th, 
2023, Russia’s foreign minister Sergey Lavrov gave the opening words in the exhibi-
tion “Invincible Admiral – Invincible Russia: Holy Righteous Warrior Fyodor Ush-
akov” stating “This illustrious military leader went down in history as an outstanding naval com-
mander and an extraordinary example of selfless service to the Fatherland.”15 

Ushakov is thus being used as a heroic example of a non-selfish leader whose canon-
izing is used as a method of soft power projection as mentioned by Aristide M. LaVey 
two years ago in this seminar.   

After Fyodor Ushakov, technological development quickly transformed the navies 
from sailing vessels to warships with mechanical propulsion. With this, the tactics and 
maritime thinking also had to be changed to meet the new norms. In the late 19th 
century, not only Carl von Clausewitz wrote the principles on war fighting but also 
maritime theories were put down on paper. The works of for example admirals Alfred 

                                                 

 
12 Доценко В. Д.; Доценко А. А.; Миронов В. Ф.: «Стратегия в период парусных флотов.» Военно-Мор-
ская стратегия России. Terra Fantastika, СПБ, Эксмо, Москва 2005, p. 33. See also: Donald W. Mitchell: A 
History of Russian and Soviet Sea Power, André Deutsch Limited, UK, 1974 pp. 76–80.  
13 В. Д. Овчинников: Флотоводческое Наследие Адмирала Ф. Ф. Ушакова, Voenno-istoricheskii zhurnal, 
2009, No 2, s. 22-25, Available: https://dlib-eastview-com.mp-envoy.csc.fi/browse/doc/19716510t. See also: 
Donald W. Mitchell: A History of Russian and Soviet Sea Power, André Deutsch Limited, UK, 1974 pp. 76–80.  
14 Aristide M. LaVey: “Admiral Ushakov, the study of Russian power projection” Availa-
ble:https://www.doria.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/185874/Russia%20Seminar%20publica-
tion%202022_web.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y, National Defence University, Department of Warfare, 
Russia Seminar 2022, p. 73. 
15 Sergey Lavrov speech, available: https://mid.ru/en/foreign_pol-
icy/news/1910569/?TSPD_101_R0=08765fb817ab2000f1de83a0d2a7f52d6b1ca768e95ccf2f4ce0561a26f13f
152feff881c253739708e643d1b0143000abd5e935f45d7a143fa5c9b056ed-
abd3347aa281828b4d253c50dddac525da83d0c5089389aba555292171212f91917c, October 20th 2023.   
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https://mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/1910569/?TSPD_101_R0=08765fb817ab2000f1de83a0d2a7f52d6b1ca768e95ccf2f4ce0561a26f13f152feff881c253739708e643d1b0143000abd5e935f45d7a143fa5c9b056edabd3347aa281828b4d253c50dddac525da83d0c5089389aba555292171212f91917c
https://mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/1910569/?TSPD_101_R0=08765fb817ab2000f1de83a0d2a7f52d6b1ca768e95ccf2f4ce0561a26f13f152feff881c253739708e643d1b0143000abd5e935f45d7a143fa5c9b056edabd3347aa281828b4d253c50dddac525da83d0c5089389aba555292171212f91917c
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T. Mahan and Philip Colomb were translated to Russian directly after they had been 
published.16 Both theorists however focused mainly on the strategical level.  

Stepan Makarov 

In Russia, Admiral Stepan Makarov (1849-1904) primarily focused on tactical level 
naval operations. As Captain (N) Robert B. Bathurst writes in the introduction of 
Makarov’s work translated into English: 

“At the beginning of the century, there was an enormous amount of new technology to 
be absorbed into naval tactics…” “Lord Nelson’s great battles still dominated naval 
minds. The preconceptions about naval maneuvers reflected the dominance of the sail. 
But with more powerful weapons, greater ranges, and the capability of maneuvering 
independent of the wind, the study of past naval battles was insufficient preparation 
for the present. Radio communication and the new capabilities for maneuver would 
radically transform naval battles. All of this required an innovative and imaginative 
thinker, free from prejudice and compartmentalized thinking. That was the role Ad-
miral Makarov fulfilled in the Imperial Russian Navy.”17  

Not only a naval officer, Makarov was also an oceanographer, a naval engineer and 
an academic. At the age of 29, he innovatively devised both torpedo boats and their 
corresponding tactics.18 He sailed around the world onboard the vessel Vitiaz, de-
signed the world’s first icebreaker Jermak as well as Russia’s first minelayers. He in-
vented the capped armor-piercing shell, introduced the smokeless powder, and im-
proved the survivability of warships.19 

As an addition to his technical, geographical, and naval skills, Makarov wrote a series 
of articles published in Morskoi Sbornik and later entitled collectively Discussions of Ques-
tions in Naval tactics. In this series of articles, Makarov emphasizes the significance of 
psychological and pedagogical skills of both the crews and officers.20  

The reception from Makarov’s own colleagues was not entirely warm-hearted. 
Amongst the critics were a Mahanian theorist, Nikolai Klado, as well as the future 
commander of the Second Pacific Squadron, Zinovy Rozhestvensky. Though 
Makarov responded to these challenges, the official approval from the authorities was 
missing and the book remained unpublished in Russia until 1904.21 It can be assumed 
that his fellow colleagues were already inspired by Alfred Mahan, as would later be-
come evident in the discussions at the beginning of the 20th century. It is possible to 

                                                 

 
16 Доценко В. Д.; Доценко А. А.; Миронов В. Ф.: Морская стратегия в период паровых броненосных 
флотов. Teoksessa Военно-Морская стратегия России. Terra Fantastika, СПБ, Эксмо, Москва 2005, pp. 77–79. 
17 Robert B. Bathurst:” The lessons of a Russian Naval Genius”, Introduction to Stepan Makarov, Discussion of 
Questions in Naval Tactics, Classics of Sea Power -series, U.S. Naval Institute, Annapolis, Maryland USA, 1990, 
pp. xxv. 
18 Ibid, pp. xix. 
19 Президентская вивлиотека имени б.Н. Ельцина: родился выдающийся русский адмирал Степан Осипович 
Макаров. Available: https://www.prlib.ru/history/618926 See also: Mitchell, Donald W.: A History of Russian 
and Soviet Sea Power, André Deutsch Limited, UK, 1974 s. 201–202. See also: David R. Jones: “Admiral S.O. 
Makarov and Naval Theory”, available: https://www.jstor.org/stable/44642488, Naval War College Review, 
winter 1994, Vol.47, No.1 pp. 68-86.  
20 Г. Васянович: «Психолого-педагогические идеи адмирала С. О. Макарова», Morskoi Sbornik Availa-
ble: https://dlib-eastview-com.mp-envoy.csc.fi/browse/doc/35529084, No.7, July 31, 2013, pp. 65–72.  
21 David R. Jones: “Admiral S.O. Makarov and Naval Theory”, available: https://www.jstor.org/sta-
ble/44642488, Naval War College Review, winter 1994, Vol.47, No.1 pp. 68−86.  
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think that the Mahanian idea of a large ocean going fleet and decisive battle seemed 
appealing for the tsarist naval officers in the footprints of both Peter the First and 
admiral Ushakov.  

What were the main thesis’ in Makarovs work? He realised imperial policy as the 
highest leading element. After that came the naval strategy. He saw that rather than 
being guided by past battles and practice, a modern naval tactician should primarily 
examine the technology and weapons at hand. Only then should one choose the 
means to employ them. Naval warships or platforms were to fulfill the imperial Rus-
sia’s policy objectives.22 Makarov also commented on the question about the tactical 
differences between the army and the navy by saying: 

“Does there exist only one general tactical system, or is it necessary to distinguish 
military from naval tactics? Our companions in arms on shore reduced their profession 
to a science sooner than ourselves. This came about from the same reason there were 
more people with scientific training in their circle that in that of seamen -practical 
people- since the war on land was conducted on a larger scale than at sea, and finally, 
because the method of conducting war on land was more subject to generalization than 
when waged upon such a capricious element as water.”23  

Makarov added that the objectives are the same for the fleets as for the armies and 
that is to defeat the enemy. The methods of accomplishing the result are totally dif-
ferent.24 Yet he added, that keeping a portion of an army in reserve is fundamental in 
military operations, however, there are no such reserves maintained in naval battles.  

Due to the emphasis on technology and weapons, Makarov also understood the 
meaning of training the personnel behind these systems and platforms. He focused 
on the morale of the crews, taking examples from the latest battles led by Napoleon, 
Nelson, and Suvorov. Makarov recognized the importance of incorporating a military 
psychology course into the curriculum of higher military schools. These basic princi-
ples are introduced in his series of writings and include examples such as: 1) It is vital 
to research the effect of war on both individuals and the whole military organization. 
25 2) The moral element is significant in naval war where, due to speed, interval of 
time is counted by seconds 3) The state of spirit of the crew depends upon the mutual 
relations of all those entrusted with performance of military duties.26 

To reach these psychological and moral goals, Makarov was eager to develop naval 
pedagogics in a constructive manner where individuals and their characters were the 
main focus. In his own words: “… But men differ so in character and understanding that 
precisely the same methods will not serve for any two individuals. One must be encouraged, another 
restrained, and care must be taken not to discourage either one of them.”27 Giving this descrip-
tion, which embodies his humanistic approach, it is not surprising that his death in 
Port Arthur deeply affected the morale of Russian sailors during the Russo-Japanese 

                                                 

 
22 Ibid, See also: Stepan Makarov: Discussion of Questions in Naval Tactics, Classics of Sea Power -series, U.S. Na-
val Institute, Annapolis, Maryland USA, 1990, p. 37. 
23 Ibid, pp. 30–31. 
24 Ibid p. 32. 
25 Г. Васянович: «Психолого-педагогические идеи адмирала С. О. Макарова», Morskoi Sbornik Availa-
ble: https://dlib-eastview-com.mp-envoy.csc.fi/browse/doc/35529084, No.7, July 31, 2013, pp. 65–72. 
26 Stepan Makarov: Discussion of Questions in Naval Tactics, Classics of Sea Power -series, U.S. Naval Institute, 
Annapolis, Maryland USA, 1990, p. 47. 
27 Ibid. p. 48.  
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War in 1904. It has been said that the loss of a beloved admiral led to paralyzing the 
Russian fleet and was a part of the multiple reasons why Russia lost the war. He was 
missed because he had shown showed himself everywhere, visited ships, talked to the 
men, and gave orders for action to reverse the months of indolence.28 

Makarov viewed military and naval education as a national endeavor that commenced 
at the individual level, extended through school education, reading literature, and cul-
minated in the training of proficient naval officers and crew members. As he explains: 
“Every man receives his first training from his mother, and that which is instilled in his early years 
remains with him through life.” He then continues to clarify how a nation and its parents 
accustomed to peace, begins to lose the military valor. That is when this duty becomes 
the duty of the government.29  

Looking at the recent development in the state of Russia, we might see reflections 
from Makarovian thinking. First, the role of weapons technology and the usage of 
platforms to fulfill nation’s policy is very much alive. For example, Kalibr strikes from 
Buyan M-class corvettes or the coastal mission complexes of the Bal and Bastion 
family represent such thinking.30 Second, the thought of seeing military education as 
a nation’s role can be seen in the rising of the youth military organizations and na-
tionwide propaganda. Families continue to provide foundational education, while 
schools and professional educators are tasked with imparting knowledge in alignment 
with the principle set by the state. This can be found in the Russian state patriotic 
programs and with the fact that the recruitment takes place in primary schools.31  

However, I am not sure this current situation is what Makarov would have wanted to 
see. His focus in naval pedagogics was not in state-supported patriotism, it was in the 
quality of education and in the development individual boldness, readiness, and per-
ception, which he explains thoroughly.32 Third, Makarov recognized the educational 
significance of long-distance voyages for the crews. This tradition lives on in the Rus-
sian Navy as well as in other navies. Finally, Makarov’s pioneering and innovative 
work with weapons and vessel designing has likely inspired many Russian naval offic-
ers and engineers.  

Makarov’s focus on morale and psychological training seems to have been forgotten, 
both during the Soviet Union’s Red Banner Navy and in the current Russian navy. 
My opinion is, that this is a result of a long authoritarian regime. During Stalin’s era 
and for subsequent decades, political officers suppressed academic and open discus-
sions on various platforms. Those who dared to think, act, or criticize faced purges 
that cost them their lives. This is, however, problematic in the navy where the 
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platform optimally operates as a large prosperous family where each member needs 
to know that in the most dangerous situations, the individual next to you regardless 
of rank will help you.33 News and articles have revealed the low morale of the Russian 
troops as well as bullying and bribery. Eight years ago, the leadership of the Baltic 
Fleet underwent significant changes, largely prompted by these reasons.34  

Recent research shows however, that the understanding of the concept of morale is 
different in Russia than it is in the west. The three key factors in Russian morale are 
spirituality (rus. Dukhovnost), communality and coercion. The first one, spirituality, has how-
ever a strong spiritual tendency and seems to be more of an illusion that can lead to 
misunderstanding of one’s own strengths and weaknesses. Coercion on the other 
hand is common amongst most militaries. In the Russian case, the ineffective use of 
coercion, routines and discipline can explain the low morality and performance of the 
Russian troops, including the navy.35  

Conclusions 

While there are numerous key figures in Russian naval history, not all of them were 
authors of naval tactics or victors in every battle. The most victorious naval battles 
seem to have been under the command of such individuals who have, first, shown 
courage, trust and commitment and thus psychologically influenced their fellow com-
rades. Second, they have understood the need to develop new tactics adaptable for 
changed military development. Third, those who have had the trust of and in the 
nation’s governance. For example, Ushakov and the famous army commander Ale-
ksander Suvorov were both trusted by empress Catherine the Second and Makarov 
by Nikolai the Second. On the other hand, Peter the First for obvious reasons did not 
seek for such approval and yet he widely used military advisors and assemblies before 
the final decision making. And fourth, trust of the empire led to mission command 
tactics. 

Controversially, moody, and self-assertive leaders using authoritarian power often 
seem to have derailed both ship production and naval leadership. Both should be 
planned and executed with a long-term planning horizon. The works of admiral 
Makarov were used only partially, and we can only speculate the reasons for that. Was 
it because Makarov had deeply analyzed what made admiral Nelson so victorious and 
suggested the same kind of approach to naval pedagogics? From my perspective, it 
appears that both the imperial Russian leadership and the Soviet governance were 
unwilling to acknowledge and adopt developments that had occurred in Western 
countries. Had admiral Makarov drawn examples only from Russian naval history and 
its naval leaders, the response might have been differed. However, as an academic, 
Makarov adhered to presenting facts objectively.  
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Finally, I would like to go back to analyzing why currently Russian naval forces have 
not fully performed as one might have expected in the Black Sea. Looking back at 
historical battles, leadership and governance, Russia has succeeded better when mis-
sion command leadership has been applied in their navy and thus fostered command-
ers who have understood the meaning of morale and naval pedagogics combined with 
tactics. The strategic goal has consistently been to defend Mother Russia, initially in 
collaboration with the army and later with the addition of the air force.  

Weapons have developed; however, while the crews still operate their platforms. If a 
pervasive atmosphere of mistrust, fear or corruption prevails onboard, the perfor-
mance is likely to be compromised in the most precarious situations. As in the 1930´s 
Russia according to Geoffey Till: “It was easy for naval officers to conclude that the reward for 
innovative thinking was a bullet in the back of a head.”36 While bullets may no longer be a 
threat, the sinking of the cruiser Moskva and missile corvette Ivanovits and the sub-
sequent veil of secrecy must have conveyed to fellow commanders and comrades that 
their positions in the hierarchy are not secure. Russian navy seems to have forgotten 
the lessons their most intellectual naval thinkers have taught and leans on harsh mili-
tary and naval education instead of trust and independency. Both failures significantly 
diminish the capacity of naval assets.  

I’ll end my presentation with a letter written by admiral Ushakov to his fellow admiral 
Putoshkin in 1799:  

“… I trust your rationality and consideration. Use your efforts to fulfill the goals set 
by His highness, count Aleksander Suvorov. And when you arrive here, through 
Livorna or using any other route that you find the most suitable, please send your 
report to His Highness as well as the letter I have attached. “37 

 (”Все оное полагаю я на ваше благоразумие и обстоятельства. Употребите 
старание ваше выполнить желания его сиятельства графа Александра Васи-
льевича Суворова-Рымникского и в приходе туда, через Ливорну или откуда 
будет удобнее, отправьте к его сиятельству ваше донесение, также и прилага-

емое от меня письмо.”)  
 

 

                                                 

 
36 Geoffrey Till: “Russia: a sea power of a sort?” Edited by Andrew Monaghan and Richard Connolly: The sea 
in Russian strategy, Manchester University Press 2023, p. 61. 
37 В. Корявко: Военное Искусство Адмирала Ф. Ф. Ушакова, Morskoi Sbornik, 5/2011, pp. 17−18, 
https://dlib-eastview-com.mp-envoy.csc.fi/browse/doc/25172103.  

https://dlib-eastview-com.mp-envoy.csc.fi/browse/doc/25172103


                                                                                           

 

58 

5 

THE RUSSIAN WAY OF WARFARE IN THE AERIAL DOMAIN  

Viktoriya Fedorchak  

he presentation by Viktoriya Fedorchak in the Russia Seminar 2024 can be 
found on the FNDU YouTube-channel: https://youtu.be/P8VA1bT8ADs 
starting from 3:41:20. 

Introduction  

The paper aims to address the Russian way of warfare, focusing on its approach to 
the employment of mass in air warfare. In this regard, attention is paid to Russia’s 
employment of mass in terms of the structure of its air force, its capabilities and its 
employment of air power in mass attacks during Russian wars.  

The modern concept of mass is explained by referencing the existing academic and 
military debates on the subject, including some recent works by Heather Venable,1 
David Deptula and Heather Penney,2 and Viktoriya Fedorchak.3 In this regard, the 
focus is on the shift from balancing numerical superiority and cutting-edge technolo-
gies to establishing a critical mass – meaning sufficient numbers to achieve the posed 
objectives. The recent use of air power by Russia in Ukraine is assessed in terms of 
its strengths and limitations, and the paper addresses the effectiveness of the Ukrain-
ian countermeasures in degrading the Russian numerical superiority. The discussion 
section provides key takeaways for strengthening national defences against numeri-
cally superior opponents. Unlike previous works on the subject, attention is also paid 
to the historical traces of the Russian way of employing air power. Hence, the features 
of the Russian way of warfare are traced in the post-Cold War development and em-
ployment of air power and the conceptualisation of air power. 

Mass, artificial mass and critical mass  

After the end of the Cold War, armed forces across the world had to be reformed and 
to adjust to the new reality of the hopes for peaceful trends in international relations 
and the consequent opportunities for cutting military budgets. The phenomenon of 
the peace dividend had varied effects on the national armed forces of Western coun-
tries.4 One of the consequences of the military reforms was the establishment of a 
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certain dichotomy when structuring and reforming national military forces: the mass 
(numerical) and the cutting-edge (smaller in number but more qualitative) approaches. 
The mass approach to structuring armed forces was a continuation of the massive 
armed forces of the Cold War and the tradition that numbers were equivalent to 
greater capabilities and stronger effects. By contrast, sophistication and the multi-fac-
eted effects of cutting-edge technologies meant reductions in the number of actual 
pieces of equipment and personnel, and the consequent shrinking of military services 
across the Allied nations.5  

A country’s choice to follow one way or the other was often dependent on consider-
ations of costs, the level of sophistication that already existed in the available equip-
ment, access to cutting-edge Western technologies, and the condition of the available 
equipment and quality of the trained personnel. Accordingly, Western countries fol-
lowed the cutting-edge approach to structuring their armed forces. By contrast, Russia 
and China followed the numerical or mass approach. In this regard, it should be em-
phasised that the adoption of the numerical approach did not merely mean preserving 
the numbers in the existing Cold War arsenals. The reforms of both the Chinese and 
the Russian military capabilities followed a rather holistic approach to mass and num-
bers. Neither country could fully keep up with the Western cutting-edge technologies 
(due to limitations in accessing certain technologies) at the same pace and with the 
corresponding numbers. Also, both countries had to revamp the old Cold War capa-
bilities of their military arsenals in order to free up space and funds for the more 
advanced areas of their capabilities. Since they could not have full technological su-
periority over the Western countries, the solution was to combine greater numbers of 
the functional capabilities of the previous generation with the gradual increase and 
development of more advanced technologies to match the Western competition.6  

From the conceptual perspective, this dichotomy in the structuring of the military can 
be summarised in the discussion of what mass actually represents and how it can be 
achieved. The traditional understanding of mass as a numerical advantage gradually 
shifted to what became known as artificial mass – meaning the advantages provided 
by cutting-edge technologies to give more effective situational awareness, command 
and control (C2) and lethality in different operating environments.7 In this regard, 
greater focus was placed on the multi-functionality of various platforms, and a greater 
extent of integration of systems to achieve massed effects. This entailed higher costs 
for cutting-edge technologies, and had an impact on the timeframe for their develop-
ment, production and procurement.8 

While the supremacy of artificial mass proved to be significant in various post-Cold 
War conflicts of varied complexity, tempo and length, the revival of peer and near-
peer conflicts illustrated further the need to reconsider the approach to cutting-edge 
technologies, numerical superiority and timeliness in available capabilities. In their 
2021 report, Deptula and Penney outlined the need for balancing artificial and tradi-
tional numbers in the US national offset strategies to gain an advantage in peer and 
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near-peer conflicts.9 The numbers and diversity of capabilities have to be strength-
ened in order to effectively cover the required range and geography of the battlespace, 
to undermine the enemy’s targeting and operational performance and to ‘withstand[…] 
attrition in contested environments to remain operationally resilient and effective.’10  

The war in Ukraine has illustrated the need for a balanced approach to structuring 
and sustaining capabilities so that they are flexible enough to adjust to the constantly 
changing fighting environment. The term ‘critical mass’ refers to the balanced ap-
proach to structuring one’s military and can be defined as ‘the ability to rapidly produce 
and/ or have sufficient numbers of military capabilities to deploy, modify, sustain and integrate into 
the force structure of a given operating environment according to the operational requirements’.11 Ac-
cordingly, a simplified understanding of the entire critical mass approach might mean 
balancing more complex and cutting-edge technologies against less sophisticated but 
more numerous ones which can provide the needed edge and concentration of effects 
at a given time.12 On the other hand, if approached as a full cycle from development 
to employment, critical mass would focus on the set of decisions and actions required 
to provide sufficient capabilities at the required tempo of the fighting environment. 
Hence, questions of production capacity become paramount in building up and sus-
taining critical mass in inter-state warfare.  

Russian numerical approach  

The legacy of the Soviet Union’s numerical approach on Russia’s reforms of its armed 
forces was affected by various considerations. First of all, the mass of equipment re-
maining from the Cold War had to be readjusted for the new realities, which meant 
reducing numbers because of the lack of funding, of production capacity and of the 
means to sustain older platforms in full functionality during the 1990s. However, with 
the start of Putin’s rule, there was a shift towards reforms of the military. New trends 
for reconceptualising and modernising platforms and strengthening the cutting-edge 
nature of equipment were emphasised to match the Western developments. While 
various claims were made about Russian stealth aircraft and the hypersonic status of 
some ballistic missiles, many Western experts doubted these. The more hyped plat-
forms did not come to fruition in Russia, but its aerial fleet still added more advanced 
aircraft (MiG-35 fighters, Tu-22M3M bombers, and Su34 fighter bombers) with wider 
functionality and application across various aerial tasks. In 2021, the Russian Aero-
space Forces (VKS) had the third largest combat air fleet in the world after the USA 
and China, with 1,531 combat aircraft, but for tanker aircraft it was in fourth place, 
with only 19 such aircraft.13 Traditionally, Russian air-to-air refuelling capabilities were 
reserved for their strategic bomber fleet.  

Not having the full spectrum of aerial assets to compete with the Western cutting-
edge technologies, Russians focused on long-range, surface-to-air missile systems (S-
400), the establishment of Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) environments, and bal-
listic and cruise missile systems like the Iskander and Kalibr (long-range precision-
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strike). While the fighter and bomber fleet were most certainly stronger in numbers, 
the traditional secondary/supportive role platforms (AWACS (Airborne Warning and 
Control System), strategic transport and air-to-air refuelling) were underrepresented 
in the Russian fleet, and they also did not have full multi-functionality drones.  

A few distinctive features characterised the employment of Russian aerial assets in the 
post-Cold War conflicts. First, they used aviation forces as an extension of the army 
or as artillery from the air, which meant that the air force was not fully independent 
and was not trained to plan effective activities on the operational and strategic levels, 
while on the tactical level the focus was more on air interdiction and close air support. 
Second, despite various claims about successful and effective cross-service integration 
or joint operations, Russia showed significant shortfalls in that area.14 During the 
Chechen Wars, the air and land components were characterised by poor communica-
tion and a very rudimentary cooperation setup. While the Russian use of aerial assets 
in Syria demonstrated significant air–land integration, and Russia could be considered 
to have learned the lesson and to some extent adopted it in the Russian air war in 
Ukraine, their air–land integration in Syria was on the much smaller scale of integrat-
ing aerial assets with the Special Operations Forces (SOF) groups; the need for multi-
faceted integration with the army and diverse units was much greater in Ukraine in 
2022.15 

Another distinctive feature of the Russian employment of air power is that they focus 
less on precision-guided munitions (PGMs), giving preference to dumb bombs used 
en masse against various targets. This feature is the result of certain considerations. 
The remains of the Soviet arsenals provided sufficient numerical advantages to carry 
out indiscriminate mass attacks, allowing Russia to reach various targets. The down-
side of this approach was the limited effectiveness of these attacks against distinctive 
and more niche targets. On the other hand, this lack of discrimination between civilian 
and military targets corresponded to another feature of the Russian strategic culture 
– the limited respect for human lives on both their own and their adversary’s side.16 
Russia also continued to use indiscriminate bombing against civilian populations as a 
means of undermining their opponent’s will to fight and in an attempt to put pressure 
on the political leadership of the countries they targeted.17 In this regard, mass bomb-
ing campaigns became something of a signature feature of Russian air power – 
Grozny, Aleppo, Mariupol and numerous Ukrainian cities confirm this enduring trend 
in the use of Russian aerial assets.  

Following on from the previous feature, Russian military campaigns and, by exten-
sion, their air components went through certain phases of intimidation and intensifi-
cation of firepower and consequent mass strikes. In this regard, shifts in targeting 
from military and strategic objects to infrastructure and then to larger civilian targets 
can be traced in their campaigns from Chechnya to Ukraine. Accordingly, there is 
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often a punitive element in Russian military campaigns, and this is often directed at 
the civilian population and highly populated areas. In the case of Ukraine in the last 
two years, the change in targets from military to infrastructure to civilian can be di-
rectly traced to the lack of significant military achievements by the Russian long-range 
ballistic missile campaigns during the period from spring to autumn 2022.18 The in-
tensification of the Russian bombardment could often be linked to their failures on 
the ground. After any significant regaining of territory by Ukraine, Russia would often 
retaliate by targeting Ukrainian civilians. The best example was the appointment of 
General Sergey Surovikin to command Russian operations in Ukraine after the suc-
cesses of the Ukrainian counter-offensives in Kharkiv and Kherson in summer and 
autumn 2022.19  

Russian mass approach in Ukraine and its limitations 

From the first days of the full-scale invasion, Russia used its aviation forces in support 
of the destruction of various military targets, employing its numerical advantage 
through the number of sorties per day. According to different calculations, they flew 
between 140 and 200 sorties daily. The initial push, with numerous assets, was under-
mined because the Ukrainian Air Force survived the first contact with enemy and 
dispersed into other areas of the country. While some air defences were jammed dur-
ing the first few days, Ukrainian pilots bought time in the air battles over Kyiv. De-
spite having significant numbers of aircraft, Russian attacks across the last two years 
of the full-scale invasion illustrate the limited use of many aircraft in a single mission.20 
There are several reasons for this observation. First, Ukrainian skies were far more 
dangerous to Russian aircraft, due to the combination of the effects and firepower of 
both aircraft and the ground-based air defences, especially when the numbers of these 
increased as a result of the assistance of the allied nations. Second, while the materiel 
segment of the Russian air power remained numerically higher, the losses of person-
nel and pilots had a knock-on effect on Russia’s effective use of air power in Ukraine. 
Third, despite having the numerical advantage in the structure of their air force, the 
hybrid nature of the construction of mass illustrated significant shortfalls. In this re-
gard, having more of the older Soviet fleet with a smaller number of more modern 
aircraft in the high-intensity inter-state war led to higher demand for the cutting-edge 
segment of the fleet, with a greater preference for using Su-30s and Su-34s. Their 
better precision and multi-role nature allowed them to achieve more within the same 
sortie and to switch between different roles, which corresponds to the usual expecta-
tions of multi-role platforms. However, this reliance on the more advanced and less 
numerous aircraft also meant greater pressure on these machines and their pilots, re-
sulting in both of them wearing out much faster.21 

Another distinctive but predictable limitation of the Russian mass approach in 
Ukraine was the scarcity of pilots. Teaching and training new pilots takes time, and 
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experienced pilots remain scarce in modern warfare. The situation significantly dete-
riorated in the decade of reforms prior to the full-scale invasion. The primary issue 
with reforms, which is often seen, is that if a certain service is not prioritised or does 
not have a significant degree of relevance, its various structures and activities can be 
reduced to a bare minimum. In the case of the military education of the Russian air 
force, the new wave of reforms introduced in 2008 gradually resulted in the closing 
down of various regional subsidiaries (in Yeysk, Saint Petersburg and Chelyabinsk) of 
the Zhukovsky-Gagarin Academy in Moscow, and its merger with the Military Avia-
tion Engineering University in Voronezh. These reforms in essence meant that a sig-
nificant number of experts and teaching personnel were laid off, with no systematic 
or quality-oriented reorganisation of the preparation programme for Russian aviation 
experts. In the light of these reforms, the reduced number of flight training hours of 
the Russian pilots does not come as a surprise.22 

The long-range mass attack campaign against the entire territory of Ukraine started at 
the very beginning of the full-scale invasion and continues until the current time. 
While the overwhelming mass attacks were aimed at showing the strength of the Rus-
sian military and hitting more targets, the transformation of the campaign over the 
last two years illustrated significant shortfalls in the approach itself and limitations in 
the Russian stockpiles and ability to sustain these efforts within this mass campaign. 
The initial stage of this campaign was characterised by consistent attacks using pri-
marily ballistic and cruise missiles against most of the territory of Ukraine. The pri-
mary problem at this stage was that more cutting-edge and expensive technologies 
were used in an indiscriminate manner without achieving significant military effects. 
The second stage can be attributed to the successes of the Ukrainian armed forces in 
counteroffensives in Kherson and Kharkiv: with the appointment of General Sergei 
Surovikin as the individual responsible for the Russian campaign in Ukraine, a new 
stage of punitive attacks on civilian targets and infrastructure across the entire country 
began in October 2022. From the perspective of the numerical advantage, the shift 
from one stage of targeting to another illustrated the inherent issue with a numerical 
advantage – the challenge of sustaining it in the long term. In order to reduce costs 
and diversify its assets in the mass attacks, Russia introduced Iranian Shahed drones 
in combination with ballistic and cruise missiles in their attacks. While the punitive 
measures were aimed both at undermining the morale of the Ukrainian people and 
overwhelming the air defences with a multitude of targets, the increased presence of 
Western advanced air defences and the solutions that were found to destroy Shahed 
drones allowed the effects of the mass attacks to be reduced.  

In this context, the Russian ballistic missile long-range mass attacks during the second 
year shifted to more sporadic and less intense attacks during the summer and autumn 
of 2023, with more intense attacks introduced to focus on distinct cities in attempts 
to identify and overwhelm air defences. Hence, the previous claims that Kyiv had 
become a safe haven were quickly refuted by the more intense attacks on the city. 
Accordingly, the following aspects of air defences remain valid: ‘It's not just that you 
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must have the right system, you have to have enough ammunition to maintain defence. It is not 
inexhaustible – the question is, is there enough, will there be more supplies?’23  

In order to sustain its mass attack campaign, Russia’s numerous stockpiles proved to 
be insufficient, especially since the end of the war did not seem to be on the horizon. 
Accordingly, Russia switched on its mass military production industry in order to sus-
tain its demand for the use of conventional mass in its attacks. In this regard, the 
focus was placed both on the cutting-edge segment of ballistic missiles and on the 
modernisation of the cheaper segment of the air attacks – Iranian Shahed drones, 
with the aim of installing ‘new navigation systems, materials and more stealthy designs for the 
propeller to improve its survivability’.24   

Adaptations during the second year of the full-scale invasion  

During the two years of full-scale invasion there were various changes in Russian 
tactics and in their employment of their numerical approach to air power. As was 
illustrated on various occasions, stockpiles with significant quantities of ammunition 
are still exhaustible. Ballistic missile long-range mass attack campaigns, indiscriminate 
bombing, and poor battle damage assessment (BDA) significantly undermine the ef-
fectiveness of firepower in achieving military effects. Despite having a significant nu-
merical advantage over the Ukrainian military capabilities, Russia began to focus more 
on gathering its strength and assets for more intensive but less prolonged attacks.  

The cost of war and the mass approach has begun to be felt in the Russian military, 
with higher demand for ammunition for the existing platforms and a greater presence 
of cheaper equipment. Hence, the Russian military industry began to work at its full 
capacity in order to satisfy the demand for more, faster and cheaper weapons. Ac-
cordingly, learning from the way Ukraine took advantage of asymmetry by producing 
and utilising different types of drones, Russia began to focus on the diversification 
and mass production of drones. Its defence budget for 2024 increased to 6% of 
GDP.25 On the other hand, Ukraine and its Western partners have also been strength-
ening the numerical and unmanned segments in the fighting, with the aim of provid-
ing Ukraine with approximately one million drones in total, as was announced in the 
last few days.26  

In this context, in the discussion of more complex platforms and weapons, and 
cheaper weapons like drones, the core utility does not come from the substitution of 
more advanced technologies by cheaper and less sophisticated tools and weapons, but 
more from getting the necessary weapons within the shortest time, since the demands 
of high-intensity warfare do not conform to the rules of peacetime and contractual 

                                                 

 
23 Henrik Samuelsson: ‘Starkt luftvärn ger Kiev-borna trygghet’ Göteborgs Posten, 25 November 2023, avai-
lable online: https://www.gp.se/nyheter/varlden/starkt-luftvarn-ger-kiev-borna-trygghet.e7ac6d0b-97be-
5bf9-9493-230da269154a. 
24 Sam Cranny-Evans: ‘Russia’s defence industry gears up for a long war’ European Defence Review, 9 Janu-
ary 2024, available online https://www.edrmagazine.eu/russias-defence-industry-gears-up-for-a-long-war. 
25 Russia Plans Huge Defense Spending Hike in 2024 as War Drags, Bloomberg news, 22 September 2023, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-09-22/russia-plans-huge-defense-spending-hike-in-2024-
as-war-drags-on. 
26 Ukraine Business News, ‘One million drones and increased supply of shells: the results of the 19th Ram-
stein.’ 16 February 2024, available online: https://ubn.news/one-million-drones-and-increased-supply-of-
shells-the-results-of-the-19th-ramstein/. 
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arrangements. On the other hand, in times of peace, it is a matter of having a balanced 
approach to structuring and equipping one’s armed forces, ideally having greater fo-
cus on self-sufficiency in producing the required weapons.27 

From the perspective of the physical component of air power, Russia began to use its 
fixed-wing aircraft more carefully and sparingly. Even on their air-bases, various types 
of deception and camouflaging were observed. The issue of personnel remains a sig-
nificant problem – pilot training requires time, and even after graduation pilots are far 
from being prepared for the contested environment of the Ukrainian airspace. Simi-
larly, pilots who have been redirected from civil aviation and retrained for military 
purposes are far from having the operational experience of fighter pilots.  

Conclusion  

Overall, it can be concluded that the Russian way of fighting in the aerial domain 
remains very much the same, with the Soviet numerical approach being preserved and 
combined with some modernisation of materiel during the wave of reforming the 
Russian armed forces. Land-centric thinking and conceptualisation of air power as a 
firepower extension of the army – long-range artillery and rocket assets, remained 
prevalent in Russian thinking and employment of air power. The war in Ukraine il-
lustrated Paradoxically poor air–land integration of the actual military services, which 
greatly contrasted with the integration of SOF with air capabilities in Syria. Another 
enduring trend remained greater focus on fire superiority instead of gaining air supe-
riority. Not being able to catch up with peers in air-to-air combat, Russians focused 
on long-range, surface-to-air missile systems (S-400), A2/AD environments, and bal-
listic and cruise missile systems (Iskander and Kalibr) (long-range precision-strike). 
The reforms of the last two decades in Russia illustrated some focus on equipment to 
improve its cutting-edge nature, but economising on the basics (logistics, manpower, 
skills and training). While numerical superiority might provide instant results, the pri-
mary question remains what happens in the long term?  

The experience in Ukraine illustrated various problems with the numerical approach 
and the requirement to build critical mass based on cheaper equipment like drones of 
different kinds. Various Ukrainian developments and innovations in integrating 
drones into fighting were learned and mimicked by Russia in recent months.  

  

                                                 

 
27 Fedorchak: ‘The Mass Approach’, pp. 119–120. 
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UNDERSTANDING RUSSIA’S WAR AGAINST UKRAINE: POLITI-
CAL, ESCHATOLOGICAL AND CATACLYSMIC DIMENSIONS1  

Katri Pynnöniemi and Kati Parppei 

he presentation by Katri Pynnöniemi and Kati Parppei in the Russia Seminar 
2024 can be found on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5NofPSfLSSU starting from 2:31. 

Abstract 

The research communities play a key role in assessing and interpreting significance of 
major military events. In the contemporary Russian context, scholars are primarily 
engaged in consolidating Kremlin’s maximalist war rhetoric instead of offering alter-
native analyses of Russia’s war against Ukraine. The texts published in the Russian 
military and military-historical periodicals call for systematic destruction of Ukrainian 
political institutions and society, deny Ukraine’s sovereignty by calling the area “for-
mer Ukraine”, and blame the “collective West” for waging a global hybrid war against 
Russia. We argue that it is important to take these narratives seriously and to investi-
gate what kind of war Russian scholars and officials are thinking about? Where do 
they draw the lines, or do they rather advocate for a war without any limits?   

In our research, we will apply Rapoport’s typology of war (as a political game, escha-
tological mission, and a cataclysmic catastrophe) in reconstructing narratives about 
this war in Russian military and military-historical periodicals. We argue in this article 
that the initial three-dimensional framework of analysis can be further divided into 
two explanatory models: military-political and eschatological-cataclysmic. The mili-
tary-political explanations emphasize existing and potentially escalatory military 
threats towards Russia, whereas eschatological-cataclysmic model sees Russia as a vic-
tim and portrays the conflict in existential terms. These two models are not mutually 
exclusive, but they offer two different meta-narratives of war and its meaning for 
Russia. The military-political model can be used to justify the end of the war on Rus-
sian terms (an elimination of Ukraine’s capability and will to continue resistance), 
whereas the eschatological-cataclysmic model offers basis for its continuation (Rus-
sian state-civilization as victim of infinite Western aggression). Both models must be 
considered when we think how this war might end.  

1 Full text of the article: Pynnöniemi, K., & Parppei, K. (2024). Understanding Russia’s war against Ukraine: 
Political, eschatological and cataclysmic dimensions. Journal of Strategic Studies, 1–28. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2024.2379395. 
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7  

RUSSIA’S IMPERIAL POLICY: THEORY AND REALITY  

Nina Andriianova 

he presentation by Nina Andriianova in the Russia Seminar 2024 can be 
found on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5NofPSfLSSU starting from 32:20. 

Abstract 

At the beginning of the XXI century having strengthened Putin’s authoritarian regime 
and enhanced the country’s military potential, Russia began to claim the status of a 
world power, one of the main centers of global influence on the development of in-
ternational relations and the formation of the foundations of the modern world order. 
The Russian leadership justifies its claims to great-power hegemony by the existence 
of the “Russian empire”, which includes communities outside Russia’s borders. 

The article examines the theoretical-applied basis and dimensions of realization of the 
imperial policy of the Russian Federation, the origin of modern Russian aggression 
and militarism, the influence of ethnic and cultural concepts, the military factor on 
the formation of foreign policy of the Russian Federation, their reflection in the main 
strategic regulatory documents of the Russian Federation adopted in recent years, as 
well as public statements of the Russian leadership. 

Introduction 

The imperial ideas of restoring Russian greatness, the concept of spreading the “Rus-
sian world” along with other postulates are rooted in the political ideology and social 
practice of the Russian ruling regime. 

The hybrid Russian-Ukrainian war, Russia’s occupation of Ukrainian territories and 
full-scale aggression against Ukraine are the consequences of Russia’s imperial policy 
to preserve (expand) its sphere of influence and seek to dictate its vision of the world 
order. The imperial policy involves building up offensive military capabilities and 
active use of military instruments in foreign policy. 

The contemporary French philosopher Alain de Benoist gave an appropriate 
definition of empire that can be compared to Russia today: an empire is not a territory, 
but first and foremost an idea and a principle. Accordingly, the political order created 
by an empire is determined not so much by material factors or control over 
geographical space as by the idea of empire1.  

 
 

                                                 

 
1 Теміров Ю: Неоімперіалізм: загрозливість порожнечі. 3.07.2020. https://institut-
edd.org/blog/posts/neoimperializm-zagrozlivist-porozneci.  

T 
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Signs of imperial policy: 

– the idea of the greatness of the nation; 

– the practice of building up and using force as a tool to spread its influence; 

– the idea of domination over other political actors. And Russia’s current policy 
is corresponding to these signs. 

In the Ukrainian legislation, we have a definition of Russian imperial policy in relation 
to Ukraine, it is a system of measures taken by governing bodies, armed groups, 
political parties, non-governmental organizations, institutions, enterprises, groups or 
individual citizens (subjects) of the Russian Kingdom (Moscow Kingdom), the 
Russian Empire, the Russian Republic, the Russian State, the Russian Socialist 
Federative Soviet Republic, the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, the Russian Federation aimed at subjugation, 
exploitation, assimilation2. 

Russia’s policy is based on the policy of “rebirth” of Russia, first as a “hegemonic 
country” in the post-Soviet space, then as a “world leader”, a carrier of “sovereign 
democracy”, a “country-civilization” that actively opposes the West, and has been 
gradually formed and implemented in geopolitical practice. Russian philosophical and 
political thought since the mid-19th century, from Nikolai Danilevsky to the present 
day, has emphasized the imperial status of the Russian state as the only possible form 
of its existence3. 

The model of the imperial policy of RF of spreading its influence can be represented 
by: theoretical-applied basises and dimensions of realization of imperial policy. 

Theoretical-Applied basis 

1. Ethnic and Cultural concepts. The basis of the imperial policy of the Russian 
Federation is based on the reflections of such minds as Danilevsky, Leontyev, Ber-
dyaev, Ilyin, Gumilev and others. They are representatives of the Ethnic and Cultural 
concepts, ideological trends of Slavophilia – which focused more on the orientation 
towards Western Europe, according to this trend, Russia is the natural leader of all 
Slavic peoples. Pan-Slavism – based on the idea that Slavs need political unification 
based on ethnic, cultural and linguistic commonality. But the ideas of Euro-Asianism 
and the “Russian world” became the most influential and widespread. 

The leading idea of Eurasianism is the proclamation of Russia as a special world, 
which is called “Eurasia” (which includes Central and Eastern Europe, as well as the 
Balkans, the Caucasus, Turkey, and the Danube countries). This is the concept of an 

                                                 

 
2 Про засудження та заборону пропаганди російської імперської політики в Україні і деколонізацію 
топонімії. Закон України N 3005-IX. 21.03.2023, https://ips.ligazakon.net/document/TM072224. 
3 Левченко І.: Імперіалізм та обґрунтування війни: для чого Росії конфлікти на пострадянському прос-
торі, 03.02.2021. 
https://cacds.org.ua/%d1%96%d0%bc%d0%bf%d0%b5%d1%80%d1%96%d0%b0%d0%bb%d1%96%d0
%b7%d0%bc-%d1%82%d0%b0-
%d0%be%d0%b1%d2%91%d1%80%d1%83%d0%bd%d1%82%d1%83%d0%b2%d0%b0%d0%bd%d0%b
d%d1%8f-%d0%b2%d1%96%d0%b9%d0%bd%d0%b8-%d0%b4/  

https://ips.ligazakon.net/document/TM072224
https://cacds.org.ua/%d1%96%d0%bc%d0%bf%d0%b5%d1%80%d1%96%d0%b0%d0%bb%d1%96%d0%b7%d0%bc-%d1%82%d0%b0-%d0%be%d0%b1%d2%91%d1%80%d1%83%d0%bd%d1%82%d1%83%d0%b2%d0%b0%d0%bd%d0%bd%d1%8f-%d0%b2%d1%96%d0%b9%d0%bd%d0%b8-%d0%b4/
https://cacds.org.ua/%d1%96%d0%bc%d0%bf%d0%b5%d1%80%d1%96%d0%b0%d0%bb%d1%96%d0%b7%d0%bc-%d1%82%d0%b0-%d0%be%d0%b1%d2%91%d1%80%d1%83%d0%bd%d1%82%d1%83%d0%b2%d0%b0%d0%bd%d0%bd%d1%8f-%d0%b2%d1%96%d0%b9%d0%bd%d0%b8-%d0%b4/
https://cacds.org.ua/%d1%96%d0%bc%d0%bf%d0%b5%d1%80%d1%96%d0%b0%d0%bb%d1%96%d0%b7%d0%bc-%d1%82%d0%b0-%d0%be%d0%b1%d2%91%d1%80%d1%83%d0%bd%d1%82%d1%83%d0%b2%d0%b0%d0%bd%d0%bd%d1%8f-%d0%b2%d1%96%d0%b9%d0%bd%d0%b8-%d0%b4/
https://cacds.org.ua/%d1%96%d0%bc%d0%bf%d0%b5%d1%80%d1%96%d0%b0%d0%bb%d1%96%d0%b7%d0%bc-%d1%82%d0%b0-%d0%be%d0%b1%d2%91%d1%80%d1%83%d0%bd%d1%82%d1%83%d0%b2%d0%b0%d0%bd%d0%bd%d1%8f-%d0%b2%d1%96%d0%b9%d0%bd%d0%b8-%d0%b4/
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Orthodox-Slavic super-ethnicity, in which Russia is credited with the ability to unite 
the population of Eurasia and is assigned the role of the core of Eurasian integration4.  

The ideologeme of the “Russian world” is also added to this as a justification of the 
imperial space and the exclusivity of the “Russian civilization”, which, first of all, acts 
as an antithesis to Western, European civilization. Hence, the traditional psychology 
of the “surrounded fortress” in the Russian imperial consciousness, which always re-
quires the authorities to build “active defense” around the empire in all directions5.  

It should be noted that it was Vladimir Putin who introduced the “Russian world” 
ideology into the socio-political discourse in 2006-2007 during his speeches to com-
patriots living abroad. The Russian president emphasized their cultural, linguistic, and 
civilizational unity with Russia. Over the next five years, the use of the “Russian 
world” concept by political elites somewhat decreased; it became the prerogative of 
the Russian Orthodox Church, but it can also be interpreted as cultural or rather re-
ligious propaganda for the further introduction of the “Russian world” as an ideology 
of the Russian Federation. In 2010, the metamorphosis of the “Russian world” from 
a doctrine to a political course that could be used to win political struggles within the 
Russian Federation began6. 

2. Religion. Russian Orthodoxy is defined by the Russian Federation as the basis for 
building the state apparatus and relations in society, a determining factor in foreign 
policy and education of the population at all levels.  

Russian Orthodoxy is one of the pillars of imperial policy. RF uses narrative that The 
Russian Federation, Ukraine, Belarus, and more recently Moldova are creating a mod-
ern Eastern Orthodox civilization on the historical space of Holy Rus. The state bor-
ders between these countries are a convention: the most important thing is to protect 
and strengthen the spiritual unity between the “brotherly peoples”. 

Russian Orthodoxy and the Russian state as its keeper were proclaimed direct follow-
ers of Rome and Constantinople as centers of the Christian faith and great Christian 
states in the concept “Moscow – the Third Rome” (1523–1524). In manifestations of 
Russian imperial policy, the Russian government goes hand in hand with representa-
tives of the church. Calling Putin a divinely elected ruler7,8, they justify Russia’s slavish 
expansionist actions and spread the same ideology of the “Russian world”. 

3. Language. Strengthening the position and expanding the area of the Russian lan-
guage is priority for RF. The Russian language and Russian-speaking citizens are the 
basis of the emperial policy, and they need to be “protected” wherever they are. The 
Russian language is a unifying factor in the international community of citizens of 
different countries associated with Russia. Russia professes the myth that the 

                                                 

 
4 Laruelle M.: Eurasia, Eurasianism, Eurasian Union: Terminological Gaps and Overlaps. Ponars Eurasia Pol-
icy. No. 366. July, 2015, http://www.ponarseurasia.org/.  
5 Україна та проект “русского мира” : аналітична доповідь// С. І. Здіорук, В. М. Яблонський, В. В. 
Токман [та ін.]; за ред. В. М. Яблонського та С. І. Здіорука. Київ: НІСД, 2014, 
https://shron1.chtyvo.org.ua/Zdioruk_Serhii/Ukraina_ta_proekt_russkoho_myra.pdf. 
6 Гольцов А. Г.: Імперська геостратегія Російської Федерації у світі: основні напрями та засоби 
реалізації. 2015, https://elibrary.kubg.edu.ua/id/eprint/12814/1/A_Goltsov_MAUP_2015_1_IS.pdf  
7 Патриарх Кирилл возвеличил Путина почти до уровня бога: что сказал глава РПЦ. 25.10.2022. 
"Диалог.UA", https://www.dialog.ua/russia/261271_1666725732. 
8 Сурков: Путин был послан России Богом, https://www.forbes.ru/news/70487-surkov-putin-poslan-ros-
sii-bogom. 
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Ukrainian and Belarusian languages are came from the Russian language (Russian, 
Belarusian and Ukrainian languages were formed simultaneously – it happened 
around the XIV century – as a result of the breakup of the Old Russian language), 
which is not true: the Kyivan princes spoke Ukrainian in Kievan Rus, as evidenced by 
this are ancient literature, finds, writings on the walls of ancient churches. For exam-
ple, work “The Story of Bygone Years” (XI-XII centuries) written by Nestor the 
Chronicler in Ukrainian and the Reims Gospel dated to the same period, as evidenced 
by inscriptions on the walls of St. Sophia Cathedral in Kyiv. 

4. History. The imperial policy of the Russian Federation is mainly based on the 
identification of itself as an empire in the period of the self-proclaimed Russian 
Empire by Peter the Great, and the soviet period when modern Russia was part of 
the USSR, and after its collapse, self-proclaimed itself its rightful successor. Russia is 
also trying to appropriate the history and name of Kievan Rus’ of the 9th to 13th 
centuries. Modern Russia comes from Muscovy, as a small settlement with a Finnish 
name, mentioned in literary sources only from the middle of the twelfth century. 
Ukraine, on the other hand, is descended from Kievan Rus, and there is geographical, 
ethnic, and cultural evidence for this.  

Russia is actively rewriting history, reflecting it in literature, culture, and education, 
distorting facts in its favor, sometimes inventing complete nonsense. 

Modern imperial policy is developed and implemented by the Russian state authori-
ties. The state involves business structures, mass media, non-governmental organiza-
tions, and religious communities in its implementation. Under the current conditions 
of the organization of society in Russia, all of them are elements of the national im-
perial system and must actively cooperate in promoting Russia’s imperial interests at 
home and abroad. 

Dimensions of realization of imperial policy 

Political 

The model of the political system of the modern Russian Federation is characterized 
by the absence of real competition and the actual absence of real opposition to the 
authorities and political pluralism. Also, imitative forms of political institutions under 
the control of the authorities are developing. Today Russia is an authoritarian state. 
Where power is concentrated in the hands of Vladimir Putin.  

Vladimir Putin is a great supporter of such Russian conservative-imperial thinkers as 
Danilevsky, Leontyev, Berdyaev, Solovyov and Ilyin, including the ideologue of Euro-
Asianism Lev Gumilev. 

The ideas of restoring the empire are firmly entrenched in the mind of the Russian 
President, they were developed in the annual addresses of the President of the Russian 
Federation to the Federal Assembly, public speeches and his articles, interviews, for 
example: 
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In 2005, during his annual address to the Federal Assembly, Vladimir Putin called the 
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the 20th 
century, which left millions of Russians outside the new Russia9. 

In 2007, during his Munich speech, Putin announced the need to “restore Russia as a 
pole of global power” (the famous Munich speech of 2007)10. 

Vladimir Putin’s well-known article “On the Historical Unity of Russians and 
Ukrainians” contains a statement that Russia and Ukraine are a common, united 
people, and that there are no Ukrainians as such11. 

Also recently, on February 8, 2024, Putin gave a two-hour interview to American 
journalist Tucker Carlson, which he forbade to be edited or cut. In it, the Russian 
president spoke about NATO expansion, Nord Stream, and the invasion of 
Ukraine12. 

Strategic documents 

Russia systematically violates the norms of international law, but in its legislation it 
consistently advocates strengthening the legal foundations of international relations 
and fulfills its international legal obligations in good faith. The foundations of Russia’s 
imperial policy are conceptually established in a number of basic documents: the 
National security strategy (2021), the Military doctrine (2015), and the Foreign policy 
concept (2023). 

National security strategy of Russia13 is the main document for planning the 
development of the national security system, which officially defines strategic 
priorities, goals and means in the field of internal and external security. This document 
contains all the theoretical and applied basis mentioned above: the need for a 
multipolar world; Russia is surrounded by unfriendly countries, especially the United 
States and its allies; Russia aims to rely on the concept of “Eurasianism” and rely on 
its own strength, because it no longer counts on “partnership with the West”; 
strengthening “brotherly ties” between the countries of the community of independ-
ent states and post soviet countries. 

In addition, the National security strategy emphasizes information security and the 
protection of traditional spiritual and moral values. 

In this document underlined, nuclear weapons are the highest priority for Russian 
defense and security, an absolute guarantee of its sovereignty, territorial integrity and 
global status. Increasing the role of the military factor in world politics against the 
backdrop of escalating confrontation along the perimeter of the Russian borders. 

                                                 

 
9 Putin: Soviet collapse a 'genuine tragedy'. April 25, 2005, https://www.nbcnews.com/id/wbna7632057.   
10 Выступление и дискуссия на Мюнхенской конференции по вопросам политики безопасности. 
10.02.2007, http://kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/24034. 
11 Путин В: Об историческом единсве русских и украинцев. 12.07.2021, http://kremlin.ru/events/presi-
dent/news/66181. 
12 Carlson T.: The Vladimir Putin Interview, 2024, https://twitter.com/TuckerCarlson/sta-
tus/1755734526678925682. 
13 О Стратегии национальной безопасности Российской Федерации. Указ Президента РФ N 400 от 
02.07.2021, https://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_389271 /. 
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Special attention is paid to Ukraine, which Russia considers one of the key elements 
of the US/NATO anti-Russian policy. 

The military doctrine14 specifies the guidelines of the Russian national security strat-
egy in the military sphere, fully correlates with the strategy in fundamental issues, and 
characterizes the main directions of the state’s military policy at this historical stage. 

The military doctrine of the Russian Federation is a system of views, formed under 
the influence of the above-mentioned ideas and ideologies, on the use of the military 
organization of the state to achieve political goals, including the nature of military 
tasks and methods of their solution and the main directions of military construction.  

This document also postulates the growth of conflict in the world and, as a result, the 
role and importance of the military factor in the national grand strategy. At the same 
time, a special place in the list of military threats to the Russian Federation is occupied 
by the actions of the United States and NATO. The presence of military conflicts in 
neighboring states is also mentioned as a danger.  

The document recognizes non-military instruments of influence as becoming 
increasingly important in modern military conflicts, but military means of influence 
do not lose their importance in the grand strategy of the Russian Federation. 

Of interest for our study is the wording of the new version of the Russian foreign 
policy concept15. It presents Russia almost as a separate cultural and civilizational 
formation, as a “Eurasian” and “Euro-Pacific” state that forms a separate cultural and 
civilizational community of the “Russian world”. Document emphasizes the need to 
further unite ethnic Russians abroad around a common language and culture. 

Unlike the 2016 version, the current concept summarizes the vision of the state and 
prospects of relations with European countries. Thus, it states that most European 
states pursue an “aggressive” policy toward Russia aimed at undermining Russia’s 
security and sovereignty, gaining unilateral economic advantages, internal political 
destabilization, eroding “traditional Russian” spiritual and ethical values, and creating 
obstacles to Russia’s cooperation with allies and partners. The document enshrines a 
policy of confrontation with the West, which is officially associated with the strategic 
dominance of the United States. 

Foreign policy 

The formation of a multipolar world is central narrative in Russian foreign policy. 
Russia wants to take a leading position in the world. It is already a member of the 
Group of Twenty (G20), a permanent member of the UN Security Council, has a 
large territory and is rich in natural resources, which makes it an influential player in 
the international arena. However, the current status does not satisfy the ambitions of 
the current Russian leadership, which directly links Russia’s strategic interests to the 
expansion of its geopolitical influence. In its Foreign policy concept, in an effort to 
take its rightful place in the network, Russia mentions that it is the rightful successor 

                                                 

 
14 Военная доктрина Российской Федерации. Указ Президента РФ N Пр-2976 от 25.12.14, 
https://docs.cntd.ru/document/420246589.  
15 Концепция внешней политики Российской Федерации. Указ Президента РФ N 229 от 31.03.2023, 
http://www.kremlin.ru/acts/bank/49090/page/1. 

https://docs.cntd.ru/document/420246589
http://www.kremlin.ru/acts/bank/49090/page/1
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of the USSR, one of the 2 largest nuclear states, and reminds of its key contribution 
to the victory in World War II16. 

To build a multipolar world, Russia participates in and creates international associa-
tions, as opposed to the EU and NATO, where it confidently takes the position of a 
leader dictating its will: The EAEU (Eurasian Economic Union), CSTO (Collective 
Security Treaty Organization), the Union State of Russia and Belarus, and some other 
interstate associations, but these entities have not been as successful because they 
were founded not to solve common problems but rather to seek regional leadership 
of the Russian Federation and unite the states of the former USSR17. 

Development of its own concept of the Great Eurasian Partnership. The implemen-
tation of this geo-economic (and at the same time geopolitical) project should secure 
Russia’s interests and strengthen its position on the continent, and is connected with 
the further development of the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) in the post-Soviet 
space. The “Greater Eurasia” project envisages the economic unification of such lead-
ing Asian countries as Russia, China, India, Pakistan, Iran, and many others. The 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) may become the main basis for the for-
mation of “Greater Eurasia”. 

Focus on cooperation with China. Russia is looking for strong allies such as China or 
India. China has provided Russia with vital economic and diplomatic support in its 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine and economic and military-strategic cooperation is 
deepening.  

Dominance in the post-Soviet space. the closest circle of Russia’s allies, which are 
also subject to the greatest pressure, are the member states of the Eurasian Economic 
Union (EAEU) and the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO). In addition 
to economic interests, Russia uses these integration projects in the post-Soviet space 
to counteract the prospect of neighboring countries joining European and Euro-
Atlantic structures. 

In addition, Russia maintains political and economic control over self-proclaimed 
unrecognized republics such as Abasia and South Ossetia, in fact, they serve as 
Russia’s geopolitical footholds in the South Caucasus. The Transnistrian Moldovan 
Republic, also remains a geopolitical foothold of Russia (with a military contingent) 
near the strategically important Balkan Peninsula. 

Information  

The Russian Federation has full control over its information space, including 
television, radio, the press, the Internet and social networks. However, Russia has 
made significant progress in the information sphere outside its territory. Thanks to 
information-psychological-propaganda means, ideas useful to the Russian leadership 
are spreading both among its own population and among peoples in countries of 
special strategic interest. They are characterized by the creation of internal social 
conflicts through propaganda, false news, fakes, disinformation, and narratives. 

                                                 

 
16 Концепция внешней политики Российской Федерации. Указ Президента РФ N 229 от 31.03.2023, 
http://www.kremlin.ru/acts/bank/49090/page/1. 
17 Нова редакція концепції зовнішньої політики Росії: аналіз змісту. Національний інститут стратегіч-
них досліджень, https://www.niss.gov.ua/en/node/4893. 

http://www.kremlin.ru/acts/bank/49090/page/1
https://www.niss.gov.ua/en/node/4893


                                                                                           

 

74 

In order to implement an effective information policy, Putin has developed a large-
scale network that works for propaganda: TV channels, news agencies, online 
publications, social networks, and even “troll factories” and “bot farms”. On 
February 26, 2022, the Security Service of Ukraine exposed and neutralized a Russian 
“bot farm” with 7,000 accounts that was engaged in war propaganda. 

The Russian propaganda model is characterized by four distinctive features18  

– large amount and multichannel nature 

– speed, continuity and repeatability 

– detachment from objective reality 

– lack of consistency and 

– narrativization. 

The multiplicity of channels through which information is transmitted, its large 
volume and the speed (because fakes are often invented in advance) with which it is 
presented make the main narratives of propaganda more convincing to potential 
consumers.  

The most paradoxical characteristic of Russian propaganda is its inconsistency. 
Different communication channels can broadcast different information on the same 
topic. Moreover, the same Russian source often changes its view or message. 
However, this does not cause consumer distrust. 

Military and strategic 

The Kremlin is actively building up its offensive military capabilities and actively using 
military tools in its foreign policy. 

After the 2008 war against Georgia, one of the main directions of Russia’s military 
policy was the reform and transforme of the Russian armed forces.  

Russia’s invasion of Georgia in 2008, the annexation of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, 
the capture and temporary occupation of Crimea in 2014, the temporary occupation 
of territories in Donetsk and Luhansk regions and the full-scale invasion of Ukraine 
are illustrative examples of the implementation of imperial policy. The peculiarity of 
Russia’s modern warfare is an undeclared war with hidden goals, where Russia denies 
its participation and exerts its influence through non-state actors – rebels, local 
population groups, organizations, whose connection with Russia is formally 
completely denied. Since the beginning of the large-scale invasion of Ukraine, an open 
military attack in 2022 by the Russian regular armed forces, the war in Ukraine has 
been called in Russia a special military operation to spread the Russian world, 
justifying it as a fight against “Ukrainian Nazis” and Banderites who oppress the 
Russian-speaking population.   

                                                 

 
18 Гібридна війна росії проти України. як перемогти на інформаційному фронті.посібник. 2023, 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1AEUYRLeYOx7kBbNPJL1XzwHXstCNJaJW/view. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1AEUYRLeYOx7kBbNPJL1XzwHXstCNJaJW/view
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Conclusion 

The main goal of imperial policy of RF is to increase its sphere of influence, return 
the “brotherly lands”, establish a multipolar world order and the ability to control and 
dictate its terms to the civilized world. The main consequence of the implementation 
of the imperial policy is the war, death, scorched earth, broken destinies. And as we 
can see from the Kremlin’s imperial ambitions and appetites, if Russia succeeds in 
seizing Ukraine, which is its first priority, Zbigniew Brzezinski wrote that “without 
Ukraine, Russia is no longer an empire. But with Ukraine controlled and enslaved, 
Russia becomes an empire automatically”19. So it will not stop there, and so it will be 
with anyone who resists Russia’s will and wants to leave its zone of influence. And 
who will be the next will be decided by Russia itself. 

 
 

                                                 

 
19 Brzezinski Z.: The Premature Partnership, Foreign Affairs, 1994, Vol.73. N2, p. 80. 
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THE TRINITY OF STATE, PEOPLE AND MILITARY – A STRA-
TEGIC ADVANTAGE IN THE RUSSIA-UKRAINIAN WAR 2022–
2024 

Peter A Mattsson and Jakob Shapiro 

he presentation by Peter A. Mattsson and Jakob Shapiro in the Russia Semi-
nar 2024 can be found on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://youtu.be/P8VA1bT8ADs starting from 5:40:12. 

 

 

 “Whoever brings the danger to his opponent demon-
strates better fortitude than whoever repels the danger. 
What is more, the fear of the unknown grows as a 
result. When you penetrate the enemy’s land, you can 
clearly see the enemy’s strengths and weaknesses.”  
 
Scipio Africanus1 

Introduction           

“Ошибочно говорят о вредном влиянии поли-
тики на руководство военными действиями. 
Вред причиняет не влияние политики, а ошибоч-
ная политика. Правильная политика может 
только способствовать успеху военных дей-
ствий”.  

 

А.А. Свечин2     

At the time of writing, the war between Russia and Ukraine has lasted more than two 
years.3 Neither Ukraine nor Russia was capable of waging a full-scale war in February 
2022. Initially, in order to achieve the political goals of overthrowing the regime in 
Kiev, reducing Ukrainian military capabilities, and stopping NATO expansion, Russia 
launched a blitzkrieg against the cities of Kiev, Kharkiv, and Kherson. However, the 
Russian blitzkrieg did not succeed. The Ukrainian defense forces managed to protect 
the major cities and establish effective self-defense, which successfully forced the 

                                                 

 
1 Tira, R.: The Nature of War. Conflicting Paradigms and Israeli Military Effectiveness. Brighton: Sussex Academic 
Press, 2010, p. 130. 
2 In our English translation: “It is misleading to speak of the harmful influence of politics on military leader-
ship. It is not the influence of politics that causes harm, but the wrong politics. The right politics can only 
contribute to the success of military actions”. A. A. Svechin. 
3 The military conflict between Russia and Ukraine started in February 2014 but first in February 2022 Russia 
used significant military forces in its Blitzkrieg against Ukraine. - Lewis, R. Ukraine Crisis. Ukrainian history 
[2013-2014]. Britannica. Source homepage: https://www.britannica.com/-topic/Ukraine-crisis, Accessed: 
2024-02-22. 

T 

https://youtu.be/P8VA1bT8ADs
https://www.britannica.com/-topic/Ukraine-crisis
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Russian armed forces to retreat from the major cities. Then the war turned into tacti-
cal battles for positions in the eastern regions of Ukraine, and a political-strategic war 
of attrition was expanded to a global scale.4  

During these two years of war, mistakes in both Russian and Ukrainian political and 
military command, led to heavy losses on both sides, placing unprecedented political 
and strategic demands on the military command and the military-industrial complex 
to simultaneously maintain, develop and renew military capabilities. In the introduc-
tion to this article, Svechin states, in our interpretation, that military operations are 
usually successful when they are based on realistic political objectives. The Ukrainian-
Russian War has largely not been directed by sound political objectives; it has rather 
taken the form of a total war with very heavy material and human losses for both 
belligerents.5 It is a war that has evolved from an initial war of destruction into a 
resource-intensive static war of attrition. This places considerable political and strate-
gic demands on the Russian armed forces, which must make a significant contribution 
to the achievement of the desired political goals.  

Therefore, our main purpose of this paper is to apply some key concepts of Carl von 
Clausewitz's military theory to discuss the interrelationship between the Russian state 
(political power), the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation (military power) and 
the Russian citizens (people's power). Our second aim is to argue how attrition war-
fare contributes to Russian strategic objectives in the ongoing war in Ukraine by ex-
plaining why attrition warfare became a doctrinal direction in the Soviet Union and 
later in Russia. 

This paper consists of an analysis of German and Russian primary sources, a discus-
sion of the expansion of the Russian state's civilian (from Homo Sovieticus to Vatnik) 
and military capabilities, the testing of some key military theoretical concepts against 
empirical data from the Ukrainian war, and finally the authors' conclusions, which 
constitute the paper's research contribution. Multimedia is also part of our multi-di-
mensional research approach.  

In a historical review, Imperial Russia lost the World War and the Bolsheviks in Pet-
rograd launched a successful uprising and revolution against their political and military 
leaders. After the revolutions of 1917, the Russian Red Forces fought a bloody six-
year civil war against the Russian White Forces, who were supported by outside hos-
tile nations. However, the Bolsheviks emerged politically and militarily victorious, 
having defeated the White Forces. In the aftermath of the Civil War, prominent Soviet 
military theorists debated war and warfare, Soviet military doctrine and defense, and 
whether the armed forces should be formed as a large popular army or a professional 
fighting force. Several of Clausewitz's central concepts of war were involved in these 
struggles over military theory and practice in the 1920s.6  

                                                 

 
4 Ukraine Conflict Updates. Reports of 2022 and 2023. Washington, D.C.: Institute for the Study of War. Source 
homepage: https://www.understandingwar.org/, Accessed 2024-02-22. 
5 Russia Matters. The Russian-Ukraine War Report Card, Feb. 20, 2024. Boston, MA.: Harvard Kennedy School, 
Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, 2024.  
6 Vershinin A.A., Krivopalov A.A.: ‘Russian strategic culture: the experience of a historical retrospective’. Rus-
sia in Global Politics. 2023. T. 21. No. 6. pp. 80–98 and Stoecker, S, W. Historical Roots of Contemporary Debates on 
Soviet Military Doctrine and Defense. Santa Monica, CA: RAND N-3348-AF/A. 1991.  

https://www.understandingwar.org/
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The Timeless Influence of Carl von Clausewitz  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Carl von Clausewitz, Vom Kriege 1831/2008, p. 49.7 

Carl von Clausewitz's book Vom Kriege has had a significant influence on military 
theory, both theoretically and practically. It holds a unique and prominent place in 
military and civilian education and research.8 The book's ideas on understanding war 
as a political instrument have also influenced politics and business to some extent, 
although not in a deep academic sense.9 Vom Krige contains several key concepts 
presented in a dialectical style, such as 'the nature of war and the characteristics of 
war', 'absolute and real war', 'art and science of war', and 'offensive and defensive in 
war'.10  

The objective of this paper is to analyze Clausewitz's trinity war theory, known as 
'eine wunderliche Dreifaltigkeit', and discuss its influence on Soviet military theories 
of the 1920s, as well as its implications for the Russia-Ukraine war from 2022 to 2024. 
Clausewitz argued that war is a composition of three core elements: Hass und Feind-
schaft, Wahrscheinlichkeit und.. Zufall, und Natur eines politischen Werkzeugs. These elements 
must reinforce each other. The first element of war is the Volk (people), Feldherren und Heer 
(Military Leader and the Army), and politischen Zwecke und Regierung (Political purposes 
and the Government). 

If political leaders, referred to as the political power, intend to initiate a war, they must 
persuade their citizens to participate and employ an instrument of violence to impose 
their will on the opposing party, known as the enemy. The army commander and their 
troops serve as the political instrument of violence, representing the military power 
in the trinity. Political power aims to shape the will of the people towards supporting 

                                                 

 
7 “War is, therefore, not only chameleon-like in character, because it changes its color in some degree in each 
particular case, but it is also, as a whole, in relation to the predominant tendencies which are in it, a wonderful 
trinity, composed of the original violence of its elements, hatred and animosity, which may be looked upon as 
blind instinct; of the play of probabilities and chance, which make it a free activity of the soul; and of the sub-
ordinate nature of a political instrument, by which it belongs purely to the reason” translated by Colonel J. J. 
Graham 1874/1909 (https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1946/1946-h/1946-h.htm#chap01, Accessed 2024-
02-01).  
8 Algreen Starskov K.: Clausewitz’s Trinity: Dead or Alive? Fort Leavenworth, KS.: School of Advanced Military 
Studies, United States Army Command and General Staff College, 2013., Holmes, T, M. ‘Clausewitz’s 
“Strange Trinity” and the Dysfunctionality of War’. The Philosophical Journal of Conflict and Violence, Vol.VI, Is-
sue 1/2022. 
9 A group of academic people has established a special homepage in the name of Clausewitz, Source homep-
age: https://clausewitz.com/index.htm, Accessed 2024-02-22. 
10 Herberg-Rothe, A. Clausewitz’s Puzzle: The Political Theory of War. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007, pp. 
68−88, and pp. 91−118.  

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1946/1946-h/1946-h.htm#chap01
https://clausewitz.com/index.htm
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the military system of violence by inciting hate and enmity. The non-military popula-
tion is expected to contribute to the war effort through hard work and sacrifices. The 
military is expected to follow the political will. 

From a Russian perspective, political leaders strive to control and influence the mili-
tary and the people. Historical experiences of revolutionary wars in the 20th century 
had shown the importance of political agitation, propaganda, indoctrination, eco-
nomic confiscation and terrible methods of terror to achieve real power. The Soviet 
leaders did not hesitate to learn from these pre-revolutionary experiences. The state 
became the central focus, maintained through political and repressive methods and 
organizational innovations for the next century. Soviet leaders used Clausewitz's three 
core elements of war to shape their people, history and state, with significant impli-
cations for the new millennium.    

The Great Struggle of Soviet Military Theorists in the 1920’s 

During the 1920’s it was quite dangerous to be a Russian military theorist, seeing that 
most of the below mentioned theorists died in “mysterious” circumstances. That 
shows you just how serious of a topic that they were discussing. The background of 
the discussion was the string of defeats and hardships that had plagued the Russian 
and later Soviet military during the early 20th century, in the form of the Russo-Japa-
nese war of 1905, World War 1, The Russian Civil War and also the Polish-Soviet 
War. The common thread among the theorists was the need of a new improved Soviet 
military to counter it. The divisiveness was in the details over which a lot of blood 
was spilled. In the end the most important idea that won over and is still the crucial 
factor for Russia to this day is Shaposhnikov’s idea of the STAVKA, which will be 
further explained below. The idea of the STAVKA has a big impact on von Clause-
witz's idea of the triad and also the idea of attrition warfare. A long-term vertical of 
power or a centralized civil-military command creates certain benefits for Russia.11 

Frunze - Unified Military Doctrine and the Soviet Army 

Mikhail Frunze (1885-1925) had been noted among communist leaders as possessing 
a very creative and almost unorthodox view on matters of implementation and policy. 
He gained the respect and admiration of his comrades thanks to his successful pursuit 
of complicated military objectives, and his endurance during the period when the 
Communist party was illegal. Frunze is remembered by some for his military doctrine. 

Frunze identifies that the new type of warfare in the 20th century requires a new 
military science. Soviet Russia is an economically and politically underdeveloped 
country and its military lacks the military scientific knowledge to fight new modern 
wars. The old tsarist general staff had no strong military doctrine and only had expe-
rience of fighting small wars, which has led to several avoidable defeats in the early 
20th century. This creates a strong need for a unified and new military scientific doc-
trine that is adapted to the new mass warfare, otherwise Soviet Russia risks continuing 
the streak of defeats that has plagued it until now. The doctrine must necessarily be 
unified, being an expression of the unified will of the social class in power. There is 

                                                 

 
11 Stoecker S. W.: Historical Roots of Contemporary Debates on Soviet Military Doctrine and Defense. Santa Monica, CA: 
RAND N-3348-AF/A. 1991.  
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also a necessity to create both a unity of military thought, but also the unity of military 
and political organization. The focus of the unified doctrine is to develop Soviet Rus-
sia both in the technical (Russia is technically inferior to its neighbors) and political 
sphere (Russia is also politically weaker than its neighbors) according to the aims of 
the totality of the state, as an expression of the will of the proletariat.12  

Trotsky – Military Doctrine or Imaginary-Military Doctrination  

Leon Trotsky (1879-1940) was the first People's Commissar for Military and Naval 
Affairs and founder of the Red Army. He wrote on many different political and cul-
tural topics from his own orthodox marxist perspective. His main idea was the idea 
of Permanent Revolution, which can be seen in his analysis on the issue of military 
doctrine, where he expresses analytical criticism on Frunze’s ideas of a unified military 
doctrine. 

Trotsky introduces his view on doctrines by referring back to von Clausewitz's fa-
mous maxim of “War is continuation of politics, by other means”. Trotsky says that 
Marxism itself does not give a clear theory on war and the organization of armed 
forces in society, but he says “for if it is true that war is a continuation of politics by 
other means, then the army is a continuation and crowning of the whole social-state 
organization, only with a bayonet.” Trotsky is skeptical of the need of a military doc-
trine and instead says that we proceed to military questions not from some "military 
doctrine" as a sum of dogmatic provisions, but from a Marxist analysis of the needs 
of self-defense of the working class. Trotsky points out that British, French, German 
and American military doctrines change over time and are derived from the political 
aims and possibilities in a certain historical context. For example Great Britain was a 
naval empire that in time lost its power, because of changing global politics, the same 
can be said about the rise of the USA, which went from an isolationist to an imperialist 
military doctrine, because of American interventions in first Asia in the 19th century 
and later Europe in the 20th century.  

Trotsky and Neznamov share the same marxist understanding of military doctrine, as 
a holistic and organic view of the people’s idea of war, willingness to fight for the 
world revolution, and its military-political organization. Trotsky criticizes Frunze’s 
idea of the unified doctrine by clearly delineating between war as an international-
political and operational-strategic phenomenon. War can not only be offensive, some-
times it is necessary to do strategic retreats, such as during the Russian Revolution, 
where the red army had to give up Poland or the Baltic States, to win the revolution 
in other territories of the Russian Empire, referring to the marxist dialectic of offen-
sive contra defensive warfare, and political contra military operations. Trotsky con-
cludes that the Soviet Union is an economically and politically underdeveloped revo-
lutionary state in a complex international-political environment and can not reduce 
its view of military doctrine to a set of simple rules or dogmas, instead it is in need of 

                                                 

 
12 Савикин. А (ред.): Русская военная доктрина - Материалы дискуссий 1911-1939 годов. Российский Военный Сбор-
ник - Выпуск V, 1994, Москва: www.rp-net.ru, с. 131−139 & Фрунзе, М.: Единая Военная Доктрина и Красная 
Армия, Москва, Военное Издательство Народного Комиссариата Обороны Союза ССР, 1941. 
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good and analytical military-political leadership that can use the proletariat to tackle 
the issues at hand in the aims of world revolution.13  

Svechin – Strategic Factors and Attrition Warfare 

Aleksandr Svechin (1878-1938) was a Russian and Soviet military leader, military 
writer, educator and theorist, and author of the military classic "Strategy". Svechin 
acknowledges that there is a lack of military thought in the Soviet Armed Forces. That 
there is a need for radical changes, this has to be made through new military pedagogy, 
a doctrine of the heart rather than a unified doctrine. This doctrine of the heart must 
aim towards activity and foster victory. Svechin refers to the Dragomirovan under-
standing of Suvorovan doctrine. For Svechin doctrine is like for Trotsky and Nez-
manov not an elitist scientific project. The development of military art and its mastery 
is the most important, not military science itself. Only when military art is mastered 
can there exist a unified military doctrine and a military science. According to Svechin, 
until then each soldier and each unit should develop his and master his own doctrine, 
until it becomes the collective unified doctrine.  

In contemporary Russian military discussions Alexander Svechin has an important 
position and his strategic view, and his emphasis on strategic factors has had a great 
influence on military operations, which always should be considered as a unique op-
eration. First, he stresses the alignment of military strategy with the political objec-
tives, and the necessity to integrate economic factors in support of political and mili-
tary objectives. Secondly, it must be a congruence of peoples will and morale in the 
support of political and military objectives. Thirdly, diplomacy and global initiatives 
are mandatory to achieve political objectives. Fourthly, to achieve this political and 
military symbiosis a centralized state power instrument is needed - STAVKA.    

From this view we can see Svechin materialist and populist influences where attrition 
warfare and strategic factors become central.14  

Neznamov – People’s War and Decisive battles  

Aleksandr Neznamov (1872-1928) wrote on the essence and nature of wars of mass 
armies, planning and conduct of war, the essence of operation as a new phenomenon 
in military art. He also substantiated the theory of operation as a set of battles and 
battles united by the unity of purpose and design, and put forward the idea of succes-
sive operations of one army and a group of armies. In his major work "Modern War-
fare" Neznamov tried to reveal the nature of an army operation. Neznamov is clearly 
influenced by the Marxist class perspective when authoring his works.15 

According to the view of Neznamov there is a difference between what is a real doc-
trine and what is a purely theoretical doctrine, and also therefore there is a difference 

                                                 

 
13 Савикин. А (ред.): Русская военная доктрина - Материалы дискуссий 1911-1939 годов. Российский Военный Сбор-
ник - Выпуск V, 1994, Москва, www.rp-net.ru, с. 110−130. & Троцкий, Л.: Военная доктрина или мнимо-воен-
ное доктринерство, Петроград, Политическое Управление Петроградского Военного Округа. 1922. 
14 Савикин. А (ред.): Русская военная доктрина - Материалы дискуссий 1911-1939 годов. Российский Военный Сбор-
ник - Выпуск V, 1994, Москва, www.rp-net.ru, с. 70−73. & Свечин, А.: Стратегия, Москва, Военный Вест-
ник, 1927. 
15 Азясскый. Н.Ф.: Незнамов Александр Александрович. Большая Российская Энциклопедия 2004-2017, Ми-
нистерство Культуры Российской Федерации. Доступно: 
https://old.bigenc.ru/military_science/text/2652581 (2024-02-24). 
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between the traditional purely militaristic idea of decisive battles and the idea of the 
people’s war. According to Neznamov the real doctrine is the idea of the people’s 
war. Neznamov has a class-perspective on the idea of military doctrine. According to 
Neznamov the real military doctrine is in short the proletariat's view and implemen-
tation of war, in other words the people’s war. Which is an organic, holistic historical 
product, which can not be expressed simply in terms of a simple document. The mil-
itary doctrine is expressed in a multitude of political and military documents and ideas, 
from the soldier’s handbook and military high-commands ruling document. Nez-
namov juxtaposes this to the academic and according to him elitist understanding of 
war, which is based on the idea of decisive battles. It is a military scientific document 
written by a high-ranking generals and politicians, which has little to do with actual 
war and is also according to Neznamov very similar in all military headquarters across 
the world, while the idea of the people’s war is implemented very differently according 
the historical and political context of the war in question.16 

Shaposhnikov – Centralization of the State and Armed forces 

Boris Shaposhnikov, was Field Marshal and Chief of the General Staff, he was a for-
mer tsarist officer who studied at the Nikolaev General Staff Academy and partici-
pated in the First World War, where he was wounded. In 1917 he joined the revolu-
tion, but joined the Communist Party late, in 1930, as he had not been an outspoken 
political ideologue. He was among Stalin's most trusted officers. One of the few who 
was addressed in the old Russian way of addressing people with first name and pat-
ronymic instead of comrade and surname. 

Shaposhnikov split wars into two categories, imperialist and proletarian wars. Impe-
rialist wars are wars of the bourgeoisie that aim to enrich the elites, proletarian wars 
aim to further the world revolution. Shaposhnikov was a big admirer of Clausewitz 
and saw him as the “Napoleon” of Military science. His theory of the central com-
mand or STAVKA is inspired by Clausewitz 'understanding of the connection be-
tween politics and war. Shaposhnikov believes that Marx and Engels were inspired 
both by Hegel the great historian and by Clausewitz the great military scientist, and 
were inspired by both of their works when creating Marxism. Shaposhnikov refers to 
the fact that also Lenin has noticed the importance of Clausewitz in the works of 
Marx and Engels, but also that Lenin himself was inspired by Clausewitz. Shaposhni-
kov himself also quotes Moltkes view of Clausewitz when saying that “War is a con-
tinuation of politics, by other means, and that strategy is sadly not separate from pol-
itics, because politics uses war to reach its goals and has a deciding influence on the 
beginning and end of war.” Therefore, the STAVKA needs to consist of both political 
and military parts and the planning needs to include both.17 

Authored the work The Brain of the Army in 1929, which talks about the new form 
of communist (progressive) wars, the connection between political, economic and 
military warfare and the need to create a strong and centralized military-political lead-
ership. This leadership would be created through military-patriotic education, mainly 
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through the Suvorov Academies. The Soviet Union and Putin's Russia have extensive 
military patriotic education programs, which include everything from churches, 
schools, museums, newspapers, etc. The Soviet Union and Russia have national lead-
ership centers formerly known as the Stavka.  

The Trinity of Soviet-Russian State 

The Power of the Russian People 

Carl von Clausewitz studied the moral forces of war. Moral forces can be an instru-
ment in overcoming frictions in a military conflict. The Russian government also in-
terprets the moral force of “traditional values” as an important factor both nationally 
and globally in both military and political endeavors. The government uses traditional 
values both as a referent object in its military documents, but also as a source of 
legitimization of political military aims and a means of mobilizing the masses as have 
been a necessity to keep the power in Imperial Russia and the Soviet Union.18 The 
traditional values of the Russian Federation are seen being under global threat in the 
country’s national security. This can be identified in the national security strategy from 
2021: 

“Traditional Russian spiritual, moral, cultural, and historical values are under ac-
tive attack by the United States and its allies, as well as by transnational corpora-
tions, foreign non-profit non-governmental, religious, extremist and terrorist organi-
zations. They exert an informational and psychological impact on individual, group 
and public consciousness by disseminating social and moral attitudes that contradict 
the traditions, convictions and beliefs of the peoples of the Russian Federation.”19 

These values are also seen as vital developmental resources for the Russian federation 
both nationally and globally. The Russian sees these values both as vital in interna-
tional relations as well as in the Russian state. Russia also sees these values as being 
valuable in themselves and superior to liberal values. This can be seen in the following 
passage from the national security strategy:  

The formation of new architecture, rules and principles of the world order is accompa-
nied for the Russian Federation by the emergence of not only new challenges and 
threats, but also additional opportunities. The prospects for Russia's long-term devel-
opment and positioning in the world are determined by its internal potential, the 
attractiveness of its system of values, its readiness and ability to realize its 
competitive advantages by improving the efficiency of public administration.”20 

The national security strategy from 2021 defines a set of different traditional values. 
These values encompass a great range of life, therefore creating a holistic, inclusive, 
and organic view of society as being united by values over space, people and time, 
rather than separated by them. These values are also not specific enough and are not 
bound to individual making them universal, but on the other hand, every nation on 
earth probable shares some similar values: 
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19 National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation, 2021, p. 35. 
20 National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation, 2021, p.7. 
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“Traditional Russian spiritual and moral values include, first and foremost, life, dig-
nity, human rights and freedoms, patriotism, citizenship, service to the Fatherland 
and responsibility for its fate, high moral ideals, a strong family, creative labor, the 
priority of the spiritual over the material, humanism, mercy, justice, collectivism, mu-
tual assistance and mutual respect, historical memory and the continuity of genera-
tions, and the unity of the peoples of Russia. Traditional Russian spiritual and moral 
values unite our multinational and multi-confessional country.”21 

We can see in the previous passage the outline of what the Russian Federative gov-
ernment considers as traditional values, and where they diverge from what is consid-
ered universal values such as human rights and freedoms. But for clarification I will 
consult another source that clearly defines these values from scientific and academic 
literature with a conservative philosophical perspective. This literature is also a lot 
more specific, using more Russian philosophical and religious terminology, that is less 
political and universal-like in nature: 

“Sensible messianism (defined as living to realize Lord’s plan), Faith in the Lord as 
the main characterizing trait of the Russian people, Fidelity towards Russian tradi-
tions and Russian history (Fidelity towards Russian norms, Russian holy traditions 
and ‘the ways of the holy Russian spiritual fathers and monks’), A conceptually 
indigenous understanding of truth, authenticity and justice (‘The Russian Idea’), Sob-
ornost’ (defined as the integrity of Russian human, societal and political life), The 
Russian people’s predisposition for self-sacrifice, dedication and altruism, A contem-
plative, spiritual and eschatological paradigm of thought, The Russian people’s read-
iness for self-criticism, confession and exaggeration of one's weaknesses and faults, 
Statism and Great-power status (‘Gosudarstvennost’ i ‘Derzhavnost’)22 

Traditional values are also the basis for the work of mobilizing the masses through 
government agencies, state media, state patriotic organizations and NGOs, the ortho-
dox church, legislature etc.23 The aim of this mobilization is not only to increase the 
people’s readiness to fight and win wars but also to increase their overall morale. 
Clausewitz theory separates military victory from moral victory. Military victory is 
short term, while moral victory is long term. In his analysis of the Napoleonic wars, 
Clausewitz uses the idea of the trinity and military and political victory to show why 
Napoleon was more successful than the Prussians, which Napoleon easily defeated. 
Here Clausewitz pointed to the importance of both the trinity but also faith or reli-
gion. The traditional values are based on the Orthodox religion imbued with intrinsic, 
mystical and emancipatory properties that makes them instrumental for increasing the 
probability of a long-term moral victory. These traditional values also create a political 
alternative to the now liberal political order. The Russian orthodox faith, traditional 
values in combination with a cult of history (both Imperial and Soviet) form the basis 
for a kind of state ideology.24 

The Russian armed forces use orthodox rituals such as formal events, saints, readings, 
blessings, rites of passage, purification acts, holy objects etc. One of the most famous 
examples of this is the ritual blessing and purification of nuclear missiles. Russian 
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24 Гольц, А.: Военная реформа и русский милитаризм. Санкт Петербург, Норма, 2019. с.284–343 



                                                                                           

 

85 

Nuclear forces also have a saint, Saint Seraphim that they pray to. Other examples are 
the building of churches and cathedrals most notably the Main Cathedral of the Rus-
sian Armed Forces (Cathedral of the Resurrection of Christ, finished 2020), regular 
sermons, acts of contrition etc.25  

The Power of the Russian Armed Forces   

The Russian Armed Forces have a mission to deter military and political threats and 
to support the economic and political interests of the Russian Federation. Addition-
ally, they should be prepared for non-combat operations and to maintain the opera-
tional capabilities and availability of general purpose and nuclear strategic forces. The 
Armed Forces are trained to engage in armed conflicts, including local, regional, and 
large-scale wars.26 The purpose of using force is to ensure the security of the Russian 
Federation. Russian forces are organized into five military districts and five opera-
tional commands. The General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces is the overall cen-
tral command and control body for the Russian-Ukrainian conflicts.27    

The Military Balance 2024 states that the Russian Armed Forces comprise 1,100,000 
personnel, with an additional 1,500,000 in the strategic reserve. The Russian armed 
forces comprise 500,000 ground troops, 140,000 navy personnel, 165,000 aerospace 
personnel, 50,000 strategic missile personnel, 35,000 airborne troops, 1,000 special 
operations personnel, 29,000 railway personnel, 180,000 command and support per-
sonnel, and 559,000 gendarmerie and paramilitary personnel.28 

The 2014 Russian Military Doctrine outlines the country's stance on armed defense 
and preparations for such defense. The current military doctrine includes a military 
economic section for defense. Its task is to ensure sustainable development and 
maintenance of the state's military-economic and military-technical potential at a level 
necessary for implementing military policy and meeting the needs of the military or-
ganization in peacetime, during the period of immediate threat of aggression, and in 
wartime. Equipping the armed forces with weapons, military and special equipment 
requires the development of a military-industrial complex as a high-tech and sustain-
able multi-industrial sector.  

According to Israeli military researcher Udo Hecht, the Russian-Ukrainian conflict 
has challenged dominant Western military theories of high-intensity warfare sup-
ported by modern technologies. The conflict was not won through cyber warfare, 
high-precision weapons, or small ground forces with professional contracted soldiers. 
The military capabilities, doctrines, and operational environment were different from 
those of NATO and other Western countries. The large numbers of old Soviet-style 
weapons have had a significant impact on the battlefield. However, the use of vertical 
and asymmetric drone warfare has also had incredible effects in the war. This has 
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resulted in high casualty numbers for both Russian and Ukrainian manpower, as well 
as significant losses in military units and equipment.29 

Even the Russian military industry was unable to replace these losses and the vast 
amounts of ammunition used. External vendors such as China, Iran, and North Korea 
helped to restore some of the operational inventory for the Russian armed forces. In 
contrast, Ukraine has relied on external economic and military aid since the beginning 
of the war and is currently in urgent need of ammunition and manpower. British re-
searchers Watling and Reynolds provide a critical perspective on Russia's ability to 
achieve military objectives and their military capacity in the next two years. According 
to them, the Russian military-industrial complex is facing serious quality and produc-
tivity issues.30 Other sources claim that Russia has a huge military-industrial capacity 
and therefore will not have a problem with producing large volumes of armaments 
and munitions. Civilian factories are soviet standard and can readily be converted 
from civilian to military production.31  

The 2004 White Paper on the Russian Military clearly states the direction the Russian 
state has set for the 2020s. School visits to museums and meetings with war veterans 
can be understood as an organized internalization of war and its necessity. At present, 
this is being done much more extensively in Russia through the involvement of young 
citizens in patriotic and youth military associations [present in all major Russian cities], 
the rapid expansion of cadet schools, the establishment of cadet classes in civilian 
youth schools, compulsory civilian-military training from grades 3 to 11, and, not 
least, a youth army that is expected to include over one million young people by 2023.  

The Power of the Russian State 

The Russian regime's objective to maximize its regime's security is a part of a long 
Russian and Soviet tradition.32 That can either be by military or non-military means. 
The war in Ukraine create’s more secure borders for Russia in its western periphery. 
Russia globally also wants to through the spread of its conservative values and the 
multipolar world order be a political alternative to western liberalism, which makes it 
gain traction with among others the BRICS states. Russia’s military industry and re-
source extraction economy also poses a challenge for the G8, because the G8 is partly 
dependent on Russian gas and oil. In 2023, Russia was the world's 11th-largest econ-
omy by nominal GDP, 6th-largest by purchasing power parity (PPP) according to the 
IMF, and 5th-largest according to the World Bank. Therefore, it is obvious that Rus-
sia’s political ambitions and capabilities are often underestimated by western experts. 
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The complexity of understanding Russian economic and political power stems partly 
from the size of the country. Russia is the world's biggest country by size, extremely 
rich in natural resources such as oil, natural gas, iron, nickel, uranium, fish, beets, etc. 
But it is also one of the world's most unequal economies. This inequality is also un-
derstood as a threat to its future by the state. Still Russia has produced a very large 
volume of nuclear, military and space technology that is used all over the world. The 
established Soviet industrial base is a big benefit for Russian military production. Be-
cause these factories were built to be readily expanded and also converted to military 
war time production from civilian peacetime production.  

Russia is also a command economy and has little transparency which makes it more 
difficult to analyze statistically than a liberal market economy. The fact though is that 
command economies have sometimes fared better than liberal market economies, es-
pecially when combined with effective leadership. The Four Asian Tigers or Dragons 
are an example of that. Singapore and South Korea are the more interesting examples 
for comparison because they are both ex-dictatorships or dictatorships. They prove 
the point that economic and political development don’t have to go in tandem. The 
Chinese economic miracle is also a similar example.  

The Russian state suppresses political, religious and other opposition through the 
means of mass surveillance33, censorship of critical messages34 and fighting terrorists 
and foreign agents/NGOs etc.35 Especially Russian youths are seen as vulnerable and 
should therefore be protected against ‘depraved’ and ‘dangerous’ influence from hos-
tile foreign countries by means of foreign media, religion and international NGOs. 36 
The Russian government has subjected at least 116,000 Russians to criminal and ad-
ministrative charges on political grounds since the start of Russian President Vladimir 
Putin’s fourth term in office in 2018. Which is the biggest crack-down on political 
dissent since the times of Stalin.37 Russia has a demographic problem, but this prob-
lem is not unlike most western countries, which are going into demographic issues 
starting now because of low birth rates vs death rates. Russia on top of that has a high 
emigration rate, but that is compensated by a large immigration rate from the south 
and east. This is seen by the current government as a threat to Russia's future, but the 
Russian state also acknowledges that Russia has been a country of emigration and 
immigration throughout history.38 

Russian and soviet imperial history is not something of the past, it still exists in the 
modern world. With Russian political, military, and human resources being spread out 
all over the planet, from Latin America to the depths of Africa, to the width of Asia 
and to the heart of Europe. Therefore, it is not easy to draw a clear line where the 
Russian state and its ambitions end. Russia has historically lost a lot of territory in the 
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last 30 years, more than in its 400 years of history, but its influence still reaches far 
and wide.  

The Russian-Ukrainian War of February 2022 to February 2024  

The Russian-Ukrainian war began in February 2014, but it escalated into a full-scale 
military conflict eight years later in February 2022. From the Ukrainian perspective, it 
was viewed as a brutal Russian military aggression, prompting a general mobilization 
on the first day of the war. Throughout the conflict, the Ukrainian armed forces were 
primarily engaged in a defensive and existential battle. On 21st February 2022, the 
Russian Security Council described a military operation as a 'Special Military Opera-
tion' to avoid mobilizing a full military force due to internal political risks associated 
with mobilizing a large number of reservists. However, the Special Military Operation 
was planned to be short and successful, so it was not necessary to involve a superior 
number of forces. 

Clausewitz discussed the difference between absolute and limited wars; these differ-
ences could be analyzed in the war aims of both belligerents. The first Ukrainian war 
aim was to defend the country against Russian aggression, the second was to regain 
all the territories occupied by Russia in 2014, and the third was to put Russian political 
and military leaders on trial for war crimes. Russia's three war aims were to denazify 
Ukrainian political power, degrade Ukrainian military power and secure Ukrainian 
neutrality. At the start of the war the Russian forces were estimated at 150,000 to 
180,000 soldiers, and the Ukrainian forces were estimated at 400,000 soldiers. The 
correlation of forces according to armored vehicles, artillery, airplanes, navy vessels 
gave a significant advantage for Russia. Not so few experts believed the war shouldn’t 
last more than a few weeks. 

Different sources give a variety of analyses and interpretations of how the Russia-
Ukrainian war started and evolved over two years. Direct sources are the Ministry of 
Defense in Ukraine and Russia. But both have limited objectivity and can be under-
stood as active strategic propagandic tools. Other more reliable sources are Institute 
of the Study of War, Russia Matters, Ministry of Defense UK, and Reuters.39 In this 
description of the major campaigns of the Russia-Ukrainian war we have chosen to 
use perspectives and insights from the Begin-Sadat Center for Strategic Studies at Bar-
Ilan University (BESA). In this paper we have added a sixth campaign (the Russian 
counter offensive) to the five campaigns that are described in the BESA research 
paper.40  
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The Russian ‘Special Military Operation’ February 2022 - February 
2024 

1. Special Military Operation 2022 Feb-2022 Mar  

The initial campaign was the 'Special Military Operation', which involved a swift Rus-
sian 'blitzkrieg' maneuver on multiple fronts. The Ukrainian defense was successful, 
and Russian military incompetence in operational planning and execution had a sig-
nificant impact on their strategic defeat and failure on the Kiev and Kharkiv battle-
fronts. Russia's decision to conduct maneuver warfare by deploying a limited number 
of strategic forces, which were not coordinated with the mass of tactical Russian units, 
in order to achieve a swift military victory, was a strategic mistake against the highly 
motivated and tactically skilled Ukrainian defense units. 

2. Russian Man Effort in Eastern Ukraine 2022 Apr-2022 July 

A Russian withdrawal of forces from the Kiev front and a focus on military operations 
in eastern Ukraine was the beginning of the second campaign. This phase of the war 
showed classic Russian combined arms warfare according to normal Russian military 
doctrines. The concept of deep striking with dispersed understrength tactical battle 
groups from the first campaign was replaced by a concentration of recon tactical and 
operational strike fires, and use of small, dispersed assault forces. Russia’s choice of a 
positional warfare along an almost 1,000-kilometer-long front wore out the Ukrainian 
forces that needed rapid force replacement, NATO reinforcement of military weap-
ons and ammunition to survive the second campaign. 

3. Ukrainian Counter-Offensive 2022 Aug-2022 Oct 

During the third campaign, Ukrainian forces conducted a counter-offensive, expand-
ing their armed forces to over one million soldiers, including 700,000 reservists, na-
tional guardsmen, and new volunteers. The deployment of large numbers of soldiers 
and newly delivered NATO weapons and ammunition resulted in a military advantage 
over the overstretched and outnumbered Russian forces. East of Kharkiv, Ukrainian 
forces break through the weak Russian front line and recapture a large area of territory 
within a month. The Ukrainian victory compelled the Russians to undertake a partial 
mobilization of 300,000 reservists. To summarize, the Russian defeat and losses in 
this third campaign were due to understrength forces, which allowed superior Ukrain-
ian forces to succeed in a decisive offensive campaign.  

4. Balance and Waiting 2022 Nov-2023 Apr 

A prolonged and positional war marked the fourth campaign. Both sides were in a 
state of build-up and preparation for further military operations. The Russian forces 
were not strong enough to conduct major offensive operations, but they launched 
small operations and captured limited objectives to wear down the Ukrainian forces. 
In preparation for the expected Ukrainian counter-offensive, the Russians also built 
massive fortifications and redeployed operational reserves. Both the Russians and 
Ukrainians escalated their attacks during this campaign with intentions to weaken its 
opposing forces but without any deceive results on the battlefield. 
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5. Second Ukrainian Counter-Offensive 2023 May-2023 Oct 

The fifth campaign saw the Ukrainian counter-offensive, supported by NATO-
trained units, material, and doctrines, countered by the Russian armed forces' defen-
sive in-depth strategy, employing combined arms and joint operations. However, this 
offensive approach failed from the outset, resulting in significant Ukrainian losses. 
The attempt to reduce larger brigade and battalions to use company and platoon units 
supported by indirect fires to achieve infiltration tactics also failed. As a result, the 
NATO-supported Ukrainian forces suffered a strategic defeat in this campaign. 

6. Russian Counter-Offensive 2023 Nov-2024 Feb 

Finally, the ongoing Russian counter-offensive is the sixth campaign of the war. It is 
characterized by a broad front assault in many vectors to weaken major Ukrainian 
frontal defense lines, as well as to find tactical opportunities to successfully penetrate 
and exploit weaknesses. This is combined and joint operation warfare of the Russian 
armed forces that probably aims to let the Ukrainian forces to culminate which could 
allow the Russian to conduct decisive deep offensive operations into Ukraine. This 
campaign can also be described as a Russian aggressive warfare of attrition.  

Analysis of time, space, and strength in the Russia-Ukrainian War 2022-2024 

“... generally speaking, there are two kinds of wars – those in which 
the object is the overthrow of the enemy, and those in which the object 
is merely to make some conquests on the frontier of his country or to 
win booty of some kind and gain advantages in negotiations”.  

 

Byron Dexter - Clausewitz and Soviet Strategy. October 1, 
1950.41 

We are interested in Carl von Clausewitz's military concept of absolute and limited 
war because it has implications for the conduct of war as the concepts of destruction 
and attrition. Alexander Svechin, inspired in some part of Clausewitz, stated that: 
"Military operations can take different forms: destruction, war of attrition, defensive, 
offensive, maneuver and positional warfare".42 The most important forms, according 
to Svechin's thoughts, are the forms of destructive and attrition war. The strategy of 
destruction consists of combining time, space and force in a concentrated effort that 
results in the complete defeat of the enemy's main forces, usually the main elements 
of the army. Everything should be concentrated on the decisive effort of strength and 
location in time and space. It could be several successive operations combined to 
form a gigantic offensive operation. The risk of winning or losing everything is the 
great risk of destructive war. A great strategic victory or total strategic defeat could 
result for a daring commander. When using destructive warfare, only fight when the 
expected gains outweigh the risks. 

                                                 

 
41 Dexter, B.: ‘Clausewitz and Soviet Strategy’, Foreign Affairs, October 1950, p. 2. 
42 Svechin, A, A.: ‘Combining Operations for Achieving the Ultimate Goal of the War’. In Svechin, A. A.: 
Strategy. Minneapolis, MN., Eastview Press,1992/2004, pp. 239–240. 
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A war of attrition can in the perspective of the Soviet military theorists be understood 
as a war with limited objectives43. Its purpose is to use time, space and force to de-
grade the enemy's military and economic resources, to wear down his manpower 
physically and morally, and finally to defeat his political will. It relies on careful stra-
tegic studies of the military, political and economic situation and allows for a flexible 
long-term political strategy. A successful strategy of attrition often relies on inflicting 
direct casualties and undermining the enemy's logistics, morale, cohesion, and will to 
fight. Attrition could be a combination of military, economic and psychological meth-
ods. It could be dynamic, sustained and repeated to shape the war by staging phases 
of own material and manpower superiority to deprive the enemy of successful defen-
sive operations. Economic and political mobilization of strategic reserves and allies 
as well as long term objectives make attrition war more complex and complicated 
with a dynamic widening and deepening character compared to the destructive short-
term goal-oriented approach.44  

Campaign Time period WD WA MW PW OW DW 

1. Special Military Operation 2022 Feb-2022 
Mar 

x   x   x  

2. Russian Main Effort in 
Eastern Ukraine 

2022 Apr-2022 
July 

  <-x   <-x  <-x 

3. Ukrainian Counter-Offen-
sive 

2022 Aug-2022 
Oct 

  x   x  x 

4. Balance and Waiting 2022 Nov-2023 
Apr 

  <-x   <-x  <-x 

5. Second Ukrainian Coun-
ter-Offensive 

2023 May-2023 
Oct 

  x   x  x 

6. Russian Counter-Offen-
sive 

2023 Nov-2024 
Feb 

  <-x   <-x  <-x 

Legends: WD = War of Destruction, WA = War of Attrition, MW = Maneuver Warfare, and PW = Positional 
Warfare, OW = Offensive Warfare, DW = Defensive Warfare. 

Table 1. Svechin’s war and warfare concepts analyses of Russian six campaigns in Russia-
Ukrainian War 2022-2024. 

To be successful in attrition warfare a country needs supporting people, professional 
armed forces, all supported by a balanced state economy and a competitive military 
industrial-complex. Russia has strategic goals to increase its general reasonable ability 
by improvements in a patriotic spirit among its people, expanded education and train-
ing of soldiers, cadets and officers, reorganized and invested the armed forces into a 
modern army, tried to create a competitive economy and industry, as well as increase 
the quality of life in Russia. They didn’t succeed to reach all goals but the new direc-
tion of the “New World Order” against the West had started, and in general Russian 
people were satisfied with the development in the 2000’s compared to the dreadful 

                                                 

 
43 Pavlenko, N.: ‘Some Questions Concerning the Development of Strategic Theory in the 1920s’ in The Evo-
lution of Soviet Operational Art 1927–1991: The Documentary Basis, Volume II, Operational Art 1965-1991, London: 
Frank Cass, 1995. 
44 Naveh, S.: In Pursuit of Military Excellence. The Evolution of Operational Theory. London: Frank Cass, 1997/2004. 
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1990’s. This was a period of increased militarism, patriotic mobilization, and confron-
tation with the West.45 

This analysis of the six campaigns of the Russian-Ukrainian war is based on Alexander 
Svechin’s description of different forms of war and warfare that is thought as a deri-
vation of Carl von Clausewitz’s theoretical concepts. The first pair of analysis ele-
ments is the time character of War as destruction, and attrition, the second is the 
strength of the warfare as Offensive and Defensive, and finally the third of the space 
character of warfare as Maneuver and Positional. The results show that after the first 
failed offensive assault Russian military withdrew to a positional and attritional defen-
sive warfare in all the following fifth campaigns. 

Elements of time 

Our analysis of the Russia-Ukrainian war shows that the Russian armed forces was 
initially assigned to a blitzkrieg to take out the Ukrainian political leadership located 
in Kiev. The Russian failed the first campaign and most of the following campaigns 
were mainly attrition warfare. From the very beginning of the war the Russians at-
tacked strategic targets of military industrial capabilities. The purpose of that was to 
deny Ukraine a crucial ability to produce, maintain and repair domestic military equip-
ment. This forced Ukraine to be dependent on external support of necessary military 
hard- and software, as well as huge economic support. Russia on the other hand had 
an intact military industrial complex that couldn’t be affected by Ukraine strikes and 
sabotages.  

Attrition warfare's big advantage is time and superior reach of strategic resources. 
Relative time against absolute time is the significant advantage for Russia in the war 
against Ukraine. This could be seen in losses of personnel and material. In absolute 
terms could the smaller and weaker part seem to be more successful but in a long-
term perspective it must be a balance between quantitative and qualitative resources. 
Strategic attrition warfare’s critical vulnerabilities are time, quantity and sustainability. 
To replace heavy losses of material and personnel could be understood as a process 
of procurement and reproduction of capabilities.  

Elements of Space 

Another element to analyze is the use of space in the Ukrainian-Russian war. Initially 
Russia conducted a blitzkrieg by using maneuver warfare to rapidly reach major cities 
and to overthrow the political power in Ukraine. The Russian armed forces were ini-
tially dispersed and lost its concentration of forces and fires. This conduct of warfare 
was against traditional Russian military doctrine and this fragmentation Russian of-
fensive in weak tactical battle groups reinforced the Ukrainian defensive in their tac-
tical defense. When Russian forces withdrew from the big cities and concentrated in 
a prolonged positional warfare along a fixed 1000 kilometers long front, they returned 
to an active defense doctrine. Strategic superior forces risks are fewer relative losses 
in a positional warfare compared to a maneuver warfare. Positional warfare usually 

                                                 

 
45 Sakwa, R.: Russia against the Rest. The Post-Cold War Crisis of World Order. Cambridge, Cambridge University 
Press, 2017; Ledeneva, A.V.: Can Russia Modernize? Sistema. Power Networks and Informal Governance. Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 2013; Clover, C.: Black Wind, White Snow. The Rise of Russia’s New Nationalism. 
New Haven, CT.: Yale University Press, 2016, and Golts, A.: Military Reform and Militarism in Russia. Washing-
ton, D.C., The Jamestown Foundation, 2018. 



                                                                                           

 

93 

gives the stronger part more control and can be reinforced by strategic reserves and 
fire strikes in the depth of the enemy. Sensor capabilities and recon strikes can over 
time systematically reduce the opponents defense capacity.  

No military forces on either side have been strong enough to conduct decisive and 
deep operations so far in this war. Russian strategic units tried conducting deep ma-
neuver operations initially, but the forces were too small, and it lacked necessary co-
ordination with their own combined joint forces. Ground forces have been too large 
in numbers and have had stronger defensive than offensive capabilities, having the 
chance to achieve an operational strategic effect. Another explanation to the posi-
tional war is the absence of air superiority in both tactical and operational depth. The 
same conclusion can be made of the sea domain, with a superior Russian Black Fleet 
that cannot match the Ukrainian sea defense systems that set Russian ambitions of 
amphibious landing operations and deep naval operations at a very high risk. Tactical 
fires of towed and self-propelled howitzers, multiple launch rocket systems, and long-
range precision missiles of the ground forces, unguided and guided bombs and rock-
ets of front aviation platforms have been the dominating ground fire systems in the 
war. Strategic air force and missile platforms of the navy have delivered strategic 
strikes over all operational and strategic depth in Ukraine. But a large amount of sur-
veillance assets from satellites to drones combined with lethal and accurate kinetic 
weapons of the sky have had the most significant impact on territorial space. The 
space domain and the vertical dimension of warfare had its heydays during this war 
so far.46.            

Elements of Strength 

In this analysis offensive and defensive are the elements of strength. According to 
Clausewitz, the defensive has been stronger than the offensive in war. Defensive ap-
proach has usually to be chosen when the opponent is numerically stronger, and its 
military capabilities are more advantageous. In the Russian-Ukrainian war the corre-
lation of forces is not easy to analyze and understand correctly. When the war started 
in February 2022 Ukraine had a quantitative superiority in the numbers of manpower 
but was greatly outnumbered in military capabilities in the army, marine and air force. 
The high intensity of a long frontline in many vectors has caused very high losses in 
military assets and in manpower on both sides.  

According to latest Russia-Ukraine War Report Card, Feb. 27, 202447 from Harvard 
Kennedy School the relative numbers of military casualties is negative to the Ukrain-
ian forces, as well as military vehicles and equipment. In absolute number Russian 
losses is bigger, but the Russian capabilities to regenerate new military capabilities 
through a much larger population could be seen in the numbers of Russian young 
army members, cadets, numbers of conscripts, examined second lieutenants, and as 
well as volunteers to join the Russian Armed Forces. And there is the strategic reserve 
of 1,500,000 men to be used if necessary. Ukraine is politically, economically, and 

                                                 

 
46 Watling, J.: The Arms of the Future. Technology and Close Combat in the Twenty-First Century. London, Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2023. 
47 Harvard Kennedy School, Belfer Center for Science and Internal Affairs in Boston MA, publish every week 
a Report Card that contains relevant and interesting data of the Russia-Ukraine War. Source: 
https://www.russiamatters.org/news/russia-ukraine-war-report-card/russia-ukraine-war-report-card-feb-27-
2024, Accessed: 2024-03-01. 

https://www.russiamatters.org/news/russia-ukraine-war-report-card/russia-ukraine-war-report-card-feb-27-2024
https://www.russiamatters.org/news/russia-ukraine-war-report-card/russia-ukraine-war-report-card-feb-27-2024


                                                                                           

 

94 

militarily fully dependent on foreign support to replace and balance its economic and 
military losses during this war. 

In the Russia-Ukraine War Report Card there is strategic quantitative data as: change 
in military territory control, military casualties and equipment losses, civilian fatalities, 
displaced citizens, economic impact, infrastructure, and popular support. These indi-
cators influence the outcome of the war, but there are other criteria and important 
qualitative indicators as ammunition and military equipment supply, ability to generate 
new forces, political and military leadership, time and depth of military training/exer-
cises, moral support of own population, attraction to voluntarily join armed forces, 
foreign economic, political as well as military support. All these criteria have in some 
way to be considered when the element of strength - fighting power and military abil-
ity - is to be discussed on both sides.48 

Combine the State, People and Military for Achieving the Ultimate Goal of 
the War 

“We must understand the war at all levels - the long term national and political 
objectives, the grand strategy, the military strategy, the systemic-operational planning, 
the tactical battle, the techno-tactics, the logistics, the information, the narrative, and 
of course the buildup of forces and the concept of how to apply it. In order to win a 
war that is ever more complex and losing clear boundaries, we must demonstrate su-
periority at every level and in every aspect. Perhaps most of all, we must understand a 
war in its distinctive context”.49 

Israeli military theorist Ron Tira emphasizes the complexity of war, which involves 
military, civilian, and political interactions. He argues that a holistic approach en-
hances our understanding. The Russian state has handled complexity… 

The Russian triad of state, people, and military can create a political strategic synergy 
if it is harmonized and balanced. Cohesion and character of the Russian people is 
based on a deep understanding of history, religion, and conservative values. This core 
has been formed and exploited by the state for centuries. Military institutions have 
indoctrinated individuals of all ages, from children to young soldiers, with its identity 
and legitimacy through its long traditions and historic deeds. The state has systemat-
ically prepared young Russians to serve and join the military in future conflicts.50  

The cohesion and character of the Russian people can both be compared both to 
Spain during the Napoleonic wars or the early Chinese empire during Sun Tzu in 
terms of its small war, but also to Napoleonic France or Frederick the Great's Prussia 
in terms of big war. Russian history contains both the largest land battles in history, 
such as Borodino and Stalingrad, but also many examples of Cossack raids, scorched 
earth tactics, partisans, etc. This shows that Russian people throughout history have 
had a deep cohesion and strong militarization which results in a strong will to fight 
both small and big wars with a clear civilizational goal of protecting, expanding, and 
strengthening Russia. These qualities have successfully been and are continued being 

                                                 

 
48 Ibid. 
49 Tira, R.: The Nature of War. Conflicting Paradigms and Israeli Military Effectiveness. Brighton, Sussex Academic 
Press, 2010, p. 130. 
50 Danchenko, A. M. & Vydrin, I, F. (Eds.): Military Pedagogy. A Soviet View. Honolulu, HI., University Press of 
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used by the Russian state to further its goals. The Russian state has both strong assets 
and strong narratives, which makes it easy to mobilize for conducting wars.  

In the last part of this paper, our conclusion will elaborate on the strategic strength 
and weaknesses of Russia. 

Conclusion: The symbiosis of the Russian State, Armed forces and 
People 

In the context of the Russian-Ukrainian war, Clausewitz's theory is still relevant for 
the analysis of the Russian way of war. War is essentially the use of weapons and 
people, with people being the most important, according to the Russian experience 
of crucial moments in history - the Civil War, the Great Patriotic War and the Russian-
Ukrainian War - and its development of military theory. The Russian symbiosis of the 
state, the military and the people is a prerequisite for the conduct of successful attri-
tion warfare that is conducive to the Russian political and strategic objectives in the 
Russian-Ukrainian war. 

Not a very few military theorists have explored the Clausewitz’s trinity through the 
analysis of concepts, interpretations, or contexts. Our research approach has inter-
preted the primary concepts of passion (Hass und der Feindschaft], chance (Wahrschein-
lichkeiten und…Zufall) and politics (Natur eines politischen Werkzeugs) into the secondary 
concept of people (Volk), armed forces (Feldherren und… Heer) and the state (Politischen 
Zwecke … Regierung). We recognize the importance of the integrative logic of the three 
parts, and not as a paradox. The strength of a trinity is its mutual reinforcement and 
ability to increase its synergy and power. This method of analysis of the Russian-
Ukrainian War, based on Clausewitz's theory, is relevant and worthwhile, as our con-
clusion shows.         

Russia can be described as two parts, the Motherland as the people and the Fatherland 
as the armed forces, that are unified and commanded by the state. Historical experi-
ences from the Mongol invasion to the current war in Ukraine shows the necessity of 
a comprehensive approach - a total war approach - to survive as an independent na-
tion. These experiences have been an important driving force to develop Russian mil-
itary power, by combining military systems, human beings, and politics. The primary 
tool for the military power was to develop a relevant military theory, practice, and a 
centralized command in the hands of the Russian General Staff as “the brain of the 
army”. 

Clausewitz had an emphasis on the nature and characteristics of war. War could be 
conducted as an absolute war or as a restricted war. Absolute war is very hazardous 
and requires full total access to national resources including, for Russia, nuclear weap-
ons. The preferred alternative is a restricted war using a balanced force that is sus-
tained over a strategic long term. This alternative implicates attrition warfare that re-
quires long term substantial material, and human resources. Strategic effects must be 
developed over a long time. Russia has in the last 20 years internalized a deep-rooted 
military patriotic spirit in its own people, as well as a significantly reinforced military 
industrial capabilities.  

Overall, our main conclusion in this paper is that the center of gravity of the Russian 
nation is the balanced symbiotic relationship between the people, the army, and the 
state. This strategic strength is also Russia's critical strategic vulnerability. Winning 
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tactical battles without realistic political goals is not a successful military mission for 
the armed forces and their military leaders. Carl von Clausewitz's military concept of 
the wonderful trinity implies for us a holistic and dynamic understanding of the most 
important elements of war. 
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THE IMPACT OF THE WAR IN UKRAINE ON THE RUSSIAN 
MILITARY PRESENCE IN THE SOUTH CAUCASUS AND THE 
MIDDLE EAST  

Sergei Melkonian  

he presentation by Sergei Melkonian in the Russia Seminar 2024 can be found 
on the FNDU YouTube-channel: https://youtu.be/P8VA1bT8ADs starting 
from 6:01:40. 

Introduction 

Russia has gradually extended the geographical reach of its military activities over the 
last few years, and now has a presence in the South Caucasus, the Middle East, and 
Africa. However, the start of the active phase of the war in Ukraine in 2022 has inev-
itably affected the location and nature of Russia’s military presence in other areas. 

This study examines the dynamics of Russia’s presence in Nagorno-Karabakh (South 
Caucasus) and Syria (Middle East). These case studies were chosen for the following 
reasons. First, both are considered by Russia as successful examples of accomplishing 
military objectives. The Russian military operation in Syria, aimed at preserving the 
current regime and destroying terrorist organizations, was evaluated by Moscow as 
successful. President Vladimir Putin, during his visit to Syria in 2017, declared that 
the set tasks had been brilliantly achieved and announced the withdrawal of part of 
the contingent.1 However, a significant portion of the Russian military contingent 
remained in the territory of the Syrian Arab Republic (SAR). Similarly, the deployment 
of a Russian peacekeeping mission in Nagorno-Karabakh was considered an im-
portant achievement. The main focus was on the role of peacekeepers as guarantors 
of peace in the region.2 

Second, in Nagorno-Karabakh and Syria Russian armed forces are officially deployed, 
which is not the case in Libya, Algeria, and other African states, where Russian private 
military companies and other organizations not officially linked to the Russian armed 
forces have been active. 

Third, the Russian military presence in Nagorno-Karabakh and Syria occurred in the 
context of low-intensity conflicts. In other words, the military-political situation in 
these areas was dynamic and influenced Russian positions. Therefore, comparisons 
with Abkhazia and South Ossetia, for instance, are not relevant. 

                                                 

 
1 Владимир Путин посетил авиабазу Хмеймим в Сирии. “За два с небольшим года Вооружённые Силы 
России вместе с сирийской армией разгромили наиболее боеспособную группировку международных 
террористов. В этой связи мною принято решение: значительная часть российского воинского кон-
тингента, находящегося в Сирийской Арабской Республике, возвращается домой, в Россию” 
(December, 2017). Президент России: http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/56351.  
2 Путин: миротворцы РФ выступают гарантом достигнутого режима перемирия в Нагорном Карабахе 
(October, 2021). ТАСС: https://tass.ru/politika/12673841.  
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The war in Ukraine has exacerbated the existing confrontation between Russia and 
the West, which projects onto regional subsystems. Moscow views the Middle East 
and the post-Soviet space as areas of competition with the West, and these regions 
have a growing importance in light of its long-term perspective on this confrontation. 
Therefore, its military presence in these regions is part of a comprehensive foreign 
policy strategy. 

The dynamics of Russia’s military presence in Syria 

Analysis of shifts in Russia’s military footprint in Syria will focus be on three key 
aspects: first, troop numbers, armaments, and military hardware, which may have var-
ied due to the reallocation of forces and assets to the Ukrainian front, a priority shift 
that emerged in 2022; second, deployment geography of Russian forces, encompass-
ing the military infrastructure within Syria; and third, the operations of the Wagner 
private military company, which has been a proxy instrument for establishing Russian 
spheres of influence. 

Personnel, weaponry, and military equipment 

According to estimates, the strength of Russian ground forces in Syria was around 
3,0003 in 2018. Discussions about redeploying personnel and recruiting Syrian military 
forces intensified immediately after the start of the war in Ukraine.4 Another indicator 
was a statement made by Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov in May 2022: He declared 
that the Russian contingent in Syria had almost no military tasks left, and the number 
of troops on the ground was determined by specific tasks, with decisions on how 
many military personnel should be in Syria to be taken based on the principle of ex-
pediency.5 This provided a political rationale for reducing personnel in Syria. How-
ever, a subsequent statement from the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs confirmed 
logistical difficulties, redeployment, and rotation of units, stating that it was not accu-
rate to talk about a reduction of Russian forces in Syria as the grouping, air defense 
systems, and aviation equipment remained in the country.6 Up to 2024, a large-scale 
withdrawal of personnel from Syria was not confirmed, according to open sources. 

The only possible example of a partial personnel withdrawal could be their redeploy-
ment along with military equipment that was transferred from Syria back to Russia. 
Immediately after the outbreak of large-scale hostilities in Ukraine, the Su-25 attack 
squadron was withdrawn from Syria.7 Their departure has had little effect on the ca-
pabilities of the Russian military. Su-25s were withdrawn from Syria for the first time 

                                                 

 
3 Michael Kofman, Matthew Rojansky, JD.: What Kind of Victory for Russia in Syria? Army University Press 
(January 2018): https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/Online-Exclusive/2018-
OLE/Russia-in-Syria/.  
4 Russia Mobilizes Reinforcements from Syria and Africa to Ukraine. Institute for the Study of War (March 
2021): https://understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russia-mobilizes-reinforcements-syria-and-africa-
ukraine.  
5 Глава МИД считает, что у российских военных в Сирии почти не осталось задач (May, 2022). Инте-
факс: https://www.interfax.ru/world/843176.  
6 “О сокращении российских сил в Сирии говорить абсолютно нельзя” (June 2022). Коммерсант: 
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/5420967.  
7 Anton Madrasov: Keeping Up Appearances: The Ukraine War’s Effect on Russian Deployments in Syria. 
Middle East Institute (December 2022): https://www.mei.edu/publications/keeping-appearances-ukraine-
wars-effect-russian-deployments-syria.  
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https://understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russia-mobilizes-reinforcements-syria-and-africa-ukraine
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https://www.mei.edu/publications/keeping-appearances-ukraine-wars-effect-russian-deployments-syria
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in 2016, before being redeployed to the area to support the offensive in East Aleppo. 
Since no large-scale operations requiring active air support were anticipated in Syria 
in the short term, there was no need for the Su-25 aircraft. However, their withdrawal 
and use on the Ukrainian front can be considered a direct consequence of the war’s 
outbreak. 

The most notable change was the relocation of S-300 anti-aircraft missile system bat-
teries in August 2022 from Masyaf in northwest Syria8 to a port at Tartus and then on 
to Novorossiysk, a Russian port on the Black Sea near Crimea. Previously, it was 
reported that four S-300 batteries were located in Masyaf.9 Israeli sources offered dif-
ferent estimates on the number of troops being pulled from Syria: two put the number 
at a couple of battalions, or 1,200–1,600 soldiers,10 while a third said the number was 
much higher. A senior Israeli defense official said the withdrawn troops had been 
replaced with military police officers.11 However, despite the withdrawal of the system 
from this region, there continues to be a presence of Russian S-400, Syrian S-200, and 
Pantsir-S1 on the hills close to Masyaf.12 The position for the S-300, which is located 
equidistantly northeast of Tartus and southeast of Khmeimim, was originally chosen 
based on the experience of the S-200VE SAM system on duty in the coastal area. Yet 
the hilly local terrain and short radio horizon made the operation of S-300s there 
difficult from a technical standpoint. The Israeli air force, which flies at extremely low 
altitudes using false maneuvers over Lebanon, would periodically provoke false firings 
by these expensive Russian SAMs. Therefore, it cannot be ruled out that, given the 
expanding Iranian network of ammunition and missile factories and its actions to 
strengthen proxy forces after the killing of Qasem Soleimani (commander of the 
Quds Force, Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) Moscow might have pre-
ferred to withdraw its S-300s from Syria, on the pretext of strengthening Crimea, to 
eliminate any possibility of unnecessary escalation in the Middle East region in the 
midst of the war in Ukraine.13 

Russia’s military presence in Syria is important for maintaining its position in the Med-
iterranean Sea. In this context, it is noteworthy that a portion of its naval forces had 
been redeployed before the outbreak of the war in Ukraine. This was partly due to 
the risk of Turkey closing the Bosphorus and Dardanelles straits. On February 6, 
2022, it was reported that six amphibious landing vessels had departed the Mediter-
ranean and were headed to the Black Sea. Transit through the Sea of Marmara was 

                                                 

 
8 Russian S-300 Air Defense Battery Deployed from Syria to Russia. ImageSat Intl (August, 2022). Twitter: 
https://twitter.com/ImageSatIntl/status/1563812006104268802?lang=en.  
9 СМИ сообщили место расположения четырех батарей С-300 в Сирии (October, 2018). Интерфакс: 
https://www.interfax.ru/world/634990.  
10 Russia Shrinks Forces in Syria, a Factor in Israeli Strategy There (October, 2022). The New York Times: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/19/world/middleeast/russia-syria-israel-ukraine.html.  
11 Toi Staff. Report: Russia Draws Down Forces in Syria, Removes S-300 System that Troubled Israel (Octo-
ber, 2022). The Times of Israel: https://www.timesofisrael.com/report-russia-draws-down-forces-in-syria-
removes-s-300-air-defense-system/.  
12 The S-300 Air Defense Battery in the Mountains Northwest of Masyaf Has Been Removed in Recent 
Months.= Obretix (August, 2022). Twitter: https://twitter.com/obretix/status/1563520254386802691.  
13 Anton Madrasov: Keeping up Appearances: The Ukraine War’s Effect on Russian Deployments in Syria. 
Middle East Institute (December, 2022): https://www.mei.edu/publications/keeping-appearances-ukraine-
wars-effect-russian-deployments-syria.  
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observed to be faster than usual and all six vessels passed through the Bosphorus late 
in the evening, possibly to avoid detection by ship-spotters.14 

Despite the reduction in the number of Russian troops in Syria following the outbreak 
of the war in Ukraine, reports began to emerge in 2023 of the transfer of Russian 
military personnel back to Syria.15 This could have two causes. First, such a decision 
could align with the logic of a statement made by Syrian President Bashar al-Assad 
during his visit to Moscow in March 2023: In particular, he stated that he would wel-
come any Russian proposals to set up new military bases and boost troop numbers in 
Syria, suggesting that Russia’s military presence there should become permanent.16 
Second, the increase in the number of Russian military personnel in Syria could be a 
response to the United States tripling its contingent there in 202317 and planning fur-
ther increases in 2024 in Syria and Iraq.18 

Geography of force deployment  

In the initial stages of the war in Ukraine, Russian forces in Syria reportedly withdrew 
from some positions and regrouped elsewhere, including at the Hmeimim air base 
and the Qamishli, Deir ez-Zor, and T-4 airports. Russian forces and the Fifth Corps, 
a Moscow-backed Syrian military force, also turned over the Mahin military depot 
east of Homs—one of the largest arms depots in Syria, containing twenty-five 
equipped warehouses—to Iran-backed militias and Hezbollah in early April after 
withdrawing to the Palmyra military airport. In mid-April 2022, the same forces with-
drew from the airport, as well, also in favor of Iran-backed militias. Moscow did not 
announce any of these withdrawals officially or through its affiliated media.19 In par-
allel Iran and pro-Iranian forces were enlarging their presence to fill the security vac-
uum. 

However, a geographical expansion of Russian military deployment in Syria was later 
observed. The most significant acquisition was the Jirah airport. Russian and Syrian 
military personnel restored the Jirah airbase, which had been destroyed during com-
bat, in the northern part of SAR. This allowed for the joint basing and use of aviation 
by the Russian Aerospace Forces and the Syrian Air Force. Anti-aircraft defense sys-
tems from the Russian troop grouping and the Syrian Armed Forces' (Syrian Arab 
Army, SAA) air defense forces were deployed. The joint basing of the aviation of the 
Russian Aerospace Forces and the Syrian Air Force at the Jirah airbase enabled cov-
erage of the state border and ensured security in the northern and northeast areas of 

                                                 

 
14 Frederik Van Lokeren: Russian Forces in the Mediterranean (February, 2022). Russian Navy – News and 
Analysis: https://russianfleetanalysis.blogspot.com/2022/02/russian-forces-in-mediterranean-
wk062022.html.  
15 Россия перебрасывает войска Сирию и Африку (October, 2023). Livejournal: https://colonelcas-
sad.livejournal.com/8732359.html.  
16 Guy Faulconbridge, Caleb Davis: Syria's Assad Would Like More Russian Bases and Troops (March, 2023). 
Reuters: https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrias-assad-says-would-welcome-more-russian-
troops-2023-03-16/.  
17 СМИ: США увеличили численность своих военных на базах в Сирии с 500 до 1,5 тыс. (July, 2023). 
ТАСС: https://tass.ru/mezhdunarodnaya-panorama/18343347.  
18 Stella Youssef: US Intends to Deploy 1,500 Troops to Syria and Iraq – CBS Philadelphia (January, 2024). 
North press agency: https://npasyria.com/en/110022/.  
19 Walid Al Nofal: Amid War in Ukraine, Russia Withdraws and Iran Expands in Syria (May, 2022). Syria Di-
rect: https://syriadirect.org/amid-war-in-ukraine-russia-withdraws-and-iran-expands-in-syria/.  
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SAR.20 Additionally, the establishment of a military airfield in northern Syria enhanced 
the operational capabilities of Russian tactical and army aviation. In the current mili-
tary-political context, the deployment of the Russian Aerospace Forces at the Jirah 
airfield enables control of the airspace in areas adjacent to the Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF) and pro-Turkish factions and facilitates the use of Russian-Syrian avia-
tion in areas where a Turkish Armed Forces offensive in northern Syria might occur. 
Despite the Jirah airbase being relatively small, it plays a crucial role in the eastern 
parts of Aleppo, southeast of the Al-Bab district controlled by pro-Turkish forces, 
and south of Manbij, where Kurdish units remain, much to Turkey’s displeasure. 
Moreover, Jirah serves as one of the logistical military hubs capable of facilitating 
cargo transfers to Asia and Africa under conditions of a total closed sky and sanctions 
affecting civilian air/maritime transport. 

In 2022, several units of Russian military personnel, six Ka-52 “Alligator” combat 
helicopters, and two Su-34 planes were deployed at Qamishli airport. Russian patrols 
appeared in Manbij and Tal Rifaat, with dozens of armored vehicles. The Russian 
military increased the activity of its Aerospace Forces in the provinces of Hasakah 
and Aleppo.21 These actions were aimed at deterring Turkey, which had announced a 
large-scale military operation in northeastern Syria. Against the backdrop of escalating 
Turkish rhetoric, Russia deployed aviation near the Idlib zone.22 

Russia also expanded its presence in eastern Syria, where the positions of the US and 
its allies are concentrated. This process occurred with the support of the SAA and the 
IRGC. It is important to note that in this case, Russia used Russian-backed forces’ 
SAA 5th Corps.23 In parallel, Russian military personnel and the groups they support 
conducted joint exercises in eastern Syria. 

Besides military activities in new areas, Russia continued to carry out traditional tasks 
after the outbreak of the war in Ukraine. In 2022, Moscow authorized strikes against 
Syrian opposition forces near the US presence in al-Tanf. In addition, in June 2022, 
Federal Security Service (FSS/FSB) special forces in Syria carried out anti-terrorist 
operations that resulted in the death of one Russian officer. At the same time, Russian 
military personnel continued their interactions with groups that have joined the ranks 
of the 5th Corps.24 and did not suspend joint patrolling with Turkey. Moreover, in 
2023 Russia has become more active in the skies over Syria. In addition to strikes 
against militants, aviation actions are being directed against US forces present in the 
SAR. Russian planes and drones fly over American facilities, contrary to the agree-
ments between the two sides on delineating zones of activity. The US military has 
repeatedly reported dangerous maneuvers that Russian air force pilots have per-
formed in the vicinity of American drones and fighters. However, Russian military 

                                                 

 
20 Российские и сирийские военнослужащие восстановили разрушенный в ходе боевых действий 
аэродром Джейрах. Министерство обороны Российской Федерации: https://structure.mil.ru/struc-
ture/forces/ground/structure/tank/address/more.htm?id=12452348@egNews.  
21 Кузнецов А.А.: О трансформации военно-политической роли России в Сирии в контексте спецопе-
рации на Украине (June, 2022). Институт Ближнего Востока: http://www.iimes.ru/?p=87257.  
22 The Ukraine War’s Effect on Russian Deployments in Syria _ Middle East Institute. p. 2. 
23 Andie Parry, Ashka Jhaveri, Johanna Moore, Brian Carter: Iran, Russia, and the Syrian Regime Are Coordi-
nating to Expel US Forces from Syria (August, 2023). ISW: https://understandingwar.org/back-
grounder/iran-russia-and-syrian-regime-are-coordinating-expel-us-forces-syria.  
24 Кузнецов А.А.: О трансформации военно-политической роли России в Сирии в контексте спецопе-
рации на Украине (June, 2022). Институт Ближнего Востока: http://www.iimes.ru/?p=87257.  
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officials claim that it is the Americans who are violating deconfliction protocols, lead-
ing to aviation incidents.25 The only change in this context might be the absence of 
official news about providing humanitarian aid during the periods of April–October 
2022 and December 2022–July 2023. Before the war in Ukraine, such extended breaks 
were almost non-existent. 

Wagner Group’s activity 

 The Russian private military company Wagner has been actively involved in the Syr-
ian war since 2015. Initially, their focus was on guarding oil fields, industrial sites, and 
several other positions, as well as being deployed in the de-escalation zone. Various 
sources estimated Wagner’s personnel in Syria to be around 3,000 at the onset of the 
war in Ukraine.26 By mid-2023, reports emerged that the number of fighters in Syria 
had dropped to between 250 and 400.27 Despite disagreements with official Russian 
structures after 2016, when a part of the Wagner group was withdrawn from Syria 
following the active phase of combat, this organization has served as one of the tools 
for exerting Russian influence in the Middle East and Africa. 

The primary change in Wagner’s positioning in Syria occurred after its leader 
Yevgeney Prigozhin’s march on Moscow in June 2023. After this event, members of 
the group were summoned to the Russian Hmeimim base and offered the chance to 
sign a contract with the Ministry of Defense, in the same manner as other members 
in Russia and Africa. During his visit to Syria Russian Deputy Defense Minister 
Yunus-Bek Yevkurov asked Syrian army commanders to inform Wagner forces that 
they had to withdraw from Syria or join troops of the Russian army deployed there. 
Accordingly, the Syrian regime Minister of Defense, Lieutenant General Ali 
Mahmoud Abbas, met with commanders of Wagner forces in Syria and gave them 
the option of surrendering their weapons and leaving Syria in no more than one 
month or joining troops of the Russian army in Syria and operating under Russian 
command.28 

In the initial stages of the war in Ukraine, Russia’s military presence in Syria was re-
duced: military ships, some aviation, air defense systems, and personnel servicing this 
equipment were relocated. This can be considered a direct consequence of the war on 
Russia’s military presence in the Middle East. Subsequently, a new phase began—the 
expansion of Russian presence in Syria, largely as a reaction to Turkey’s attempts to 
capitalize on Russia’s failures in Ukraine and to launch an offensive operation. In 
response, Russia began to qualitatively and quantitatively expand its presence in SAR. 
Such actions demonstrate political will and capabilities on the ground to deter Turkey 
in Syria, hundreds of kilometers away from Russia. Finally, a third phase can be iden-
tified—the expansion of Russia’s military presence in the Middle East. With a strong 
position in Syria, Russia began to plan for expanding its presence in the Mediterranean 

                                                 

 
25 https://carnegieendowment.org/politika/90742.  
26 The Military Balance 2022, p. 357. 
27 Suleiman Al-Khalidi, Maya Gebeily: Syria Brought Wagner Fighters to Hheel as Mutiny Unfolded in Russia 
(July, 2023). Reuters: https://www.reuters.com/world/syria-brought-wagner-group-fighters-heel-mutiny-un-
folded-russia-2023-07-07/.  
28 Russian Deputy Defense Minister Orders Syrian Regime Minister of Defense to Option Wagner Forces to 
Leave Syria or Join Russian Army (August, 2023). Syrian Observatory for Human Rights: https://www.syr-
iahr.com/en/309318/.  
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Sea (creating a naval base in Libya) and establishing a presence in the Red Sea (a naval 
base in Sudan). 

The dynamics of Russia’s military presence in the South     
Caucasus 

Before the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, Russia’s military presence in the South 
Caucasus had significantly expanded. For more than 15 years, Russia has continued 
to maintain its positions in Abkhazia (the 7th military base with a total strength of 
about 4,000.29), South Ossetia (the 4th military base, with a total also about 4,000).30 
According to a statement from the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Ukraine, 
personnel from the base in Abkhazia (around 800) and from the base in South Ossetia 
(around 1,200) were redeployed to Ukraine.31 Russia also maintains its presence in 
Armenia. Personnel at the 102nd military base (which includes an airfield in Erebuni 
and support points in other regions of the country) is estimated at 3,500.32 

The expansion in 2020 

The most significant change in Russia’s military presence in the South Caucasus was 
the Nagorno-Karabakh War in 2020. Based on the Trilateral Statement of November 
9, 2020, Russia deployed a peacekeeping contingent in Nagorno-Karabakh. Accord-
ing to the statement, the Russian military force was to consist of 1,960 personnel, 90 
armored personnel carriers, and 380 vehicles and special equipment.33  

In parallel, Russia expanded its presence within Armenia itself. In 2021, two new sup-
port points of the 102nd military base were established on the Armenian—Azerbai-
jani border. Additionally, Russian military personnel began using the airport in the 
city of Sisian, in southern Armenia, which can be considered an aerial component of 
the expansion of Russia’s military presence. 

From Moscow’s perspective, the deployment of a peacekeeping contingent was seen 
as a significant achievement. The logic was as follows: Russia now has a military pres-
ence in all countries of the region. Previously, military bases in Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia allowed influence over Tbilisi, and in Armenia, over Yerevan. Now, with a 
presence in Nagorno-Karabakh, there was the capacity to influence Baku. 

  

                                                 

 
29 В Абхазии около 4 тыс. российских военнослужащих ЮВО примут участие в месячнике сплочения 
воинских коллективов (February, 2019). Министерство обороны Российской Федерации: 
https://z.mil.ru/spec_mil_oper/brief/humanitarian_response/more.htm?id=12215601@egNews.  
30 Гаврилой Юрийю. Российские базы в Южной Осетии и Абхазии узаконили на 49 лет (September, 
2011). Российская Газета: https://rg.ru/2011/09/29/bazy.html.  
31 С военных баз на оккупированных территориях Грузии на территорию Украины Россией перебро-
шено около 2 тыс. военнослужащих – Генштаб ВСУ (March, 2022). Интерфакс: https://inter-
fax.com.ua/news/general/819236.html.  
32 The Military Balance 2022, p. 208 
33 Заявление Президента Азербайджанской Республики, Премьер-министра Республики Армения 
и Президента Российской Федерации (November, 2020). Президент России: http://www.krem-
lin.ru/events/president/news/64384.  

https://z.mil.ru/spec_mil_oper/brief/humanitarian_response/more.htm?id=12215601@egNews
https://rg.ru/2011/09/29/bazy.html
https://interfax.com.ua/news/general/819236.html
https://interfax.com.ua/news/general/819236.html
http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/64384
http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/64384
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Reduction of Russia’s military presence in Nagorno-Karabakh after 2020 

Despite the end of the 2020 war and the initiation of a negotiation process between 
Yerevan and Baku, Azerbaijan continued to exert military pressure on Nagorno-
Karabakh and Armenia. Alongside the deployment of the Russian peacekeeping con-
tingent and the achievement of a ceasefire, Azerbaijan began capturing settlements 
and positions, thus repeatedly violating the ceasefire. Importantly, the use of force 
against Nagorno-Karabakh Armenians despite the presence of Russian military per-
sonnel, began before the war in Ukraine. But the intensity of ceasefire violations sharply 
increased once the Russo-Ukrainian war started (Table 1). While there were thirteen 
cases of ceasefire violations during November 2020–February 2022, by March 2022 
the number of violations reached at least twenty. 

Table 1. Violations of the ceasefire regime in Nagorno-Karabakh.34 

 

Azerbaijan also exerted nonmilitary pressure. On December 12, 2022, Baku began a 
blockade of Nagorno-Karabakh that lasted until September 2023. In the initial phase, 
government-supported “eco-activists” set up an indefinite blockade of the Lachin 
corridor, hindering movement to and from Nagorno-Karabakh. As a result, Nagorno-
Karabakh could only rely on its resources and partial humanitarian aid that wasdeliv-
ered. Later, once the Prime Minister of Armenia recognized the territorial integrity of 
Azerbaijan, to include Nagorno-Karabakh, Baku established a checkpoint on the 
Lachin corridor. Thus, a full blockade of Nagorno-Karabakh began, and Russia par-
tially lost control of the corridor. 

The final point of Azerbaijan’s military pressure on Nagorno-Karabakh was the 
launch of a large-scale offensive on September 19, 2023. During this one-day war, the 
Nagorno-Karabakh defense army was defeated and subsequently disbanded. The of-
fensive also resulted in the death of six Russian peacekeepers, with one severely in-
jured. However, a strong response from Moscow did not follow. 

                                                 

 
34 Данные собраны автором на основе Информационных бюллетень Министерства обороны Россий-
ской Федерации о деятельности российского миротворческого контингента в зоне нагорно-карабах-
ского конфликта. Примечательно, что после этнической чистки и полного перехода Нагорного Кара-
баха под контроль Азербайджана, название информационных бюллетеней изменилось: «Информа-
ционный бюллетень Министерства обороны Российской Федерации о деятельности Российского ми-
ротворческого контингента в зоне Карабахского экономического района Азербайджанской Респуб-
лики». Более того, Министерство обороны России более перестало публиковать бюллетени после 9 
января 2024 г. 
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During the Azerbaijani offensive, Armenia took a distant stance. The first statement 
from the Armenian Ministry of Defense came several hours later, stating that “as of 
2 p.m., the situation on the borders of the Republic of Armenia is relatively stable.”35 
A few hours later, a new statement was released, in which it was noted that “Armenia 
does not have an army in Nagorno-Karabakh.”36 This publication was intended to 
prevent Armenia from being drawn into the conflict, despite Yerevan traditionally 
positioning and acting as a security guarantor for Nagorno-Karabakh. 

As a result of Azerbaijan establishing control over Nagorno-Karabakh, the following 
key changes occurred. First, Russian military forces lost control of the Lachin corri-
dor, which connected Armenia with Nagorno-Karabakh, as stipulated in the Trilateral 
Statement from 2020. In reality, as said above, communication had already shifted to 
partial Azerbaijani control, with the establishment of a checkpoint after the Armenian 
Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan declared that Yerevan recognizes the territorial in-
tegrity of Azerbaijan, including Nagorno-Karabakh. 

Second, the nature of the Russian military presence changed. An analysis of infor-
mation bulletins from the Russian Ministry of Defense revealed that Russian peace-
keepers no longer patrolled established routes. The presence of the contingent be-
came static rather than dynamic. 

Thirdly, there was a reduction in the geographic scope of the presence on the ground. 
Since September 2023, Russian peacekeepers have altogether dismantled twelve ob-
servation posts and fifteen temporary positions. Typically, these were located along 
key communication lines connecting settlements, or in close proximity to the line of 
contact with Azerbaijani armed forces. 

Considering the ethnic cleansing and mass exodus of the Armenian population, the 
necessity for the Russian peacekeepers’ presence was called into question and became 
a subject of discussion at the highest level between President Putin and President 
Aliyev during the Commonwealth of Independent States summit in Bishkek on Oc-
tober 12–13, 2023. It is important to note that Armenia refused to participate in this 
summit. During the negotiations, Moscow and Baku agreed to maintain the presence 
of Russian peacekeepers according to the agreement until November 2025. 

After the war in September 2023, Russia withdrew a portion of its forces from Na-
gorno-Karabakh. According to a report from the Russian Ministry of Defense, on 
November 6, 2023, the rotation of the peacekeeping contingent’s personnel was com-
pleted, as well as the dispatch of weapons and military equipment to Russia for sched-
uled maintenance.37 There are no specific details about the amount of equipment that 
was transported from Nagorno-Karabakh through Azerbaijan to Russia. However, 
video footage reveals that along with Russian equipment, equipment belonging to the 
Nagorno-Karabakh defense army was also being evacuated (the equipment was inad-
equately covered in boxes, making it visible that it was painted in Armenian camou-
flage). It can be inferred that with the reduction in the peacekeepers' geographic 

                                                 

 
35 Ministry of Defense of the Republic of Armenia (September, 2023): https://www.mil.am/en/news/11814.  
36 Ministry of Defense of the Republic of Armenia (September, 2023): https://www.mil.am/en/news/11815.  
37 Информационный бюллетень Министерства обороны Российской Федерации о деятельности Рос-
сийского миротворческого контингента в зоне Карабахского экономического района Азербайджан-
ской Республики (November, 2023). Министерство обороны Российской Федерации: 
https://mil.ru/russian_peacekeeping_forces/news/more.htm?id=12484591@egNews.  

https://www.mil.am/en/news/11814
https://www.mil.am/en/news/11815
https://mil.ru/russian_peacekeeping_forces/news/more.htm?id=12484591@egNews
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presence, the withdrawal of some weaponry, and the lack of necessity for patrolling 
various routes, the number of personnel in the peacekeeping contingent has also de-
creased. 

Russian presence in Armenia 

Concomitant with the military pressure on Nagorno-Karabakh exercised by Azerbai-
jan, Armenia has been a target, too. After the end of the 2020 war, escalations oc-
curred along the Armenia–Azerbaijan border, unrelated to Nagorno-Karabakh. As a 
result of Azerbaijani attacks in May and November 2021, and September 2022, as of 
today, Azerbaijan continues to occupy approximately 220 square kilometers of Arme-
nian territory. 

In November 2021, considering the escalation on the Armenia–Azerbaijan border, 
Russia increased the number of border troops deployed in Armenia.38 It appears that 
its forces were stationed in the southern region of Armenia, bordering Azerbaijan. In 
August 2021, the Armenian Ministry of Defense reported the deployment of Russian 
border troops in Tavush region, which also borders Azerbaijan but is located in the 
northern part of Armenia.39 

The last major escalation in September 2022 occurred the day after Russian troops 
had almost completely withdrawn from the territory of the Kharkiv region. For Russia 
one of the key consequences of these Azerbaijani attacks against Armenia was the 
latter’s decision to outsource its security. From Yerevan’s perspective, Moscow was 
no longer capable of serving as the sole and exclusive provider of security. Therefore, 
there was a need to create alternative means of deterring Azerbaijani aggression. 

Within the framework of this policy, two key changes occurred that impacted Russia’s 
position in the region. First, Armenia refused to host a Collective Security Treaty Or-
ganization (CSTO) mission on the Armenia–Azerbaijani border until the organization 
agreed that Armenia’s sovereign territory had been subjected to aggression. The lack 
of political will from the organization led to the freezing of relations between Armenia 
and the CSTO: Yerevan withdrew its permanent representative to the CSTO, refused 
to host the organization’s exercises on its territory, declined to participate in exercises 
on the territories of other member states, and ceased participating in CSTO meetings. 
Essentially, Armenia’s involvement in CSTO activities is reduced to zero, while it 
formally remains a member of the organization. Later, the Armenian Prime Minister 
publicly stated that in practice the country has frozen its participation in the CSTO40 
and if it does not receive an answer to the question regarding the area of responsibility 
of the CSTO in the Republic of Armenia, it will de jure freeze its involvement as well.41 

                                                 

 
38 РФ увеличила число пограничников в Армении (June, 2021). Интерфакс: https://www.inter-
fax.ru/russia/770583. 
39 Russian Border Guards Deployed in Voskepar Community of Tavush Province (August, 2021). Armen-
press: https://armenpress.am/eng/news/1060033.html. 
40 Armenia Freezes Participation in CSTO (February, 2024). Armenpress: https://armen-
press.am/eng/news/1130942.html. 
41 Pashinyan warns of potential de jure freeze of Armenia's activities in CSTO if the current process contin-
ues. “We asked the CSTO a question and we have not received an answer yet. The absence of clarity on this 
issue, in our opinion, poses threats to the national security and territorial integrity of Armenia. The question is 
very simple: what is the CSTO's area of responsibility in the Republic of Armenia?” (February, 2024). Armen-
press: https://armenpress.am/eng/news/1131379.html. 

https://www.interfax.ru/russia/770583
https://www.interfax.ru/russia/770583
https://armenpress.am/eng/news/1060033.html
https://armenpress.am/eng/news/1130942.html
https://armenpress.am/eng/news/1130942.html
https://armenpress.am/eng/news/1131379.html
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Second, Armenia opted for a European Union monitoring mission. On October 6, 
2022, at a quadrilateral meeting in Prague, the presidents of Azerbaijan and France, 
the Prime Minister of Armenia, and the President of the European Council agreed on 
the deployment of an EU monitoring mission. On October 20, the European Union 
deployed forty civilian experts in Armenia, along its internationally recognized border 
with Azerbaijan. This mission lasted two months, with a mandate to “monitor the 
situation” on the border from the Armenian side, “support the strengthening of trust 
between the two countries,” and “allow the EU to better support the work of bilateral 
border commissions.” A new mission with a two-year mandate was deployed in Jan-
uary 2023. The objective of the mission is to contribute to stability in the border areas 
of Armenia, build confidence on the ground, and ensure an environment conducive 
to normalization efforts between Armenia and Azerbaijan supported by the EU. Fol-
lowing the fallout of Nagorno-Karabakh in September 2023, the mission’s personnel 
has increased from 138 to 209 individuals.42 

Third, Armenia raised the issue of the presence of Russian border guards at Zvartnots 
Yerevan Airport. Armenia’s position is that the service at the Zvartnots international 
airport should be fully performed by the border guard troops of Armenia. Armenia 
has a clear position on this issue and has informed the Russian Federation about it in 
an official letter.43 

Based on the above, we can identify the following trend: Russia’s inability or unwill-
ingness to fulfill its security commitments in Nagorno-Karabakh led to a reduction of 
its military presence in the unrecognized republic, and also triggered a reassessment 
of its positions within Armenia itself. 

Conclusions 

In the early stages of the war in Ukraine, Russia reduced its military presence in Syria: 
redeployment of weapons, military equipment, and personnel to the Ukrainian front. 
This reduction did not qualitatively affect Russia’s positions in Syria. Moscow was 
able to respond on the ground to attempts by Turkey to change the status quo and 
start a military operation, partly due to support from Iran and Syria. 

The partial withdrawal by Russia in the initial stages did not lead to Iran replacing its 
positions. Tehran had been expanding its presence before the war in Ukraine, and the 
new positions it acquired continued this trend. Despite reduced capabilities, the Rus-
sian military continued to fulfill the same tasks in Syria that they had before the war 
in Ukraine. 

                                                 

 
42 Foreign Affairs Council: Press remarks by High Representative Josep Borrell after the meeting. “As a first 
step of this increasing cooperation, today the Foreign Affairs Council agreed to strengthen our civilian 
[CSDP] mission in Armenia (EUMA), increasing our presence on the ground from 138 staff to 209. This is 
an important increase of the size of the mission, and this is a way of increasing the stability of Armenia’s in-
ternational border with Azerbaijan” (November, 2023). European Union external action: 
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/foreign-affairs-council-press-remarks-high-representative-josep-borrell-
after-meeting-8_en. 
43 Service at Zvartnots Airport Should Be Fully Performed by Armenian Border Guards: Security Council 
Secretary. “Armenia’s Position Is that the Service at the “Zvartnots” International Airport Should Be Fully 
Performed by the Border Guard Troops of Armenia” (March, 2024). Armenpress: https://www.armen-
press.am/eng/news/1131888.html. 

https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/foreign-affairs-council-press-remarks-high-representative-josep-borrell-after-meeting-8_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/foreign-affairs-council-press-remarks-high-representative-josep-borrell-after-meeting-8_en
https://www.armenpress.am/eng/news/1131888.html
https://www.armenpress.am/eng/news/1131888.html
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Nagorno-Karabakh 

 

 
Syria 

Military presence 

Reduced; indicators for enlargement 

In the context of the South Caucasus, 
Russia plans to expand its military pres-
ence in the Black Sea by establishing a na-
val base in Ochamchira (Abkhazia). 

Reduced in short term; enlarged 
in mid term 

The expansion of Russia’s military presence 
in Syria serves as an important foundation for 
extending its geographical reach in the Middle 
East and Africa: Russia plans to secure a pres-
ence in the Red Sea (a logistics support base 
in Sudan) and the Mediterranean Sea (a base 
in eastern Libya). 
 

Deterrence role 

Passive 

Russia did not take preventive diplomatic 
and military measures to deter Azerbaijan 
in Nagorno-Karabakh. In the case of Ar-
menia, Russia took preventive steps by ex-
panding the geographical range of its pres-
ence on the border with Azerbaijan. 
 

Active 

Russia undertook preventive diplomatic and 
military measures to deter Turkey. The accu-
mulated experience allowed it to demonstrate 
the existence of red lines. 
 
 
 

Different approach 

● Peacekeeper mandate 

Russia felt constrained in its capabilities 
within the framework of the peacekeeping 
mandate—lacking an initial directive to 
use force against any party. 

● Secondary role in the region 

Russian peacekeepers in Nagorno-
Karabakh served as a tool that could be 
used in relation to both Armenia and 
Azerbaijan. Russian military bases in Ar-
menia, Abkhazia, and South Ossetia play 
the primary role in its presence in the re-
gion. 

● No support from local ally 

In the case of Nagorno-Karabakh, Russia 
could not rely on Armenia, which recog-
nized the region as part of Azerbaijan. The 
only support could come from the leader-
ship of the unrecognized republic. 

● Side of the conflict 

In Syria, Russia has been involved in the con-
flict for more than 10 years, enabling it to 
make on the ground decisions for resolving 
military tasks. 

● Primary role in the region 

The Russian military contingent in Syria is a 
major component of Moscow’s presence in 
the Middle East, making this asset tradition-
ally highly valued. 

● Support from local ally 

Russia was able to take proactive and, in cer-
tain instances, preventive actions, facilitated 
by the unwavering support of the Syrian gov-
ernment and Iran’s willingness to collaborate. 

 
Table 2. Comparing Russian military presence in Nagorno Karabakh and Syria from 2022. 
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After changes within the Wagner Group, it can be concluded that Russia’s military 
presence in Syria improved both qualitatively and quantitatively. If previously mem-
bers of Wagner were outside the formal and real control of the Ministry of Defense, 
the situation has now fundamentally changed. 

In the South Caucasus, Russia’s presence was based on its ability to act as a security 
provider. After the beginning of the war in Ukraine, Azerbaijan increased its military 
pressure on Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia. Event analysis shows a direct correla-
tion between Russia’s focus on Ukraine and Azerbaijan’s military aggressions. 

The lack of political will and/or ability to deter Azerbaijan led to a reduction in Rus-
sia’s military presence in Nagorno-Karabakh and set the conditions for a weakening 
in Armenia itself. Weapons, military equipment, and personnel that were transferred 
back to Russia could be used on the Ukrainian front in the future. They also include 
the weaponry and military equipment of the Nagorno-Karabakh defense army, much 
of which was handed over to Russian peacekeepers in September 2023.  

  



                                                                                           

 

113 

10 

THEORETICAL RELATIONS BETWEEN THE "STATE AND 
WAR" IN THE POST-INDUSTRIAL ERA, TAKING INTO           
ACCOUNT THE COMBAT EXPERIENCE OF THE WAR OF  
RUSSIA AGAINST UKRAINE 

Margaryta Kapochkina and Stanislav Kovalkov1 

Abstract 

he results of scientific research concerning the reasons for the unjustified dec-
laration of the Russian Federation of its imperial ambitions are presented and 
their economic futility is presented. It was determined that the imperial char-

acter of the Russian foreign policy hides its fear of the leadership of the Russian Fed-
eration accusing it of state terrorism. The intentions of the implementation of the 
"USSR 2.0" project are aimed at restoring the multipolar world order that was lost 
after the collapse of the USSR. It is shown that the war is the main argument of the 
Russian Federation in the implementation of its doctrine regarding the restoration of 
dominance in the geopolitical space. We have disclosed the planning of the foreign 
policy of the Russian Federation at the conceptual, strategic and operational-tactical 
levels. The results of the preparation of the Russian Federation for the war in Ukraine 
and the methods of its conduct are also has been analyzed. 

Introduction  

If in the industrial era the old doctrine of territorial wars is implemented, that is, wars 
are waged over resources, then in the post-industrial era the motivation to seize terri-
tories is significantly reduced. Now the world is on the threshold of the third world 
war, which according to the Vatican's definition in the form of a war of a new hybrid 
type, already began in 2013. In the 21st century, the war of a new hybrid type for the 
multipolarity of the world order has not yet lost the signs of war of the industrial age 
and at the same time has begun to use weapons (autonomous unmanned weapons) 
and technologies of the post-industrial age (cybernetic weapons, artificial intelligence). 
Thus, the third world war of the new hybrid type is still being fought for territories 
and resources, associated with significant destruction and human losses, including 
among the civilian population, but winning the war with old conventional weapons is 
now practically impossible. What does it mean? The modern combat experience of 
the war in Ukraine shows that the use of unmanned weapons with elements of artifi-
cial intelligence allows a small country with a small gross domestic product, but one 
that has entered the post-industrial era, to win over a powerful country of the indus-
trial era. If even two years ago Taiwan's victory in the war against China was not 
considered real, then after the magical destruction of Russian ships in the Black Sea 
by Ukrainian unmanned attack drones, China's naval operation against Taiwan may 

                                                 

 
1 Writers of this article contributed the text without presentation. 
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turn out to be a failure for China. And without the PRC's physical seizure of the 
territory of Taiwan, the war for the "unification of China" makes no sense. 

Analytical overview of the topic  

Karl Haushofer was the founder of geopolitics. The basis of Karl Haushofer's views 
was the concept of the Malthusian "living space". He believed that the goal of every 
empire was the expansion of "living space". Karl Haushofer developed a variant the 
military-geopolitical doctrine of the "Continental Bloc". It refers to the creation of 
the axis Berlin - Moscow - Tokyo, which was supposed to unite the states of Eurasia, 
such as: Spain, Italy, France, Germany, Russia and Japan - being an eastern counter-
weight and alternative to the British Empire and the USA. The modern foreign policy 
of the Russian Federation declares a similar doctrine - "from Lisbon to Vladivostok." 

In the post-industrial (information) era, wars are fought for dominance at the infor-
mational level, and therefore the capture of territories and resource base ceases to 
motivate wars. At the current stage of human existence, there is a gradual transition 
from the industrial to the post-industrial (informational) stage of the development of 
society. At this stage of society's development, the economy is dominated by the in-
novative sector. Wars in the conditions of globalization are characterized by greater 
interdependence of countries' economies2. Therefore, in the post-industrial era, the 
acquisition of resources will take place without the seizure of territories, that is, ex-
clusively through political and economic means. It should be remembered that a mil-
itary stratagem consists of: military cunning; diplomacy; tactics; and only in the last 
place of "frontal assault on fortresses". The pinnacle of military art is victory without 
the use of weapons, when the enemy did not even realize that he had lost the war. 

The countries of the industrial era, which have already begun to use the achievements 
of other countries of the post-industrial era, inevitably fall into dependence. That is, 
in the war between the countries of the industrial era against the countries of the post-
industrial era, the country of the post-industrial era wins. This happens because the 
country of the post-industrial era is economically located in the circle of the common-
wealth of countries of the post-industrial era, which directly or indirectly take part in 
the war on its side. 

The Institute for the Study of War points out that "Putin presents himself as a modern 
Russian czar entitled to a historically justified imperial reconquest". Over the past 20 
years, in violation of the status of a federal presidential-parliamentary republic, the 
imperial doctrine of the Russian Federation has been declared, which is advertised by 
Putin's public question: "Where are the borders of Russia?" and his own answer: 
"There are no borders in Russia". In this way, Putin's declaration about the intentions 
of allegedly legitimate expansion on the territory of neighboring countries was made. 
In fact, the imperial character of the foreign policy of the Russian Federation is dic-
tated by the desire to change the world order that developed after the collapse of the 
USSR. Russia is indeed making enormous efforts to justify its imperial right to restore 
the USSR by military means. Now the Russian Federation is preparing for war against 
Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia. Then the main question arises, what does the Russian 

                                                 

 
2 Economic War [electronic resource] URL: https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/ekonomicheskaya-voyna-pro-
ishozhdenie-suschnost-strategii/viewer.  

https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/ekonomicheskaya-voyna-proishozhdenie-suschnost-strategii/viewer
https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/ekonomicheskaya-voyna-proishozhdenie-suschnost-strategii/viewer
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Federation want by declaring the status of an empire? It is often mistakenly believed 
that the Russian Federation wants to implement the historical mission of territorial 
expansion, seeks to annex (conquer) other peoples and territories by force. But such 
a doctrine is economically inefficient. In the course of the Russian Federation's war 
with Ukraine, the aggressor country by all means dares to create the impression that 
it is carrying out its inherent imperial ambitions (using the empire's right to recovery), 
that is, it is fighting for resources and waging war according to the canons of the past 
industrial era. This is done in order to avoid the legal accusation of the leadership of 
the Russian Federation in state terrorism. It is well known that The Geneva Declara-
tion on Terrorism3 defines an attack on a neighboring state with the aim of threaten-
ing the civilian population as state terrorism. 

We carried out a scientific study with the aim of obtaining an answer to the question: 
«Does the Russian Federation really have the right, allegedly as an empire, to restore 
borders»? Obtaining a scientifically based negative answer to this question can be used 
to accuse the leadership of the Russian Federation of state terrorism. Unfortunately, 
in 2022, the mentioned question moved from a theoretical to a practical level. This 
happened as a result of the annexation to the Russian Federation of parts of the ter-
ritories of the Luhansk, Donetsk, Zaporizhzhya and Kherson regions of Ukraine cap-
tured by military means. That is, the Russian Federation does not declare, but demon-
strates that it has no geographical borders and will seize the territory of any independ-
ent state where people speak the Russian language or consider themselves Russian. 

It is important to realize why the main question in the discussion on the topic "state 
and war" is the question: "Is there a scientific reason to consider the Russian Federa-
tion an empire?". In this regard, it is necessary to take into account the postulate - "A 
capitalist empire exists only when it is constantly at war and expanding." In other 
words, it sounds like this: "Is war an integral attribute of the successful existence of 
the Russian Federation? If the answer is positive, then the expansionist policy of the 
Russian Federation (a nuclear power) is inevitable, that is, a circumstance of irresisti-
ble force. This means that war between NATO and the Russian Federation is inevi-
table. From this follows the need for active actions regarding the guaranteed deter-
rence of the aggressive policy of the Russian Federation. 

If the answer is negative and military conflicts are not inevitable, and wars are carried 
out as a result of the voluntarism of the leadership of the Russian Federation, then 
the need to change the leadership of the Russian Federation follows from this. Such 
experience exists. The USSR was disintegrated into 15 independent states through 
long-term ideological and economic influence directly on the leadership of the USSR. 
Practical experience has shown that the collapse of the USSR did not require military 
intervention. Everything was done in such a way that in the first years the USSR did 
not realize the loss in the war. 

So, let's consider the main feature of the emperor, his right to expansion. In previous 
historical periods, such a natural right was the right of the stronger. We have recog-
nized that in the past empires really forcibly annexed countries that were less powerful 
militarily. The emperor's right to annex territories was not given to him by the nation, 
not by arms, but "from God", and was fixed through the ritual of consecration to the 

                                                 

 
3 The Geneva Declaration on Terrorism UN General Assembly Doc. A/42/307, 29 May 1987, Annex [elec-
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https://i-p-o.org/GDT.HTM


                                                                                           

 

116 

emperor by the Patriarch of the church. That is, the basis of the empire is spiritual 
power, which is exercised in the material plane by God's anointed - the emperor 
(king). Unlike the president of the country, which Putin actually is, the emperor com-
bines ecclesiastical, secular and military power in one person. In the historical past, 
the Russian monarchy was indeed an empire of the continental type. The last corona-
tion of the emperor in the Russian Empire took place in 1896. The consecration ritual 
was performed by the head of the Holy Synod. But Russia lost the status of an empire. 
Russia's last emperor abdicated, and Putin is not his blood heir. Thus, we state that 
the Russian Empire has ceased to exist and is not subject to restoration. 

It should be noted that before the collapse of the USSR, the USA informally charac-
terized it as socialist imperialism. That is, there is a question about the possibility of 
recognizing Putin as emperor in modern historical conditions. It should be noted that 
indeed, until 1721, the religious ritual of consecration to the emperor could take place 
in relation to any ordinary person. Therefore, we investigated the fact of the alleged 
religious "consecration" of Putin, which took place in Greece 30.05.2016. It should 
be noted that the spiritual leader of Eastern Orthodox Christians worldwide, Ecu-
menical Patriarch Bartholomew I, was absent from the religious procedure. The im-
perial flag of the Byzantine Empire was hoisted at the religious ceremony. This empire 
disappeared many centuries ago. In addition, its borders do not intersect with the 
borders of the Russian Federation. In addition, the ritual of the religious procedure 
in Greece, according to formal features, did not correspond, for example, to the pro-
cedure of the ritual of ascending the throne of the new British monarch Charles III 
on May 6, 2023. Thus, we have established that Putin did not undergo the ritual of 
consecration to the emperor. 

It should be noted that, in addition to the specified religious procedure of inappro-
priate status in Greece, Putin was given excessive, i.e. inappropriate to the status of 
the country's President, honors during his visits to Israel on June 26, 2012 and to 
Saudi Arabia on December 6, 2023. The reasons for such recognition of Putin's "per-
sonality" by the Christian, Jewish and Muslim world religious communities are still 
unclear to us. 

It is common knowledge that an empire is a territorial entity within which one nation 
is considered dominant, and other nations are subordinate. That is, the empire is a 
monarchical state built on a rigidly hierarchical principle, incompatible with a demo-
cratic form of government, legal system, and civil society. The empire is ruled by the 
emperor alone. The title of emperor is inherited. 

Results 

Continental empires in relation to the countries of the buffer zone carry out a policy 
of absorption. In relation to the countries of the external contour, a policy of gradual 
destruction of the state administration system is carried out by bribing the highest-
level managers.4 Although the Russian Federation is not an empire, its foreign policy 
uses the methods of a continental empire. 

                                                 

 
4 С. В. Кульчицький: Імперія // Енциклопедія історії України: Т. 3: Е-Й / Редкол.: В. А. Смолій, НАН 
України. Інститут історії України. — К.: В-во «Наукова думка», 2005. 
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The imperial nature of the foreign policy of the Russian Federation is dictated by the 
desire to legitimize expansion with the aim of changing the world order. The desire 
of the Russian Federation to restore a multipolar world is realized by the policy of 
dominance in geopolitics. This is carried out by the violent seizure of the territories 
of the countries of the buffer zone, and is also manifested by the expansion of the 
borders of the BRICS-type political blocs. The imperial policy of the Russian Feder-
ation is also manifested by military and political activity on the African and South 
American continents.  

In order to hide its aggressive policy, the Russian Federation creates the appearance 
of a "massive" process of redistribution of borders in Europe. For this, the Russian 
Federation artificially created the appearance of an intention on the part of the mon-
archist opposition of Germany (Reichsbürgerbewegung), an attempt at a coup d'état. 
The monarchist opposition party declares its intention to violently change the borders 
of Germany in accordance with the state of 1919. It refers to the violent change of 
the existing borders of Poland, Denmark, Belgium, and France. In the future, accord-
ing to the plans of the Russian Federation, this should provoke the expansion of Po-
land on the territory of Ukraine, Hungary on the territory of Ukraine and Croatia, and 
Romania on the territory of Ukraine. In order to give signs of the "massiveness" of 
the process of redistributing the borders of independent countries, the Russian Fed-
eration, for example, "organized" Venezuela's statement on the seizure of the territo-
ries of Guyana. That is, the goal of the Russian Federation is to give a mass character 
to the wars for redistribution of borders and under this cover to legalize the seizure 
of the territories of Ukraine and other republics of the former USSR. 

As a result of the conducted research, we formulated arguments that confirm the 
thesis that the Russian Federation is an empire. Separately formulated arguments con-
tradicting the thesis that the Russian Federation is an empire. 

According to the laws of formal logic, it was established that the presence of facts 
confirming the thesis that Russia is an empire is necessary, but not sufficient. How-
ever, the presence of at least one sign that contradicts the fact that Russia is an empire 
is sufficient to reject the statement that the Russian Federation is an empire. 

Let's consider the arguments that support the thesis that the Russian Federation is an 
empire. 

Argument #1. The Russian Federation, like all empires, intervenes in the internal af-
fairs of independent states. Ideological and political influence is carried out in the 
countries of the outer contour (Serbia, Greece, Italy, Venezuela, Brazil). Some coun-
tries of the external contour additionally fall into economic dependence (Hungary, 
Cyprus, Slovakia, Bulgaria). 

The Russian Federation is trying to annex the countries of the buffer zone (Ukraine, 
Belarus, Georgia, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Finland). 

Argument #2. The Russian Federation, like all empires, continuously participates in 
military conflicts, provokes them or carries out direct armed invasion with the aim of 
changing borders. During its 31 years of existence, the Russian army participated in 
14 wars and armed conflicts on the territories of Ichkeria, Georgia, Moldova, Syria, 
Azerbaijan, Ukraine. The Russian Federation is increasing the number of military 
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bases abroad. Since 2014, the Russian private military company "Wagner" has inten-
sified military and political activity in 32 countries of the world. 

Argument #3. The Russian Federation, like all empires, has a policy of genocide in 
the captured territories. The plan for the genocide of the Ukrainian people was calcu-
lated for a quick victory in the war, which did not guarantee the destruction of several 
hundred thousand Ukrainian patriots in battle. After the blitzkrieg, they planned to 
kill us secretly, deporting us to remote areas of Siberia with an unfavorable climate. 
On February 20, 2024, ex-president of Russia Medvedev publicly announced the plan 
to deport patriotic Ukrainians to Siberia for further extermination. To implement the 
genocide plan, 6 months before the start of the war, the Minister of Defense of the 
Russian Federation proposed to build a settlement for a million people in Siberia, in 
a remote area with unsuitable conditions for life.5 Ukrainians have already been de-
ported to this region of Siberia twice. Several hundred thousand Ukrainians were al-
ready exterminated there in 1931 and 1959. 

Argument #4. By analogy with the empires of the past, for example, with the Otto-
man Empire, the Russian Federation forcibly selects children from Ukrainian families 
and organizes their forced upbringing in the spirit of hatred for Ukraine. 

Arguments contradicting the thesis that the Russian Federation is an empire. 

The basis of the empire is religious power, which provides a combination with secular 
and military power in the person of the emperor. Enslaved peoples who did not ac-
cept the religion of the empire find themselves on the lowest rung in the hierarchy, 
as they are not protected by the moral canons of the ruling church.6 

The existence of the enslaved independent republic of Ichkeria in the Russian Feder-
ation can be a proof that the Russian Federation is not an empire. After losing the 
war, the Chechens kept the Muslim religion. 

Despite this, they live better than the titular nation, receiving 40 billion dollars from 
the federal budget of the Russian Federation. They do not pay taxes, use public utili-
ties for free. Chechnya has formed its own modernly armed 30,000-strong army, 
which actually does not obey the federal authorities of the Russian Federation.7 In the 
war in Ukraine, Chechen units are tasked with shooting and torturing ethnic Russians 
if they retreat from the fighting line. 

In the Russian Federation, hybrid operations against Ukraine are carried out by the 
5th Service of Operational Information and International Relations of the Federal 
Security Service of the Russian Federation (performs foreign intelligence functions). 
We analyzed the activities of this organization in Ukraine. Since 2004, the Federal 

                                                 

 
5 Сибирские миражи Сергея Шойгу [electronic resource] URL: https://www.svoboda.org/a/sibirskie-
mechty-sergeya-shoygu-efir-v-18-05/31518568.html.  
6 Hont I.: The Permanent Crisis of a Divided Mankind: Contemporary Crisis of the Nation State’ in Histori-
cal Perspective // J. Dunn (ed.): Contemporary Crisis of the Nation State? — Oxford, UK; Cambridge, MA: 
Blackwell,1995. — P- 172; Doyle M. W.: Empires. — Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1986. — p. 45. 
7 Выстрел в спину для дезертиров: как и для чего работают российские заградотряды [electronic re-
source] URL: https://24tv.ua/ru/zagraditelnye-otrjady-kak-rabotajushhie-i-streljajushhie-rossijanam-v-spinu-
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Security Service of the Russian Federation has sharply intensified its activities in 
Ukraine (its funding has increased sharply).8 

As an example of the successful activity of the Federal Security Service of the Russian 
Federation in Ukraine, we will cite the career of Russian citizen Salamatin. In 2006-
2011, he was a People's Deputy of Ukraine (obtained the necessary political connec-
tions). 

In 2011, he was already the director of the Ukrainian Defense Industry State Concern 
(apparently, he had the task of creating an agency network of the Russian Federation 
in the system of the military-industrial complex). 

In 2012, he was already the Minister of Defense of Ukraine (apparently, he had the 
task of creating an agent network of the Russian Federation in the Armed Forces of 
Ukraine). Probably not without the influence of the Russian intelligence agency, in 
the two years before the war, almost all operations abroad were failed in the Main 
Intelligence Directorate of the Ministry of Defense of Ukraine.9 According to publi-
cations, Solomatin's successor as Minister of Defense of Ukraine (Lebedev), accord-
ing to the plans of the Russian Federation, after the planned blitzkrieg of the Russian 
Federation in the war in Ukraine, was to head the government of Ukraine. 

An interesting fact indicates the probability of the Russian Federation creating a net-
work of traitors in the Armed Forces of Ukraine. On the second day of the Russian 
attack on Ukraine, Putin personally addressed the network of traitors among the of-
ficers of the Armed Forces of Ukraine with a call - "Take power into your own hands! 
It will be easier for us to come to an agreement with you..." 10. Putin was waiting for 
a military coup d' état in Ukraine until February 28, 2024. This confirms the fact that 
for three days the Russian Federation temporarily stopped using aviation against the 
Ukrainian army. 

Let's consider another example of the imperial influence of the FSB of the Russian 
Federation on the internal politics of Ukraine. In the 2 years before the full-scale 
invasion of the Russian Federation into Ukraine, officials of the pro-Russian Yanu-
kovych government began to be appointed to leadership positions throughout the 
administrative vertical of Ukraine. The return of these people to power should have 
ensured the meeting of the Russian troops with flowers on February 24, 2022. For 
the failure of this plan, after the failure of the blitzkrieg in Ukraine, the head of the 
5th Department of the FSB of the Russian Federation was dismissed. 

We have analyzed the negative influence of the Russian Federation on the dynamics 
of Ukraine's movement into NATO. At the Bucharest NATO summit (April 2, 2008), 
Germany and France blocked the accession of Ukraine and Georgia to NATO. This 
provoked the Russian attack on Georgia 4 months later. 

                                                 

 
8 Буданов назвав проблемного російського генерала: чим він шкодить Україні [electronic resource] 
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After the Russian Federation's hybrid attack on Ukraine in 2014, on December 2, 
2014, the Secretary General of NATO again invited Ukraine to NATO. Due to this, 
on 23.12.14, Ukraine renounced its non-aligned status, and on 21.02.19, it amended 
the Constitution on Ukraine's new strategic course in NATO. Unfortunately, after 
that, apparently under the influence of the Russian Federation, the vector of Ukraine's 
movement towards NATO changed to the opposite. On October 31, 2019, during 
the visit to Ukraine of the NATO North Atlantic Council, which consists of 29 states, 
Ukraine refused to apply for NATO membership. 

We conducted an analysis of the negative impact of the Russian Federation on 
Ukraine's defense capability. Immediately before the war, the military-industrial com-
plex of Ukraine worked almost entirely on the orders of the Russian Federation. Just 
one example. One of the enterprises of Ukraine took part in the maintenance of the 
intercontinental ballistic missile 15P118M "Satan" in the Russian Federation until 
06.01.2023.11 

We will try to reveal the peculiarities of the preparation and conduct of the Russian 
Federation's war in Ukraine using the example of the Odesa region, where we serve 
in the Ukrainian Armed Forces, the capture of which is still the main goal of the 
Russian Federation's war in Ukraine. 

It is common knowledge that a significant number of the population of Odesa had 
pro-Russian sentiments, therefore, in the first months of the war, the Russian Feder-
ation expected a "people's uprising" on the territory of the city. We have personally 
recorded the facts of the influence of agents of the Russian Federation on the negative 
dynamics of the development of territorial defense forces in Odesa. 

As of March 2, 2022, when the landing ships of the Russian Federation approached 
Odessa, the territorial defense brigade was just beginning to form.12 

We investigated the facts of deployment of the network of the Main Intelligence Di-
rectorate of Russia on the basis of private security structures in Ukraine.13 

The created network of the Main Intelligence Directorate of Russia was armed, well 
organized, knew the terrain and was supposed to accompany convoys of armored 
vehicles of the Russian Federation in the conditions of urban development. Address 
lists of patriotic citizens who are to be destroyed were formed in advance. 

We have also recorded the facts of the influence of agents of the Russian Federation 
on the process of involvement in subversive activities against Ukraine by the Russian 
Church. Even before 2014, the construction of monasteries of the Russian Church 
was launched in Ukraine. The geographical location of the monasteries is planned in 
accordance with the plans for the military capture of Odessa. The capture of Odessa 
is planned with the participation of the Russian military in the city of Tiraspol (an 

                                                 

 
11 Кабмін розірвав угоду з РФ про сервісне обслуговування міжконтинентальних ракет «Сатана» [elec-
tronic resource] URL: https://sud.ua/uk/news/publication/258561-kabmin-rastorg-soglashenie-s-rf-o-
servisnom-obsluzhivanii-mezhkontinentalnykh-raket-satana.  
12 Нових людей в тероборону не беруть, іншим зброю не видають: чи "зливає" влада Одесу окупантам 
[electronic resource] URL: https://odesa.novyny.live/novykh-liudei-v-teroboronu-ne-berut-drugim-oruzhie-
ne-vydaiut-slivaet-li-vlast-odessu-okkupantam-41486.html.  
13 СБУ: викрили російську агентурну мережу, яка готувала вторгнення і до якої входив депутат Деркач 
[electronic resource] URL: https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/news-derkach-sbu-rosiyskyy-
ahent/31913377.html.  

https://sud.ua/uk/news/publication/258561-kabmin-rastorg-soglashenie-s-rf-o-servisnom-obsluzhivanii-mezhkontinentalnykh-raket-satana
https://sud.ua/uk/news/publication/258561-kabmin-rastorg-soglashenie-s-rf-o-servisnom-obsluzhivanii-mezhkontinentalnykh-raket-satana
https://odesa.novyny.live/novykh-liudei-v-teroboronu-ne-berut-drugim-oruzhie-ne-vydaiut-slivaet-li-vlast-odessu-okkupantam-41486.html
https://odesa.novyny.live/novykh-liudei-v-teroboronu-ne-berut-drugim-oruzhie-ne-vydaiut-slivaet-li-vlast-odessu-okkupantam-41486.html
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/news-derkach-sbu-rosiyskyy-ahent/31913377.html
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/news-derkach-sbu-rosiyskyy-ahent/31913377.html


                                                                                           

 

121 

unrecognized republic on the territory of Moldova). On the path of the likely advance 
of Russian troops from Tiraspol to Voznesensk, on the strategic road E95 (Kyiv-
Odesa), a network of 5 monasteries was deployed, where subversive groups of the 
Russian Federation and traitors of Ukraine could be concentrated in advance. Built 
monasteries have a fenced territory, residential buildings, duplicate life support sys-
tems. 

It should also be noted that long before the war, a network of thousands of video 
surveillance cameras with software from a Russian manufacturer was created in 
Ukraine. Video from such cameras, before it appears at the consumer, gets to the 
servers of the Russian Federation.14 In February 2024, such video surveillance cam-
eras were installed by the FSB of the Russian Federation in Poland on the logistical 
routes of movement of NATO military equipment to Ukraine. 

Let's consider the combat experience gained on the territory of Odessa after the large-
scale invasion of Ukraine. 

According to the publications, in the first days of the war, when two attempts were 
made to land an amphibious assault from the sea, when the Russian troops were 100 
km from the city of Odessa, the Russian Federation organized sabotage of the draft 
of volunteers, sabotage of the creation of territorial defense forces, sabotage of the 
issuance of weapons to civilians. 

We evaluated the effectiveness of the measures against the landing of the Russian 
Federation from the sea, which were carried out in Odesa. The analysis was carried 
out by comparing the Odesa defense system with a similar Russian system in Crimea. 
The analysis was performed using Google Earthe satellite images as of May 2022. 
According to our assessment, the special Fortification structures on the shore of the 
Black Sea in Odessa could probably be successfully used by the Russians to create an 
amphibious bridgehead. 

In conclusion, we will summarize the implementation of the plans of the Russian 
Federation on the territory of Ukraine in order to prepare for the blitz on February 
24, 2022. We made this generalization in the interests of such countries as Moldova, 
Georgia, Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania, Finland, and Poland, which, like Ukraine, are lo-
cated in the buffer zone of the Russian Federation, which implements against them 
the imperial policy of inevitable absorption. 

It is important to state that the war of the Russian Federation against Ukraine was 
inevitable, because it was part of the strategic imperial plan of the Russian Federation. 
This is evidenced by the fact that the formal legal grounds for the restoration of the 
USSR were artificially laid by the Russian Federation on December 8, 1991, during 
the termination of the existence of the USSR. The pre-planned intentions of the Rus-
sian Federation regarding the violent restoration of the USSR are confirmed by the 
fact that a year before the annexation of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea 
(Ukraine) by the Russian Federation, in February 2013, the Executive Committee of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States reported that it did not have the original 
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agreement dated December 8, 1991. In the fall of 2013, it was declared that none of 
the signatory states owns the original agreement dated December 8, 1991. 

After the defeat of the Russian Federation in the border conflict with Ukraine in the 
Kerch Strait on October 23, 2003, ammunition depots began to explode in Ukraine 
(ammunition depots in Bulgaria and the Czech Republic began to explode in 2014). 
That is, before the large-scale invasion of the Russian Federation into Ukraine, a plan 
was implemented to destroy ammunition in Ukraine and its allied states. It is im-
portant to add that, just like in Ukraine, before the invasion of the Russian Federation 
troops into Georgia on August 8, 2008, on July 3, 2008, 1,453 tons of Soviet-style 
ammunition were destroyed in an explosion in Bulgaria. 

The Russian Federation's implementation of the "USSR 2.0" project entered an active 
phase after Yanukovych's successful promotion to the post of President of Ukraine. 
Immediately after Yanukovych came to power in 2010, the Russian intelligence 
agency blocked the production of weapons by Ukrainian enterprises. 

Defense Ministers of Ukraine Solomatin and Lebedev apparently created a network 
of Russian agents in the Armed Forces of Ukraine, the liquidation of which we have 
not yet been informed about. The facts of blocking the draft of volunteers in the 
Armed Forces of Ukraine, blocking the deployment of territorial defense forces, in-
dicate that the military and military-industrial chain link of the plan to capture the 
Russian Federation of Ukraine was implemented in full. 

Immediately before the war, the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Ukraine deployed Rus-
sian technical means of video surveillance throughout Ukraine, which transmitted in-
formation about the movement of Ukrainian troops to the Russian Federation. In 
some cities of Ukraine, which were under the threat of invasion by the Russian army, 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs sabotaged the decree of the President of Ukraine, 
which referred to the unhindered issue of firearms to the civilian population for the 
protection of the homeland. Before the war, the main intelligence agency of the Rus-
sian Federation in Ukraine created a network of private security companies. The pur-
pose of the created network is to prevent the partisan movement on the occupied 
territory of Ukraine. And this chain link of the plan to seize the Russian Federation 
of Ukraine was fully implemented. 

In the political sector, the greatest achievement of the Russian intelligence agency in 
Ukraine was the shameful change in the vector of movement of Ukraine from NATO 
to the Russian Federation. That is, this chain link of the plan to seize the Russian 
Federation of Ukraine was fully implemented. 

The most unexpected was the Russian Federation's blocking of the mobilization po-
tential of Ukrainian nationalist parties and movements in the first days of the war. In 
our opinion, this is a manifestation of the implementation of the powerful plan of the 
Russian Federation to destroy the national resistance of the Ukrainian nation, the pre-
planned aggression of the Russian Federation against Ukraine. Within the framework 
of this plan, in the 2 years before the full-scale invasion, the leaders of Yanukovych's 
time, who were dismissed from their positions according to the law of Ukraine on 
lustration, began to return to leadership positions in all managerial verticals of 
Ukraine. The activity of these people in power was supposed to ensure the meeting 
with flowers of the Russian troops on the territory of Ukraine. Such a plan of Russia, 
which did not work, is evidenced by the dismissal of the head of the 5th department 
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of the Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation. That is, even this chain link 
of the plan to capture the Russian Federation of Ukraine was implemented in full. 

Conclusions and recommendations 

We present the results of scientific research concerning the reasons for the Russian 
Federation's artificial declaration of its imperial ambitions and argue for their eco-
nomic futility. It was determined that the imperial nature of the foreign policy of the 
Russian Federation hides its hopes for the restoration of the multipolar world order, 
which was lost after the collapse of the USSR. It is shown that the war is the main 
argument of the Russian Federation in the implementation of its doctrine regarding 
the restoration of dominance in the geopolitical space. 

The results of the preparation of the Russian Federation for the war in Ukraine and 
the methods of its conduct are presented. We ascertained that after 2003-2004, the 
Russian Federation began an active phase of a new hybrid type of war against inde-
pendent Ukraine as a result of the failure of the Russian special operation to appoint 
the pro-Russian candidate Yanukovych to the post of President of Ukraine on No-
vember 21, 2004. Such hybrid actions (seizure of power as a result of elections) were 
successfully implemented by the Russian Federation against Moldova (2006), Ukraine 
(2010), Georgia (2013) and were planned for 2020 against Latvia. 

The legal basis for the restoration of the USSR was laid by the Russian Federation as 
early as December 8, 1991, during the termination of the existence of the Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics. It is important to add that in 2013, the original agreement 
dated December 8, 1991 was destroyed. 

Let's consider the imperial actions of the Russian Federation in the internal politics 
of independent Ukraine in chronological order. We made this generalization in the 
interests of such countries as Moldova, Georgia, Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania, Finland, 
and Poland, which, like Ukraine, are located in the buffer zone of the Russian Feder-
ation, which implements against them the imperial policy of inevitable absorption. 

After the defeat of the Russian Federation in the border conflict with Ukraine in the 
Kerch Strait on October 23, 2003, ammunition depots began to explode in Ukraine 
for the first time. 

In 2010, the agents of the Russian Federation in Ukraine began to block the produc-
tion of weapons by Ukrainian enterprises. 

In 2011, the special services of the Russian Federation may have started to create a 
network of Russian agents in the Ministry of Defense of Ukraine, which manifested 
itself at the beginning of the war in blocking the recruitment of volunteers, blocking 
the deployment of the territorial defense forces. 

Thanks to the actions of the Russian intelligence agency, in the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs of Ukraine, Russian technical means of video surveillance were deployed 
throughout the country, transmitting to the Russian Federation information about the 
movement of Ukrainian troops. 

In the political sector, the most tragic achievement of the agents of the Russian Fed-
eration in Ukraine was the shameful change after 2020, the vector of movement of 
Ukraine from NATO to the Russian Federation.  
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THEORETICAL AND POLITICAL RELATIONS BETWEEN 
“STATE AND ARMED FORCES” - THE RUSSIANS WIVES OF 
MOBILIZED RECRUITS  

Oleksandr Ponypaliak1 

Abstract 

e are witnessing the emergence of a new social movement in Russia: the 
wives of mobilized recruits of the the Russian Armed Forced. They demand 
that those who have been boots on the ground for over a year does not 

returned to home. Ever since the Russian total war against Ukraine in 24 February 
2022 started, many people were puzzled by the inertia of the “soldiers’ mothers,” – 
an anti-war grassroots movement that was active during both Chechen wars. 

Before the mobilization kicked off, the Russian government had been quite circum-
spect when it came it recruitment 80 % of inmates had no one waiting for their release 
on the outside. But it wasn’t just about the convicts. Some Russians volunteered to 
go to war just to make quick money and opportunity. These persons wanted to take 
in a $2,000 monthly paycheck. We know for a fact that was the principal motivation. 
After all, it was the sole incentive cited by the Kreml. It was mainly volunteers and 
professional soldiers, but after collapse “Blitzkrieg war” in spring – summer period of 
2022 and defeats in Kharkiv and Kherson in September – October 2022 Kreml was 
forced to announce mobilization. 

Mobilized recruits. With mobilized recruits it’s a different story. These are usual reg-
ular guys, typical civilians Russians. The fundamental difference between the mobi-
lized recruits and the volunteers who fell for an easy $2,000 jackpot is that the first 
mentioned have loving families and are cared for. Wives of mobilized recruits 
wouldn’t just swap their men for a pile of cash. That what sparked the protests in the 
RF. A year into the mobilization drive, it finally clicked with people. No one’s willing 
to bring their loved ones back. This situation provokes misunderstanding and possible 
protest in Russian society a couple of months before Putin’s presidental election. 

 

  

                                                 

 
1 Oleksandr Ponypaliak had to cancel his partisipation in the seminar due to operational reasons. 
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TOWARD A RUSSIA’S STRATEGY IN A HYBRID WAR AGAINST 
UKRAINE: SYNTHESIS OF KINETIC AND NON-KINETIC      
ACTIONS TO ACHIEVE A SYNERGETIC EFFECT 

Valerii Hordiichuk 

he presentation by colonel Valerii Hordiichuk in the Russia Seminar 2024 can 
be found on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5NofPSfLSSU&t=499s starting from 
2:27:51. 

Introduction 

Hybrid wars have become part of geopolitical confrontation. New strategies, tactics 
and actions of a hybrid nature have taken a central place in modern military theory 
and practice.  

Regarding the very definition “hybrid war”, scientists are still debating. Some believe 
that such a term characterizes interstate (inter-alliance) confrontation before the 
emergence of an armed conflict, and this confrontation combines all levers of influ-
ence except armed aggression. 

The author of this chapter is a supporter of the fact that the term “hybrid war” unites 
all possible forms and methods of confrontation, including armed aggression. 

Thus, F. Hoffman, a classic of the hybrid war theory, concludes that conducting a 
hybrid war is a coordinated use of military and non-military means, which on the main battle-
field achieve synergy in the physical and psychological dimensions of the conflict1. 

Ukrainian scientist Volodymyr Horbatenko gives such a definition: hybrid war – is a 
type of conflict escalation characteristic of the 21st century, which combines the use of 
state and non-state, traditional and non-traditional strategies, resources, means, meth-
ods of subversive activity, and mechanisms of cyber warfare with the aim of achieving 
certain political goals2.  

However, along with the massive use of conventional weapons, Russian aggressive 
war strategy continues to contain all the hallmarks of a hybridity. To understand how 
to resist such a type of aggression we need to identify and learn lessons of such hybrid 
synergy. Therefore, the analysis of the most significant strategies (campaigns) of such 
a hybrid synergy after the start of the full-scale invasion of Russia into Ukraine is 
carried out in this research. 

                                                 

 
1 Hoffman F.: Conflict in the 21st Century: The Rise of Hybrid War. Arlington, Potomac Institute for Policy 
Studies, (2007). р. 20–22. 
2 Велика українська енциклопедія, https://vue.gov.ua/, Гібридна війна (visited: 16.09.2023) 

T 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5NofPSfLSSU&t=499s
https://vue.gov.ua/
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Research methods: collection and processing of statistical and analytical information 
from open sources; empirical expert assessment; analysis and synthesis of collected 
materials; “magic quadrant” visualizing. 

Methodology. After the strategies analysis, using the method of expert assessment, 
the degree of various types of influence in each campaign will be determined. Based 
on this assessment, the level of influence and participation activity in hybrid cam-
paigns of this or that impact factor is determined.  

Evolution of the Russian hybrid warfare against Ukraine 

Russian politics towards Ukraine has gone all the way: from the policy of using “soft 
power” and hybrid threats to a hybrid war with large-scale armed aggression. 

It is possible to distinguish four stages of this path: 

Hybrid influence. The use of “soft power” politics3; 

Hybrid pressure. The use of a wide range of hybrid actions, which covered the political-
diplomatic, economic, energy, and information spheres of influence, with the aim of 
forcing integration with Russia; 

Hybrid aggression with the aim of annexing a strategically and economically important 
part of the territory of Ukraine, significantly reducing its economic potential and en-
suring political control over the government of Ukraine; 

Hybrid War. A large-scale, high-intensity war with the aim of occupying and annexing 
the entire territory of Ukraine to Russia. 

 

Picture 1.                 
The dynamics of the 
Russian hybrid war-
fare against Ukraine.  

 

 

 

One of the features of hybrid wars is their long-term nature, which requires a preven-
tive and long-term policy of countermeasures organized at the state level. Other dis-
tinguishing features of a hybrid war are the lack of its formal announcement and dif-
ficult to predict long-term consequences, as societies, both the aggressor countries 
and the victim countries of aggression, are extremely destabilized and disorganized in 
all spheres of life. In addition, there is such a feature as the growth of nonlinearity, 
which means a high probability of the occurrence of conditions capable of signific-
antly intensifying the consequences of small events that will radically affect the course 
of the entire conflict. 

                                                 

 
3 Joseph S. Nye.: Soft Power. The Means to success in world politics. N/Y/ Public Affairs, 2004, 
https://wcfia.harvard.edu/publications/soft-power-means-success-world-politics. 

https://wcfia.harvard.edu/publications/soft-power-means-success-world-politics
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Therefore, the task arises not only to adapt the military strategy to the long era of 
hybrid wars, in particular the Russian-Ukrainian war, but also to introduce military-
political mechanisms that would not allow their further expansion. For this, it is nec-
essary to conduct an analysis of hybrid threats, a part of which should be analysis of 
lessons already learned. 

Hybrid strategies (hybrid campaigns) and their main strategic and 
operational consequences 

Campaign of information and psychological influence “special military      
operation” (daze)4  

For years, the Kremlin has been spending incredible amounts of money on means of 
information influence, inlaying everything possible with its narratives. As we know, 
Russian tanks never enter first, first come the Moscow church, ballet, Bulgakov, 
Tchaikovsky, the Russian language, and only then do the tanks enter.  

The “special military operation” information and psychological influence campaign 
began long before the large-scale invasion. Its result was absolute support for armed 
aggression by the population of the Russian Federation and partial support for armed 
aggression by the pro-Russian population of Ukraine and the world. This allowed the 
authorities of terrorist Russia to decide on the start of an armed invasion. 

Other consequences: the possibility of deploying a wide agent network on the terri-
tory of Ukraine from among supporters of Putin's politic; weakening of international 
support due to the cognitive dissonance created by the common audience; the use of 
conflicts and imperfections of the norms of international law to “legitimize” armed 
aggression, etc.  

Energy resources as a weapon (genocide)5 

For the implementation of energy politics, Russia relies, in particular, on huge natural 
resources. Russia's energy strategy aims to help achieve its geopolitical goals. 

                                                 

 
4 Парахонський Б., Яворська Г.: Породження війни з безсилля миру: смислова логіка війни. National 
Institute for Strategic Studies. September 23, 2022, https://niss.gov.ua/news/statti/porodzhennya-viyny-z-
bezsyllya-myru-smyslova-lohika-viyny; Козубенко О.: Як виконується «спеціальна військова операція рф 
на Україні», або Про провалені плани кремля. August 25, 2022, https://armyin-
form.com.ua/2022/08/25/yak-vykonuyetsya-speczialna-vijskova-operacziya-rf-na-ukrayini-abo-pro-prova-
leni-plany-kremlya/; Aleksejeva N. and others, Carvin A. (Eds.): Narrative Warfare. How the Kremlin and 
Russian news outlets justified a war of aggression against Ukraine. Atlantic Council. 2023, https://www.atlan-
ticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/narrative-warfare/; and Kolesnikov A.: How Putin’s “Spe-
cial Military Operation” Became a People’s War. Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. April 10, 
2023, https://carnegieendowment.org/politika/89486. 
5 Tatlı M.: The Energy Dimension of Hybrid War and the Ukraine Crisis. International Journal of Social Humani-
ties Sciences Research (JSHSR). July, 2023, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/372448538_The_En-
ergy_Dimension_of_Hybrid_War_and_the_Ukraine_Crisis; Senior Official Condemns Russian Federation’s 
Missile Strikes against Ukraine’s Critical Infrastructure, as Security Council Holds Emergency Meeting on At-
tacks. United Nations. November 23, 2022, https://press.un.org/en/2022/sc15118.doc.htm; Frum D.: Why 
Putin’s Secret Weapon Failed. The Atlantic. June 2, 2023, https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/ar-
chive/2023/06/russia-ukraine-natural-gas-europe/674268/ and Devine K. and van der Merwe B.: Lights 
over Ukraine: the energy war. 2023, https://news.sky.com/story/the-energy-war-satellite-images-show-the-
scale-of-russian-attacks-on-ukraine-infrastructure-12773049. 

https://niss.gov.ua/news/statti/porodzhennya-viyny-z-bezsyllya-myru-smyslova-lohika-viyny
https://niss.gov.ua/news/statti/porodzhennya-viyny-z-bezsyllya-myru-smyslova-lohika-viyny
https://armyinform.com.ua/2022/08/25/yak-vykonuyetsya-speczialna-vijskova-operacziya-rf-na-ukrayini-abo-pro-provaleni-plany-kremlya/
https://armyinform.com.ua/2022/08/25/yak-vykonuyetsya-speczialna-vijskova-operacziya-rf-na-ukrayini-abo-pro-provaleni-plany-kremlya/
https://armyinform.com.ua/2022/08/25/yak-vykonuyetsya-speczialna-vijskova-operacziya-rf-na-ukrayini-abo-pro-provaleni-plany-kremlya/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/narrative-warfare/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/narrative-warfare/
https://carnegieendowment.org/politika/89486
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/372448538_The_Energy_Dimension_of_Hybrid_War_and_the_Ukraine_Crisis
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/372448538_The_Energy_Dimension_of_Hybrid_War_and_the_Ukraine_Crisis
https://press.un.org/en/2022/sc15118.doc.htm
https://news.sky.com/story/the-energy-war-satellite-images-show-the-scale-of-russian-attacks-on-ukraine-infrastructure-12773049
https://news.sky.com/story/the-energy-war-satellite-images-show-the-scale-of-russian-attacks-on-ukraine-infrastructure-12773049
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Before the full-scale invasion began, Russia had achieved some results in its favour. 
The oil and gas needle is still partially doing its dirty work. Unfortunately, the sanc-
tions introduced by Europe and the United States are not enough to curb Russian 
aggression, and the European Union pays Russia almost a billion euros a day for en-
ergy resources (mainly gas) that finance Russian military machine6.  

At the same time, Moscow's blackmail convinced the EU countries that Russia is not 
a reliable supplier of energy. As a result, Europe is redoubling its efforts to break its 
dependence on Russian hydrocarbons. The bloc is also accelerating plans to develop 
renewable energy sources. Thus, it appears that in about three years, Europe will no 
longer need Russian oil and gas7.  

It would not be an exaggeration to say that things look dire in Russia's energy sector, 
which accounts for a third of the country's economy, about half of its budget revenues 
and about two-thirds of its exports. The forecasts from the International Energy 
Agency (IEA) predict that Russia's annual income from energy exports will drop by 
more than half by 2030, down to $30 billion from $75 billion before the start of the 
war in Ukraine8. 

Due to sanctions, Russian energy companies no longer have access to Western fi-
nancing and technology. For the Kremlin, this is an existential threat, their current 
energy reserves are gradually depleting, and although they have new deposits in the 
Arctic, their development will require a lot of money and top-notch Western technol-
ogy. 

However, it should be noted that energy will continue to be a key factor in Russia's 
foreign economic and geopolitical influence not only in the region, but also through-
out the world.  

Nuclear intimidation and blackmail9 

On the one hand, intimidation of the Kremlin with nuclear weapons has partially 
brought results. In particular, as a result of the publication of reports about the pos-
sible detonation of the Zaporizhzhya Nuclear Power Plant. The intensity of this issue 
discussion in social networks and queries in search engines increased, which indicates, 
if not panic, then excitement among the civilian population. 

                                                 

 
6 European energy security post-Russia. Dirksen Senate Office Building, United States. June 07, 2022, 
https://www.csce.gov/international-impact/events/european-energy-security-post-russia. 
7 Demarais Agathe: Russia will lose the energy war Putin started. November 11, 20227, https://www.polit-
ico.eu/article/russia-will-lose-the-energy-war-putin-started/. 
8 World Energy Outlook 2022. Report. International Energy Agency. October, 2022, 
https://www.iea.org/reports/world-energy-outlook-2022. 
9 Brusylovska O.: Russia’s Nuclear Blackmail as a Threat to the Global Nuclear Order. Russia’s War on 
Ukraine (39-52). September, 2023, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/373614536_Russia%27s_Nu-
clear_Blackmail_as_a_Threat_to_the_Global_Nuclear_Order; Halunko V., Buglak I., Boiko V.: Putin’s Nu-
clear Blackmail. Advanced Space Law, 9 (93-107). June, 2022, https://www.researchgate.net/publica-
tion/362150433_Putin%27s_Nuclear_Blackmail; Dolin V., Kopylenko O.: Global Nuclear Threats. April, 
2022, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/360194439_Global_Nuclear_Threats and Lerner K. Lee: 
Zaporizhzhia nuclear plant perils part of novel challenges regarding nuclear safety. August 9, 2022, 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/362608905_Zaporizhzhia_nuclear_plant_per-
ils_part_of_novel_challenges_regarding_nuclear_safety. 

https://www.csce.gov/international-impact/events/european-energy-security-post-russia
https://www.politico.eu/article/russia-will-lose-the-energy-war-putin-started/
https://www.politico.eu/article/russia-will-lose-the-energy-war-putin-started/
https://www.iea.org/reports/world-energy-outlook-2022
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/373614536_Russia%27s_Nuclear_Blackmail_as_a_Threat_to_the_Global_Nuclear_Order
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/373614536_Russia%27s_Nuclear_Blackmail_as_a_Threat_to_the_Global_Nuclear_Order
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/362150433_Putin%27s_Nuclear_Blackmail
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/362150433_Putin%27s_Nuclear_Blackmail
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/360194439_Global_Nuclear_Threats
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/362608905_Zaporizhzhia_nuclear_plant_perils_part_of_novel_challenges_regarding_nuclear_safety
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/362608905_Zaporizhzhia_nuclear_plant_perils_part_of_novel_challenges_regarding_nuclear_safety
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On the other hand, Russia's threats of a nuclear catastrophe allowed Kyiv to demon-
strate the barbarism of Putin and his invasion army. This increased the determination 
of some countries and international organizations to support Ukraine. 

Given the unpredictability, defeatism, and idiotic resoluteness of Putin and his pocket 
powers, planning and other actions must constantly take into account the fact that 
the order to use nuclear weapons is unlikely, but potentially possible.  

Picture 2.   Radiation    facilities under russian shelling and occupation.10 

 

Food as a weapon (holodomor)11 

By its actions with the “Grain Deal” and others, the Russian Federation dealt a tangi-
ble blow to the economy of Ukraine. Such a situation can lead to a global increase in 
food prices, especially in the poorest countries. 

Russian food blackmail partially worked: Reuters sources reported that UN Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres made an offer to Putin that would allow the extension of 
the grain deal in exchange for the connection of subsidiaries of the Russian 

                                                 

 
10 Dolin V., Kopylenko O.: Global Nuclear Threats. April, 2022, https://www.researchgate.net/publica-
tion/360194439_Global_Nuclear_Threats. 
11 Sydorenko S.: Re-Launching Grain Deal. How to Save Ukraine's Black Sea Exports after Russia's De-
marche. European Pravda. October 31, 2022, https://www.eurointegration.com.ua/eng/arti-
cles/2022/10/31/7149686/; War Speeches. Russia swallows the "grain deal" and complains that Patriot is 
shooting down: "Kinzhals". May 22, 2023, https://www.pravda.com.ua/eng/col-

umns/2023/05/22/7403278/; Colibășanu A.: Are Blockade Runners Challenging Russia’s Grain Gauntlet? 
August 1, 2023, https://cepa.org/article/are-blockade-runners-challenging-russias-grain-gauntlet/; Martin N.: 
Ukraine war: Russia blocks ships carrying grain exports. March 17, 2022, https://www.dw.com/en/ukraine-
war-russia-blocks-ships-carrying-grain-exports/a-61165985 and Prokopenko A.: Is This the End of the Road 
for the Ukraine Grain Deal? July 19, 2023, https://carnegieendowment.org/politika/90225. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/360194439_Global_Nuclear_Threats
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/360194439_Global_Nuclear_Threats
https://www.eurointegration.com.ua/eng/articles/2022/10/31/7149686/
https://www.eurointegration.com.ua/eng/articles/2022/10/31/7149686/
https://www.pravda.com.ua/eng/columns/2023/05/22/7403278/
https://www.pravda.com.ua/eng/columns/2023/05/22/7403278/
https://cepa.org/article/are-blockade-runners-challenging-russias-grain-gauntlet/
https://www.dw.com/en/ukraine-war-russia-blocks-ships-carrying-grain-exports/a-61165985
https://www.dw.com/en/ukraine-war-russia-blocks-ships-carrying-grain-exports/a-61165985
https://carnegieendowment.org/politika/90225
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agricultural bank to SWIFT12; Bloomberg published an article with information that 
Erdogan is appealing to European leaders at the G20 to “satisfy Putin's needs”13; 
Russia still managed to bring Ukraine head-on with certain EU countries through 
which a land corridor for grain transit was organized, in particular with one of its 
closest partners – Poland. 

However, there is another side of the coin. Putin's wishes are far from their realiza-
tion: Ukraine does not agree to launch a “grain corridor” with Moscow on its terms; 
The USA sees alternatives as to how to implement the grain corridor (without Mos-
cow)14; The USA plans to adopt a law that provides for the deployment of a contin-
gent in the Black Sea, which will not contradict the “Montreux doctrine”15; The Tel-
egraph reported that the British Air Force is increasing the number of air patrols to 
protect large cargo ships leaving Ukraine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 3. World Graine 
Delivery Routes16. 

 

                                                 

 
12 Nichols M.: UN asks Putin to extend Black Sea grain deal in return for SWIFT access, sources say. July 13, 
2023, https://www.reuters.com/markets/commodities/un-chief-sends-putin-proposal-keep-black-sea-grain-
deal-alive-2023-07-12/. 
13 Hacaoglu S., Nardelli A., and Bhatia R.: Erdogan Urges G-20 to Meet Russian Demands on Grain Deal. 
September 9, 2023, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-09-09/erdogan-urges-g-20-leaders-to-
meet-russian-demands-on-grain-deal?srnd=premium-; Зернова угода в обмін на SWIFT: як шантаж Росії 
починає набирати обертів, – Reuters. July 13, 2023, https://24tv.ua/economy/prodovzhat-zernovu-ugodu-
chogo-hoche-rosiya-oon-vede-listuvannya_n2352201. 
14 У держдепі США побачили «життєздатні маршрути» для експорту українського зерна. August 25, 
2023, https://zn.ua/ukr/ECONOMICS/u-ssha-pobachili-zhittjezdatni-marshruti-dlja-eksportu-ukraj-
inskoho-zerna.html.  
15 The USA adopts the law on Black Sea Security, https://www.newgeopolitics.org/2023/09/10/the-usa-
adopts-the-law-on-black-sea-security/ (visited: 28.02.24) 
16 https://www.openstreetmap.org/about; Lasheras B. and Shelest H.: Russia Chooses to Starve the World’s 
Poor (Again). July 20, 2023, https://cepa.org/article/russia-chooses-to-starve-the-worlds-poor-again/. 

https://www.reuters.com/markets/commodities/un-chief-sends-putin-proposal-keep-black-sea-grain-deal-alive-2023-07-12/
https://www.reuters.com/markets/commodities/un-chief-sends-putin-proposal-keep-black-sea-grain-deal-alive-2023-07-12/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-09-09/erdogan-urges-g-20-leaders-to-meet-russian-demands-on-grain-deal?srnd=premium-
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-09-09/erdogan-urges-g-20-leaders-to-meet-russian-demands-on-grain-deal?srnd=premium-
https://24tv.ua/economy/prodovzhat-zernovu-ugodu-chogo-hoche-rosiya-oon-vede-listuvannya_n2352201
https://24tv.ua/economy/prodovzhat-zernovu-ugodu-chogo-hoche-rosiya-oon-vede-listuvannya_n2352201
https://zn.ua/ukr/ECONOMICS/u-ssha-pobachili-zhittjezdatni-marshruti-dlja-eksportu-ukrajinskoho-zerna.html
https://zn.ua/ukr/ECONOMICS/u-ssha-pobachili-zhittjezdatni-marshruti-dlja-eksportu-ukrajinskoho-zerna.html
https://www.newgeopolitics.org/2023/09/10/the-usa-adopts-the-law-on-black-sea-security/
https://www.newgeopolitics.org/2023/09/10/the-usa-adopts-the-law-on-black-sea-security/
https://cepa.org/article/russia-chooses-to-starve-the-worlds-poor-again/
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On September 11-15, the Sea Breeze exercise was held with the participation of the 
ships of the USA, Romania and the military of Ukraine, Bulgaria, Great Britain, and 
France17. These exercises are not mega news (they take place systematically), but they 
are revealing, especially since most of them physically covered the grain corridor. 

It is important that this “courage” of NATO countries is not caused by the initial 
position regarding the grain corridor (they considered the possibility of concessions), 
but by the position taken by Ukrainian diplomacy and the General Staff of the Armed 
Forces of Ukraine. 

Undermining hydroelectric power facilities (ecocide)18 

What did Russia achieve by blowing up the Kakhovka HPP? 

Certain islands on the Dnipro, located between the right and left banks, were flooded, 
which the Armed Forces could use as a certain bridgehead for landing and overturn-
ing, in particular, sabotage and reconnaissance or small mobile groups. 

Russian troops destroyed the last bridge over the Dnipro in the Kherson region, 
which could theoretically be used by the Armed Forces to move equipment to the left 
bank. 

Large-scale flooding of settlements significantly destabilized the situation in the re-
gion. Added to this were environmental and potential threats of a nuclear nature due 
to problems with cooling the reactors of the Zaporizhzhya NPP. 

Russia excluded the left-bank Kherson region as a potential arena for a Ukrainian 
offensive. Now they can withdraw most of their troops from there to strengthen po-
sitions near Melitopol, Berdyansk or in the Donetsk region. 

In addition to military and operational circumstances, this terrorist act had negative 
economic consequences. A large number of infrastructure facilities are located on the 
flooded territory: water supply, electricity supply, all of which were connected to the 
locks of the Kakhovka HPP. In particular, due to the occupiers undermining the 
Kakhovka HPP in the Kherson region, Ukraine lost a year's supply of drinking water19.  

Where did Russia miscalculate? As a result of the decrease in the water level, there 
were interruptions in the supply of water to the Crimean Channel. The spilling of the 

                                                 

 
17 Sea Breeze 23.3 пройдуть в Чорному морі та дельті Дунаю і матимуть протимінний характер. Septem-
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19 Тарасовський Ю.: Прасад А. Російські військові підірвали греблю Каховської ГЕС. June 6, 2023. 
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sklikav-rnbo-onovlyuetsya-06062023-14022. 

https://mil.in.ua/uk/news/sea-breeze-23-3-projdut-v-chornomu-mori-ta-delti-dunayu-i-matymut-protyminnyj-harakter/
https://mil.in.ua/uk/news/sea-breeze-23-3-projdut-v-chornomu-mori-ta-delti-dunayu-i-matymut-protyminnyj-harakter/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/372447200_Posledstvia_povrezdenia_plotiny_Kahovskoj_GES_na_reke_Dnepr_The_consequences_of_damage_to_the_Kakhovka_Reservoir_dam_on_the_Dnieper_River
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/372447200_Posledstvia_povrezdenia_plotiny_Kahovskoj_GES_na_reke_Dnepr_The_consequences_of_damage_to_the_Kakhovka_Reservoir_dam_on_the_Dnieper_River
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/372447200_Posledstvia_povrezdenia_plotiny_Kahovskoj_GES_na_reke_Dnepr_The_consequences_of_damage_to_the_Kakhovka_Reservoir_dam_on_the_Dnieper_River
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/373648078_Ecocide_as_a_precursor_of_a_particularly_acute_and_postponed_genocide_of_Ukrainian_and_European_population_in_2023
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/373648078_Ecocide_as_a_precursor_of_a_particularly_acute_and_postponed_genocide_of_Ukrainian_and_European_population_in_2023
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/373648078_Ecocide_as_a_precursor_of_a_particularly_acute_and_postponed_genocide_of_Ukrainian_and_European_population_in_2023
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/373547369_BARBARIANS_Who_Destroyed_the_Kakhovka_Hydroelectric_Power_Plant_and_Why
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/373547369_BARBARIANS_Who_Destroyed_the_Kakhovka_Hydroelectric_Power_Plant_and_Why
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/373547369_BARBARIANS_Who_Destroyed_the_Kakhovka_Hydroelectric_Power_Plant_and_Why
https://forbes.ua/news/rosiyski-viyska-pidirvali-kakhovsku-ges-pochalas-evakuatsiya-naselennya-zelenskiy-sklikav-rnbo-onovlyuetsya-06062023-14022
https://forbes.ua/news/rosiyski-viyska-pidirvali-kakhovsku-ges-pochalas-evakuatsiya-naselennya-zelenskiy-sklikav-rnbo-onovlyuetsya-06062023-14022


                                                                                           

 

132 

Dnieper due to the explosion of the Kakhov Reservoir also helped to reduce artillery 
fire, Russian troops moved further from the left bank20.  

Cyber terror 

With the beginning of the large-scale invasion, Ukraine faced an unprecedented cyber 
aggression of the prevailing enemy. In a number of cases, cyber terrorists of the Rus-
sian Federation carried out significant interference in the work of information and 
communication systems of Ukraine. But, as a number of international cyber experts 
point out, the cyber aggression of the Russian Federation did not achieve its goals, 
which was also confirmed by the deputy head of the State Special Forces of Ukraine21.  

Groundless aggression against Ukraine and a powerful campaign of cyberattacks pro-
voked the support and consolidation of the international cyber community. As a re-
sult of such consolidation and unique rapid synergy of efforts of Ukrainian and for-
eign, state, private and volunteer cyberspace clusters aimed at cyber defence of 
Ukraine and ensuring its cyber security, the phenomenon of fairly successful cyber 
resilience of Ukraine in conditions of large-scale military aggression arose. 

Picture 4. Synergy of Russian Kinetic and Cyber Activity in Ukraine from 23.02.2023 until 
06.04.2022.22 

The armed aggression unleashed by the Russian Federation against Ukraine is one of 
the dirtiest conflicts in history; during the war, the following were committed. Viola-
tions of the rules of warfare and the laws of war, international law; the use of prohib-
ited weapons (phosphorus, mines and other ammunition of prohibited principles of 

                                                 

 
20 Черниш О.: Підрив Каховської ГЕС: кому він вигідний і чи зупинить наступ ЗСУ. June 6, 2023. 
https://www.bbc.com/ukrainian/articles/cw4vw5qn4kzo. 
21 Досвід кіберстійкості з європейськими партнерами. Державна служба спеціального зв’язку та захисту 
інформації України : державний сайт України, https://cip.gov.ua/ua/events/u-mezhakh-misyacya-kiber-
bezpeki-v-yes-derzhspeczv-yazku-podilitsya-ukrayinskim-dosvidom-kiberstiikosti-z-yevropeiskimi-partnerami, 
(visited: 14.04.2023). 
22 An overview of Russia’s cyberattack activity in Ukraine. Special Report: Ukraine: Microsoft Publishing, 
2022, p. 10.  
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action...), prohibited methods of waging war (blocking international maritime routes, 
covert mass destruction and torture of prisoners and civilians, use of civilians and 
civilian objects as shields, use of mercenaries, etc.). 

As it clear from the above, to organize and ensure the conduct of a large-scale hybrid 
war, the Russian Federation used all executive power bodies and the means by which 
they manage them. The range of domains and dimensions of hybrid activities is ex-
tremely broad. In order to contain such attacks and not to violate the critically im-
portant foundations of the state functioning, Ukraine needs to create an effective 
mechanism of resilience, accordingly, it is possible, with the full involvement of all 
state authorities and relevant means. 

Assessing and prioritizing types of the hybrid influence 

Having studied the works of international researchers, think tanks and research insti-
tutions23, the following groups of hybrid warfare impacts (also known as operational 
environments – dimensions) are determined for further research: informational-cog-
nitive (Info-Cog); cyber; financial-economic; international-political/diplomatic; mili-
tary; special (environmental, social, religious, etc.). 

      Hybrid 
       campaign 
 
Type 
of influence 

Info-psy-
cho 

Campaign 
“SMO” 

 

Energy 
resources as 
a weapon 

 

Nuclear 
intimidation 

and 
blackmail 

 

Food  
as a weapon 

 
 

Undermining 
hydro-electric 

stations 

 

Cyber 
terrorism 

 
 
 

Total 
 
 
 
 

Informational-
cognitive 

6 3 6 3 4 5 27 

Cyber 5 1 2 2 2 6 18 

Financial-eco-
nomic 

1 5 1 5 3 3 18 

International-po-
litical/diplomatic 

4 4 4 6 1 4 23 

Military 3 6 5 4 6 2 26 

Special  
(eco, social, reli-
gious, etc.) 

2 2 3 1 5 1 14 

Table 1. Expert assessment of the intensity of different types of hybrid influence in each indi-
vidual hybrid campaign. 

Let us prioritize them using the simplest method - the method of an expert assess-
ment, based on the analysis above by simple arrangement. Based on analysis of hybrid 
strategies, using the method of an expert assessment (involving the Center of Military 
and Strategic Studies experts, including the author of this research), we gave scores 

                                                 

 
23 Countering hybrid threats. NATO, 2023, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_156338.htm; 
Горбулін В.: Світова гібридна війна: український фронт. Київ, НІСД, 2017, http://resource.his-
tory.org.ua/item/0013707; Koval M. (Ed.): Theoretical and applied aspects of the Russian-Ukrainian war: hy-
brid aggression and national resilience. Kharkiv: TECHNOLOGY CENTER PC, 2023, 
https://doi.org/10.15587/978-617-8360-00-9 and Сиротенко А. (ред.): та ін. Воєнні аспекти протидії 
“гібридній” агресії: досвід України. Київ, Національний університет оборони України, 2020, 
https://nuou.org.ua/assets/monography/mono_gibr_viin.pdf. 

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_156338.htm
http://resource.history.org.ua/item/0013707
http://resource.history.org.ua/item/0013707
https://doi.org/10.15587/978-617-8360-00-9
https://nuou.org.ua/assets/monography/mono_gibr_viin.pdf


                                                                                           

 

134 

from 1 to 6 characterizing the intensity of impact (by consequences) in each individual 
hybrid influence campaign. Where 6 is the highest score so the highest impact, and 1 
is the lowest one. 

On the Picture 5, the most active and most intense influences are determined by the 
magic quadrant method. The number of hybrid companies determines the activity 
where one or another influence had a power greater than average (above 3 points). 
Intensity is determined by a simple rating from the rating table.  

 
Picture 5. Visualization of the intensity and activity of different types of hybrid influence.  

Thus, we can see that the most active and intensive influences are information-cog-
nitive, military, and international-political. Cyber and economic influence are identi-
fied as powerful but less active. Special, which is ecological, religious, social, etc., is 
defined as the least active and least powerful among the analysed campaigns of hybrid 
aggression. 

Conclusion 

One of the principles of defence planning is that the goal must justify the means, 
which is especially important for Ukraine now. Russia accumulates resources and, in 
the process, continues to deplete Ukraine’s resources, while the difference in the eco-
nomic indicators of Russia and Ukraine is not times, but orders of magnitude. There-
fore, a very urgent task for Ukraine is to spend on defence and security exactly as 
much as is necessary, and if more, then not significantly.  

In this purpose, it is necessary to be able to determine correctly the need for the 
resource necessary for the expenditure. It is one of the tasks that this work was de-
voted to and an appropriate approach was proposed for the hybrid integration of 
various types of influences aimed at countering various hybrid war strategies.  

The method based on the analysis allows distributing efforts between the components 
of national resilience system conceptually on a certain inertial perspective. However, mil-
itary conflictology is a dynamic science, and with the development and progress of 
society, people invent new and new insidious ways to destroy each other. As for the 
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prejudice of the destructive influence of new tools and strategies of hybrid warfare, it 
is necessary to have an appropriate system for their identification (perhaps focused 
on detection according to the characteristic principle, or others). Then, using a com-
bined assessment of lessons learned and trends based on the identification of signs 
will be more complicated but much more effective. 
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13 

A STUDY OF THE IMPACT OF MILITARY OPERATIONS IN 
UKRAINE ON THE CHANGING POLITICAL GOALS OF RUSSIA  

Emma Chimbanga and Dmytro Zhukov  

he presentation by Emma Chimbanga and Dmytro Zhukov in the Russia 
Seminar 2024 can be found on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5NofPSfLSSU&t=499s starting from 
2:57:35. 

The military philosophical thinking of the leadership of the Russian Federation, which 
is the undisputed aggressor in the Russian-Ukrainian war of the early twenty-first 
century, has many thoughts, theories and requires careful study and analysis in order 
to stop and prevent similar violations of the socio-ethical and political foundations 
recognised by international law and society as a whole. 

The philosophy of war and its impact on socio-political goals and relations in society 
have been the subject of many works by philosophers and scholars, both foreign and 
domestic. One of these fundamental works is the book "On War" by the Prussian 
General Carl von Clausewitz, which is one of the most important treatises on military-
political analysis and strategy ever written and remains both controversial and 
influential for strategic thinking. 

In the course of writing this article, the author has studied, firstly, the political goals 
and basic principles of the Russian military and political leadership during the armed 
aggression of the Russian Federation (hereinafter - RF), and, secondly, the relation-
ship between the political goals of the state leadership and the war.  

First of all, it should be noted that Russia's National Defence Strategy, approved by 
the Russian President on 2 July, 2021, is a document with many contradictions and 
disagreements. The Russian authorities did not take into account the responsibility 
for the tense relations with Western countries, and sanctions were perceived as a 
limitation of competitive advantages and lack of market access. The document also 
fails to take into account the views of the younger generation, focusing instead on the 
old ideology. 

In order to obtain the necessary data and understand the relationship between 
"political goals and war", it is advisable to establish a chronological sequence of 
military events and their impact on the political decisions of the Russian leadership, 
to study the existing relationship between changes in the results of hostilities on the 
territory of Ukraine depending on Russia's political goals.  Thus, Russia's open military 
attack on Ukraine began on Thursday 24 February 2022. The military campaign began 
after a long build-up of Russian troops, strategic and logistical preparations, and the 
definition of the main political goals and objectives. These goals, as of 24 February 
2022, included a short-term military offensive on Kyiv to change the country's 
leadership, which prevented Russia from extending its political influence in Ukraine, 
especially with regard to the Ukrainian leadership's policy of becoming part of the 
European Union and NATO.  

T 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5NofPSfLSSU&t=499s
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Russia used cyber attacks as part of its military strategy. In particular, on 15 February, 
before the start of the overt invasion, it temporarily disabled the websites of Ukrainian 
institutions and banks. According to Microsoft, Russian military and intelligence 
services carried out disruptive attacks and espionage operations while Russian forces 
attacked the country by land, air and sea. The primary goal was to disrupt or degrade 
the leadership and communication functions of Ukrainian government and military 
structures, as well as to create chaos and undermine public confidence. Disinfor-
mation was also an important tool in the conflict. Russia used disinformation to try 
to influence public opinion. This included spreading false information and distorting 
facts in order to distort the understanding of events. 

On 24 February 2022, Vladimir Putin announced the launch of a "special military 
operation" to justify the invasion. The Russian president repeated the theories spread 
by Russian propaganda, such as the need for "denazification" and "demilitarisation", 
and that modern Ukraine is run by Nazis and corrupt officials. The latter have 
allegedly brought Ukraine to the brink of bankruptcy and mock those who support 
Russia. Yet Putin is trying to convince the entire civilised world that the state of 
Ukraine is kept afloat only by Russia. 

Immediately after the invasion of Ukraine's sovereign territory, Russia made 
significant progress, but quickly faltered and eventually lost its potential and offensive 
effectiveness. After the failure of its plans, the defeat of the first echelons of the 
Russian troops and heavy losses of men and equipment, the Russian leadership 
decided to change its goals in the following days and applied the theory of the 
ideological philosophy of "quick, victorious war", which could be used, firstly, to 
demonstrate the strength and power of the Russian Armed Forces (hereinafter - the 
RF Armed Forces), their military-technological and scientific uniqueness, and, 
secondly, to raise the moral and patriotic spirit of the RF Armed Forces and society 
as a whole. At that time, a constant propaganda technique was to recall the history 
and ideas of the Second World War, when the Soviet Army was powerful and made 
a significant contribution to victory. 

Instead, a month after the start of the full-scale invasion, Russian troops failed to 
achieve their goals and objectives and failed to capture Kyiv, Kharkiv or any other 
major Ukrainian city, forcing the Russian leadership to change its objectives. At a 
Russian defence ministry briefing on the results of a month of hostilities, defence 
ministry officials declared that the "first stage of the special operation" had been 
completed, that all objectives had been met and that the main goal had been achieved. 
They claimed that the Ukrainian army's power had been undermined and the enemy's 
military infrastructure and equipment destroyed. In the second stage, according to 
senior security officials, Russia will focus on "liberating" the territories claimed by the 
so-called Donetsk and Luhansk People's Republics (hereinafter - DPR and LPR). 

The ideas of 'denazification' and 'demilitarisation' of Ukraine have almost completely 
disappeared from the declarations and objectives of Russia's armed aggression. Then, 
on 25 March 2022, the head of the Main Operational Directorate of the General Staff 
of the Russian Armed Forces, Sergei Rudsky, publicly declared: "The main goal of the 
special operation is to help the people of the DPR and LPR, who have been subjected 
to genocide by the Kyiv regime for eight years. It was impossible to achieve this goal 
by political means. Kyiv publicly refused to implement the Minsk agreements". The 
political goals, from the capture of Kyiv and Ukraine, the change of political 
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leadership, the so-called "denazification" and "demilitarisation", have changed to help 
the people of the DPR and LPR. This was made possible by several factors, the most 
important of which were the failures of the Russian army on almost all fronts, heavy 
losses of men and equipment, and the realisation that Russia urgently needed to 
reduce the line of contact and increase the concentration of troops in key areas. 

In addition, the arguments for a 'special military operation' changed dramatically after 
the full-scale invasion of Ukraine. This was due to the need to quickly and precisely 
justify the military invasion of Ukraine, mobilise supporters and silence critics. In this 
way, the following theses were added to the political arguments after 24 February: all 
Russians who do not support the invasion of Ukraine are traitors; there is no 
alternative to the denazification of Ukraine, because the Nazis create problems for 
Russia and mock Russians; a significant number of Ukrainians are guilty of bringing 
the Nazis to power, so they deserve to be punished; NATO is trying to use other 
people's hands to foment military conflicts against Russia. 

The peak periods of denial of Russian war crimes and violations of international 
humanitarian law in Ukraine, and the change of political goals and ways of justifying 
them, can be observed in April-May, August-September, and November 2022, when 
the Ukrainian army liberated the occupied territories and inflicted heavy losses on the 
Russian side in terms of personnel and equipment. 

Russia's constant disinformation throughout most of 2022 was the use of chemical, 
biological and nuclear weapons, as well as a "dirty bomb" with nuclear waste, which 
was used to divert attention from Russian actions. For example, reports about the 
threat of a 'dirty bomb' reappeared in the information space in October 2022, during 
the crisis surrounding the Zaporizhzhia Nuclear Power Plant (hereafter Zaporizhzhia 
NPP), created by the Russians, the shutdown of its power units, the blocking of the 
work of the IAEA mission, and the deployment of a military contingent at the plant. 

After fierce fighting between Kyiv and Kharkiv, Ukraine announced a deceptive 
counter-offensive in the direction of Kherson and conducted an effective counter-
offensive operation in the Kharkiv region, liberating almost the entire occupied part 
of the region (a total of 300 settlements in the Kharkiv region, 3800 km² of territory 
with a population of 150,000 people) during the active period from 06 to 09 
September 2022. At the time, the Russian leadership was confused and lacked clear 
plans and objectives. Because of the defeat and the need to explain to the public the 
loss of control over the Kharkiv region, it was stated that the political goal of leaving 
the Kharkiv region was to reduce tensions with Russia and to demonstrate a 
willingness to make political concessions in order to achieve peace and certain 
agreements, but these were false statements. On the contrary, Russia launched an 
operation to deliberately destroy Ukraine's energy infrastructure, using drones it had 
obtained from Iran. At the same time, it took Russia almost two weeks to identify and 
set new targets, which led to the announcement of a decree on partial mobilisation 
on 21 September 2022. Troop deployment: According to the BBC, 97 per cent of 
Russian troops were deployed in Ukraine. At the same time in September, the Russian 
leadership decided to hold referendums in the occupied territories to annex them to 
Russia. 

A major blow to Russia was the Ukrainian counter-offensive in the Kherson region. 
As of 11 November, 12 settlements have been liberated, some 10,000 square 
kilometres of land are back under Ukrainian control, and Western precision weapons 
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are within reach of Crimea. However, Russia still controls about 60% of the Kherson 
region, the southern and eastern parts of the Dnipro River, including the coast of the 
Sea of Azov. The de-occupation of Kherson is one of the key events that caused 
Russia's heavy losses during the war and forced it once again to change its strategy to 
achieve its political goals. 

On 6 June 2023, the Kakhovka hydroelectric power station (hereafter Kakhovka 
HPP) was blown up, probably as part of a Russian military strategy to create chaos 
and destroy infrastructure. In the case of the Kakhovka HPP in particular, OSINT 
researchers argue that the environmental and economic consequences of its 
destruction are comparable to the consequences of the use of tactical nuclear weapons 
of 5 to 10 kilotons, which are not accompanied by radiation contamination. 

The explosion resulted in the evacuation of the population, the destruction of 
enterprises and facilities with harmful and toxic substances, including chlorine, 
ammonia, oil products, etc., the destruction of water and electricity infrastructure, 
sewage, the collapse of food and medical logistics, and the pollution of the Black Sea 
ecosystem. It should also be noted that the explosion of the Kakhovka hydroelectric 
power station has had a significant impact on the ecosystem not only of the region, 
but of Ukraine as a whole. At least 150 tonnes of motor oil were spilled into the 
Dnipro River, and there was a risk of more than 300 tonnes being spilled. Thus, the 
explosion of the Kakhovka HPP could have been aimed at: causing significant 
damage that could affect the country's ability to wage war effectively, making it 
impossible to conduct offensive actions in this area for some time, and focusing the 
attention of the Ukrainian leadership and society on a new problem. 

After analysing the information received, we can conclude that the main narratives of 
Russian propaganda during the Russian-Ukrainian war were: denazification and 
demilitarisation of Ukraine; support for the fraternal peoples of the DPR and LPR, 
preservation of their territory recognised by Russia; protection of the Russian-
speaking population; fight against the Western enemy, including NATO; use of the 
idea of the sacred Russian religion and Church, high ideals of the Russian people in 
comparison with Ukrainian "non-traditional" values; demonstration of the power of 
the Russian state; and, last but not least, the war against the Soviet Union. 

In addition, there is a clear dependence of Russia's political goals in the war on the 
results of the hostilities on the territory of Ukraine. Thus, with the increasing intensity 
of hostilities and the resulting losses, as well as the inability of the armed forces to 
fulfil their tasks, the Russian authorities are forced to change their political goals and 
use new propaganda narratives for their population. 

This information is confirmed by the content analysis of the main speeches of the 
Russian political and military elite on the aims of the war. As noted above, in a 
statement on 24 February, Vladimir Putin claimed that it was necessary to "denazify" 
and "demilitarise" Ukraine. At the same time, Russian Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu 
said that the main goal of the Russian authorities was to protect the Russian 
Federation from the military threat of Western countries trying to use the Ukrainian 
people in the fight against Russia. 

Sergei Rudsky, head of the Main Operational Directorate of the General Staff of the 
Russian Armed Forces, publicly stated that the main purpose of the special operation 
was to provide assistance to the people of the DPR and LPR. 
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After the retreat of Russian troops in some key areas, especially near Kyiv, it was 
announced that the main military operations would be concentrated in Donbass, 
which caused a strong reaction from Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov, who then 
made a statement about the need to continue the capture of Kyiv. 

At the same time, the Russian Foreign Ministry continues to say that the purpose of 
the war is to weaken the influence of the United States and NATO, and the head of 
the Kremlin press service, Dmitry Peskov, expresses hope for negotiations and a 
quick end to the war. 

As the Russian forces failed to achieve their objective, Russia tried to undermine the 
morale of the Ukrainian people by launching rocket attacks on civilian infrastructure, 
and on 14 July Russia launched a rocket attack on the Officers' House and the central 
square of Vinnytsia. Twenty-seven people were killed, including three children (a 4-
year-old girl and boys aged 7 and 8), and more than 200 injured. On 28-29 July, Russia 
attacked a camp where captured Ukrainian soldiers were being held, in violation of 
international humanitarian law, which guarantees the preservation of the life and 
health of prisoners. According to the occupiers, 53 AFU prisoners were killed. On 24 
August, Russia launched a rocket attack on the Chaplino railway station in the Dnipro 
region. The attack killed 15 Ukrainians and injured around 50. On 29 August, Ukraine 
launched the aforementioned counter-offensive in the Kharkiv region. 

On 21 September, the Russian president announced in his address a partial 
mobilisation in Russia and the intention to hold referendums in the temporarily 
occupied regions of Ukraine. A few days later, on 30 September, Putin announced 
the incorporation of the DPR, LPR, Zaporizhzhya and Kherson regions into the 
Russian Federation, a reaction to Russia's growing losses and the futile hope of 
holding on to territories that allegedly already belong to Russia. This reaction was 
made possible by the successful offensive actions of the Ukrainian armed forces, 
which led to the loss of control over the Kharkiv region. 

During the winter, the enemy decided not to conduct active offensive actions but to 
focus on defence, launching missile attacks on Ukraine's energy infrastructure in the 
hope of weakening the counter-offensive and forcing negotiations. Although Russia's 
missile attacks on Ukrainian power plants began as early as 16 September, when the 
Kharkiv thermal power plant was damaged, it was not until October that the Russian 
authorities began to claim that the missile attacks on energy infrastructure were a 
response to Ukraine's attacks on the Crimean bridge. Later, in late October, Vladimir 
Putin claimed that the shelling of civilian infrastructure was a response to Ukrainian 
attacks on Black Sea Fleet ships in Sevastopol, and even later, on 8 December, the 
Russian president said that Russian strikes on Ukraine's energy system were a 
"response" to a series of Ukrainian actions. In addition to the explosion on the 
Crimean bridge, he also highlighted the cutting off of water to Donetsk, which he 
called "genocide", and mentioned the "blowing up of the power line from the Kursk 
nuclear power plant". 

Thus, almost until the end of the winter, Russia carried out missile attacks on 
Ukraine's energy system, always finding reasons and circumstances for doing so, most 
of which were meaningless. In fact, it was done firstly to prevent the advance of 
Ukrainian troops, secondly to cause as much material damage as possible, and thirdly 
to put psychological pressure on society and the country's leadership to force Ukraine 
to make concessions and enter into negotiations. 
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Russia's political aims in the war Narratives aim to achieve goals 

24 February 2022. 

Russia's goals included expanding its 
sphere of influence, seizing the Ukrainian 
government and replacing it with a pro-
Russian one. 

 Implementation of "denazification" and 
"demilitarisation", fight against Nazism and 
corruption, protection of the Ukrainian 
population supporting Russia.. 

25 February - 24 March 2022. 

A quick, victorious war, a demonstration 
of the strength and power of the Russian 
Armed Forces, and the connection of the 
Autonomous Republic of Crimea to 
Russia by land. 

During this period, a constant propaganda 
technique was to remind people of the 
history and ideas of the Second World War, 
the contribution of the Soviet army to 
victory and the possibility of repeating the 
successes. 

25 March 2022. 

Change of objectives to conquer and 
hold the territories of the DPR and LPR. 

According to senior security officials, in the 
"second stage" Russia will focus on 
"liberating" the territories claimed by the so-
called DPR and LPR. The main goal of the 
special operation is to provide aid to the 
people of the DPR and LPR. 

April-May, August-September, 
November 2022. 

Intimidation of the Ukrainian 
government and society, blackmail and 
pressure on Ukraine and partner 
countries to start negotiations on Russia's 
terms. 

Encouraging the use of chemical, biological 
and nuclear weapons by Ukraine, as well as 
the "dirty bomb" around the Zaporizhzhya 
nuclear power plant, Russia's shutting down 
of its power units, blocking the work of the 
IAEA mission, and the deployment of a 
Russian military contingent on the plant's 
territory. 

From 06 to 09 September 2022. 

Strengthening the defence and improving 
the offensive capabilities of the Russian 
army in the Donetsk and Luhansk 
regions. 

Withdrawal of the Russian army and 
abandonment of the territory of the Kharkiv 
region. Redeployment and increased 
presence of the Russian army in the Donetsk 
and Luhansk regions. 

End of September 2022. 

Increase in the number of Russian 
military personnel. Damage and 
destruction of Ukraine's critical energy 
system. 

The announcement of a decree on partial 
mobilisation on 21 September 2022. 
Attempts to destroy Ukraine's energy 
infrastructure using missiles and drones. 

December 2022 - February 2023. 

Preparation for offensive actions in 2023, 
search for allies, attempts to force 
Ukraine to negotiate. 

Mobilisation, production and purchase of 
weapons and military equipment. 
Concentrate efforts in the eastern direction. 

7 January 2023. 

Russia's demonstration of the 
insignificance and utter uselessness of the 
Ukrainian Orthodox Church, with the 

For the first time, the Ukrainian Orthodox 
Church held a Christmas service in the 
Assumption Cathedral of the Lavra. At the 
time, the Russian elite informed the media 
that only the military and the press were 
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aim of religiously influencing all actors in 
the world community.  

 

supposedly present at the liturgy. 
Meanwhile, "ordinary believers" continue to 
attend churches of the Moscow Patriarchate. 

February-April 2023. 

The desire to hide their failures on the 
battlefield and to convince their people 
of constant "victories". 

Inefficiency and obsolescence of weapons 
and military equipment provided to Ukraine 
by its allies. Claims of its malfunctioning, 
obsolescence and the fact that it has 
allegedly already been "written off". 
Constant stories about the elimination of 
Patriot launchers. 

23-24 April 2023. 

Attempts to justify strikes on port 
infrastructure and grain storehouses. 

Russia's main propaganda narratives 
included: 

1. Ukraine is using the grain deal to attack 
Crimea; 

2. Ukrainian grain is poisoned; 

3. The grain deal is a commercial project of 
Ukraine. 

7 October 2023.  

Psychological pressure on Ukraine, as 
well as the demonstration of information 
to Russian society about the alleged 
cessation of military and other assistance 
to Ukraine. 

The world's media are focused on the 
Middle East. The publication of analyses on 
this subject, including statements that "the 
US is to blame for what is happening in 
Israel", "Ukraine is not being supported 
because the US is helping Israel", the 
manipulation of the migrant issue with 
which Russia has frightened the EU, and the 
conspiracy theory of "heavenly Jerusalem". 

November 2023. 

Aggravation of public relations and 
promotion of mistrust among Ukrainian 
citizens and members of the international 
community towards the Ukrainian 
military and political government. 

Russia is spreading reports of a possible 
conflict between the country's political and 
military leaders. Regularly broadcast reports 
of a confrontation between Valeriy 
Zaluzhnyi and Volodymyr Zelenskyi. 

December 2023 to the present. 

War of attrition, preparations for massive 
missile strikes on Ukraine's energy 
infrastructure. 

Informing the media about the Ukrainian 
side's failures on the battlefield, heavy losses 
of men and equipment, and Russia's build-
up of missile weapons. 

Table 1. Russia’s political aims and narratives. 

After analysing the above information, it becomes clear that there is a constant 
dependence of the state's political goals on the results of hostilities, which in turn are 
the ratio of losses of personnel and equipment in attempts to achieve the goals and 
the results achieved after a certain period of time. An analysis of the basic narratives 
of Russian propaganda shows that they change depending on the situation at the 
front, world events and events in Russia. In addition, there is a certain time lag 
between events and the emergence of narratives. 
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Changes in propaganda narratives have a similar nature of interdependence with 
hostilities and goals set by the political authorities of the state. This interdependence 
can be illustrated schematically as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 1. The interdependence 
between political goals, narra-
tives and losses. 

 

To this day, Russia's position and political goals are concentrated in eastern Ukraine; 
at the end of January 2023, Vladimir Putin stated that the purpose of the special 
operation was to protect people and Russia itself from threats arising in the adjacent 
historical Russian territories. 

Failures on the contact line force changes in goals and strategies for achieving them, 
and changes in policy goals force the choice of different ways of achieving them. It is 
safe to say that any change in either goals or ways of achieving them firstly involves 
changes in dependent components, and secondly a certain period of time is required 
to create a reaction and implement these changes. At the moment, Russia has failed 
miserably in achieving its goals and has no positive consequences for itself. Analysts 
argue that the conflict in Ukraine is turning into a war of attrition. This scenario 
became relevant when Russia changed its strategy after failing to achieve its initial 
goals. A war of attrition implies a relatively long conflict and significant losses on both 
sides; by its very nature, according to the Russian leadership, the winner will be the 
one with the greater resources of manpower, weapons, equipment and ammunition. 
Ukraine rejects the possibility of negotiations with Russia, considering it unacceptable 
to give up the occupied territories. The country is ready to use both political and 
military means to restore its borders. Russia's refusal to voluntarily leave the territories 
defined by the Ukrainian constitution and recognised by the world leaves the country 
with the right to defend itself and to use force in accordance with international 
humanitarian law. In order to end the military conflict and prevent its recurrence in 
the future, one of the tasks for Ukraine and its partner countries is to analyse and 
predict the relationship between Russia's political goals and its military actions, the 
time required for reactions, propaganda narratives, changes and consequences, in 
order to create obstacles and make it impossible for Russia to achieve its goals in the 
war in a timely manner. 

The paper utilised a research methodology that involved a chronological analysis of 
the war's objectives and the dependence of changing objectives on military results. 

Political goals

Ways and 
mechanisms to 

achieve

Narratives of 
propaganda

Strategy of 
warfare

Losses/failures 
on the 

battlefield
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Additionally, the study examined the relationship between Russian propaganda 
narratives and the results of hostilities. The speeches made by the Russian 
Federation's leadership were also subjected to content analysis. 
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EMERGING AND DISRUPTIVE TECHNOLOGIES TRANSFORM, 
BUT DO NOT LIFT, THE FOG OF WAR - EVIDENCE FROM 
RUSSIA’S WAR ON UKRAINE 

Dominika Kunertova and Stephen Herzog 

he presentation by Dominika Kunertova and Stephen Herzog in the Russia 
Seminar 2024 can be found on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://youtu.be/P8VA1bT8ADs starting from 7:39:50. 

Abstract 

In this working paper, we ask how have new technologies affected the Clausewitzian 
fog of war? We leverage examples from Russia’s ongoing full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine to address this research question. The evidence includes both “high-tech” 
systems like nuclear-capable hypersonic weapons and “low-tech” systems like cheap 
commercially available drones and affordable open-source intelligence (OSINT) tech-
nology. In the case of the former, we find that Russian threats and propaganda created 
myths surrounding weapons with unclear military applications. Regarding the latter, 
media and pundit claims were sensational as these systems changed combat dynamics 
without delivering revolutionary effects. Both cases point to pronounced gaps be-
tween expectations about performance and battlefield realities. Emerging weapon 
technologies have therefore failed to provide clarity about the balance of forces and 
conditions on the ground––two pathways to reducing the fog of war. In land warfare, 
history has long shown that new technologies are rarely determinative of victory or 
defeat. Making claims to the contrary only contributes to the fog of war and necessi-
tates new strategies to counter the hype surrounding exaggerated expectations about 
weapons. 

Introduction 

When we read the call for proposals for the Finnish National Defence University’s 
2024 Russia Seminar, we were immediately struck with a question. During Russia’s 
war on Ukraine, have new emerging technologies helped the fog of war dissipate, or 
have they made it thicker? Focusing on Russia and emerging and disruptive technol-
ogies (EDTs) is essential for understanding today’s strategic context.1 Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin did, after all, indicate in 2017 his country’s ambition to rule the 
world through leading developments in artificial intelligence (AI).2 Likewise, in 2018, 
Putin announced “new exotic weapons” that suggest advances in military applications 

                                                 

 
1 Stephen Herzog and Dominika Kunertova: “NATO and Emerging Technologies– The Alliance’s Shifting 
Approach to Military Innovation,” Naval War College Review (2024). Forthcoming. 
2 Russia Today, “‘Whoever Leads in AI Will Rule the World’: Putin to Russian Children on Knowledge Day,” 
Russia Today, September 1, 2017, https://www.rt.com/news/401731-ai-rule-world-putin.  
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of AI and the use of autonomous platforms.3 Furthermore, the Kremlin’s investments 
in nuclear-capable hypersonic missiles were meant to provide capabilities to strike at 
extreme speeds and overcome existing missile defenses.4 Russia has indeed used sev-
eral of these EDTs since the beginning of its full-scale invasion of Ukraine in Febru-
ary 2022. But despite Moscow’s interest and investment in disruptive technologies, 
Russia has not won the war. It continues on, and even Kremlin battlefield successes 
come with mass casualties among Russian soldiers. 

Ideas about new technologies that should theoretically make battlefield outcomes 
clearer do not just apply to the Russian side. Ukraine has spent considerable resources 
on whole-of-society efforts to produce small drones that have become ubiquitous in 
the conflict. This has triggered scores of media and analyst claims about new drone 
technologies and ways of warfare that revolutionize battlefields, have game-changing 
effects, and even fundamentally alter the nature of war.5 However, Kyiv is also re-
markably far away from achieving anything resembling meaningful victory in the con-
flict. 

In this working paper, we adopt the Russia Seminar’s Clausewitzian framework to 
explore the relationship between new emerging technologies and warfare. We are 
therefore inspired by Clausewitz’s “fog of war” concept. After sorting through a bevy 
of evidence on the role of EDTs in the war, we argue that overestimating the role of 
new technologies widens the expectation gap between their performance and battle-
field realities. While there is a hypothetical world in which EDTs could provide clarity 
of combat outcomes, we find that this is emphatically not the case in Ukraine. Instead, 
such gaps between performance expectations and battlefield realities contribute con-
siderably to the thickening of the fog of war. Exaggerated claims about the revolu-
tionary nature of certain weapon systems only serve to exacerbate the problem. 

Curiously, today’s debates about new weapon technologies resemble some of the nar-
ratives from the first Gulf War (1990–1991) that implied a lifting of the fog of war. 
Then, the emphasis was on the advent of advanced networked technology and preci-
sion-guided weapons used by the U.S. military. These so-called “game-changing” 
weapons were emblematic of a revolution in military affairs (RMA) and were thought 
to remove friction and uncertainty––core elements of Clausewitz’s conception of war. 
The predominant scholarly response was agreement that no new technology alone 
can provide a decisive advantage in war.6 Other voices did, however, make claims to 

                                                 

 
3 Neil MacFarquhar and David E. Sanger: “Putin’s ‘Invincible’ Missile Is Aimed at U.S. Vulnerabilities,” New 
York Times, March 1, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/01/world/europe/russia-putin-speech.html. 
4 Justin Williamson and James J. Wirtz: “Hypersonic Or Just Hype? Assessing the Russian Hypersonic Weap-
ons Program,” Comparative Strategy 40, no. 5 (2021): 468–481. 
5 Yaroslav Trofimov: “Drones Everywhere: How the Technological Revolution on Ukraine Battlefields Is 
Reshaping Modern Warfare,” Wall Street Journal, September 28, 2023, https://www.wsj.com/world/drones-
everywhere-how-the-technological-revolution-on-ukraine-battlefields-is-reshaping-modern-warfare-bf5d531b; 
Kristen D. Thompson: “How the Drone War in Ukraine Is Transforming Conflict,” Council on Foreign Re-
lations, January 16, 2024, https://www.cfr.org/article/how-drone-war-ukraine-transforming-conflict; and 
Max Hunder: “Insight: Inside Ukraine’s Scramble for ‘Game-Changer’ Drone Fleet,” Reuters, March 24, 
2023, https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/inside-ukraines-scramble-game-changer-drone-fleet-2023-03-
24.  
 
6 See, e.g., Lawrence Freedman: The Revolution in Strategic Affairs, Adelphi Papers, no. 318 (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press for the International Institute for Strategic Studies, 1998): 70. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/01/world/europe/russia-putin-speech.html
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https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/inside-ukraines-scramble-game-changer-drone-fleet-2023-03-24/
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the contrary.7 This latter camp’s arguments may actually contribute to the fog of war. 
In land warfare, the key determinants of victory are the combination of skills and 
training, the quantity of armaments, and the enemy’s permissive defenses.8 Stated dif-
ferently, technology alone will not allow Ukraine to make a breakthrough.9 

Our working paper counters this strand of dangerous technological optimism that 
periodically returns in military history when new weapon systems gain popularity. 
Novel technology has rarely proven to be a solution to the uncertainties of war, and 
the ongoing war in Ukraine is no exception. We show this with evidence from the 
conflict, particularly regarding the role of four technology areas––drones, open-
source intelligence (OSINT), AI, and hypersonics––in transforming the battlefields 
of Ukraine. In particular, EDTs have provided clarity about neither the balance of 
forces nor likely combat outcomes. Ultimately, we conclude with cautionary remarks 
on the continuing role of humans in war and lay out some of the risks entailed in the 
current fixations of techno-optimist thinking. 

Clausewitz, War, and Technology 

“War is the realm of uncertainty; three quarters of 
the factors on which action in war is based are 

wrapped in a fog of greater or lesser uncertainty. A 
sensitive and discriminating judgment is called for; a 

skilled intelligence to scent out the truth.”10 
 

To Clausewitz, the nature of war is chaotic. War only abides by rules dictated by fog, 
friction, chance, and complexity. The well-known Clausewitzian metaphor of the “fog 
of war” describes the great amount of uncertainty experienced in military operations. 
Many different elements can contribute to such uncertainty. These include a lack of 
situational awareness on the battlefield, uncertainty about one’s own capabilities, lim-
ited information about the adversary’s capabilities, and minimal transparency about 
the enemy’s intent. The resultant sorts of misunderstandings between adversaries 
have inspired seminal works by scholars theorizing about the causes of war and the 
sometimes surprising inability of states to cooperate.11 

The role of technology is to reduce this friction and uncertainty by enhancing a state’s 
military power. This can occur through improved weapon systems, logistics, and in-
telligence. According to Clausewitz, technology is a tool for warfare, not a panacea 
for the many issues that arise in military campaigns. Technology is employed in 
Clausewitzian warfare to attack enemies physically and psychologically, as well as to 

                                                 

 
7 Bill Owens: Lifting the Fog of War, Baltimore, Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001. 
8 Stephen Biddle: Military Power: Explaining Victory and Defeat in Modern Battle (Princeton NJ: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2004). 
9 Stephen Biddle: “How Russia Stopped Ukraine’s Momentum: A Deep Defense is Hard to Beat,” Foreign Af-
fairs, January 29, 2024, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/ukraine/how-russia-stopped-ukraines-momentum.  
10 Carl von Clausewitz: On War, ed. and trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret, (Princeton NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1976 [1832]): 101. 
11 Robert Jervis: “Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma,” World Politics 30, no. 2 (1978): 167–214; and 
James D. Fearon: “Rationalist Explanations for War,” International Organization 49, no. 3 (1995): 379–414. 
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exploit an adversary’s vulnerability and bend the will of its people.12  It exists within 
the confines of war rather than defining war. 

We postulate that there are two ways that novel EDTs can reduce battlefield uncer-
tainties and contribute to lifting the fog of war. First, in terms of military effects, new 
technology can improve mission effectiveness and the ability of forces to achieve their 
objectives. The aggregation of one state’s military power with new weapons should 
therefore change the balance of forces, in turn improving predictions of victory or 
defeat. New advanced weapon systems could do this by enabling combatants to apply 
force with greater lethality, accuracy, speed, and/or range. Second, in terms of trans-
parency of/on the battlefield, new technologies can enhance situational awareness. 
This means that technology can improve access to information both qualitatively and 
quantitatively. Technology not only accelerates data collection, but it also quickens its 
processing and dissemination. Today’s battlefield commanders can base their deci-
sions off of real-time intelligence, a situation that was rarely possible in Clausewitz’s 
time. 

We seek to understand if EDTs can help to lift the fog of war along these two dimen-
sions. To do so, it is important to deploy “a skilled intelligence to scent out the truth” 
about the capabilities of new weapon technologies and the risks and benefits associ-
ated with their integration onto the battlefield. The subsequent sections of this work-
ing paper shift to assessing four technology areas frequently claimed to be revolution-
izing warfare in Ukraine. They include both “high-tech” systems like nuclear-capable 
hypersonic weapons and “low-tech” systems like cheap commercially available drones 
and private sector NewSpace satellites. Furthermore, the case of military AI covers 
both targeting and decision-making processes. The variation in systems covered by 
our analysis enables us to reach some preliminary conclusions about emerging tech-
nologies and their implications for the fog of war in Ukraine. 

Drones 

Drones, or uncrewed aerial vehicles, are hardly a new technology. Over the past two 
decades, drones were primarily seen in the context of the Global War on Terror. That 
is, military drones were usually advanced large airborne platforms that ensured per-
sistent surveillance and enabled states to carry out precision strikes. Medium-altitude, 
long endurance drones were a key component of remote warfare, allowing risk-averse 
political leaders to combat terrorism but avoid sending “boots on the ground.” 

There is a stark contrast, however, between drone war in Ukraine and drone war in 
past decades: In Ukraine, drones have boots.13 What we mean by this is that small 
drones in Ukraine are not taking troops away from the battlefield. Rather, they are 
changing the dynamics on the battlefield from lower airspace. There has been an un-
precedented proliferation of small-sized drones by both sides in the war, leading to 

                                                 

 
12 Colin S. Gray: Weapons Don’t Make War: Policy, Strategy, and Military Technology (Lawrence, Kans.: University 
Press of Kansas, 1993): 7. See also: Kier A. Lieber: War and the Engineers: The Primacy of Politics over Technology 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2005). 
13 Dominika Kunertova:“Drones Have Boots: Learning from Russia’s War in Ukraine,” Contemporary Security 
Policy 44, no. 4 (2023): 576–591. 
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innovative developments in the technology and tactics of drone warfare.14 Drone 
scouts, bomblets, loitering munitions, and even suicide drones are present throughout 
the theater in Ukraine. These inexpensive commercial technologies have changed 
warfighting dynamics on the battlefield with improved cost-per-effect in combat and 
increased emphasis on verticality in land operations. Drones empower individual sol-
diers as far as real-time intelligence and the precision of artillery fire.15  

Small drones are now serving land forces in high-intensity warfare. This includes sys-
tems assembled by technology guerillas, as well as directly repurposed hobbyist 
drones ordered from Amazon or AliExpress on the internet. In the past, drones were 
thought to be mostly useful in conflicts when one side maintains air superiority, so 
this marks a significant change. Soldiers have been able to deploy tens of thousands of 
user-friendly, low-cost small drones in Ukraine for spying and dropping hand gre-
nades on targets. These drones play a role in psychological warfare operations and 
can have non-kinetic effects. Among such notable effects are propaganda, like record-
ing videos of ambushes that can then be posted to social media websites. 

Importantly, since the early months of its full-scale invasion, Moscow has been using 
drones to cause as much damage as possible to Ukraine’s critical infrastructure. The 
so-called one-way attack/suicide/kamikaze drones behave like disposable ammuni-
tion for targeting the Ukrainian power grid, transportation network, and even shelters 
for the civilian population. They offer an unambiguously offensive capability that can 
loiter in the target zone prior to its impact. Aside from the damage they inflict, these 
drones are clearly weapons of fear. 

Innovation on the battlefield led to the proliferation of First Person View (FPV) 
drones, the latest milestone among many impressive drone developments. FPV 
drones are essentially a commercial version of a military loitering munition produced 
on the cheap. These systems are thus built from off-the-shelf components and oper-
ated by a pilot on the ground who navigates the drone to crash into its target thanks 
to the video feed running through the operator’s goggles.16 This human-guided mu-
nition can cost as little as $400 USD, in contrast to a GPS-guided shell that may cost 
hundreds of thousand dollars. FPV drones are consequently thought to help close the 
firepower gap caused by artillery shortages because their precision and navigability 
can facilitate destructive effects comparable to artillery shells.17 

The focus on small drones is not simply a product of crowdsourced funding. Ukraine 
has promised to create an “Army of Drones,” with Kyiv’s Minister for Digital Trans-
formation, Mykhailo Fedorov, announcing the government’s intention to build 1–2 
million drones. And in February 2024, President Volodomyr Zelenskiy created the 
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Unmanned Systems Force––dedicated to drone warfare.18 While Russia had previ-
ously prioritized manufacturing military-grade drones, it has almost caught up with 
Ukraine as far as its frequency of conducting FPV drone strikes.19  

Drones have now gotten cheap, small, and commercial, easy to spread and operate, 
and produced on a scale akin to consumer electronics. This has led many observers 
to say that drones have game-changing effects. Is this technology able to help lift the 
Clausewitzian fog of war on the battlefield by providing better predictions of victory 
and defeat, and by offering improved intelligence? The answer appears to be neither 
when viewed holistically. In fact, sensational claims about drones pale when con-
trasted to the problems that accompany using these platforms in warfare. There are 
at least five reasons for this. 

First, drones have no self-defenses and are vulnerable to weather and countermeas-
ures. Drones act like consumer electronics in conditions with high-speed winds or 
heavy rains, and also in the cold, which can sap a drone’s battery and therefore its 
range. These problems are particularly acute during the winter months. And even 
though some FPV drones have been fitted with counter-jamming devices, this add-
on substantially increases the cost-per-drone and negatively affects their affordability 
and scalability.20 

Second, the success of the drone mission is highly dependent on the skills of its hu-
man operator. Among newly formed units whose commanders have been appointed 
due to their political connections, a hit rate of 10% to 15% is common. In expertly 
trained units, such as special forces or those from Ukraine’s intelligence services, the 
hit rate can be as high as 70% or 80%. This is a massive difference. 

Third, assembling and producing myriads of drone models naturally presents difficul-
ties. These can include heterogeneous safety standards, adoption issues, interopera-
bility hurdles, and problems encountered during repairs and the replacement of com-
ponents. All of these obstacles can contribute to further scaling problems.21 

Fourth, drones depend almost entirely on other technologies to operate successfully. 
Their effective navigation and communication may require access to the internet pro-
vided by small commercial satellites, interference-resistant radios, or infrared sensors 
for night missions. These resources may not always be available, and commercial ac-
tors may not always be willing to provide them to militaries. 

And fifth, drones cannot take territory or destroy strongholds. They lack the fire-
power, and the staying power, of traditional boots on the ground. Stated differently, 
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an army of drones cannot replace infantry and cavalry. Drones can, however, delay 
adversary offensives, destroy infrastructure, frustrate air defenses, and intimidate and 
demoralize the enemy’s troops and civilian population. Their military effects are ac-
cordingly limited to tactical realms. Drones lower the costs of combat and thus in-
crease the availability of means to conduct operations. But they do not deliver revo-
lutionary effects because their advantage lasts only until cost-effective countermeas-
ures are operationalized.  

Technological adaptations on the battlefields in Ukraine are happening much faster 
in the case of drones than in the case of other weapon systems.22 The early headline-
grabbing drones were large, sophisticated Turkish Bayraktar TB2 drones on the 
Ukrainian side, as well as Forpost and Orion military drones deployed by Russia. 
However, after some initial successes, it quickly became clear that these drones were 
easy prey for electronic warfare and lower-altitude air defense assets. Furthermore, 
the ubiquitous DJI Mavic drones turned into a “a hazardous encumbrance” due to 
Russia’s use of the AeroScope drone detection system.23  

OSINT Technology 

Open-source intelligence technologies enable gathering and analyzing information 
from publicly available sources. These include data/metadata from social media, the 
internet, and television. Most remarkably, OSINT now includes large constellations 
of small low earth orbit (LEO) satellites that provide commercial imagery and offer 
remote sensing capabilities (e.g., synthetic aperture radar, radio frequency). Few Rus-
sian military planners considered that they were invading a country with millions of 
personal data collection devices. Each Ukrainian citizen can use their own phone to 
produce reconnaissance data in the form of messages, videos, and geotagged photos.  

Space has been crucial to the war for the Ukrainian side. Kyiv uses space-based assets–
–oftentimes of commercial origin––for communications; intelligence, surveillance, 
and reconnaissance; and space-based positioning, navigation, and timing. These ac-
tivities are powered in large part by private sector developments that have led to mas-
sive increases in the number of satellites, quality of imagery resolution, and availability 
of imagery. For instance, space launches have increased by a factor of 25 over the 
past decade due to decreasing costs.24 As the section after this details, there is also an 
ongoing major technological revolution in machine learning that helps analysts assess 
all of the available data. Manual identification of objects is no longer the necessary 
first step in geospatial intelligence (GEOINT) analysis. 

The market for commercial satellite capabilities is rapidly expanding. Most famously, 
the Starlink satellites of American company SpaceX have provided high-speed inter-
net access to Ukrainian troops. Thousands of Starlink terminals enabled military com-
munication, including guiding drone strikes. Another company, HawkEye 360, has 
been providing the Ukrainians with access to its radio frequency monitoring satellites 
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to track Russian ground-based GPS jammers. And commercial satellite imagery from 
synthetic aperture radars provided by Maxar and ICEYE has been important for stra-
tegic communications and countering disinformation. Indeed, military commanders 
are becoming more receptive to OSINT, sometimes even preferring it to secret intel-
ligence. This has led some media outlets to go so far as to proclaim that OSINT allows 
for “piercing of the fog of war.”25 

Dependence on commercial assets, however, can give private actors a veto over a 
military’s capabilities and operations. Since the start of the war, Ukraine has been de-
pendent on commercial assets, owned mostly by American companies. While the 
commercial sector has become a key source of technology innovation, private sector 
partners can become a security liability. The nature of partnership does not allow for 
oversight and control by their customers: national governments and military com-
manders. Companies usually retain control over the use of their assets. For instance, 
a company’s executives can decide to restrict the availability of their product in a cer-
tain geographical area (geofencing), or opt to make its service available to the other 
side of a conflict as well. Recall the case of SpaceX not allowing Kyiv to use its Starlink 
satellites for military purposes over Crimea––especially for drone strikes.26 

Furthermore, commercial entities do not usually get involved in wars due to charitable 
rationales. Following the initial SpaceX donation of satellite internet service, it became 
clear that if the government of Ukraine could not afford to continue paying the bill, 
it could not use the service. This is why having allies is important: Some NATO coun-
tries have paid Starlink so that Ukraine could continue using its satellites to support 
military operations.27  

Space technology issues affect both sides in the war though. Russia has been report-
edly having problems with connectivity and integration of space-based assets in its 
targeting, as well as malfunctioning satellite communication systems. It is plausible, 
however, that Russian troops may rely less on space for fighting on the ground than 
their Ukrainian foes.28 

In addition to the “who is paying” and “who is providing” dilemmas of commercial 
satellite imagery, who is processing data and making them available across the battle-
field is yet another matter. Some of the imagery making its way into social media and 
news articles features dubious annotations or analysis, and may also be subject to deep 
fakes or manipulated geotagging. Yet again, these issues point to the significance of 
(un)skilled human GEOINT analysts. The technology itself is not changing the bat-
tlefield. 
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All of the above examples suggest the notion that OSINT may pierce the veil of the 
fog of war is generally incorrect. By contrast, we observe these technologies resulting 
in additional uncertainty, thickening rather than lifting the Clausewitzian fog of war 
in Ukraine. 

Artificial Intelligence 

Advances in the deployment of AI-enabled systems are present in two major ways in 
the Russo–Ukraine war. First, such systems are taking part in data analysis on both 
an operational and tactical decision-making level. Second, they are also operationaliz-
ing targeting data for strike operations. 

The convergence of data availability and relatively inexpensive microchips and soft-
ware have created fertile ground for a race to master AI-enabled autonomy at scale. 
Dramatic increases in data due to open-source personal devices, widespread high-
speed internet connectivity, and commercial GEOINT only contributes to this trend. 
Integrating AI systems into military decision-making processes and weapon systems 
has led to the rise of algorithmic warfare.29 This certainly appears to be thickening the 
fog of war in Ukraine. 

The use of AI in decision-making processes has undoubtedly impacted the battle 
rhythm of the war. AI is most heavily used to analyze large amounts of satellite im-
agery and geolocate open-source data.30 Kyiv has relied on various foreign tech com-
panies in these pursuits. For instance, the Ukrainian government is using facial recog-
nition software (Clearview) to identify invading Russian troops and Ukrainian collab-
orators, natural language processing software (Primer) to analyze unencrypted Rus-
sian radio transmissions, and machine learning (Scale AI) to evaluate satellite imagery 
of Ukraine. Cloud services and cyber protection umbrellas from Microsoft, Amazon, 
and Google have allowed Ukraine’s government to transfer and store critical data. 

The Ukrainians notably employ digital battle management software that facilitates and 
accelerates the integration of various data points and formats. These include photos, 
videos, and imagery that are used to produce intelligence reports based on pattern 
identification. They are using ArcGIS Delta on the operational level, and GIS ARTA 
on the tactical level, to create real-time battlefield maps that are crucial for tracking 
the war’s developments. With these maps, Kyiv can monitor the movement of Rus-
sian troops and share target coordinates with its commanders on the ground. Most 
remarkably, Palantir’s data and artificial intelligence software have helped Ukraine as-
semble data to provide a full battlefield picture, enabling most of its military targeting. 
This has turned the U.S. firm into “the AI arms dealer of the 21st century.”31 

The ambition of the Ukrainian government, especially of the Ministry for Digital 
Transformation, is to make the country a major player in global technological inno-
vation markets. With many American and European tech companies opening offices 
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in Kyiv, Ukraine’s capital is quickly becoming a Mil-Tech Valley.32 At first glance, all 
of these developments might suggest that AI can help clear the fog of war on the 
battlefield. And some techno-optimists have adopted this line of reasoning, arguing 
that AI is the key to winning the war.33 But more skeptical voices have warned against 
the increased power of the private tech companies that are turning the battlefield into 
a playground for military AI expansion.34 

Capabilities and services provided by foreign commercial players introduce more 
complexity into warfare that contributes to––rather than reduces––uncertainty. Cor-
porations enter the battlespace with interests other than national security and the 
preservation of a state’s sovereignty. These can include profit-driven sales incentives, 
efforts to perfect their product, and opportunities to improve the company’s reputa-
tion. Quite apart from these Western firms, Russia is investing in AI systems and 
developing its own internet to avoid foreign interference and ensure its national tech-
nological sovereignty. But thanks to sanctions, the brain drain of innumerable Russian 
tech sector experts, and shrinking resources, major AI breakthroughs are unlikely to 
emanate from Moscow. This remains the case in spite of an August 2022 decision by 
the Kremlin to create a department within its Ministry of Defense to develop AI-
enabled weapon systems.35 

Regarding the use of AI in weapons themselves, the available evidence points to on-
going autonomous sensor-based targeting. These functions include autonomous ob-
ject recognition and terminal guidance. Drones countermeasures based on electronic 
warfare, which disrupt communications systems, navigation, and data links, led some 
drone developers to experiment with autonomy. Such capabilities were seen as a po-
tentially effective defense against electronic jamming. Autonomous drones could 
reach their targets even in case of disruptions since they would be able to make deci-
sions based on integrated onboard data collection and analysis. 

Drones could complete the last phase of their attacks even while being subject to 
jamming because of autonomous object recognition. This object recognition already 
features in the American-made Switchblade 300. And terminal guidance is present in 
the Russian FVP drone Ovod and the Ukraine-made Scalpel drone.36 Ukraine’s ma-
chine learning-trained Saker Scout drones are even able to identify 64 different types 
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of Russian targets on their own.37 However, Ukrainian AI-enabled drones are not 
fully autonomous; they point out targets and pass the information to human-operated 
FPV attack drones that then carry out the strike. 

While it is in vogue to suggest that autonomous weapons are, or close to, revolution-
izing warfare, the reality might be more complex.38 Training an AI-enabled weapon 
system is insufficient. These systems also require many iterations of live testing and 
evaluation in order to become reliable. Indeed, it seems that Russia prematurely 
fielded the Lancet-3 loitering munition, which promised autonomous target identifi-
cation and engagement without human intervention, and had to issue a “product re-
call.”39 Problems abound in the autonomy domain, which indicate that these AI tech-
nologies are far from changing the balance of forces. 

Regardless, algorithmic warfare is the next stage of the network-centric warfare of the 
1990s. AI is expected to help avoid information overload by enhancing the speed and 
quality of data analysis. AI-enabled data processing systems are thought to be capable 
of sifting through the storm of information noise from continuous real-time battle-
field data. However, for Clausewitz, “accurate information is both an objective im-
possibility and a dangerously deceptive fantasy” because “we know more, but this 
makes us more, not less, uncertain.”40 It is not difficult to imagine how easily AI al-
gorithms can be fooled through decoys and concealment, or misled by rogue data that 
can lead to classification inaccuracies. Furthermore, generative AI systems can be used 
to spread disinformation and propaganda, such as Russia’s deep fake video of Zelen-
skiy purportedly calling for Ukraine’s surrender in 2022. 

However, a more serious problem with AI lies in its algorithms. While the nature of 
war demands decisions based on abductive logic and adaptation to unexpected situa-
tions, machine learning in most AI-enabled military systems relies on inductive logic 
and pattern recognition. Scholars have recently argued that no amount of data and 
computing power can correct this limited utility of AI for command.41 Object recog-
nition and situational awareness are fundamentally different concepts. AI-enabled 
conflicts will still be full of many types of environmental uncertainty and thus in need 
of a human take on the situation.42 AI is therefore a good soldier but a bad general, 
and it does not appear to be helping reduce the fog of war in Ukraine. 
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Hypersonic Weapons 

The new generation of hypersonic weapons––gliders and missiles––combine extreme 
speed, maneuverability, and a low-altitude flight trajectory. This technology has not 
matured yet and therefore these emerging weapons are still in the making. Flying 
within the atmosphere at five times the speed of sound comes with a number of 
problems due to the laws of physics.43 Additionally, hypersonic missile delivery vehi-
cles that may one day carry nuclear warheads are not exactly a new EDT capability. 
Ballistic missiles, a technology first pioneered in the early 1940s, travel at hypersonic 
speeds. 

Difficulties entailed in fielding hypersonics have not prevented their use. The Russian 
Ministry of Defense confidently announced the first battle use of its hypersonic Kin-
zhal weapon in Ukraine in March 2022.44 However, this alleged wonder weapon 
turned out to be a “mere” ballistic missile––a modified version of the surface-
launched Iskander-M tactical ballistic missile. It is true that being air-launched from a 
supersonic MiG-31 jet gives the missile a boost to reach higher speeds at an altitude 
that is unusual for a ballistic missile. Regardless, Russia’s terrifying missiles failed to 
hit high-value targets in Ukraine. A few months later, the Ukrainians intercepted 
seven of these “unstoppable” missiles using an old Patriot missile defense system.45 

The Russian Kinzhal is therefore a propaganda weapon. Using nuclear-capable, but 
conventionally-armed, hypersonic weapons may increase fears about the Kremlin’s 
willingness to cross the nuclear threshold.46 But the added military value of this air-
launched ballistic missile remains unclear, aside from thickening the fog of war. By 
designating and press releasing Kinzhal as a new class of hypersonic weapon, Moscow 
creates a psychological effect of intimidation. Furthermore, Russia signals to the West 
that it possesses and is willing to use weapons that are thought to overcome missile 
defenses on NATO’s eastern flank.  

These exaggerated expectations do not square with the military utility of the Kinzhal. 
In reality, hypersonic delivery vehicles and other exotic systems hyped by Putin do 
very little to change the balance of forces and the dynamics of warfare. However, 
Russia is not a newcomer to the symbolic use of weapons for the intended purposes 
of deterrence and compellence. Such systems are more likely bargaining chips to trade 
for missile defenses and other U.S. and NATO systems feared by the Kremlin; they 
do not really convey any worrisome novel military capabilities.47 They appear instead 
to be psychological weapons intended for signaling rather than actual use on the 
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battlefield. Media perceptions of new and seemingly sophisticated Russian weapon 
systems certainly need some debunking. The Russian propaganda machine may find 
an audience of journalists––eager for reads and clicks––who are ready to repeat the 
overblown narrative of such weapons as revolutionary and unstoppable. But a closer 
look reveals only unremarkable additional strike options at best, and unsafe weapons 
at worst. 

Net Assessment 

In this working paper, we discussed two possible paths by which EDTs can reduce 
uncertainty and therefore lift the fog of war. On the one hand, there are theoretical 
ways that new weapon technologies could increase the likelihood of military successes 
and increase transparency on the battlefield. On the other hand, we drew on evidence 
from Russia’s war in Ukraine to show how new technologies can thicken the fog of 
war by increasing uncertainty. They may do so by introducing more complexity (com-
mercial assets and private actors) and more ambiguity (unclear capabilities of new 
systems). We have identified four ways in which the integration of new EDTs warfare 
transform, but do not lift, the fog of war. 

1. New technology creates new vulnerabilities the opponent can exploit48 

Thousands of small drones flying over the battlefield create deconfliction problems 
for militaries. The digital battlefield can mean not only increased military efficacy 
thanks to connectivity and real-time information streams, but it also produces an un-
desirable digital footprint that facilitates enemy targeting. Mobile phones are the new 
cigarette of the trenches.49 

In contrast to the previous decades dominated by the traditional military–industrial 
complex, new commercial entities are becoming more prominent.50 Private actors 
now drive the bulk of investment into satellite surveillance, drone development, AI, 
software, and advanced manufacturing, leading to a rapid decrease in the cost of pre-
cision guidance technologies.51 However, the entry of commercial actors (especially 
foreign ones) into an ongoing war creates access issues regarding privately owned 
infrastructure and control over the provision of services. Another related issue is in-
teroperability and military standards of dual-use drone technology. Furthermore, the 
quality of AI analytics on the battlefield is contingent upon the availability of big data 
that come from open sources. There is thus a need for a better framework for public–
private open-source technological innovation in terms of data collection, integration, 
analysis, and operational targeting.52 
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2. Surprise effects of novel weapon systems will eventually be negated by 

countermeasures53 

Small drones on the battlefield in Ukraine have transformed warfare not in terms of 
effects like winning wars or contributing to the success of a counteroffensive, but in 
terms of means. Drones have decreased the cost of precision-guided munitions and 
alleviated strains on production capacities given their relatively inexpensive costs. This 
has led to a situation wherein the defending side fires multi-million-dollar missiles to 
neutralize attacking drones that cost only a few hundred dollars. Protecting one’s 
troops, population, and critical infrastructure may depend on it. 

Yet, this measure–countermeasure adaptation cycle is not some sort of techno-mira-
cle. Greater investments in electronic warfare have become a key part of counter-
drone systems. Indeed, Russian forces have learned to integrate electronic warfare, 
missile systems, and connected sensors to frustrate and repel Ukraine’s drone offen-
sives. Further developments in directed energy weapons may rebalance asymmetry in 
conflict by decreasing the cost of countering such low-cost drone threats.54 And while 
the proliferation of surveillance drones––and livestreaming of battlefields––has intro-
duced unprecedented transparency, it has already led to adaptive measures in the form 
of the tactics of deception and dispersal. Clausewitz’s fog of war has changed in the 
new era of EDTs, but it remains intact. 

3. Humans still matter 

Most new emerging technology requires people with new skills and roles. The expec-
tation that robotic and autonomous systems would compensate for decreased troop 
numbers has proven to be false in Ukraine. Technology may remove people from 
performing dangerous, dull, or dirty tasks, but the operators, technicians, data ana-
lysts, communications specialists, software engineers, and force protection units re-
main present on, or nearby, the battlefield.55  

Drones are not organic extensions of human combatants. They may represent a ca-
pability gain, but they may also come with an attendant loss in force structure effi-
ciency. Armed with grenades or as one-way attack munitions, drones have proven 
their tactical utility in high-intensity warfare. However, echoing the previous point, it 
is the relentless human-driven adaptability to an opponent’s countermeasures that 
helps militaries to prevail. In the end, training, military organizational adaptation, and 
learning are proving crucial in effective adoption of new weapon technologies. It is 
also instructive to remember that in Ukraine, drones are aiding soldiers and contrib-
uting to land warfare, not replacing boots on the ground in a manner analogous to 
past counterterrorism operations. 

                                                 

 
53 See, e.g., Brendan Rittenhouse Green and Austin Long: “Conceal or Reveal? Managing Clandestine Military 
Capabilities in Peacetime Competition,” International Security 44, no. 3 (2019): 48–83; and David M. Allison, 
Stephen Herzog, Brendan Rittenhouse Green, and Austin Long: “Correspondence: Clandestine Capabilities 
and Technological Diffusion Risks,” International Security 45, no. 2 (2020): 194–198. 
54 Stuart Dee and James Black: “Directed Energy Dilemmas: Industrial Implications of a Military-Technologi-
cal Revolution,” RAND Corporation, TheRANDBlog, February 20, 2024, https://www.rand.org/pubs/com-
mentary/2024/02/directed-energy-dilemmas-industrial-implications-of.html.  
55 Jack Watling: “Automation Does Not Lead To Leaner Land Forces,” War On The Rocks, February 7, 2024, 
https://warontherocks.com/2024/02/automation-does-not-lead-to-leaner-land-forces/.  

https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/02/directed-energy-dilemmas-industrial-implications-of.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/02/directed-energy-dilemmas-industrial-implications-of.html
https://warontherocks.com/2024/02/automation-does-not-lead-to-leaner-land-forces/


                                                                                           

 

160 

4. New technologies and emerging weapon systems add complexity to deci-
sion-making 

EDTs create numerous opportunities for actors to try and manipulate adversary per-
ceptions of their weapons. The reputation of the system becomes a weapon in itself 
that is designed to intimidate the opponent. Clausewitz’s maxim requiring “skilled 
intelligence to scent out the truth” therefore seems ever more relevant for developing 
a strategy to counter the threat from weapons that have not matured, alongside hy-
perbolic narratives regarding their capabilities. Sensational statements about new 
weapon technologies can obscure the actual problem. For instance, claims about 
drones revolutionizing the battlefield detract attention from the shortage of artillery 
shells at the front. This distractive hyping and the use of drones by both sides in the 
Russo–Ukraine war means that little is being done to decrease the uncertainty of the 
fog of war. 

A better understanding of the comparative advantages of existing and new weapon 
technologies depends on accurate and verifiable scientific assessments. Similarly, it is 
imperative for analysts to pay attention to the human ability to convert technology 
into political effects. Drones do not perform best alone; they do so in tandem with 
artillery. When combined with digitized battle command-and-control and civil–mili-
tary sensor networks, drones are indeed part of forces transforming the battlefield.56 

Conclusion  

New emerging weapon technologies on both the high and low ends of the innovation 
spectrum have not lifted the fog of war in Ukraine. This working paper further points 
to two current techno-optimist fallacies that are present in the discussion of Russia’s 
war of aggression against Ukraine.  

First, technological superiority feeds overconfidence. Developing exotic weapon sys-
tems could have given Kremlin leadership a false sense of superiority in the days ahead 
of the invasion, and then Russian troops seriously underperformed on the battle-
field.57 This is also why Western expectations about Russia’s new EDT-driven weap-
ons have simply not corresponded with the realities on the battlefield. 

Second, fixating on new weapons can divert attention away from other critically im-
portant factors that may contribute to conflict outcomes. These include: human fac-
tors such as courage and determination, and fighting for one’s homeland; and domes-
tic and international political factors like security alliances, strategic culture, and public 
opinion.58 

However, overestimating the impact of new technologies contributes to an outsized 
influence of a certain category of humans: tech companies. While these firms’ know-
how and investments into battlefield-relevant innovation have been remarkable––
turning Ukraine into the world’s technology research and development lab––apps and 
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repurposed hobbyist drones simply cannot not help Ukraine retake its territory or 
repulse the Russian occupiers. In the words of one U.S. defense official, “We’re not 
fighting in Ukraine with Silicon Valley right now, even though they’re going to try to 
take credit for it.”59 

Commercially-driven military technology innovation is moving toward algorithmic 
warfare on a digital battlefield. The proliferation of semi-autonomous drones, with 
goggled human operators in decline, and AI software fusing and analyzing data that 
flows across platforms and domains, both contribute to a gamified version of war. 
But these moves overshadow the role of humans and human qualities that influence 
decision-making, like intuition, judgment, and morale. So far, AI-enabled military sys-
tems have object recognition, not situational awareness. Just because AI can beat hu-
mans in playing chess or Go, with clearly defined rules and a stable environment, does 
not mean that AI algorithms will fundamentally redefine all the parameters of warfare. 

At this point in history, the war in Ukraine shows us that it is not new technology that 
will lift the fog of war. Rather, if technology is to play a role in this endeavor, it will 
be due to the supreme skills of humans operating EDT-driven military systems. For 
Clausewitz, war is a human affair, one that is too important to be left to the machines. 
We find that said machines are actually helping to thicken the fog of war by producing 
further uncertainty about the balance of forces and conditions on the battlefield. 
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RUSSIA’S DRONE WARFARE IN UKRAINE 

Leonid Nersisyan and Samuel Bendett 

he presentation by Leonid Nersisyan and Samuel Bendett in the Russia Semi-
nar 2024 can be found on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://youtu.be/P8VA1bT8ADs starting from 8:06:55. 

Introduction 

The utilization of unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) in the Russo-Ukrainian war has 
emerged as a defining characteristic of the ongoing war. The contemporary battlefield 
is inseparable from the continuous aerial observation facilitated by UAVs, which ac-
tively contribute to intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance (ISR), artillery spotting, 
and engagement in combat or "kamikaze" missions. In this conflict, both opposing 
forces leverage knowledge derived from their own experiences and observations of 
previous conflicts, recognizing UAVs' pivotal role. The conflict landscape is signifi-
cantly influenced by the extensive use of UAVs, with both Russia and Ukraine 
demonstrating a commitment to industrial production across various drone types. 
These numerous UAV modifications fulfill a spectrum of roles and responsibilities, 
underlining the integral role these unmanned aerial vehicles play in shaping the dy-
namics of the war. Russia started the war with fewer drone technologies available, but 
it shows an ongoing adaptation, closing the existing gaps. Researching the Russian 
UAV operations in Ukraine will help to understand the country's capacity to conduct 
modern warfare. It will highlight how the Russian Armed Forces can adapt during a 
protracted war.  

The narrative highlights the extensive reliance of both Russian and Ukrainian military 
forces on UAVs, illustrating the transition from exclusively military-grade UAV tech-
nology to an unprecedented integration of cost-effective, abundant, and more ex-
pendable commercial and do-it-yourself (DIY) drones operating in large quantities. 
Throughout the frontlines, the efficacy and resilience of forces, systems, weapons, and 
logistical operations are intricately tied to the adept use of unmanned aerial vehicles. 

The conflict witnessed a significant shift from costly standalone UAV platforms to 
more economical and numerous drones, emphasizing attritability and mass deploy-
ment. Commercial quadcopter-type UAVs play a crucial tactical role for both parties, 
employed in spotting targets for short-range tactical strikes, ground-based assaults, 
and artillery barrages. The effectiveness and survival of troops and vehicles depend 
on the adept use of small UAVs over enemy positions. Russia's implementation of 
Shahed loitering munitions intensifies pressure on the Ukrainian military, compelling 
constant expenditure of ammunition and resources by air defense in response to suc-
cessive waves of these UAVs, resulting in a substantial detrimental impact. In some 
cases, Russia adapted to what Ukrainian troops used against them, in others, like with 
Lancet loitering munitions, Russians were able to introduce their capacity to the war-
fare.  

T 
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Implication of military-class drones 

Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance UAVs 

In the ongoing conflict in Ukraine, Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance 
(ISR) drones have become indispensable for both Russian and Ukrainian forces, 
transforming how military operations are conducted. These UAVs are pivotal for a 
range of missions, including coordinating artillery fire, providing targeting guidance 
for other UAVs, and continuously monitoring the battlefield. Their integration into 
combat operations highlights a modern warfare dynamic where major operations are 
almost unthinkable without the real-time data these drones provide. 

The Russian military heavily relies on its pre-war ISR drone arsenal, which includes 
models like Orlan-10, Orlan-30, Eleron-3, Takhion, Granat, Zastava, and ZALA var-
iants1. Previously deployed in Syria to support ground-based artillery and MLRS 
strikes against less sophisticated forces, this fleet was initially absent in the early stages 
of the Ukraine invasion2. However, as the conflict intensified, the use of ISR drones 
such as the Orlan-10 and Eleron-3, which are abundant in the Russian forces, in-
creased. These drones have been crucial in Russia’s reconnaissance and strike opera-
tions, providing target identification, tracking, and artillery adjustments3. In the latter 
half of 2022, the deployment of the more advanced, longer-range Orlan-30 began4, 
enhancing Russian capabilities to target long-range artillery systems like the U.S.-pro-
vided M777, a critical target for Russia. 

Despite the initial robustness of its drone fleet, Russia has faced significant losses due 
to Ukrainian countermeasures. It is estimated that a large portion of Russia’s pre-war 
drone fleet of over 2,000 units has been utilized in Ukraine, with many being lost in 
combat. This attrition, along with the massive scale of the conflict and the hundreds 
of thousands of troops involved, has revealed a shortage of military-grade ISR drones 
capable of providing essential short-range tactical coverage up to 10 kilometers. 

To bridge this capability gap, Russian and Ukrainian forces have increasingly turned 
to commercial quadcopters and DIY drones5. These are supported by unprecedented 
volunteer efforts that procure, build, and deliver these drones in large volumes. This 
shift not only addresses the immediate tactical needs but also represents a technolog-
ical race between the societies of Ukraine and Russia to supply critical technologies 
and components directly to the warfighters. The high rate of UAV attrition under-
scores the ongoing demand for a continuous supply pipeline that merges military and 
civilian technological efforts, emphasizing the evolving nature of modern warfare, 
where innovation and adaptability play crucial roles. 
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Medium-Altitude Long-Endurance UAVs 

The ongoing conflict between Russia and Ukraine has seen an initial use of Medium-
Altitude Long-Endurance (MALE) Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs), demonstrat-
ing their strategic implications in modern warfare. These drones have played crucial 
roles, but their effectiveness and survivability have been tested under the rigors of 
sophisticated air defense systems. 

In the initial phases of the conflict, Ukraine employed MALE UAVs, notably the 
Bayraktar TB-2 drones6, primarily for offensive operations. These drones were ini-
tially effective; however, their susceptibility became apparent as Russia enhanced its 
air defense capabilities within its controlled territories, leading to a higher rate of these 
UAVs being shot down7. 

On the Russian side, the deployment included three types of MALE UAVs: the do-
mestically produced Orion8 and Forpost-R9 and the Iranian-supplied Mohajer-610. 
The Orion drones were sparingly used for targeted strikes with KAB-20 laser-guided 
bombs during the early stages of the conflict. Still, they were soon relegated to fewer 
appearances after losing several units. This suggests a limitation in production capa-
bilities and an acknowledgment of their vulnerability to Ukrainian defenses. 

The Forpost-R, an indigenous version of an Israeli design acquired over a decade ago, 
has also seen limited action. Few instances of its combat use have been released, in-
dicating its limited impact on the battlefield due to small operational numbers. Rus-
sian state media's silence on the production and deployment of the Orion and For-
post-R might reflect underlying challenges in sustaining manufacturing for these so-
phisticated UAVs. Insights from Russian analysts suggest that these drones might 
now be primarily supporting intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) roles 
rather than direct combat11. 

The Iranian Mohajer-6 has been largely absent from public disclosures, with the only 
notable mention being Ukraine's recovery after being downed12. The limited infor-
mation underscores the general secrecy and possibly the ineffectiveness or limited use 
of this UAV in combat.  
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All drones mentioned, including the Bayraktar TB2, share similar vulnerabilities. They 
are easily detectable due to their large radar cross-sections, slow speed, and predictable 
flight paths. These characteristics make them prime targets for well-equipped air de-
fenses. This vulnerability is only mitigated in scenarios where the enemy lacks effec-
tive air defense capabilities or after successful operations to suppress and destroy en-
emy air defenses (SEAD/DEAD), allowing drones to operate with less risk. 

Despite their vulnerabilities, the trend toward utilizing such UAVs continues. Ukraine 
is advancing its drone development programs, focusing on heavier and possibly more 
robust UAV designs. Meanwhile, Russia emphasizes automation and unmanned sys-
tems in its future military procurement and development strategies, reflecting a con-
tinued commitment to integrating MALE UAVs into its armed forces13. 

The global perspective on MALE UAVs is also evolving, influenced by their perfor-
mance in the Ukraine conflict and other regional conflicts. Countries like Turkey, 
China, and Iran are actively developing and deploying large combat UAVs, suggesting 
a significant role for these systems in future international security dynamics. At the 
same time, the ongoing Western operations against Yemen-based Houthi movement 
underscore the vulnerability of even sophisticated MALE drones like the US-made 
MQ-9 Reaper, with several shot down by the Houthis’ evolving air defense capabili-
ties.14 

In summary, while MALE UAVs have shown limitations in high-threat environments, 
their development and use will likely continue, shaped by technological advancements 
and strategic assessments of their roles in modern and future conflicts. 

Implication of loitering munitions - Light Loitering Munitions 

The Russian military has significantly incorporated the use of loitering munitions into 
its strategy, learning from their effectiveness in the Syrian conflict and the 2020 Na-
gorno-Karabakh War. These munitions have proven to be a critical asset in modern 
warfare, prompting the development and deployment of domestic models like the 
KUB and Lancet drones15. 

The KUB, operational since February 2021, follows coordinates pre-set by its opera-
tor to reach its target, while the Lancet variants utilize a more sophisticated approach. 
These drones are guided by reconnaissance UAVs that pinpoint targets, with opera-
tors able to adjust their flight path in real time. The growing reliance on these drones, 
especially against Western-provided long-range artillery platforms, underscores their 
strategic importance to Russian military operations16. 

During the second year of the war and onward, there was a marked increase in the 
deployment of the Lancet-3 variant, likely due to enhanced production capabilities. 

                                                 

 
13 "В ‘Рособоронэкспорте’ Рассказали о Трендах Развития Мирового Рынка Вооружений [In 'Rosobo-
ronexport' They Talked About Trends in the Development of the Global Arms Market]," TACC, accessed 
June 1, 2023, https://tass.ru/armiya-i-opk/17810273.  
14 John Gambrell: “Yemen’s Houthi rebels claim shooting down another US MQ-9 Reaper drone as footage 
shows wreckage,” APNews.com, May 17, 2024, https://apnews.com/article/yemen-houthi-us-drone-israel-
hamas-war-b440499cd3e96851088a5dd765864f5b.   
15 KUB and Lancet are loitering munitions made by the Kalashnikov Enterprise (part of Rostec). They have a 
range of 40-50 km. 
16 Jeffrey Edmonds and Samuel Bendett: “Russia’s Use of Uncrewed Systems in Ukraine,” CNA, March 3, 
2023, https://www.cna.org/reports/2023/05/russias-use-of-drones-in-ukraine.  
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Data from the Russian Lostarmour website17 reveals that out of 1566 recorded uses 
of the Lancet-3, approximately 70% of the targets were either missed, damaged, or 
had an unknown outcome, while the remaining 30% were successfully destroyed. In-
itially, the Lancet targeted tanks and heavy armored vehicles but shifted focus to more 
effectively engage artillery and air defense systems, given its lower efficacy against 
heavily armored targets. 

By 2024, the Lancet-3 has emerged as a preferred short-range loitering munition. With 
a range of up to 60km, it poses a significant threat to Ukrainian artillery and MLRS 
systems. A Ukrainian military report highlights the Lancet's advanced guidance sys-
tems, small size, quiet operation, and composite materials that make it difficult to 
detect by radar. However, the drone's slower speed (up to 100 km/h) and small war-
head (up to five kilograms) limit its effectiveness against well-protected targets18. 

The widespread deployment of these kamikaze drones has posed substantial chal-
lenges for Ukrainian forces. Lancet attacks, typically lasting 30-40 minutes, provide 
crucial support for Russian ground units at the tactical level. Yet, their use is report-
edly confined to Russian Special Forces and mobile reconnaissance groups, which 
may restrict broader infantry utilization. Lancets are considered particularly dangerous 
and effective from 23:00 to 06:00 when visual identification and assessing the number 
of units in the air are most challenging19. 

Ukrainian reports also indicate that Lancets are often deployed in conjunction with 
Orlan-10 and Orlan-30 reconnaissance UAVs and the Iranian-supplied Mohajer-6, 
enhancing their targeting capabilities. Russian media adds that ZALA drones are also 
part of this integrated approach, highlighting a coordinated use of multiple UAV types 
to maximize operational impact. The strategic deployment of these drones reflects a 
significant evolution in Russian military tactics, emphasizing the critical role of loiter-
ing munitions in contemporary conflicts. 

Implication of loitering munitions - Heavy Loitering Munitions 

The Iranian-made Shahed20 loitering munitions have become a pivotal component in 
the Russian military’s arsenal, bridging a critical capability gap between numerous 
short-range ISR drones and the absence of long-range combat drones. With opera-
tional ranges extending to at least 1000 km and costs ranging from $20,000-$50,000 
each, the mass acquisition of these UAVs from Iran has enabled Russia to conduct 
nearly continuous strikes on Ukrainian civilian infrastructure and some military tar-
gets. 

The Shahed-136 and -131 models, rebranded as Geran-2 and Geran-1 in Russian ser-
vice, incorporate numerous commercial components that simplify their manufac-
ture—an approach that has been crucial for Iran in circumventing decades-long US-
led sanctions. Moscow and Tehran market these drones as domestically produced to 
obscure the direct military dealings between the two nations. 

                                                 

 
17 “Use of Lancet loitering munition in SVO zone,” accessed May 8, 2024, https://lostarmour.info/tags/lancet.  
18 “Colonelcassad.” Telegram. accessed June 1, 2023, https://t.me/boris_rozhin/82583. 
19 Ibid.  
20 “Loitering munition / Kamikaze-Suicide drone - Iran”, July 15, 2023, 
https://www.armyrecognition.com/iran_unmanned_ground_aerial_vehicles_systems/shahed-136_loiter-
ing_munition_kamikaze-suicide_drone_iran_data.html.  
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Utilizing both Global Navigation Satellite Systems and Inertial Navigation Systems, 
the Shahed drones are primarily deployed against stationary targets. Despite their high 
attrition rates—up to 90%—they remain a preferred tool by Moscow to exert pres-
sure on Ukrainian society and government. Modifications in the Geran variants in-
clude the integration of Russia's GLONASS for enhanced navigation, allowing the 
drones to loiter and select optimal attack patterns and configurations. Additionally, 
their warheads have been reconfigured for increased damage, reflecting an evolution 
from their initial design21. 

All these drones operate under the Geran designation, indicating Russia's capability 
to assemble them in significant quantities from Iranian-supplied kits. The exact num-
ber of these drones in Russian service is unclear, but reports indicate that Russia can 
launch massive volleys of up to 50 drones simultaneously, with little concern for 
losses to Ukrainian air defenses. 

The effectiveness of Shahed/Geran drones against military targets remains limited; 
however, their deployment compels Ukrainian defenders to dedicate substantial re-
sources to detect and intercept these threats. This strategic use imposes considerable 
costs on Ukraine, forcing difficult decisions between protecting civilian infrastructure 
and military assets. Notably, tactics involving multiple Shahid drones attacking at 
night from various directions or loitering for extended periods in Ukrainian airspace 
are increasingly concerning for Ukrainian defense strategies. These tactics aim to ex-
haust Ukrainian ammunition supplies and potentially reveal their defensive positions 
for follow-up attacks. 

As the conflict persists, Russia is anticipated to continue relying on Shahed/Geran 
drones as an economical alternative to traditional missiles. The ongoing collaboration 
between Moscow and Tehran, including plans to establish a production facility capa-
ble of manufacturing thousands of these UAVs, underscores the strategic importance 
of these drones. With their cost-effectiveness and extensive range capable of covering 
most of Ukraine, Shahid loitering munitions represent a significant aspect of Russian 
military strategy, potentially increasing in deployment as production scales up. 

The Implication of Civilian Drones 

ISR and Combat 

The ongoing conflict in Ukraine has seen an unprecedented integration of civilian 
drones, particularly Chinese-made DJI and Autel variants, into military operations by 
all belligerents. These commercial quadcopters have become a new symbol of modern 
warfare, playing pivotal roles in intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance (ISR), tar-
geting, and direct combat missions22. 

                                                 

 
21 Paul Iddon: “TailTailor-Made Shaheds: Iranian Drones Are Being Modified To Russian Specifications,” 
Forbes, February 12, 2023, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/pauliddon/2023/02/12/tailor-made-shaheds-iranian-drones-are-being-modi-
fied-to-russian-specifications/?sh=65aafc4c4e91. 
22 Stewart Bell and Jeff Semple: “Exclusive: How a 15-Year-Old Ukrainian Drone Pilot Helped Destroy a 
Russian Army Column - National,” Global News, June 7, 2022, 
 https://globalnews.ca/news/8893672/15-year-old-ukrainian-drone-pilot-russian-column.  
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Ukraine was the first to begin using these drones from the onset of the Russian inva-
sion. Commercial drones typically operate solo or in pairs up to 10 km from the front-
line, with one UAV providing ISR data to another that executes munition drops. Both 
Russian and Ukrainian forces have also employed these drones in groups for tactical 
advantage. For instance, one drone may illuminate adversary defenses, provoke a re-
sponse, and reveal enemy positions, which are then targeted by other drones carrying 
light bombs and grenades. 

Soldiers on both sides have become adept at operating these drones in various combat 
situations, including buildings, trenches, and even moving vehicles, enhancing their 
situational awareness and operational capabilities23. The use of these drones extends 
to night operations and complex assault scenarios, where they provide critical support 
to ground troops. 

As the war has progressed into 2023, the initial lack of tactical drones has led Russian 
forces to rely heavily on commercial drones supplied by volunteer efforts. While es-
sential for maintaining tactical-level situational awareness, these drones face a high 
attrition rate due to sophisticated air and electronic warfare defenses employed by 
both sides. This has sparked calls from Russian commentators and volunteers for a 
massive increase in domestic quadcopter production to equip military units down to 
the squad and platoon levels. 

Major Russian defense industry players like Rostec and Almaz-Antey are now at-
tempting to ramp up the production of military and civilian-type quadcopters. How-
ever, the success of these efforts remains uncertain due to a continued reliance on 
Chinese-made components and challenges in scaling domestic production. 

Despite DJI's official policy against selling drones in Russia and Ukraine, DJI UAVs 
remain highly sought after by Russian and Ukrainian soldiers for their ease of mainte-
nance and operation. Larger DJI models, like the Matrice, have been adapted to act 
as "bombers," capable of carrying and dropping heavier munitions due to their more 
powerful multirotor designs. 

Both sides continually refine their drone tactics, developing manuals for their mainte-
nance and operation and adjusting acquisition and repair strategies to counteract vul-
nerabilities, particularly in electronic warfare. Innovations include using inexpensive 
drones to scout for electronic warfare assets before deploying more valuable units24. 
Other tactics involve using drones for aerial ramming25, delivering tear gas26, or con-
ducting nighttime bombing to disrupt enemy forces. 

Despite the extensive use of drones, determining their overall effectiveness remains 
challenging. There is a lack of data on failed missions, as both sides predominantly 
share footage of successful operations. According to a report by the UK-based Royal 
United Services Institute (RUSI), Ukraine could be losing up to 10,000 UAVs per 

                                                 

 
23 Andrey Kots: “Они Изменили Представления о Войне’ Кого Готовят в Донбассе,” [They changed the 
perception of the war], РИА Новости, December 9, 2022, https://ria.ru/20221209/drony-1837208016.html.  
24 “Два майора” [Two Majors], Telegram. January 7, 2023, https://t.me/dva_majors/7536. 
25 “Game of Drones,” Telegram, February 20, 2023. https://t.me/droneswar/5958. 
26 “Беспилотники (дроны, БПЛА, UAV) [Unmanned Aircraft (Drones, UAVs)], Telegram, February 17, 
2023. https://t.me/uav_tech/12311. 
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month to Russian electronic warfare and air defense measures27. This figure suggests 
that, despite their operational significance, civilian drones in strike missions may not 
be cost-effective under current conditions. 

First-person view (FPV) drones 

By 2024, first-person view (FPV) drones, typically small and fast, have become central 
in modern warfare for rapid tactical strikes against stationary and moving targets. 
Dubbed "kamikaze" drones, these are often assembled by soldiers and volunteers, 
carrying payloads like RPGs or mortar rounds and flying at speeds up to 100 km/h. 
These DIY drones are a cost-effective and expendable resource, ranging from $500 
to $2000 to assemble, and have started to replace the slower, more costly DJI-type 
quadcopters for both combat and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) 
duties. 

While FPV drones offer affordability and speed, they require skilled pilots compared 
to DJI drones, which can be learned in a few days. Mastery of FPV drones takes at 
least three weeks due to their speed and less susceptibility to electronic warfare and 
other countermeasures28. The Ukrainian military was the first to exploit FPV drones 
effectively, using them to target Russian tanks and armored vehicles, which prompted 
the Russian forces to adopt similar tactics. By 2024, large numbers of FPV drones will 
be used by the Russian military29. However, many commentators believe Ukraine still 
holds an edge due to its early and organized mobilization of resources for drone pro-
curement and manufacture. 

The efforts to supply and assemble these drones are primarily volunteer-driven. In 
Russia, these efforts are fragmented, leading to inconsistencies in drone availability 
among units. In contrast, Ukraine has managed a more centralized approach under 
the United24 drone acquisition initiative. 

Both FPV and DJI-type drones have become an organic tactical capability, used ad-
hoc by ground forces before the recent development of concepts for integrating 
drones into combined arms operations. Soldiers describe the FPV drone as capable 
of launching a grenade through a window from two kilometers away at high speed, 
fundamentally changing ground combat dynamics. Their low cost, ubiquity, and ease 
of use make them an ideal tactical system, likely influencing the future development 
of military-grade FPV loitering munitions designed to overcome the vulnerabilities of 
civilian models, such as susceptibility to electronic warfare and requiring less pilot 
expertise30. 

Attention has also been drawn to the role of Russian volunteer organizations in sup-
plying drones and equipment. Differentiation between small-scale volunteer work and 
more significant initiatives is necessary, often with government ties. For example, 

                                                 

 
27 Jack Watling and Nick Reynolds: Meatgrinder: Russian Tactics in the Second Year of Its Invasion of 
Ukraine, https://static.rusi.org/403-SR-Russian-Tactics-web-final.pdf. 
28 Yan Bratskiy: "FPV Drone Operators Share Insights on Training in Air Defense Zone," Zvezda, May 2, 
2023, https://tvzvezda.ru/news/20235251-agXB4.html. 
29 “Беспилотники (дроны, БПЛА, UAV) [Unmanned Aircraft (Drones, UAVs)], Telegram, February 17, 
2023. https://t.me/uav_tech/12311. 
30 Yevgeniy Vagin: “В России впервые показали портативный складной дрон “Боец 75” [For the First 
Time in Russia, Portable Folding Drone 'Boets 75' Presented,] TASS, May 18, 2023, https://tass.ru/armiya-i-
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well-financed groups have systematically upgraded drones, including software modi-
fications and adding munition-dropping capabilities31. These scaled-up efforts involve 
organizations like the Wagner Center and Tsar’s Wolves, led by former Russian bu-
reaucrat Dmitry Rogozin32, which have better funding and technical resources, ena-
bling continuous drone supply. 

Significant volunteer efforts in Russia include the Oko Design Bureau's development 
of the Privet-82 kamikaze drone, which boasts a 30 km range and recently passed 
MOD certification with plans for mass production33. Another initiative, Project Arch-
angel, aims to produce a cost-effective version of the Lancet drone, reportedly ten 
times cheaper and with a 25 km range34, signaling a shift towards more affordable 
drone technology. 

Conclusion 

Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) have played a pivotal role throughout the Ukraine 
conflict, influencing modern warfare with a significant shift towards using both mili-
tary-grade and commercial drones for various tactical purposes. One of the notable 
aspects of this war has been Moscow's acquisition of Iranian Shahed drones, marking 
a strategic move to integrate foreign technology and address a capability gap in long-
range drone operations. 

The trend in this conflict is a move away from more expensive, standalone UAV 
platforms to cheaper, more numerous drones that can be deployed in large quantities. 
These more expendable drones have shown great tactical utility, and they are used for 
spotting targets for short-range tactical strikes, ground-based assaults, and conven-
tional artillery barrages. The extensive use of Shahed loitering munitions by Russia 
has notably strained Ukrainian air defenses, necessitating substantial ammunition and 
resources to counteract the persistent drone waves. 

Despite the significant impact of Medium Altitude Long Endurance (MALE) drones 
like the Bayraktar-TB2 in previous conflicts, their effectiveness has been limited in 
the Russo-Ukrainian war due to robust, layered air defense systems. Conversely, 
lighter, loitering munitions have proven highly effective, and difficult to detect and 
intercept due to their small size and low flight altitudes, indicating their potential for 
continued use in this and future conflicts. 

Social media has played a crucial role in the drone war over Ukraine, serving to rein-
force existing narratives, generate new ones, raise awareness of capabilities and vul-
nerabilities, and support warfighter efforts with volunteer-driven fundraising and 
technological endeavors. This aspect of the conflict has demonstrated rapid innova-
tion in drone technology, heavily supported by Russian and Ukrainian societies. 

                                                 

 
31 Two interviews conducted by the author with anonymous sources involved in upgrading the DJI Mavic 
UAVs for Russian troops (September 2022).   
32 “Хроника оператора БПЛА [Operator's Chronicle]” Telegram, accessed June 1, 2023, 
https://t.me/xronikabpla/4430. 
33 “Game of Drones”. Telegram. accessed June 11, 2023, https://t.me/droneswar/7152. 
34 “В России Создали Бюджетный Аналог Дрона-Камикадзе ‘Ланцет’ с Дальностью Полета До 25 Км 
[Russia Creates Budget Alternative to Kamikaze Drone 'Lancet' with a Flight Range of Up to 25 km],” TASS, 
June 6, 2023, https://tass.ru/armiya-i-opk/17935781.  
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While Ukraine has benefitted from Western and Turkish support for advanced drone 
technologies, Russian drone development heavily relies on sustaining production 
amidst international sanctions and a troubled domestic economy. Despite challenges, 
Russia is continuously innovating and finding new solutions. 

The drone war has seen a dynamic evolution, with both sides seeking new solutions 
to close capability gaps and adapt to emerging technologies. The swift adaptations in 
drone technology could be crucial for ground troops, who continue to bear the brunt 
of frontline combat. Introducing inexpensive, fast FPV drones has marked a signifi-
cant evolution, showing that adaptability and rapid integration of new technologies 
are crucial. 

By 2024, despite the innovative steps taken, the Russian drone industry still faces 
challenges in meeting the demand for cheap, expendable FPV-type drones. This situ-
ation highlights a broader issue of coordination and integration within the Russian 
military and defense sectors, which may need to adapt more rapidly to keep pace with 
the evolving nature of drone warfare. 

As the war progresses, both Russian and Ukrainian forces continue to explore and 
integrate various classes of UAVs and drones, which may not only determine the im-
mediate outcome of the conflict but also shape the future of uncrewed aerial technol-
ogy globally. The ongoing developments in Ukraine provide a daily blueprint for mod-
ern drone warfare, pushing both militaries and the global defense industry to adapt 
and innovate in real time. 
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HOW WILL THE RUSSIAN MILITARY ADAPT AFTER THE WAR 
IN UKRAINE?  

Clint Reach 

he presentation by Clint Reach in the Russia Seminar 2024 can be found on 
the FNDU YouTube-channel: https://youtu.be/P8VA1bT8ADs starting 
from 9:14:44. 

Abstract  

Russia’s war in Ukraine when put into the arc of Russian military history appears 
familiar. Clear parallels are found with the early phases of the Russo-Japanese War, 
WWI, the Russo-Finnish War, the Great Patriotic War, and the First Chechen War. 
Poor assumptions at the highest levels of political and military leadership have time 
and again led to gross negligence in military planning in key areas such as correlation 
of forces assessments, schemes of maneuver, logistics, and personnel readiness. This 
in turn, when combined with technological deficiencies, has produced sub-optimal 
outcomes in the initial period of war, to put it mildly.  

At the same time, the Russian military in some cases has prevailed in war despite the 
inadequacies of the leadership and the military-industrial base. A successful solution 
has been to bide time, build up superior forces, and overwhelm the weaker adversary 
through mass and attrition. Versions of this occurred in 1940, 1943-45, and 1999-
2000, suggesting that the Russian military is adaptable, albeit in what we might call 
“dull” or “unimaginative” ways. Drawing on both historical and contemporary events, 
I will offer some ideas on the next year of war in Ukraine and Russia’s post-war ad-
aptation.  

  

T 
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WINNING BY ADAPTING: BATTLEFIELD ADAPTATION IN 
THE LONG RUSSO-UKRAINIAN WAR  

Marc R. DeVore and Kristen Harkness  

he presentation by Marc R. DeVore and Kristen Harkness in the Russia Sem-
inar 2024 can be found on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nr4KG1mtKvc starting from 8:20. 

Introduction 

Since the mid-1950s, conventional wars have been overwhelmingly brief and decisive. 
To give but a few prominent examples: the oft-studied 1973 Arab-Israeli War lasted 
a mere 19 days; the 1982 Falklands War occurred over the course of 72 days; the 
ground campaign of the 1991 Gulf War extended for only 100 hours; the 1998 Kargil 
War between India and Pakistan took 84 days; and the conventional phase of the 2003 
invasion of Iraq ended after 42 days. Only the Iran-Iraq War (1980-88) and the Eri-
trean-Ethiopian War (1998-2000) stand as serious outliers to this historic trend—and 
those wars ended 35 and 23 years ago, respectively. 

The brevity of contemporary conventional wars has both limited the ability of armed 
forces to learn and adapt, and reduced the importance of doing so to victory. Con-
ventional wars have simply not lasted long enough for militaries to extract lessons 
learned from the battlefield, revise their tactics, and modify their technologies before 
the conflict ends. The empirical dearth of long conventional wars has, in turn, skewed 
our understanding of military adaptation. Theories and mechanisms of how militaries 
best learn have been developed almost entirely from analyses of historic conventional 
wars, particularly WWI and WWII,1 and studies of prolonged counterinsurgencies.2 
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The current Russo-Ukrainian War, however, seriously challenges us to reexamine how 
militaries learn in high-intensity conventional warfare. This war has lasted nearly two 
years with no end in sight. Russia invaded with a full-scale conventional assault and 
then bogged down. The Ukrainians mounted relatively successful counter-offensives 
in the late summer of 2022 to recapture Kharkiv and Kherson but could not fully 
drive the Russians out. Both the Russian and Ukrainian offensives/counteroffensives 
in 2023 were slow moving and difficult with little exchange of territory. This suggests 
that offensive power may have become far more difficult to generate and that the 
brief, decisive era of conventional wars may be over. The ability to learn and adapt—
and to do so faster than the adversary—is once again vital to combat effectiveness. 

Throughout this lengthening war, Ukraine’s military has repeatedly outperformed ex-
pert expectations. Facing what many regarded as inferior numbers, inferior weaponry, 
and inferior combat experience, Ukraine traded territory for time and, with NATO 
military aid, has been slowly but meaningfully pushing Russia back. This effort has 
involved a tremendous capacity to experiment, learn, and change—from innovating 
new technologies to altering force structures to developing new procurement systems. 
Better understanding how Ukrainian forces have become a relatively nimble and rap-
idly responsive learning organization will help tailor more effective aid, better predict 
the shape of forthcoming battles, and improve NATO armed forces for the future of 
conventional warfare. 

We offer a first step toward this understanding by describing the range of adaptations 
we have encountered in the Ukrainian armed forces, important factors enabling those 
changes, and how they have occurred. We first define military adaptation and sum-
marize existing theoretical mechanisms by which such learning occurs: whether orig-
inating from higher level command (top-down) or from small units in the field and 
disseminated up the chain (bottom-up) or along the front (horizontal). We then pro-
vide an initial mapping of prominent Ukrainian military adaptations showing the 
breadth and diversity of learning mechanisms. Data was collected from open-source 
material, largely media reporting in both English and Ukrainian. Given the complex-
ity, secrecy, and ongoing state of the war ours is by its nature an incomplete map-
ping—but an important sample nonetheless. Three illustrative case studies comprise 
the mainstay of our empirics, representing each type of learning mechanism: the es-
tablishment of an independent drone unit in the Ukrainian Air Force (top-down); the 
use of tunnel defenses at the Azovstal Steel Factory in Mariupol (bottom-up); and the 
evolution of inexpensive first-person view drones from general reconnaissance to in-
tegrated targeting reconnaissance with artillery units to kamikaze missions (horizon-
tal). 

From this initial thick descriptive analysis, we conclude by highlighting three key find-
ings worthy of further theorization and research: First, adaptations have history—
they do not occur in a vacuum and they often depend on prior acts of learning and 
organizational change (here from combat during the Donbas War and the following 
period of lower intensity conflict with Russia). Second, and despite many claims in 
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the military adaptation and innovation literature, there is no one way to learn. The 
Ukrainian military has achieved tactical and operational successes from ideas stem-
ming from both the top and bottom of the command hierarchy. Finally, there is per-
haps a unique new way of organizational learning emerging in Ukraine—driven by 
close collaborations with civil society organizations that can cut across the chain of 
command, rapidly spreading ideas and best practices. 

Pathways of Military Learning 

The early literature on military organizational learning was dominated by studies of 
innovation, which focused on technological revolutions and major shifts in doctrine.3 
But it was quickly recognized that learning during war—in the midst of the fog of 
combat, information overload, and a constantly changing enemy—often involves rec-
ognizing performance gaps and implementing changes on a scale short of revolution. 
And that this type of learning is still hard and vitally important. Military adaptation 
then is usually defined in contrast to innovation, as incremental learning and more 
small-scale change.4 Yet, it would be odd for soldiers in combat not to learn—not to 
try new tactics and jerry-rig failing kit in order to survive. Indeed, frontline troops are 
almost always engaged in experimentation.5 Organizational adaptation transcends 
these personal and small-group experiences. The learning must filter, somehow, 
through the relevant units and become embedded.6 

Military learning, both innovation and adaptation, has been posited to occur through 
three distinct pathways imagined as vectors: top-down, bottom-up, and horizontal 
(see Figure 1). Imagine this in the context of a rigidly hierarchical command structure: 
top-down learning flows down the hierarchy, bottom-up learning percolates up the 
chain of command, and horizontal learning moves laterally across units.7 Scholars 
have often associated adaptation with the latter two mechanisms. Adaptation has even 
explicitly been defined as bottom-up changes in tactics, techniques, and procedures,8 
while studies of military innovation almost always advance top-down theories of 
learning (although many empirical examples exist of bottom-up innovation).9 We 
choose, on the other hand, not to definitionally exclude the possibility of top-down 
adaptations or bottom-up innovations. Given the fuzzy threshold for when an adap-
tation becomes an innovation, we describe the three vectored pathways below as 
equally applicable across the learning spectrum. 
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Top-down innovations and adaptations are those initiated and directed by the upper eche-
lons of an organization's leadership. Senior commanders and civilian defense person-
nel have advantages in information and resources. They receive reports and intelli-
gence from a wide variety of sources, enabling them to better centralize information 
and ‘see’ the broad picture, at least somewhat removed from the immediate fog of 
combat. They can also redirect significant resources toward resolving battlefield prob-
lems.10 

 

 

 

 

Picture 1. Path-
ways of Military 
Learning. 

 

 

 

The British and French development of tanks during WWI is a significant example of 
a top-down military innovation. Confronting the dominance of defensive technolo-
gies—machine guns, barbed wire, and trenches—on the Western Front, British and 
French leaders independently channeled resources into the development of tanks to 
spearhead offensives. Two high level policymakers led this process in the United 
Kingdom, including the Cabinet Minister, Winston Churchill, and the Secretary of the 
Committee for Imperial Defense, Maurice Hankey. With such high level support, the 
Director of Naval Construction was tasked in February 1915 with leading the process, 
which fielded the first operational tanks by September 1916.11 

Soviet learning in armored warfare during WWII was also a top-down driven process, 
but in the domain of organizational and operational change rather than technology. 
The Red Army went to war with massive mechanized corps, featuring over 1,000 
tanks apiece supported by inadequate numbers of infantry. These cumbersome for-
mations collapsed when faced with the German blitzkrieg. In response, the Soviet 
General Staff (or STAVKA) restructured its armored forces into smaller tank bri-
gades. Although these proved easier to handle on the battlefield, they still lacked the 
armored force for major offensives. In the Spring of 1942, STAVKA implemented 
its third major reorganization of the armored forces in less than a year. This time, they 
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grouped tank brigades along with infantry brigades into larger corps (of 100 tanks) 
that were now both better balanced and large enough for offensive success.12 

Bottom-up and horizontal innovations and adaptations are those originating in the middle to 
lower ranks of the military. Junior officers, small-unit commanders, and rank-and-file 
soldiers experience battle in a close-and-personal manner, seeing with their own eyes 
what works and what leads to unnecessary deaths. This experience can be harnessed 
to develop solutions to persistent problems. ‘Bottom-up’ learning occurs when those 
solutions are passed back up the command hierarchy, recognized as best practices, 
and diffused more broadly thus becoming widely embedded throughout the organi-
zation.13 ‘Horizontal’ learning, on the other hand, represents a different diffusion 
mechanism—with new ideas spreading from unit to unit by word of mouth, observa-
tion, and other similarly ranked soldier-to-soldier exchanges without leveraging the 
command hierarchy.14 

Bottom-up learning, for example, occurred with Germany’s development of ‘infiltra-
tion’ tactics during WWI. Individual German units experimented widely with new 
ways of employing weaponry and dispersing their infantry to attack efficaciously. The 
German high command would identify and then spread successful practices both by 
codifying them in new manuals and establishing tactical training schools. What even-
tually became known as ‘infiltration' or ‘stormtrooper’ tactics can be traced to two 
companies of combat engineers commanded by Captain Willy Rohr. Recognizing the 
futility of standard offensive infantry tactics during World War I, Rohr trained his 
soldiers intensively to combine grenades, flamethrowers and light machine guns in 
their attacks on French trenches during the 1915 Battle of Harmannswillerkopf. The 
German High Command recognized the efficacy of Rohr’s tactics and tasked him 
with setting up a training center to teach his tactics in December 1915. This centre 
received ever greater levels of support throughout 1916, as the Battle of Verdun high-
lighted the value of his training, and culminated in 1918 with Germany’s final offen-
sives, which employed infiltration tactics on a massive scale to repeatedly rupture the 
Entente’s defenses.15 

To give an example of horizontal learning, during the Vietnam War, US Army drivers 
transformed their vulnerable trucks into heavily armored and armed ‘gun trucks.’ Viet 
Cong insurgents frequently ambushed 'soft skinned’ logistics vehicles rather than risk 
assaulting American combat formations. Individual American truck detachments and 
vehicle crews responded by scavenging armored plate from destroyed vehicles, layer-
ing sandbags on the floor of their cabs to protect against mines, and mounting ma-
chine guns on select vehicles. Eventually these adaptations were enacted on a vast 
scale, with best practices conveyed by word of mouth, greatly increasing logistical 
resilience.16 
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Top-down, bottom-up, and horizontal processes of learning are thus analytically dis-
tinctive ways that militaries respond to the failures and unexpected problems they 
encounter during battle. Militaries at war strive to be learning organizations—to figure 
out how to win under extreme duress. To learn faster and better than the adversary 
provides strategic and tactical advantages. 

The Range of Adaptation in the Ukrainian Military 

Table I presents a sample of Ukrainian military adaptions linked to important achieve-
ments on the battlefield. For security reasons, we have focused on adaptations that 
occurred early in the war, are already well documented in the public sphere, and whose 
descriptions and analysis would not compromise current tactics and operations. The 
sample is thus neither representative nor complete.  

Top Down Bottom Up Horizontal 

Formation of longe-range drone 
383rd Regiment/Brigade  

Azovstal Steel Factory tunnel 
defense in Mariupol 

FPV drone surveil-
lance and use in ar-
tillery targeting 

Creation of combined arms bri-
gades 

Anti-tank teams using dirt-
bikes and ATVs 

Anti-armor tactics 

Amalgamation of territorial and 
regular units 

Creation of volunteer units 
around existing social groups 

Techniques for 
arming FPV drones 

Directive to prioritize targeting 
soft-skinned logistics vehicles 

Units crowd-funding weapons Best practices for 
employing drones 

Creation of Freedom of Russia 
Legion and Russian Volunteer 
Corps (military intelligence) 

Light infantry units improvising 
heavy artillery from captured 
Russian guns 

 

 
Table 1. Examples of Ukrainian Military Adaptation. 

Yet, it does illustrate a critical fact: in this high intensity conventional fight for sur-
vival, the Ukrainian military learns, and learns repeatedly, through all three theorized 
mechanisms. For each case of adaptation listed below—which comprise the begin-
nings of a broader dataset building project—we have done our best to isolate the 
origin of the adaptive idea (e.g. which unit/soldiers and their position/rank in the 
hierarchy) and then how the idea and practices diffused. It can be especially difficult 
to distinguish between bottom-up and horizontal mechanisms of diffusion, making 
our classifications subject to revision as more information becomes available. 

The following three sections provide a deeper thick description of one example from 
each type of learning: (1) the formation of the 383rd Regiment/Brigade within the 
Air Force that has spearheaded long-range drone warfare and promulgated a series of 
additional adaptations; (2) the spread across units of city siege defense tactics, cen-
tered on the tunnels of the Azovstal Steel Factory in Mariupol; and (3) the diffusion 
and tactical evolution—from surveillance to artillery targeting to kamikaze missions—
of inexpensive First Person View (FPV) drones through social media, civil society 
organizations, and demonstration days that bring soldiers across units together.  
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Top-Down Adaption: Ukraine’s Long-Range Drone Warriors 

Ukraine’s long-range drone capabilities have stunned both Russia and outside observ-
ers. Non-existent during the Donbas War of 2014-15, long-range drones have played 
a critical strategic role since February 2022—decimating Russian tank columns, con-
tributing to the sinking of the Black Sea Fleet’s flagship, and destroying irreplaceable 
bombers at distant air bases. These triumphs all stem from a succession of top-down 
military adaptations, beginning when an independent drone unit was established 
within the Air Force to compensate for conventional aircraft vulnerability to Russian 
air defenses. High-level political and military patronage have since enabled this unit 
to steadily upgrade its technology and tactics while also growing in size. 

Russian air defenses swiftly imposed unsustainable losses upon Ukraine’s under-re-
sourced air force almost as soon as they began supporting separatists in the Donbas. 
Ukraine lost six of its primary armoured ground attack aircraft, the Su-25, in short 
order during July and August 2014.17 Losses such as these drove the General Staff to 
examine drones as an alternative to manned aircraft. In 2016, they then established a 
dedicated unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) unit—the 383rd Independent UAV Regi-
ment—within the air force.18  

This unit was originally equipped with old Cold War-era drones returned to service: 
the Tu-141 and Tu-143.19 While these obsolescent Tupolev drones provided the 383rd 
Regiment with an initial reconnaissance capability, Ukraine’s high command soon 
sought armed drones. Impressed by Turkey's domestically developed Bayrakhtar TB-
2 drones—which often evaded or even destroyed Russian air defenses in Syria and 
Libya—in 2019 the Defence Ministry signed a deal to acquire 12 such drones as part 
of their military modernization program.20   

Ukraine’s embrace of the Bayrakhtar—a much more sophisticated and costly drone 
than they had hitherto employed—depended heavily on top-level support. TB-2s 
were a substantial financial investment: they cost $5-6 million apiece, required the 
construction of ground stations, and necessitated the training of pilots, payload oper-
ators, and mission commanders (initially contracted to Turkey).21 Indeed, the initial 
contract for a dozen drones, ground control stations, and training amounted to $70 
million.22  

Symptomatic of the Ukrainian Defence Ministry’s commitment to the TB-2 was its 
2019 negotiation of the ‘Black Sea Shield’ joint venture between Bayraktar and Ukr-
specexport, paving the way for joint drone development in the long term. President 
Petro Poroshenko announced the drone’s delivery and National Security Advisor 
Oleksandr Turchynov publicly touted it's ability to precisely destroy targets.23 The 44-

                                                 

 
17 Babak Taghvee: Guardians of Ukraine: The Ukrainian Air Force Since 1992 (Crecy: Manchester, 2020), 146–57. 
18 Tom Cooper et al.: War in Ukraine: Vol., 2, Russian Invasion, February 2022 (Warwick: Helion, 2023), 13. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Adam Lowther & Mahbube Siddiki: 'Combat Drones in Ukraine,’ Air & Space Operations Review (December 
2022), 5–6. 
21 ‘Ukraine receives Bayraktar TB2 UAVs,’ Air Forces Monthly (18 April 2019), available at: 
https://www.keymilitary.com/article/ukraine-receives-bayraktar-tb2-uavs.  
22 Illia Ponomorenko: ‘Bloomberg: Turkey ready to sell over 20 Bayraktar drones to Ukraine,’ Kyiv Independent 
(5 December 2021). 
23 ‘Ukraine receives Bayraktar TB2 UAVs.’ 

https://www.keymilitary.com/article/ukraine-receives-bayraktar-tb2-uavs


                                                                                           

 

180 

day so-called Karabakh War further highlighted the TB-2’s potential when Azerbaijan 
used these drones to decimate Armenian artillery and logistics.   

Facing escalating Russian military provocations and impressed by the long-range 
drone’s performance, the Chief of the General Staff—Ukraine’s top military com-
mander, Lieutenant General Valerii Zaluzhniy—pushed to deploy TB-2s to demon-
strate Ukraine’s resolve. In October 2021, Russian-backed separatists had begun firing 
artillery into Ukraine from positions close to the town of Hranitne. On October 26, 
Zaluzhnyi deployed the new Bayraktars to destroy the offending artillery piece. The 
accuracy of the strike avoided any collateral damage that Russia could exploit for 
propaganda purposes.24 With this successful debut, Zaluzhniy then publicly argued 
that Ukraine’s military needed at least 24 Bayraktars and that a new contract might be 
coming in 2021 or 2022.25 

Investments in the 383rd Independent UAV Regiment and its Bayraktars then paid 
heavy dividends in the initial stages of Russia’s full-scale invasion, launched on 24 
February 2022. During the war’s first days, Bayraktars successfully struck Russian ve-
hicles in the Malyna district of the Zhytomyr region and the suburbs of Kherson. On 
1 March, the 383rd then sent flights of Bayraktars swooping down on the Russian 
column advancing through the northeast city of Sumy. Ukrainian authorities claim 
that the drones destroyed 180 Russian vehicles—tanks, trucks, and cars—on that day 
alone.26  Outside experts, relying on satellite imagery, have independently confirmed 
the destruction of at least 41 Russian armoured vehicles—including scarce fuel trucks, 
a cutting-edge prototype tanks, and other key vehicles—a smaller but still impressive 
figure.27 Following these strikes, the Russian effort to seize Sumy lost its impetus, 
leading eventually to a strategic withdrawal from the area on 4 April.  

Shocked by the Bayraktars’ success, Russia’s ground forces prioritized defending 
against them. They began using electronic warfare systems to jam their transmissions 
and deployed short-range air defences to shoot down the drones. Recognizing the 
growing threat their drones faced over land, the 383rd reoriented its efforts to the 
Black Sea where Russian electronic warfare capabilities remained scarce. The 383rd 
quickly developed new tactics, combining the TB-2s with other reconnaissance assets 
and anti-ship missile launchers, to locate large Russian war ships and destroy them. 
On 13 April, Ukraine sunk Russia’s flagship cruiser the Moskva with critical assistance 
from a Bayraktar. By approaching at a low altitude, the Bayraktar distracted the 
cruiser’s air defence radars and pinpointed its location. Exploiting this diversion, a 
missile crew launched the Neptune missile that ultimately the Moskva.28 

Without its flagship, Russia’s Black Sea fleet then struggled to sustain control over 
Snake Island. On 2 May, Ukrainian Bayraktar’s destroyed two Raptor landing boats 
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bound for the island.29 On 6 May, they struck again, destroying Russia’s anti-aircraft 
Tor missile system and enabling Ukraine to launch an air raid with manned aircraft. 
Over the next two days, the Bayraktar’s continued to fly—hitting a replacement Tor 
launcher en route on its landing ship and destroying a helicopter carrying reinforce-
ments to the island.30 The 383rd’s Bayraktar strikes between 2 and 8 May thus rendered 
the defense of Snake Island untenable, leading Russia to fully withdraw by late-June.31 

Despite their initially decisive impact, Russian countermeasures gradually rendered 
the Bayraktar obsolescent. New air defenses and electronic warfare systems began 

inflicting prohibitive losses on Ukraine’s Bayraktar force, leading to their withdrawal 
from key missions.32 However, the Ukrainian General Staff continued to pour re-
sources into the 383rd, enabling it to adopt new platforms and tactics. By October 
2022, they had abandoned the reusable Bayraktars altogether and instead transitioned 
to long-range one-way attack drones. The UJ-22, built by Ukraine’s state-owned 
Ukoboronprom, made its debut on 7 October, attacking an airfield deep behind Rus-
sian lines, at Shaikovka.33 In parallel with this effort, the 383rd Regiment’s technicians 
modified their antiquated Tu-141 and Tu-143 reconnaissance drones for use as one-
way attack drones. On 5 December, the Tupolevs attacked another air base deep 
within Russia, at Dyagilevo, where they damaged three supersonic Tu-22M3 bombers 
and inflicted substantial damage on the base.34 

The 383rd has since expanded and continues to adapt its tactics and technology to 
damage Russian forces deep behind the lines. In 2023, the General Staff expanded 
the 383rd from a regiment to a brigade, signaling that more personnel and resources 
would flow into the drone war. However, it has become increasingly difficult to at-
tribute precise attacks to the regiment as other Ukrainian units—including military 
intelligence—have also adopted long-range attack drones. For what it’s worth, Russia 
has criminally indicted the 383rd Brigade’s commander, Colonel Serhiy Burdenyuk as 
at least partially responsible for Ukraine’s ‘100 drone strikes on the Russian capital, 
annexed Crimea and regions bordering Ukraine, all of which were carried out between 
April 2022 and September 2023.’35 

Bottom-Up Adaption: The National Guardsmen and Tunnel     
Defenses in Mariupol 

Russia’s invading military units performed better in southern Ukraine than elsewhere, 
blitzing northwards from their Crimea sanctuary and southwest from the so-called 

                                                 

 
29 H.I. Sutton: ‘Incredible Success Of Ukraine’s Bayraktar TB2: The Ghost Of Snake Island,’ Naval News (18 
May 2022). 
30 Ibid. 
31 Isobel Koshiw: ‘Ukraine pushes Russian forces from strategic Snake Island,’ The Guardian (30 June 2022). 
32 Ashish Dangwal, “Bayraktar TB2 Drones ‘Out Of Action’ From Ukraine War; Russia’s Air Defense Or 
Diplomacy Behind Their Disappearance?” EurAsianTimes (4 December 2022), available at: https://www.eura-
siantimes.com/bayraktar-tb2-drones-out-of-action-from-ukraine-war-russias/.  
33 ‘One Tu-141 Strizh Damaged Three Tu-22M3 and a Kh-32, Russians Officially Admit’ Defence Express (8 
December 2022), https://en.defence-ua.com/news/one_tu_141_strizh_dam-
aged_three_tu_22m3_and_a_kh_32_russians_officially_admit-7884.html.  
34 ‘New details of attacks on Russian strategic aviation airfields revealed,’ Militarnyi (6 September 2023),  
https://mil.in.ua/en/news/new-details-of-attacks-on-russian-strategic-aviation-airfields-revealed/.  
35 ‘Russia Charges Top Ukrainian Military Officials With “Terrorism,”’ The Moscow Times (3 October 2023),   
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2023/10/03/russia-charges-top-ukrainian-military-officials-with-terror-
ismbudanov-a82639. 

https://www.eurasiantimes.com/bayraktar-tb2-drones-out-of-action-from-ukraine-war-russias/
https://www.eurasiantimes.com/bayraktar-tb2-drones-out-of-action-from-ukraine-war-russias/
https://en.defence-ua.com/news/one_tu_141_strizh_damaged_three_tu_22m3_and_a_kh_32_russians_officially_admit-7884.html
https://en.defence-ua.com/news/one_tu_141_strizh_damaged_three_tu_22m3_and_a_kh_32_russians_officially_admit-7884.html
https://mil.in.ua/en/news/new-details-of-attacks-on-russian-strategic-aviation-airfields-revealed/
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2023/10/03/russia-charges-top-ukrainian-military-officials-with-terrorismbudanov-a82639
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2023/10/03/russia-charges-top-ukrainian-military-officials-with-terrorismbudanov-a82639


                                                                                           

 

182 

Donetsk Peoples’ Republic (DNR). At first their offensive appeared unstoppable and 
seemed destined to conquer Mykolaiv and Odessa. But the tide was unexpectedly 
turned in Mariupol. Cut off and surrounded by the advancing Russian offensive, sol-
diers and mid-level officers of the Ukrainian 36th Marine Brigade and the Azov militia 
withdrew from most the city’s landscape and gradually re-concentrated within the 
Azovstal Steel Factory. There they improvised a sustained defense of the factory’s 
unique geography and tunnels, training new soldiers and units as they arrived. Alt-
hough Russian commanders anticipated a tough fight for Mariupol, they were not 
prepared for the three month siege they were ultimately obliged to undertake—a siege 
which pinned down between 12,000 and 20,000 Russian soldiers and stalled the entire 
southern front.36 

Initially, Russia’s attack in and around Mariupol proceeded according to plan. On the 
war’s first day, Russian air forces decapitated the city’s air defense radars, allowing 
aircraft to attack with near impunity.37 A hodgepodge collection of Ukrainian units 
had been hastily assembled to defend the city—including the 36th Naval Infantry Bri-
gade, the Azov National Guard Regiment, and elements of the 12th Operations Bri-
gade, 56th Motorized Brigade and 10th Assault Brigade.38 They attempted to establish 
defensive lines in the villages outside of Mariupol. But, according to some reports, 
the Ukrainian commander with overall responsibility for this assembled force was 
away when fighting erupted and cut off by the Russian advance. Under heavy bom-
bardment from the air and a ground attack from three directions, and ostensibly with-
out coordinated leadership, the Ukrainian units were swiftly overwhelmed.39 

Russia’s operational strategy was heavily shaped by its own bitter recent experiences 
with urban fighting—ranging from the battles for Grozny to the siege of Aleppo. 
Commanders first sought to overwhelm Ukrainian forces in the countryside, prefer-
ably avoiding any defense from within the city itself.40 Should it come to urban war-
fare, the Russian military then planned to deploy overwhelming and indiscriminate 
firepower to coerce surrender. For their part, Ukrainian forces were ill prepared to 
fight from within their cities. Rather, they established fortified front lines in the coun-
tryside that were, at least in part, manned by territorial forces that had only been mo-
bilized 48 hours prior to the invasion. Russia consequently had much initial success 
occupying major Ukrainian cities—such as Izium, Kherson and Melitopol—without 
having to fight urban battles for them. Mariupol’s defenses appeared destined to col-
lapse just as swiftly.41 

Against all expectations, mid- and lower-ranking National Guard commanders sal-
vaged a rapidly deteriorating situation—improvising a formidable urban defense 
around the unique topography of the Azovstal Steel Factory. This bottom-up 
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adaptation was facilitated by the deep local knowledge that members of the Azov 
National Guard Regiment possessed of the complex. A massive Soviet-era steel fac-
tory, Azovstal stretched over 12km² and featured a network of underground tunnels 

and shelters that had been built to protect the factory’s workers from air attacks. 
Crucially, these shelters could accommodate 40,000 personnel—enough capacity for 
large Ukrainian military units to find safety from Russian artillery and bombers. Better 
yet, Azovstal is surrounded on three sides by water, including a canal and the Sea of 
Azov, rendering it extremely difficult to attack. This fortress-like factory clearly had 
the potential to anchor Ukrainian defenses from within Mariupol. The regular army, 
however, lacked this local knowledge, failed to appreciate Azovstal’s benefits, and 
took no measures at the beginning of the war to establish defenses there.42    

Unlike regular army units headquartered outside of Mariupol, the Azov Regiment had 
a long affiliation with the city—and its members quickly grasped Azovstal’s potential. 
The regiment’s controversial origins lay in the immediate aftermath of the 2013 Eu-
romaidan Revolution. Released from political prisons where they had been incarcer-
ated by outgoing president Viktor Yanukovych, thirty ultra-nationalist militants 
quickly banded together and formed a paramilitary militia. Dubbed the Chorny Korpus 
or ‘Black Corps,’ the group attracted recruits from football hooligans affiliated with 
the Kharkiv Metalist Football Club. Although initially unaffiliated with Ukraine’s new 
pro-Western government, the Chorny Korpus helped quell pro-Russian separatist ef-
forts to control Kharkiv in March/April 2014. Subsequently, the government subor-
dinated the Chorny Korpus’—now 300 combatants strong and having adopted the name 
‘Azov Territorial Defence Battalion’—to the regional police administration covering 
Mariupol and Dnipropetrovsk.43 

The police dispatched the Azov Battalion to Mariupol, where pro-Russian militants 
had seized the city’s key administrative buildings.44 By mid-June 2014, Azov fighters 
had successfully dislodged the insurgents. In November, Ukraine’s Interior Ministry 
then officially incorporated Azov into the newly established National Guard as an 
800-man regiment.45 Following the de-escalation of hostilities after the 2015 Second 
Minsk Protocol, National Guard regiments were withdrawn from the frontline. The 
Azov regiment was reassigned to two bases near Mariupol, in Yuriivka and Urzuf.46 
In the following years, the regiment was ‘normalized’ and its ultra-nationalist leaders 
removed.47 Now operating more-or-less as a typical National Guard unit, Azov drew 
its recruits from Mariupol, the largest nearby city. Given the local prominence of the 
Azovstal Steel Factory, employing over 10,000 people, many Azov soldiers had inti-
mate knowledge of its characteristics.48 

As Ukraine’s defensive lines collapsed around Mariupol in the early days of March 
2022, Azov regiment soldiers began gravitating to Azovstal and coalescing under the 
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leadership of Captain Sviatoslav Palamar, who established a command post inside the 
factory. Not content to hunker down, Azov’s junior officers and NCOs conducted 
raids into Mariupol, striking isolated Russian soldiers and foraging provisions.49 Soon 
thereafter Azov’s higher-level leadership—including its commander, Major Denys 
Prokopenko—relocated to Azovstal and ordered the regiment’s personnel to con-
tinue developing defenses anchored on the complex’s tunnels. They dug defensive 
trenches across Azovstal’s approaches with communications trenches linking them to 
the tunnel network’s entrances. Soldiers could then shelter, eat and sleep safely within 
Azovstal, rotating in shifts to the forward trench lines to fight off Russian attacks.50 

As the days passed, Ukraine’s General Staff gradually recognized that the Azovstal 
defenses could prolong Mariupol’s resistance well beyond what was initially consid-
ered possible. In addition to the comparative safety of the tunnels and shelters, 
Azovstal’s size provided a haven where helicopters could land, delivering supplies and 
evacuating wounded soldiers. On 20 March, the military began bringing in special 
forces soldiers and delivering Stinger and Javelin missiles—fifteen helicopters and 45 
aircrew attempted the perilous journey, with three shot down.51  

Bolstered by these deliveries, the factory became a loadstone for the reconstitution of 
Ukrainian forces. Cut-off by the Russian advance, units had been surrendering one 
after another—including the 503rd Ukrainian Naval Infantry Battalion (4 April), the 
National Guard’s 12th Operational Brigade (15 April), and the police contingent on 
Mariupol’s beach (20 April). With the promise of shelter and adequate defenses, how-
ever, other units launched desperate attacks to breach Russian encirclements and 
reach Azovstal. Fragments of regular army units, police patrols, and tardily-mobilized 
territorial army reservists all found their way to the factory complex.52 

The most significant of these was the 36th Naval Infantry Brigade, an elite regular 
army force. Initially, the 36th Brigade had hunkered down in the Illich Steel and Iron 
Works—which unfortunately lacked the underground tunnels and shelters that made 
Azovstal so defensible. On the night of 11-12 April, unable to withstand Russian fire-
power and fearing being overrun, Colonel Volodymyr Baraniuk ordered a desperate 
breakout effort with the aim of cutting a path to Azovstal. In the end, 500 naval 
infantrymen made it to the factory while the remaining 1,024 became cornered and 
surrendered, including Baraniuk.53 On 20 April, Azov Regiment and naval infantry 
fighters then launched a surprise offensive out of Azovstal to rescue 500 border 
guards and police surrounded in Mariupol’s port.54 
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By late April, nearly 2,500 soldiers had coalesced in Azovstal.55 The commander of 
the Azov regiment, Prokopenko, had meanwhile been promoted to the rank of lieu-
tenant-colonel and given authority over Mariupol’s remaining defenders.56 Thus, as 
they joined the factory defenses, the potpourri of soldiers from very different units 
were amalgamated under the Azov regiment’s command and taught the defensive 

tactics they had developed to exploit the complex’s tunnels, shelters and trenches.57 

Faced with this entrenched defense, the Russian military had no choice but to engage 
in a prolonged siege. Azovstal could not simply be bypassed and left in the rear, where 
it would pose a continual threat to Russian lines of communication and logistics. But 
Russian efforts to assault and bomb Azovstal faltered against the factory’s fortifica-
tions. Neither carpet bombing nor more focused airstrikes had much impact on the 
deep tunnels and shelters.58 From their trenches, the Ukrainian defenders repulsed 
every Russian effort to storm the only viable approach to the factory from the north-
east.59   

Only the exhaustion of their food and ammunition ultimately obliged Azovstal’s 2,439 
defenders to negotiate surrender. By that time, they had held out for 80 days against 
seemingly overwhelming force, inflicted roughly 6,000 casualties, and forced Russia 
to divert 14,000-20,000 troops to the siege—significantly contributing to the stabili-
zation of the southern front.60 Thus, bottom-up tactical adaptations by a non-profes-
sional unit—backed ultimately by the authority and resources of the General Staff— 
had a strategically critical impact on the war. 

Horizontal Adaption: Tactical Revolutions in FPV Drones 

Ukrainians forces’ transformative use of inexpensive first-person view drones (FPVs) 
constitutes an excellent example of horizontal adaptation. While the seeds of drone 
experimentation were laid during the Dunbas War, it was after Russia’s full-scale in-
vasion that learning accelerated exponentially. Soldiers have shared their successful 
drone modifications and tactics through videos, social media channels, and via civil 
society intermediaries—rapidly disseminating lessons learned across units without re-
lying on the military hierarchy. Since February 2022, this dynamic has generated five 
successive transformations in the use of FPVs: 1) generalization across ground units, 
2) application to artillery targeting, 3) crude modifications for dropping explosives, 4) 
improvisation of larger “bomber” drones, and 5) mass employment of inexpensive 
dedicated ‘kamikaze’ drones. 

The origins of Ukraine’s FPV drone revolution lie inauspiciously in neglect. Both 
Ukraine’s General Staff and defense industries had ignored the rise of drone technol-
ogy. Then, during the 2014-15 Dunbas War, Ukrainian forces were taken off-guard 
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when they found themselves hounded by constant Russian drone overflights while 
left bereft of any means to reconnoitre Russian positions themselves.61 On 11 July 
2014, for example, Russia achieved a significant victory when their drone detected a 
column of Ukrainian forces advancing near the village of Zelenopillya, enabling Rus-
sian multiple rocket launchers to target the column. Within three minutes, Russian 
rockets killed at least 19 and wounded 93 Ukrainian soldiers, while inflicting grievous 
harm on the Ukrainians’ vehicles.62 

Shocked by Russia’s aggressive use of drones, individual Ukrainian units began de-
manding their own. They even appealed directly to civil society. However, as one key 
activist from that period reflected,  

‘Volunteer organizations…, the Ukrainian diaspora and Western governments pro-
vided a steady supply of drones for the army, but a combination of untrained soldiers, 
overly cautious officers and corrupt generals meant that in the early years of the war, 
some of these drones either never made it to the frontline or ended up in storage some-
where to make sure they didn’t get broken.’63 

This failure to fulfill soldiers needs and expectations led them to ignore the chain-of-
command and directly partner with voluntary organizations—who began 
crowdsourcing money, buying cheap commercial quadcopter drones, and donating 
them directly to front-line units. This was especially true of the volunteer brigades, 
which had spontaneously formed to combat Russian-backed separatists in Donbas, 
and were perhaps already accustomed to operating on their own initiative.64  

Soldiers then experimented in how best to employ and modify their new FPVs, pass-
ing suggestions and knowledge back to their civil-society partners. The Aerorozvidka 
organization exemplifies this dynamic. Founded in 2014 by IT specialists, a banker 
and a teacher, Aerorozvidka partnered directly with a frontline artillery unit and 
pooled their resources to procure a single fixed-wing drone with a ‘GoPro’ attached. 
While the drone provided useful information, the gunners wanted better imagery 
from a more stable platform. Responding to this feedback, Aerorozvidka developed 
the Falcon-2—a quadcopter based on modified commercial Polish and Lithuanian 
drones—which made its debut in 2015. Aerorozvidka then shared its lessons learned 
over social media, as did other crowdfunding organizations affiliated with different 
volunteer units, leading tactical drone efforts to converge on the quadcopter.65 

These dynamics continued in between the Second Minsk Agreement of 2015 and the 
full-scale Russian invasion of 2022. Ukrainian ground forces continued to source their 
drones from civil society organizations, without going through formal military pro-
curement channels. Aerorozvidka continued collaborating with Ukrainian artillery 
units while also branching out to special forces. Come Back Alive—Ukraine’s largest 
charitable foundation supporting the military—opened a drone ‘branch' in 2021. 
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Volunteer national guard and territorial units often relied on drone-enthusiast mem-
bers and their privately-owned drones while also crowdsourcing unit drones.66 

The seeds thus having been sown, Russia’s full scale invasion catalyzed a cascade of 
horizontal adaptations in drone tactics, facilitated by the informal networks connect-
ing frontline units with civil society organizations. In the immediate onslaught, for 
example, a special forces unit coopted a team of Aerorozvidka drone experts and took 
them north on quad ATVs towards the Russian convoy approaching Kyiv. The drone 
operators provided surveillance data which the special forces used to mount am-
bushes and plant IEDs at key locations. After Hostomel airport had been captured 
by a Russian airmobile attack, Ukrainian drone operators provided firing coordinates 
to friendly artillery units, who then shelled Russian paratroopers.67 

In many cases, these new tactics were transmitted to other military units by sharing 
videos over social media. For example, Colonel Oleh Shevchuk, commander of 
Ukraine's 43rd Artillery Brigade, received Aerorozvidka videos showing the success-
ful use of drones to guide artillery strikes.68 Hoping to emulate these tactics, he sought 
out volunteer drone enthusiasts and borrowed privately-owned DJI Mavic drones to 
spot for his guns. In this way, the use of drones for artillery spotting swiftly diffused 
across the military—as did ever more refined techniques for doing so.69 Indeed, dur-
ing Russia’s Donbas Offensive of mid-2022, up to 50% of Ukrainian drone sorties 
may have been dedicated to artillery spotting.70  

The next transformation in drone use arrived quickly on the heels of artillery spotting. 
Beginning in April 2022, different frontline brigades began experimenting with using 
inexpensive FPV drones to drop explosives on Russian troops. The initial explosive 
attachments were quite primitive but then rapidly advanced as drone teams shared 
knowledge through social media, YouTube videos, and video conferencing. One 
group, for example, discovered that by attaching 3D-printed tail fins to Soviet-era 
RKG-3 anti-tank grenades, the grenades would fall vertically when released by a 
drone—ensuring that their shaped-charges would penetrate enemy armoured vehi-
cles.71 Another team perfected 3D-printed attachments and fins for dropping a 
miniscule German DM51 fragmentation grenade from one of the smallest and cheap-
est of the commercial quadcopters.72 Operators, meanwhile, honed and shared their 
tactics for destroying large vehicles with these improvised weapons, circulating videos 
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about how to aim for vulnerabilities such as tanks’ open hatches or their engine 
blocks.73 

Eventually, these experiments and collaborations led to great diversification in 
Ukraine’s drone arsenal and the evolution of larger ‘bomber’ drones and one-way 
attack drones. In addition to the ubiquitous DJI quadcopters, drone workshops began 
repurposing larger hexocopter and octocopter drones to drop heavier ordnance. For 
example, one hexacopter crafted from an agricultural drone—the Baba Yaga—can 
drop a payload of either four 82mm mortar rounds or two larger 120mm rounds.74 
Once Russian electronic warfare and air defense forces adapted to defeat these re-
useable drones, Ukrainian drone operators adapted further by developing radically 
inexpensive one-way attack FPV quadcopters. These cost roughly $500 apiece and 
Ukrainian producers are manufacturing roughly 50,000 per year.75  

The continuous development and horizontal spread of FPV drone technologies and 
tactics has occurred at breathtaking speed. Such has been the pace of development 
that by early 2023, Ukrainian units considered their own modified inexpensive FPV 
drones significantly more capable than more expensive NATO loitering munitions—
such as the US-supplied AeroVironment Switchblades.76 Ukrainian FPV drones have 
also done extensive damage, accounting for roughly half of Russian vehicle losses by 
October 2023.77 Ukrainians involved in the drone war also recognize the advantages 
of horizontal learning and have sought to create more opportunities for knowledge 
exchange, hoping to further the pace of adaptation. Beginning in December 2022, 
civil society organizations have hosted ‘Drone Demo Days’ encouraging drone work-
shops and military operators to meet and share their experiences.78 

Conclusions 

While preliminary and necessarily limited, this initial thick descriptive analysis of ad-
aptation in the Ukrainian military highlights three important findings worthy of fur-
ther research. First, and despite many stereotypes to the contrary, the Ukrainian mil-
itary is adapting through all three mechanisms of learning. Better known for its bot-
tom-up ingenuity and horizontal dissemination practices, there are nonetheless sev-
eral important cases of important top-down changes to doctrine, organizational prac-
tices, technological investments, and even tactics. One of these is the establishment 
of an independent drone unit within the Ukrainian Air Force, the 383rd Regi-
ment/Brigade. The 383rd has played a critical role in successfully deploying Bayrakh-
tars against advancing Russian columns during the initial invasion—and then 
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switching their theatre of operation to the Black Sea as Russian ground defenses 
adopted electronic warfare capabilities. 

Second, adaptations do not occur in a vacuum. When researching the processes be-
hind each of our three cases of adaption it became abundantly clear that each de-
pended on prior institutionalized learning, often tracing back to the Dunbas War. If 
the Ukrainian government had disbanded militias after the Second Minsk Agreement 
rather than subordinated them to regional police administrations, then the Azov reg-
iment would not have existed in 2022. And, most critically, would not have brought 
its local knowledge of the Azovstal Steel Factory to ward off defeat in Mariupol. Ra-
ther, adaptions build in past successes creating what often seem like virtuous cycles 
of learning—such as in the progressive revolution of FPV drone tactics. 

Finally, as particularly highlighted in the FPV drone case, there is perhaps a unique 
new mechanism of adaptation emerging in Ukraine that refuses to conform to our 
existing theories of military adaptation. Rather than moving up or down the command 
hierarchy, or flowing laterally between frontline units and soldiers, close collabora-
tions with civil society organizations are allowing ideas to cut across the chain of com-
mand. Rather than wait for traditional channels, both soldiers under fire and com-
manders at the rear can coordinate on best practices with the help of non-military 
personnel and non-traditional modes of communication. And this innovation may 
hold the potential to rapidly accelerate learning.   
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LEARNING LESSONS? INSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURES AND 
PROCESSESS WITHIN THE RUSSIAN MILITARY 

Tracey German 

he presentation by Tracey German in the Russia Seminar 2024 can be found 
on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nr4KG1mtKvc  starting from 1:43:50. 

Abstract  

The Russian armed forces have consistently demonstrated an ability to learn and adapt 
under fire – be that in Chechnya, Syria or Ukraine –, but they have also shown an 
apparent inability to remember these lessons, emphasising the importance of institu-
tional memory: without mechanisms to remember what has worked and why, any 
organisation is liable to repeat failures and rediscover success over and over. While 
there is a fine balance between remembering lessons learnt during previous operations 
and ‘fighting the last war’, time and again the Russian military appears to have disre-
garded lessons learnt during previous operations. This is surprising, as the country 
has invested considerable financial resource and intellectual horsepower into detailed 
analysis of previous conflicts, the impact of technological, political and societal 
change, and military theory.  

This presentation will examine the formal and informal learning structures and pro-
cesses within the Russian military in order to shed light on whether there is a system-
atic approach to learning and adaptation. Using an analytical framework based on the 
characteristics of a learning organisation (Dyson 2019; Freeman & Calton 2021), it 
will examine the role of the Russian General Staff, including its think-tank the Center 
for Military-Strategic Studies, and the Academy of Military Science, as well as more 
informal structures, in facilitating effective adaptation, innovation and emulation. Key 
questions under examination include:  is there an effective, formalised process within 
the Russian military for learning lessons from operational experience? - If there is a 
lessons-learnt system, does it reach beyond the tactical realm? - How are lessons that 
have been identified dealt with? What mechanisms are in place to ensure institutional 
memory? 

This research takes a qualitative approach and relies primarily on open-source, Rus-
sian language material, including military journals, formal policy documents and news 
report. In particular, this research will use open source publications such as Voennaya 
Mysl’, Voenno-promyishlenniyi kur’er (VPK), Vestnik Akademii voennyikh nauk and Nezavi-
simoye voennoye obozrenie (NVO), as well as service journals such as Armeiskii Sbornik. 
Analysis of these publications, which are intended for an internal Russian audience, 
will provide new insights into how lessons are learnt from operational experience, 
both their own and that of others. 
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ASSESSING THE LOGIC OF RUSSIA’S MILITARY REFORM AND 
EFFECTIVENESS: PRELIMINARY INSIGHTS FROM WAR IN 
UKRAINE 

Dumitru Minzarari 

he presentation by Dumitru Minzarari in the Russia Seminar 2024 can be 
found on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nr4KG1mtKvc  starting from 2:07:45. 

Introduction  

Russia’s 2022 overt military invasion of Ukraine – in a clear escalatory move from its 
2014 covert invasion – has triggered significant debates among policy analysts and 
military professionals on Russian military effectiveness. These voices, while not 
speaking in unison, have largely emphasized that Russia grossly underperformed, and 
that the West overestimated the real Russian military ability. For instance, the 2022 
invasion of Ukraine was labeled as Putin’s strategic error1. In a brutal examination, 
another analysis pointed out that Russia engaged in peacetime cheating from a mili-
tary-capabilities-building point of view, and that the war in Ukraine had exposed the 
systemic weaknesses of the Russian military2. Explanations such as corruption, weak 
military initiative, undertrained officer corps, and poor military adaptation ability, 
among others, have been presented as factors having affected Russia’s performance.  

This analysis argues that such criticism, while bringing its value to the understanding 
of the Russian military power and strategic intent, is somewhat exaggerated. Instead, 
it suggests that Russia’s failure at the initial stage of the war in Ukraine is less related 
to Russia’s military capability and effectiveness. In fact, leading Western military ex-
perts also believed that the Russian invasion in February 2022 would be successful. 
Former US Joint Chiefs Chair, General Mark Milley reportedly thought that Russia 
would take over Kyiv within 72 hours of its invasion.3 Similar assessments were 
voiced by German top brass on national television in the first days of Russian inva-
sion.  

This suggests that from a military point of view Russia objectively had the military 
advantage, and its invasion plans were built on realistic assumptions. Corruption and 
other endemic issues of the Russian military did play their role as force minimizers in 
Russian failure at the beginning of the invasion. However, this paper suggests that it 

                                                 

 
1 Nigel Gould-Davis, “Putin’s Strategic Failure,” Survival 64:2 (2022), pp. 7-16.  
2 Robert Dalsjo, Michael Jonsson and Johan Norberg, “A Brutal Examination: Russian Military Capability in 
Light of the Ukraine War,” Survival 64:3 (2022), pp. 7-28.  
3 Jacqui Heinrich and Adam Sabes, “Gen. Milley Says Kyiv Could Fall Within 72 Hours if Russia Decides to 
Invade Ukraine: Sources,” Fox News, 5 February 2022. See also Jim Sciutto and Katie Bo Williams, “US Con-
cerned Kyiv Could Fall to Russia Within Days, Sources Familiar with Intel Say,” CNN Politics, 25 February 
2022.  
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was the force employment factor,4 driven by a minimalist Russia’s assessment of 
Ukrainian military forces, which carries the heaviest role in Russian military failure at 
the initial stages of war.  

Therefore, the Russian military should not be judged as a paper tiger. The implications 
of this analysis are that the poor performance of the Russian troops at the beginning 
of the 2022 invasion of Ukraine is driven by factors exogenous to the military organ-
ization, originating in the Russian political realm. In itself, the Russian military remains 
a capable fighting force, with a strong officer corps, considerable military adaptation 
capacity, solid foundation and practice of operational planning and arts, and an effec-
tive military reconstitution ability. Despite the fact that it was the political dimension 
that largely contributed to the Russian military failure in 2022, it is also the political 
dimension that drives a strong reconstitution capacity of the Russian military.  

Methodological approach  

The often-contradictory assessment of Russian foreign and security policy actions – 
either being effective or a failure – is largely driven by assessing them through a per-
spective that builds on Western standards, values and limitations. For instance, the 
Western military has a much lower tolerance for personnel losses in war than Russia. 
Observing high losses in Russian military personnel could lead to claims that Russia 
has a diminished (political) resolve to continue fighting, and perhaps has lost the ini-
tiative.  

A common feature in these debates is that observers use sound logical premises and 
credible cost calculations, based on improper political preferences and risk propensity. 
They do not account accurately for the political preferences of the Russian political 
leadership. These assessments have not fully considered factors that apparently drive 
Russia’s use of military force and the role of armed coercion in advancing its foreign 
policy goals. That mirror-imaging that policymakers and analysts frequently fall trap 
to is a common cognitive bias, projecting own mind-set upon the analysed actor.5  

For instance, in the case of an authoritarian regime that views people as an abundant 
and cheap resource, this kind of approach may provide an erroneous basis for cost 
analysis. It is not wrong in principle – as people is a finite resource and cannot be 
replenished indefinitely. But Russia has a higher tolerance for such losses, and thus a 
higher threshold for preference change. It is not restricted by domestic audience costs 
to the same extent as democratic regimes, and the coercive nature of the Russian 
regime allows it to absorb more casualties and conduct military mobilization with 
much less penalties comparing to democratic regimes.  

How do we increase the accuracy of deriving Russia’s political preferences, and con-
sequently strategic intent? This paper proposes to address this analytic issue by exam-
ining the developments in its military and security policies. It basically implies that 
one may gain accurate insights into consequent and (long-term) future military and 

                                                 

 
4 For one of the best explanations of how force employment is a more accurate predictor of military victory 
than force preponderance, see Stephen Biddle: Military Power: Explaining Victory and Defeat in Modern Battle, 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004).  
5 See Richard J. Heuer: “Psychology of Intelligence Analysis,” CIA Center for the Study of Intelligence, 1999, p. 
70–71.  
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security actions by isolating the intent that is materialized through related costly de-
fence and security investments and developments. One way to look at the proposed 
analytic framework is to consider that a real risk, as materialisation of intent, is only 
possible if backed up by proper capabilities.  

However, this is overly simplistic, as the applied policy analysis in this case faces two 
major challenges. First, it is not simple to discover the nature of the real intent as 
implied in official statements, or strategic documents, which is the most frequent ap-
proach in current policy analysis. For instance, Russian political elites invoking the 
threat of NATO may reveal insecurity about the threat of potential attacks against 
Russia’s territory and have a purely defensive scope; or they may simply be (falsely) 
invoking a legitimate and benign justification for military build-up in order to prepare 
its military as an effective coercive tool of foreign policy. Secondly, even if a country 
has aggressive intent, it may not necessarily initiate aggressive policies – perhaps due 
to its leaders being risk-averse, due to insufficient capabilities, or not being ready to 
shoulder the related costs.  

To identify the nature of foreign policy intent, this research explores the logic of po-
litical preference formation and elicitation. It then aims to clarify when an aggressive 
intent is more likely to materialize, by further applying the analytic tool of signalling. 
The combination of these two analytic tools is expected to reduce the bias about 
Russia’s current and future foreign policy intent, since it decreases the arbitrariness 
that frequently dominates in the assessment and understanding of Russia. Based on 
signalling theory,6 this paper relies on Russian military reform as a costly, and thus 
credible signalling device for revealing Russia’s preferences. It implies that the Russian 
military reform serves as a good source of understanding of Russia’s strategic intent, 
and revealing what Russia’s view of an effective military structure able to advance that 
intent is, given the military buildup priorities and funding. 

Military reform as strategic preference revelation  

Developing an armed force during peacetime is very costly and it is done at the ex-
pense of economic development – following the classical guns versus butter trade-
off. Existing research points out to the likelihood of preferring investments into the 
military domain at the expense of economic welfare, when the expected gains from 
the use of military force are high, and there is acceptance of conflict-related risk.7 
Unsurprisingly, there is increasing evidence indicating that Russia perceives the mili-
tary tool as a decisive factor in its foreign policy.8 The more persistent the investment 
in the military is, given a worsening economic situation, the stronger this investment 
is signalling Russia’s prioritization of the military tool in its foreign policy.  

Similarly, the exact content of military reform, including the prioritization of various 
military branches, the weapon systems, types of training and military development, 
can also reveal the protagonist’s intent about the types of conflicts it intends to fight. 

                                                 

 
6 For this and an excellent summary of this topic, see Gartzke et al.: “Signaling in Foreign Policy,” Oxford Re-
search Encyclopedia of Politics, 2017. 
7 Robert Powell: “Guns, Butter, and Anarchy,” American Political Science Review, Vol.87, No.1 (Mar., 1993), pp. 
115–132.  
8 This article reveals a sign of this tendency, indicating that foreign ministry became a tool of the military: Al-
exander Baunov (2022): “Russian Diplomats are Now Reduced to Propagandists,” Financial Times, 11 August.  
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The Russian experience in Ukraine, following its 2022 invasion, correlates well with 
the military investments and reforms Russia has conducted since early 2000s.  

Observation suggests that Russian defence and security developments were guided by 
a centrifugal power-building logic, which is based on a very pragmatic and solid terri-
torial rationale. This rationale implies that Russia should consolidate first its ability to 
preserve political control and stability at home; then be able to deter attacks against 
its territory and infrastructure or successfully repel them; third, be able to resist against 
coercive9 threats (including of nuclear nature) that might aim to force Kremlin change 
its policy; and fourth be able to conduct expeditionary operations in the near abroad 
(former Soviet countries) to either establish facts on the ground or credibly threaten 
military action that would result in target country’s change of policy. In other words, 
the idea is that to be effective abroad, the Kremlin should first establish its total con-
trol domestically and crash any potential opposition at home. The following sections 
examine Russia’s strategic thinking, military investments, deployments, along with do-
mestic militarization and reveal how they support or advance the listed military prior-
ities.  

Strategy and doctrine 

Assessing the security and military strategic documents as well as their related signals 
– the resource allocation to implement them – is a critical step in identifying Russia’s 
evolving perception of the strategic environment, and the intent to respond to it. It is 
a first step in the effort to better understand how a specific military force build-up 
can inform us about Russia’s future intended actions. It is also a departure from the 
interpretative evaluation of Russia’s military and security developments that is pre-
dominant in policy analysis.10 The paper reveals that the Russian strategic planning 
has “anticipated” accurately many of the consequent Russian efforts to build its mili-
tary capabilities. Russia’s perceptions (interpretations) of the strategic environment 
that it operates in also proved to be a good indicator of its defence modernization 
and building efforts, and the intent behind them.  

In 2009 the Russian leadership gave up the “concept”-based format of the national 
strategic document and instead produced for the first time a Strategy on National Security 
(SNS) of the Russian Federation until 2020.11 The Strategy declared that a new global 

                                                 

 
9 I use “coercive” in line with strategic studies literature: I mean to both deter Russia from taking certain actions 
as well as compel it to do actions it is unwilling otherwise to do. A critical contribution to developing the theo-
retical foundation of strategic coercion was made by Thomas C. Schelling: Arms and Influence, (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 2008, reprint of the original 1966 edition). For an excellent explanation of coercion 
and its elements for policy practitioners see Tami Davis Biddle: “Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for 
Practitioners,” Texas National Security Review, Vol.3, No.3 (Spring 2020), pp.94-109, 
https://tnsr.org/2020/02/coercion-theory-a-basic-introduction-for-practitioners, accessed on 15 January 
2021.  
10 An informative analysis on assessing adversaries’ intentions in international politics is Keren Yarhi-Milo: 
“In the Eye of the Beholder: How Leaders and Intelligence Communities Assess the Intentions of Adver-
saries,” International Security, Vol.38, No.1 (Summer 2013), pp. 7–51. Yarhi-Milo shows that policymakers often 
base their interpretations on their own theories, expectations, and needs, sometimes ignoring costly signals 
and paying more attention to information that, though less costly, is more vivid (i.e., personalized and emo-
tionally involving). Although she focusses on how leaders assess foreign intentions, she also examines the lit-
erature on how intentions ban be identified from behavior; it is that latter aspect of interest to this paper.  
11 A copy of this document can be accessed on the web-site of the PIR-Center, http://www.pir-
center.org/media/content/files/9/13510115440.pdf, accessed on 28 January 2021.  
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environment was emerging, marked by a competition over the values and models of 
political development. It viewed as a growing tendency the efforts to solve regional 
problems and crises without the participation of non-regional actors. Among others, 
Russia viewed as key challenges to its national security the unilateral actions of the 
use of military force in solving existing crises, as well as the increasing global confron-
tation in the information domain. It argued that a challenge to international security 
is the weakness of the existing global and regional architecture, due to its predominant 
dependence on NATO, as well as the imperfection of existing instruments and mech-
anisms of international law. Many of these ideas were reflected in the earlier speech 
of President Vladimir Putin at the 2007 Munich Conference on Security Policy.12 This 
reference suggests the genuine connection between Russia’s ruling elites’ perceptions 
on defence and security and its national strategic documents, making the latter an 
informative and useful signalling device rather than a political convention or artefact.   

The 2009 Strategy solidified the tendency of switching from non-military strategic 
preferences of national development – economic, social, health, science – towards the 
prioritization of a military-centred national policy and the militarization of the Russian 
society. 

The Russia’s 2015 National Security Strategy13 represents an escalation in both Rus-
sia’s elites’ perceptions of the international environment and their preferences for re-
sponding to these. The document accused the United States and its allies opposing 
Russia’s efforts to integrate the post-Soviet area, alleging this was done by creating 
sources of tensions. It accused the US and EU of supporting the “anti-constitutional 
coup” in Ukraine, which, according to the Russian authors, sparked the armed conflict 
in that country. 

Russia’s state armaments programs 

Having suggested at the beginning of this section the few end states that are most 
preferred by the Russian military planners and policymakers, and reflecting on strate-
gic documents driving them, it is useful to also look at the defence and security de-
velopment actions, as the related evidence. A good starting point is to examine the 
Russian government’s so-called state armaments program (SAP), or how it is often 
referred in the Western literature – modernization and procurement programs.  

                                                 

 
12 The Administration of the Russian President, http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/24034, 
accessed on 29 January 2021.  
13 The Administration of the Russian president, http://static.kremlin.ru/me-
dia/acts/files/0001201512310038.pdf, acessed on 5 August 2022.   

http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/24034
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The first SAP was launched in 1996, covering the period of 1996-2005. Another SAP 
was launched in 2002, providing funding for arms procurement over the period until 
2010. While the Russian military requested RUB 7.5 trn ($242 bln, 2002 exchange 
rate), the government only provided RUB 2.5 trn ($80.6 bln). These programs were 
reportedly assessed as very ineffective and failing to deliver all the armament re-
quested by the military.14 It has been reported that the newly-appointed defence min-
ister Serdyukov once showed his frustration to his generals, saying “I don’t under-
stand why we spend on defence more than India, but our output is twice smaller”.15 
In fact, analysts suggested that Serdyukov was specifically selected to lead the Russian 
military due to the Kremlin’s irritation about the bottomless appetite of the Ministry 
of Defence, while it continuously failed to show improvements.16 This reveal the 
strong preoccupation of the Russian ruling elite with defence modernization even 
before the 2008 war against Georgia.   

Picture 1. Russia’s defence spending ($mil), 1992-2019. Source: SIPRI. 

Moreover, it is typically a specific policy objective that drives the necessity of im-
proved suitable tools (the need to launch a war leads to arming), not the sudden real-
ization that a tool is poorly developed (poor arming led to failed war, which led to the 
decision to re-arm). Arming is not a goal in itself, as it makes sense only with reference 
to the policy outcomes it could produce. To show this, let’s look at a simple example. 
Russia’s leaders were faced with multiple failures in important domestic policies – 
consider the allegedly high-priority national projects17 – but these did not lead to com-
parably-massive attempts to fix the problem. Therefore, it is more likely that a 
stronger driver for Russia’s consequent investments into its military tool were due to 

                                                 

 
14 “Gosusarstvennye Programmy Vooruzheniya Rossii. Dosje,” TASS.ru, 26 February 2018, 
https://tass.ru/info/4987920, accessed on 10 March 2021.  
15 Golts 2017, pp. 120–121 
16 Ibid, p. 119. 
17 See Maria Engqvist: “Why Russia’s National Projects Went Out in the Cold,” RUFS Briefing No.51, FOI, 
April 2021. 
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the realization by the Russian leadership, following the 2008 war, that armed coercion 
was a much more effective foreign policy tool than diplomatic talks.  

In fact, Sergey Karaganov of the Council on Foreign and Defence Policy – a think 
tank affiliated with the Russian government – argued that it was the increase of its 
military capabilities that allowed Russia to apply two powerful strikes to the West: the 
annexation of Crimea and Russian military involvement in Syria. These two, in Kara-
ganov’s understanding, played a key role in undermining the Western influence in 
global politics, economy and cultural domains.18  

Besides, the military modernization efforts were visible shortly before the 2008 war. 
In 2006 the Russian government provided another RUB 4.94 trn ($185 bln) for arms 
procurement over the period of 2007-2015. The intention of the SAP-2015 was to 
procure a range of military hardware, across the Russian defence and security sectors, 
with the following distribution of procurement and maintenance of military equip-
ment and armaments: Strategic Nuclear Forces and Space Forces – over 20%, Army 
– over 40%, Navy – about 15% and Air Force – about 20% of the related funding. 
Even though it may seem like Army receives priority, this is only the case following 
the start of Russia’s 2014 covert war against Ukraine. To see this, the following clari-
fications are very important. The rate of modern type of armaments in Russian stra-
tegic nuclear forces as part of its total equipment, along the estimations of SAP-2015, 
was supposed to achieve 60-80%, which was the highest in the Russian military. In 
other services this rate was estimated to be around 30-50% in that funding cycle.19 
The major systems that were procured included intercontinental ballistic missiles To-
pol-M (SS-27 Sickle), the air defence missile system S-400 (SA-21 Growler), mobile 
short-range ballistic missile systems Iskander (SS-26 Stone), and modern types of air-
crafts, tanks, armed vehicles and self-propelled artillery. It is clear that the Russian 
military’s priority was to advance the Army’s air defence and precision strike capabil-
ities, which is consistent with the listed five priorities of the Russian military develop-
ment.  

This is not surprising, since the Russian military analysts and professionals have been 
arguing along these lines already in 1990s, after observing and learning from the US 
military operations in Yugoslavia and Iraq. The focus was on high-precision, air-mo-
bile, long-range weapons, which Russians labelled “non-contact warfare”.20 In addi-
tion to these, Russian military professionals suggested the defence priorities of their 
country should be the reliance on nuclear weapons and the employment of nuclear 
deterrence of an external aggression.21 This combination of nuclear weapons, con-
ventional long-range precision strike, and strategic air defence was viewed as essential 
by the Russian military.22  

                                                 

 
18 Sergey Karaganov7: “Voennyi Faktor kak Osnova Geopolitiki,” Russia in Global Affairs, 4 May 2020, 
https://globalaffairs.ru/articles/voennyj-faktor-osnova-geopolitiki, accessed on 10 March 2021. 
19 “Gosudarstvennaya Programma Vooruzheniya: Chetyre Trilliona Rubley do 2015 Goda,” Natsional’naya 
Oborona, 2 May 2008, http://www.programs-gov.ru/news/2008_17.php, accessed on 3 March 2021.  
20 Vasiliy Zhiharskiy: “Beskontaktnye Voiny,” Nezavisimoe Voennoe Obozrenie,” 29 September 2000, 
https://nvo.ng.ru/wars/2000-09-29/2_war.html, accessed on 20 January 2021.  
21 Yurii Baluevskii (ed.): Voennaia Bezopasnost’ Rossiiskoi Federatsii v XXI Veke, Moscow: Center for Military-
Strategic Studies of the General Staff of the Russian Federation, 2004, p. 24. 
22 Clint Reach, Vikram Kilambi, and Mark Cozad: “Russian Assessments and Applications of the Correlation 
of Forces and Means,” RAND Research Report, RR-4235-OSD, 2020, p. 118. 
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However, the SAP-2015 had also underperformed, for a number of reasons. Many of 
the planned armament systems were not delivered and the next SAP was also meant 
to compensate that. For instance, during 2007-2011, only one brigade of Iskander 
ballistic missile system out of five planned was delivered.23 Just four of the planned 
18 S-400 regiments were received by the Russian military during this period, which 
indicates a shortage of 112 launch systems. The Navy received only 2 out of the 
planned 24 ships, the Air Force obtained only 22 out of the intended 116 aircrafts, 
and only 60 out of the expected 156 helicopters.  

It is no wonder that in 2010 the Russian government reviewed the program, and 
launched the SAP-2020, for the period from 2011 to 2020. Some RUB 19 trn ($597 
bln) were provided to fund this initiative. About half of these money was intended to 
go to the Navy and Air Force (25% and 24% respectively), to fund the procurement 
of eight nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines of the Borey class, eight Yasen-
class nuclear-powered cruise missile submarines, and over 50 surface ships that in-
clude 15 frigates and 35 corvettes.24 Air Force planned to get some 600 aircrafts, in-
cluding Su-35 and Su-34. Over 1000 helicopters have been planned for purchase. The 
Army received 15% of the budget and planned to get 2300 tanks, 2,000 artillery sys-
tems, 10 Iskander brigades, 56 regiments of S-400 air defence systems and 38 regi-
ments of the S-500 system. However, due to economic hardship and sanctions, by 
2018 only 55% of the envisaged RUB 19 trn were spent.25 In fact, already back in 
2013 the Russian military planned to postpone the procurement of some major 
weapon systems for the period after 2020, in particular due to the delays in deploy-
ment of the Borey-class submarines.26 Only half of the planned submarines were de-
livered by 2020.27  

The challenges were many, but the main point is that the planning for procurement 
did accurately reveal the preferences for the listed ranking of priorities, as reflected in 
Russia’s strategic documents. In 2021, the Russian military officials reported that the 
rate of modern equipment in the strategic nuclear forces reached 83%, in the Air and 
Space Forces – 75%, in the Navy it reached over 63%, while in the Army – 50%.28 
While there is very likely that some of these figures were exaggerated and included 
not new but modernized equipment, the numbers still tell a story about the intended 
logic of the modernization of the services of the Russian military. SAP-2020 contin-
ued to strengthen the Russian nuclear deterrence and the ability to withstand coercive 
actions by developing air defence, air superiority, and long-range strike capabilities. If 
Russia can be coerced to stop some of its foreign military operations, then it’s foreign 

                                                 

 
23 An SS-26 brigade reportedly consists of 16 mobile launch systems, each carrying two missiles, capable of 
using a nuclear warhead. Russian official sources claim that a salvo from a brigade (32 missiles) could oblite-
rate a division-size unit. See Izvestia, “Raketnoe Ob’edinenie: Brigadam ‘Iskanderov’ Uvelichili Ognevuju 
Moschi,” 16 December 2019, https://iz.ru/952462/aleksei-ramm-bogdan-stepovoi/raketnoe-obedinenie-
brigadam-iskanderov-uvelichili-ognevuiu-moshch, accessed on 10 March 2021.  
24 TASS.ru, 2018. 
25 Pavel Luzin: “Gosudarstvennaya Programma Vooruzheniy – 2027,” Riddle, 18 April 2018, 
https://www.ridl.io/ru/gosudarstvennaja-programma-vooruzheni, accessed on 10 March 2021.  
26 Kommersant, “Gosprogramma Vooruzheniy Ostaetsya na Sverhsrochnuju,” 23 May 2013, 
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/2194742, accessed on 5 January 2021.  
27 Izvestiya, “Na Plavu: Poluchit li Rossiyskiy Flot Atomnye Podlodki,” 26 June 2019, 
https://iz.ru/892758/ilia-kramnik/na-plavu-poluchit-li-rossiiskii-flot-atomnye-podlodki, accessed on 20 Feb-
ruary 2021.  
28 “Predvaritel’nye Itogi GPV-2020,” Radioelektronnye Tekhnologii, No.1, 2020, https://dfnc.ru/c106-tech-
nika/predvaritelnye-itogi-gpv-2020, accessed on 12 March 2021.  
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policy autonomy would be compromised. I argue that Russia expected some of its 
intended military actions might face resistance from the West and prepared to reduce 
it. Thus, this also revealed an initial stage of the preparation for regional conflicts.29 
To be more accurate, General Nikolay Makarov, the Chief of the Russia’s General 
Staff suggested that the potential conflicts Russia faced were in the proximity of the 
Russian borders in the Commonwealth of Independent States countries.30  

The new SAP-2027, aimed for the 2018-2027, have confirmed this shift. Partially, this 
could be explained by the fact that the top priority of protecting Russia’s ability to 
withstand strategic coercion has been materialized to a significant extent. The war 
against Ukraine, and the 2015 campaign in Syria indicated Russia that the West did 
not dare to confront Russia directly. Furthermore, these also suggested that boots on 
the ground are still necessary if the goal is to control terrain, or to create new favour-
able status quos. The latest military modernization program aims, apparently, at mili-
tary domination on the European continent. In addition to significant investments in 
Army and Air Force, this is suggested by the focus on anti-access and area denial 
(A2/AD) capabilities.31 The official framing of the RUB 19 trn ($288 bln, 2018 ex-
change rate) is that it will be used to address priorities such as nuclear deterrence, 
high-precision conventional weapons and the delivery of arms and equipment for 
conventional forces.32 The distribution of funding is declared to be balanced across 
the services, which would suggest that Army is advantaged, since its weapon systems 
are cheaper than for the rest of the services. Experts suggest that the military plans to 
prioritize the procurement of advanced tactical command and control systems, and 
the individual infantry combat system “Ratnik”, adapted for the Russian airborne 
forces.33  

The poor performance of the Russian military during its February 2022 invasion 
against Ukraine drew significant criticism of Russia’s military reform efforts. The Rus-
sia’s underperformance earlier this year has a few objective explanations. First, the 
investments into new and modern infantry weapons have been prioritized only lately, 
during the last funding cycles. This means that insufficient modern weaponry has 
been provided to the troops and that the new equipment has not been fully and ef-
fectively incorporated into a new Russian military operations concept and training. 
For instance, the ongoing war in Ukraine as well as the Russia’s reactions to drone 
attacks against its forces abroad indicate that Russia is only currently conceptualizing 
the use of unmanned air vehicles in warfare, as well as protection against them. Fur-
thermore, military investments into land forces have apparently not prioritized 
enough the troops training component, and it did not transfer into effective combat 
capabilities. The quality of individual training of the Russian soldiers is lacking. There-
fore, the increased number of military exercises Russia conducted did not transfer 
into higher quality combat performance of its land forces. It appears that the large 

                                                 

 
29 Yuriy Fedotov: “Gosudarstvenaya Programma Vooruzhenii-2020: Vlast’ i Promyshlennost’,” Index Bezopas-
nosti, Vol.19, No.4 (107), 2013, p. 43. 
30 Quoted in RAND Research Report, RR-4235-OSD, p. 118. 
31 Luzin, 2018.  
32 Kommersant, “U Trillionov Esti Dva Soyuznika – Armiya i Flot,” 18 December 2017, https://www.kom-
mersant.ru/doc/3500710?from=doc_vrez, accessed on 20 February 2021.  
33 Kommersant, “19 Trillionov Prinimajut na Vooruzhenie,” 15 November 2017, https://www.kommer-
sant.ru/doc/3467573, accessed on 12 February 2021.  
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number of strategic exercises were mostly used as a strategic signalling devise, at-
tempting to coerce or deter the West.  

Preliminary conclusions  

The prioritization of Russian military reform investments seems closely correlated 
with the performance of various branches of Russian Armed Forces. The Army was 
the most underfunded military branch, and it started to get relatively more funding 
after 2015, following Russian challenges in Ukraine. Given this, it is not surprising 
that, with the exception of its elite units, the Russian infantry underperformed, when 
facing an opponent that was ready to fight.  

Despite its initial failures, the Russian military has drawn important lessons from its 
military experience in Ukraine. Observers have identified that since its start of inva-
sion in Ukraine in February 2022, the Russian military has adjusted its operational 
stance and objectives at least three times, employing different approaches to warf-
ighting. The Russian military failed at achieving its main military objective – political 
decapitation of Ukraine – but was decisive and organized in conducting massive with-
drawals of troops, regrouping and repositioning. Consequently, the Russian military 
switched to strategic bombing, targeting critical infrastructure and other civilian tar-
gets, to coerce the political leadership in Kyiv (and its Western allies). In parallel, 
Russia transitioned to a defence-in-depth strategy, effectively hindering the Ukraine’s 
counter-offensive momentum. Along with its conventional military actions on the 
frontline, the Russian military launched an effective – albeit brutal – counter-insurgent 
strategy in occupied territories, involving extreme violence against civilians and mas-
sive displacement of population from Russia-controlled Ukraine’s territories, in what 
seems to be a strategic choice of Russian military leadership. 

The 2022 overt invasion of Ukraine has revealed better both the Russia’s military 
weak and strong sides. In addition to confirming the adaptability and learning capacity 
of the Russian military planners, the war experience suggests potential venues for the 
forthcoming Russian military reforms and modernizations. Russia is set to continue 
to build a stronger ground troops component of its armed forces, focusing on mo-
torized infantry, marines, and airborne forces. This implies Russia’s intent to continue 
aggressive military actions in its neighborhood, its expectations of a longer war in 
Ukraine, or both.  

The evolution of Russian military and security thinking, as reflected in its official stra-
tegic documents, combined with the Russian leadership’s view on modern war tends 
to reflect a degree of continuity. It provides a level of detail, betraying the elevated 
antagonism of Russia towards the West and its determination to acquire capabilities 
to establish strategic facts on the ground, which could reduce the influence and ability 
of the West to affect the post-Soviet area. Militarily, it puts emphasis on developing 
and maintaining a nuclear potential sufficient to deter its opponents, but also on cre-
ating a conventional military capability to be used for strategic containment.  

The Russian strategic posture, therefore, seem consistent with the intent to discourage 
major powers from interfering in Russian areas of interest by threatening the use of 
nuclear weapons; to use mobile armed forces to impose its will in regions of interests, 
in particular in post-Soviet area; and to develop sufficient heavy firepower conven-
tional capabilities to inflict costs against countries attacking its borders. Overall, 
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Russia seems to have a strategic posture that prioritizes coercive measures generally 
and its military tool of foreign policy, in particular.  

The expected increasing reliance of Russia on military coercion in its foreign policy 
demands an adaptation in EU’s current perceptions of Russia and its institutional 
responses. That shift towards coercion was exactly due to the fact that Russia failed 
to convince the EU accept its designs on issues of regional dominance and Russia’s 
domestic stability. Russia thus reverted to the strategy of creating facts on the ground 
that it favours, and then negotiate from the position of force. Its decision to overtly 
invade Ukraine in February 2022 is an example of this policy preference. A most ef-
fective response in preventing Russia from changing the status quo that is favourable 
to the EU, is by creating obstacles and costs towards Russia’s military operations. An 
example of an effective proactive response is the deployment by NATO of the En-
hanced Forward Presence in the Baltic States and Poland. These deployments serve 
as physical barriers, that are extremely costly to remove, as this would trigger a direct 
war with the West, which Russia is not ready to wage.  
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RUSSIAN CONCEPTS ON CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS AND 
MILITARY CULTURE 

Elisa Movtayeva  

he presentation by Elisa Movtayeva in the Russia Seminar 2024 can be found 
on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=77CC9BdPIps&list=TLPQMTIwNTI-
wMjTxxF0nHeXGGA&index=2 starting from 14:40. 

Introduction 

Russian military’s poor success during the invasion of Ukraine was a surprise to re-
searchers. This has led to a discussion about the need to improve the analyses to avoid 
the same mistakes again.1 To gain a better understanding of the issue, we will explore 
how scientific research in Russia has explained the relationship between the Russian 
military and society. 

Civil-military relations are never in a state of final good order. It is a constant process 
of interaction between the armed forces and civil society to search for the right bal-
ance. At the same time, maintaining control over the army to provide security is one 
of the most important tasks of the state.2 Despite this, the army always has the po-
tential to overthrow its civilian control. One of the main questions that remain is how 
to guard the guards.3  

In the Russian context, the civilian part is the weakest one. The power of leading the 
military is tightened to centralized civilian leadership – the president.4 The military is 
divided into several factions that compete for the favor of the president.5 Russian 
civil-military relations are deep in its strategic culture and are influenced by its impe-
rialist and Soviet legacies. It also has a long tradition of positioning itself as a great 
power.6  
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Relations https://carnegieendowment.org/politika/90266. 
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Picture 1. Impact of 
Diversity on the Civil-
Military Relationship 
by Charles M. Evans. 

 

 

 

The article uses concept analysis to outline the meanings of civil-military relations and 
military culture in Russian academic discussions.7 When analyzing Russian academic 
texts, precise word usage is crucial in extracting information. 

The historical development of different approaches 

In 1957, Samuel Huntington wrote a classic book on civil-military relations in the 
United States. He noted that the social landscape had been changed and that civil-
military relations needed to be aligned with social democratic values while ensuring 
national security.8 He was one of the first scholars to analyze Soviet civil-military re-
lations as well as other transitional states. From his perspective, the Soviet model of 
controlling the army meant that there was no autonomy for the military, and this 
represented a model of subjective control. During the Stalin era, the Red Army was 
politically controlled and unable to develop its professionalism.9  

From the end of the Second World War until the 1990s, many authoritarian states 
underwent a transition to democracy. The change had a broad impact on civil-military 
relations. Authoritarian regimes have transitioned towards democratic objective civil-
ian control. Following the fall of the USSR, Russia also embarked on its transitional 
era. Samuel Huntington saw good potential for establishing modern objective demo-
cratic civil-military relations in Russia in the 1990s, but the process turned inverse 
after the 2000s.10 There is a certain irony, that the ideas that support centralized state 
power take backward influence from thoughts expressed by Samuel Huntington in 
his book “Clash of Civilizations” published in 1998.11 

                                                 

 
7 Puusa, A. (2008): Käsiteanalyysi tutkimusmenetelmänä. Premissi 4, 2008. 
8 Huntington S. (1957): The Soldiers and the State. Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard.  
9 Castillo, J. J. (2014): Endurance and war, the national sources of military cohesion. Stanford University Press, pp. 
142–144. 
10 Huntington, S. P. (1995): Reforming civil-military relations. Diamond, L., Plattner, M. F., (1996): Civil-Military 
Relations and Democracy, The Johns Hopkins University Press and the National Endowment for Democ-
racy, pp. 3–11. 
11 Huntington, S. P. (1998): The clash of civilizations and the remaking of world order. Touchstone. 



                                                                                           

 

204 

Civil-military concepts 

There is an English CMR abbreviation that can be used for the civil-military relation-
ship. The term is well-settled in Western scientific discourse and covers the interac-
tion between society and the military. The thought of this interaction is developed in 
a democratic environment, so in the Russian context we must keep in mind, that it is 
used in transitional circumstances. Modern Russia in 2024 is nearer to an authoritarian 
state. Civil-military relations in democracies and authoritarian states are completely 
different.12 By analyzing Russian scientific discussion, we will notice how this shift 
happened in scientific discourse among Russian scholars.  

In Russian language, the term grazhansko-voennye otnoshenija referring to civil-military 
relations, is used in Russian texts at least in two ways. Besides its classic version, there 
is also voenno-grazhdanskie otnoshenija, which means military-civil relations. It is mostly 
about the interaction between the army and society. Voenno-grazhdanskie otnoshenija - 
military-civil relations is however the most popular expression, but it puts the military 
and the army in the first place. In the end of the 2020s, a more established version 
exists with the abbreviation GVO, which stands for Grazhdansko-voennye 
otnosheniya.13 

Many Russian scholars who study civil-military relations tend to rely on traditional 
theorists such as Samuel Huntington and Morris Janowitz. These theorists discuss the 
importance of democratic civilian control and the professionalization of the army. As 
a result, Russian scholars must explore the meaning of civil society in the Russian 
context. The term used to describe civil society is grazhdanskoe obshestvo - GO – civil 
society. A civil society is a topic of broad discussion among Russian scholars, yet they 
all agree that it does not exist. Civil society cannot be created by the legislature or 
from above. It required centuries of development and the establishment of institu-
tions that did not exist in Russia. Changes would also have needed to occur in the 
people themselves, which may have taken several generations. Civil society would also 
require distributions of power, independent parliament, local authorities enjoying the 
trust of the locals, and independent mass media. At least this was the required mini-
mum needed according to Russian sociologist Juri Levada.14  

The idea of civilian control is extensively introduced in Russian civil-military articles. 
It includes some strategic things like a high level of military professionalism, the sub-
ordination of the military to civilian political leaders, and the acceptance of political 
leaders of professionalism and autonomy for the military, when these issues are com-
pleted, the result is that the army stays away from politics.15 From Samuel Hunting-
ton’s point of view Russian civilian control in the 1990s was in better shape than it 
was in the Soviet Union. That was so, because of civilian influence on the army, better 

                                                 

 
12 Danilova, N. (2015): The Politics of War Commemoration in the UK and Russia. Palgrave Macmillan.  
13 Belozerov, V.K. (2017): The Development of The Practice and The Theory of Civil-Military Relations in 
Post-Soviet Russia. Outlines of global transformations: politics, economics, law. Center for Crisis Society 
Studies vol. 10(3). 
14 For example, cf. Ковалев (2016), Дзялошинский (2001), Певень (2009), Ольшевский (2015). 
15 For example, cf. Нечаев (2013), Ковалев (2016), Belozerov (2017), Danilova (2007). 
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transparency, and Duma’s supervision. There were also public debates over security 
and military issues.16 

Russian military transformations have in turn also brought some new expressions to 
Western academic world. One of such examples is the word “siloviki” - security offi-
cials whose power has grown since the 2000s. The term is not formally strict, but it 
describes that they have a right to use weapons.17 

Civil-military studies in Russia 

The initial Russian studies on civil-military relations were critical of American capital-
ist ideas. The scientific interest behind these studies was justified by the need to un-
derstand social changes occurring in the West. In these early works, Western civil-
military concepts were depicted as modern bourgeois ideologies of American society, 
and it was assumed that American civil-military relations had failed.18 

In the 1990s, Serebrjanniov and Derjugin introduced the concept of civil-military re-
lations in the field of military sociology. They emphasized the importance of civil 
control in its classic form. Civil control is considered necessary because no democracy 
can exist without the support of the military, which must be regulated. The issue was 
particularly critical during the shift from totalitarianism to democracy.19 Russian liter-
ature on civil-military relations was however limited when the first studies started in 
the 1990s. 20 Russian scholars began researching civil-military relations and military 
culture simultaneously. Their common aim was to restore the status of the army, but 
in the case of civil-military studies also to learn new democratic concepts.  

The Soviet period is a crucial subject in civil-military studies, as it provides valuable 
lessons from past mistakes. During the Soviet era, civil-military relations were not 
discussed as the government believed that the civil-military relations were stable, and 
the army was under the control of the party. Additionally, the Soviet system did not 
allow any room for an active and equal society or individual experts to emerge. Soviet 
society was heavily militarized, not just due to high military spending, but also because 
half of the population worked in the armed forces or cooperated with them. Military 
thinking dominated all aspects of society, and the whole society was modeled as an 
army seeking victory. Militancy was the foundation of official political ideology, which 
was reflected in the language used by propaganda, such as "party soldier," "struggle 
for the harvest," "labor front," and "unity of the army and the people." Although the 

                                                 

 
16 Huntington, S. P. (1995): Reforming civil-military relations; Diamond, L., Plattner, M. F., (1996): Civil-Military 
Relations and Democracy, The Johns Hopkins University Press, and the National Endowment for Democ-
racy, p. 8. 
17 Galeotti M. (2009): The politics of security in modern Russia. Ashgate, p. 54. 
18 Сидоренко А. (1988): Критический анализ американских социологических концепций "военно-
гражданских отношений" Автореферат диссертации на соискание ученой степени кандидата фило-
софских наук. 
19 Серебрянников В.В., Дерюгин, Ю.И.: Социология армии. Москва, 1996; Большая российская энцик-
лопедия. Институт социально-политических исследований РАН, p. 183. 
20 Renz, B. (2004): Excerpt from chapter 2 of PhD Thesis, Bettina Renz, ‘Civil-military relations in post-So-
viet Russia: the case of “military politicians”, The University of Birmingham, September 2004, p. 1. 
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centralized army system helped to solve some difficult social problems, theoretical 
questions about the role of the army remained unsolved.21 

During the final years of the USSR, the issue of reorganizing civil-military relations 
arose as the old social organizational models were collapsing. The possibility of losing 
control over the armed forces, who possessed nuclear weapons, was a danger. There 
was a potential that the army could become an independent political force. In re-
sponse, researchers began to search for new scientific solutions, and government and 
military institutions started to adapt to changing circumstances. Positive changes were 
made, such as the position of the minister of defense being legislated over the General 
Staff. The army became more open to society, and some expert activities and civil 
institutions related to security and defense matters were developed.22 

Research and academic discussion in the 2000s  

In May 2004, during his first presidential term, Vladimir Putin expressed the need to 
establish civil control over the armed forces, and people were expecting changes in 
this regard. However, over the next ten years, despite these words, no actual changes 
were made.23 The debates about civil-military relations continued. Scholars continued 
analyzing the mistakes made in the USSR and more Western works were introduced. 
Elena Trikilo, Ekaterina Stepanova, Ovrah, Kolesnichenko ja Peven’ discuss the mat-
ter by using the term voenno-grazhdanskie – military-civil relations.24 This expression 
emphasizes the military component. 

In the year 2000, some researchers were focused on restoring the army's readiness to 
carry out its defense duties and were looking for ways to find a balance between the 
army and society. Others discussed the Russian operations that were focused on hu-
manitarian and peacekeeping efforts, while some compared Russian civil-military re-
lations to those of the United States. The need for more transparency when dealing 
with the military budget, opening security questions to larger publicity, and increasing 
scientific participation were also important issues. The lack of openness in these mat-
ters was considered damaging to the public image.25 

Despite civil-military debates having taken place and a consensus being reached on 
their importance, no changes seem to have been made. In the latest academic discus-
sions, researchers express disappointment about society's apathy and mistrust towards 
the government and administration, while nostalgia still lingers. Among the old 

                                                 

 
21 Ольшевский В.Г. (2015): Государство - армия - общество: к адекватному пониманию гражданско-
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Post-Soviet Russia. Outlines of global transformations: politics, economics, law. Center for Crisis Society 
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типа — М.: «Права человека»; Оврах Г.П., (2007); Колесниченко К. Ю. (2007): Военно-гражданские 
отношения в Росии и США; Певень Л.В. (2008): Метогологические вопросы исследования военно-
гражданских отношений. 
25 Оврах Г. П. (2007); Колесниченко К. Ю. (2007): Военно-гражданские отношения в Росии и США, 
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unsolved problems, national security and stable civil-military relations continue to be 
the most important questions. Researchers agree that Russia has failed to establish the 
subjective control that was described by Huntington.26 The process of democratiza-
tion of civil-military relations in Russia reached its final stage by the middle of the first 
decade. However, since then, interest in civil-military relations has decreased and re-
search in this field has slowed down. Despite this, Russia still faces many theoretical 
and practical challenges related to civil-military relations that need to be addressed.27 
According to the latest civil-military analysis, there is an increasing allocation between 
the armed forces and the rest of society. With the upcoming presidential elections in 
the spring of 2024, the armed forces are not concerned with the election, while the 
civil political authorities are focused on calming the society and are not interested in 
military affairs. Unfortunately, there is no apparent solution to this dispute.28 

Concept of Military Culture 

The relationship between the military and society in Russia is studied through the lens 
of military culture, known as Voennaja kultura obshestva (VKO). This concept en-
compasses a broader range of military culture issues. By examining military culture, 
we can gain insight into how wars have impacted people's lives in Russia. Many texts 
on military culture, particularly newer ones, highlight traditional conservative values 
that have become relevant to modern cultural policy since 2024. Civilization ap-
proaches are also prominent in culturally oriented materials, with Samuel P. Hunting-
ton's civilization theory being a popular example.29 During the Soviet era, the military 
culture was not studied as an individual topic. However, after the 1990s, there was a 
growing need to investigate the impact of wars from a cultural perspective. Conse-
quently, a new concept of military culture was introduced into the scientific dis-
course.30  

Valery Greben'kov is a well-known expert on military culture. Most writers refer to 
his early works and use his definitions of military culture. According to his definition, 
military culture is made up of special parts of society's consciousness and culture that 
are linked to military-political institutions and processes. It encompasses the princi-
ples that guide military policy values and the armed forces, as well as the norms that 
ensure unity and interaction among institutions and organizations. These elements 
unify and integrate the entire military sector. Military culture also includes the military 
traditions of generations and other norms, ideas, concepts, and beliefs related to the 
defense system in general.31 Military culture, like political, economic, and legal culture, 
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has its unique characteristics and contradictions. It is important to harmonize these 
differences. Greben’kov has set a goal to unify the concept of military culture. He 
appreciates the University of Military Sciences and their experts in military culture 
matters. The university publishes regular works like “Rossijskij voennyj sbornik” – 
Russian military collection” that illustrate the history of military thinking and aims to 
bring the legacy of Russian military to the consciousness of the masses. These publi-
cations deal with military-theoretical questions and problems related to the army and 
its place in society.32 

Civil-military analysis is concerned with analyzing the interaction between society and 
the military to achieve harmony. Military cultural analysis focuses on the broader so-
ciological impact of wars on society. This perspective is more historical and often 
examines the long-term effects of conflicts. For instance, the works of Elena Sen-
yavskaya and Serebryannikov explore the long-term impact of wars.33 

The term "military culture" is a complex concept that requires a precise definition. 
Russian scholars have discussed its meaning and have proposed that it consists of two 
parts. The first part is specific to the army, while the second one encompasses the 
broader consciousness of society. According to Greben'kov, military culture is most 
visible during times of war but fades into the background during peacetime. 
Danil'chenko and Grishina argue that memorials and other events related to social 
remembrance are a constant part of people's everyday lives. They also suggest that 
having a status in the armed forces does not necessarily indicate loyalty to military 
culture. They advise against dividing words to avoid creating new problems in under-
standing them. 

The remembrance and representation of history is a crucial theme in military-cultural 
approaches. Grebenkov emphasizes that the government and society have an im-
portant responsibility in reconstructing and strengthening history. This is why the 
study of military culture is essential. From his perspective, Russian military culture is 
highly regarded because it has successfully defeated all invaders.34 

Many military culturalists study Soviet history, but they often have their perspective. 
They are not only interested in learning from past mistakes in establishing military-
society relationships but also want to demonstrate how wars have gradually militarized 
Russia since the 20th century. The characteristics of a fighter have become common 
among citizens, and there have been both positive and negative effects. Senjavskaja 
introduced a psychological term, "chelovek vojujushij" which describes a person as a 
fighting man. The impact of wars extends beyond the military organizations and af-
fects society during preparation, war, and long after it ends.35 
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The differences in Russian civil-military and military cultural     
approaches 

A question about civil-military relations remains crucial to Russian national security. 
Discourse and research on civil-military issues in Russia have decreased towards the 
end of the 2020s. The classic theories aimed to establish a connection between the 
armed forces and social society, with power being distributed in a balanced manner. 
A key component of this was the emergence of civil society in the early 1990s, but 
unfortunately, this possibility did not materialize.36 Academic discussions on the mil-
itary culture in Russia align with the country's broader cultural narrative. In the late 
2020s, Russia shifted towards conservativism due to the weakening of old ideological 
projects and the failure to establish democratically led systems. This new conserva-
tivism is a complex process that involves emphasizing national cultural identity and 
confronting globalization and liberalism.37 

The military cultural analysis examines the impact of wars on Russian history and 
society from a broader historical perspective. It also illustrates how military culture 
still exists in various areas of everyday life. In terms of civil-military relations, the 
1990s were a time of social crisis as the old regime and structures collapsed. However, 
this period also had the potential for establishing something new, such as civil society 
and a harmonious civil-military relationship. Therefore, in classic civil-military think-
ing, this was a time of new opportunities. 

The crisis that took place in the 1990s is often discussed in terms of military culture. 
However, particular attention is given to the changes that occurred in the state military 
culture during this period. These changes have had a profound impact on Russian 
society, but in recent years there have been efforts to strengthen national culture. 
From a military cultural perspective, the centralization of state power has been viewed 
as a positive development. Military cultural experts aim to make the concept more 
universal to strengthen the national identity and reduce foreign influences. By empha-
sizing patriotism, writers with a military cultural focus seek to instill military values in 
people. There is a special emphasis on patriotic education in various forms.38 

In the 2000s, there were discussions about restructuring the army to adopt a profes-
sional model and reduce the number of conscripts.39 This was thought to increase the 
professionalism of the army. The appointment of civil defense ministers was seen to 
actualize civil-military theories. However, these steps slowed down in the mid-

                                                 

 
исследований. Вестник Балтийского федерального университета им. И. Канта. Серия: Гуманитарные 
и общественные науки. 
36 For example, cf. Belozerov, V.K.  (2017): The Development of The Practice and The Theory of Civil- Mili-
tary Relations in Post-Soviet Russia. Outlines of global transformations: politics, economics, law. Center for 
Crisis Society Studies vol. 10(3); Шамиев, K. (2023): Как и зачем реформировать гражданско-военные 
отношения, Рефорум 2023.; Балашов А.И. (2014): Армия как социальный индикатор, Мир России. 
37 Kivinen, M. & Humphreys, B. (2021): Russian Modernization a New Paradigm, Routledge. 
38 For example, cf. Гребеньков, В.Н. (2009): Методологический потенциал концепта Военная культура 
общества в исторических и политических исследованиях. Методологические проблемы гуманитарных 
исследований. Вестник Балтийского федерального университета им. И. Канта. Серия: Гуманитарные 
и общественные науки; Данильченко, С.А & Гришина, Е.С. (2022): К вопросу о понятии «военная 
культура». Дискуссионная трибуна. Военная мысль No 2, 2022; Коротенко А.В. (2014): 
Трансформации военной культуры современной российской армии: культурологический анализ.; 
Романова Е.Н. (2008): Военная культура и ее основные характеристики. 
39 Eichler, M. (2011): Militarizing Men Gender, Conscription, and War in Post-Soviet Russia, Stanford Uni-
versity press, p. 12. 
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2010s.40 In military circles, there is criticism of the arrival of capitalist principles. The 
army is expected to remain separate from the general capitalist development. It is 
believed that the soldiers' ideological values should revolve around their willingness 
to defend the interests of society selflessly, even at the expense of their health and 
lives. Pursuing self-interest is against the values that a soldier should uphold, and the 
idea of a paid professional army is viewed as unpatriotic.41  

One of the main goals of civil-military thinking was to create a professional army with 
its autonomy. From a military cultural perspective, the bond between the army and 
society lies in patriotism, history, and a sense of duty. In this view, citizens are ex-
pected to be loyal to the army, and the existence of a true civil society is considered 
secondary. The common interest is the main priority, so censorship is often seen as 
necessary.42 

Experts in civil-military relations have discussed how to implement Samuel Hunting-
ton's theories on democratic control. However, some military scholars, such as An-
drey Korotenko, prefer Huntington's ideas on civilization theories. Korotenko be-
lieves that Russian military cultural identity is at risk due to modernization and con-
sumerism. Former socialist states, especially, are vulnerable because they have lost 
their traditional socialist values. He argues that the existence of the military is threat-
ened in a modern consumer society, and ensuring the status of military culture is a 
challenging task. The army is expected to become part of the service industry, provid-
ing security services to the state.43 There is an intention to emphasize national cultural 
identity and confront Western-oriented globalization in the broader cultural context 
of Russia. 

Over the past two decades, the Russian military has undergone significant changes in 
its civil-military and military cultural approaches. After the collapse of the USSR, there 
were attempts to introduce more democratic ideas, but these reforms failed to achieve 
their intended goals. As a result, interest in adopting new ways of managing the armed 
forces diminished, creating space for the resurgence of nationalistic ways of thinking. 
This old-new approach relies on a conservative understanding of history and old So-
viet values. However, conservative thinking does not seem to offer solutions to old 
problems, and the unfavorable war in Ukraine is strengthening tensions between the 
military and society. 
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PATRIOTIC AND NATIONALIST ORIENTATIONS IN RUSSIAN 
SOCIETY  

Ieva Berzina 

he presentation by Ieva Berzina in the Russia Seminar 2024 can be found on 
the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=77CC9BdPIps&list=TLPQMTIwNTI-
wMjTxxF0nHeXGGA&index=2 starting from 58:10. 

Abstract 

Patriotism and nationalism are two related but distinct forms of national attachment. 
The academic literature tends to draw a line between love of one's country, which 
emphasizes democratic values and respect for other nations in contrast to stressing 
superiority over other countries (Adorno et al., 1969, p. 107; Blank & Schmidt, 2003; 
Davidov, 2009; Druckman, 1994; Feshbach, 1987; Kosterman & Feshbach, 1989; 
Schatz et al., 1999). Both extremes of national attachment are present within each 
concept. This presentation differentiates patriotism as a love of one's country, which 
respects other countries' national identity and sovereignty. In contrast, nationalism is 
defined as a sense of superiority over other nations, which allows military aggression 
against them. In general, the rhetoric of Russian officials is in line with such differen-
tiation of concepts because it characterizes the concept of nationalism as extremely 
harmful while emphasizing the patriotic upheaval of Russian society. For example, 
Putin has said that "nationalism is hatred of other peoples, and patriotism is love for 
one's Motherland" (Kremlin, 2016).  

However, the Russo-Georgian war, the illegal annexation of Crimea, and the hybrid 
and full-scale warfare launched against Ukraine indicate Russia's aggressiveness to-
wards neighboring countries, leading to an assumption that Russian officials substi-
tute the concepts – what they describe as Russian patriotism, in fact, is an aggressive 
form of nationalism. From the point of view of the security of the neighboring coun-
tries, it is essential to understand to what extent nationalism is characteristic not only 
of the Russian elite but also of the society, which would be an indicator of the demand 
for an aggressive foreign policy in the long term.  

The presentation will address a research question – to what extent is Russian society 
patriotic or nationalist according to the proposed theoretical differentiation of the 
concepts? The research question will be answered by studying the secondary data. 
The author will analyze the data of the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) 
National Identity surveys conducted in 1995, 2003, and 2013 and other data and stud-
ies on Russian nationalism (Dubin, 2014; Kolstø & Blakkisrud, 2016; Kuzio, 2022; 
Laruelle, 2008, 2018; Miller, 2007; Pain, 2009; 2015; Petuhov & Barash, 2014; Tish-
kov, 2007; Tuminez, 2000). The data will allow us to estimate patriotic and nationalist 
orientations of Russian society from the longitudinal and comparative perspective 
before the increase of repressions, making it difficult to conduct reliable sociological 
surveys in Russia. 

T 
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WICKED PROBLEMS: POLICY STUDIES PERSPECTIVE ON 
RUSSIA’S MILITARY PERFORMANCE  

Kirill Shamiev 

he presentation by Kirill Shamievin the Russia Seminar 2024 can be found on 
the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nr4KG1mtKvc&t=434s starting from 

3:15:30. 

Abstract 

The full-scale invasion of Ukraine by the Russian armed forces had a profound impact 
on the perception of the Russian military. Despite formidable technical capabilities, 
Russia's military performance was perceived as lacking in strategic, operational, and 
tactical aspects that prevented Moscow from achieving overwhelming dominance in 
Ukraine. Surprising many analysts, the Russian military failed to adequately prepare 
for the invasion and exploit its comparative advantages over the Ukrainian armed 
forces. However, as the conflict progressed, the Russian military demonstrated vary-
ing degrees of tactical, operational, and strategic adaptability, indicating an ongoing 
institutional learning process. Barring a change in Russian leadership, Moscow will 
likely seek to rebuild and upgrade its military capabilities in line with its official war-
mongering narratives and skyrocketing defense expenditures.  

In this presentation1, I focus on exploring the intangible factors that Moscow could 
address to significantly influence Russia's military modernization during a ceasefire or 
after the war with Ukraine. By drawing on the literature on 23 years of defense poli-
cymaking in Putin's Russia, incorporating insights from my previous PhD research 
interviews, and analyzing data on Russia's current military problems, I identify the 
most and least likely areas for improvement in the Russian military. This qualitative 
study examines the institutional and political steps the Kremlin will likely take to re-
pair its damaged but still dangerous military. By addressing these factors, the study 
seeks to shed light on the potential paths to improving Russia's military capabilities in 
a post- or frozen conflict environment and to inform Western defense policymaking 
toward Russia.  
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RUSSIAN MILITARY ADAPTATIONS IN THE UKRAINE       
CONFLICT (2022-?): DEALING WITH THE COMPLEXITY OF 
MODERN WARFARE  

Marina Miron and Rod Thornton 

he presentation by Marina Miron and Rod Thornton in the Russia Seminar 
2024 can be found on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nr4KG1mtKvc starting from 3:45:45. 

Introduction 

With the growing threat of major inter-state warfare over the past decade or so, the 
militaries of several NATO states, most notably the United States and the United 
Kingdom, have been developing a new operational concept; namely, multi-domain 
operations (MDO).1 This is a concept that is now also fully evident at the NATO 
level.2 The basic idea behind the notion of MDO is to enhance the conduct of warf-
ighting by improving the coordination of operational activities across all domains – 
air, land, sea, space and cyber.3 Such coordination can go so far as to generate syner-
gies which will, theoretically, translate into greater battlefield effect – notably, where 
NATO is concerned, against the increasingly sophisticated and powerful militaries of 
the peer-state or near-peer state adversaries of Russia, China and Iran.4 However, in 
trying to generate the effect that the MDO concept promises, it is generally accepted 
that operational-level ‘modern warfare’ (the term used in this paper) has become a 
more complex enterprise. What happens on actual battlefields (the concentration of 
this paper) is deemed now to be more of a holistic, interactive endeavour than it has 
ever been. New thinking, new frameworks, new structures and new equipment are 
seen as necessary in order to ensure that this complexity is shaped to NATO forces 
best advantage.  

In particular, effective MDO require new technologies. It is their introduction to and 
embedding within existing operational modalities that is perhaps the major factor 

                                                 

 
1 See, for instance, United States Training and Doctrine Center, ‘TRADOC Pamphlet 525-3-1, The U.S. 
Army in MultiDomain Operations 2028’, 6 December 2018, https://adminpubs.tradoc.army.mil/pam-
phlets/TP525-3-1.pdf; Development, Concepts and Doctrine Centre, Multi-Domain Integration Joint Concept 
Note 1/20, United Kingdom Ministry of Defence, 2020, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/me-
dia/6579c11a254aaa000d050c6e/20201112-ARCHIVE_JCN_1_20_MDI_Official.pdf; Maj. Gen. Herzi 
Halevi: ‘Multi-Domain Defense: Maj. Gen. Herzi Halevi’, Dado Center Journal, 1 October 2020, 
https://www.idf.il/en/mini-sites/dado-center/vol-28-30-military-superiority-and-the-momentum-multi-year-
plan/multi-domain-defense-maj-gen-herzi-halevi/. 
2 See, NATO, ‘Multi-Domain Operations in NATO – Explained’, NATO, 5 October 2023, 
https://www.act.nato.int/article/mdo-in-nato-explained/.  
3 Jack Watling: ‘European Allies in US Multi-Domain Operations’, Royal United Services Institute, 23 September 
2019. https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/occasional-papers/european-allies-us-multi-
domain-operations; Davis Ellison and Tim Weijs: ‘Empty Promises? A Year Inside the World of Multi-Do-
main Operatioins’, War on the Rocks, 22 January 2024. https://warontherocks.com/2024/01/empty-prom-
ises-a-year-inside-the-world-of-multi-domain-operations/.  
4 US TRADOC, ‘TRADOC Pamphlet 525-3-1’, p. vi-vii. 
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driving complexity. Obviously, new weapons systems are prevalent here; ones that 
are allowing for the more efficient degrading/destruction of targets over ever greater 
distances and with ever greater precision. That said, probably the major element in 
the increasing complexity is in how new ways of acquiring and applying information 
are utilised.5 Information technologies are now being introduced that feed into and 
enhance battlefield C4ISR capabilities. These not only allow for the enhanced com-
mand and control (C2) of force elements but also, and importantly, a shortening of 
the sensor-shooter link or ‘kill chain’ – a key factor in any effective MDO.  

NATO militaries (particularly those of the U.S. and UK), even though intent on re-
fining the MDO concept, have not as yet had the chance to put their ideas to the test 
in a major combat situation. The Russian military, however, certainly has. It has been 
putting into actual practice its own version of what in western militaries are referred 
to as MDO.6 In Russian military parlance such a concept is referred to as mnogosfernye 
operatsii (lit. multi-sphere operations). For this military, of course, the complexity of 
modern warfare has been very much in evidence during its major combined-arms 
invasion of Ukraine that began on 24 February 2022.  

This paper is concerned with examining specific aspects of this ‘special military oper-
ation’ to see where the Russian military might be said to have made its most significant 
operational-level adaptations in light of its prior preparation for such an MDO. The 
paper will concentrate on what may be seen as the core element of battlefield complex-
ity within any MDO – namely, C4ISR and the associated sensor-to-shooter link. It is 
seen to be the case that the better integrated the various elements that feed into these 
important facets of MDO then the greater the degree of efficiency produced and that 
of complexity concomitantly reduced. Complexity acts as a drag on efficiency. This 
paper, given constraints of space, largely concentrates on issues within the Land do-
main and indicates the degree to which the Russian military has tried, both before and 
during the war in Ukraine, to create a better integration of systems that enhance 
C4ISR and sensor-to-shooter capabilities.  

In terms of structure, the paper begins with a review of the Russian military’s attempts 
to improve its mnogosfernye operatsii over recent years. It then goes on to briefly look at 
how the improvements were operationalised and then reviews how adaptation oc-
curred as the 2022 war in Ukraine progressed. The principal question to be answered 
here is, to what degree was this military a ‘learning organisation’? This research pre-
dominantly makes use of primary sources in Russian and Ukrainian, supplemented by 
English language ones. 

Preparing for multi-domain operations 

As with their NATO counterparts, in recent years Russian analysts both within the 
military and those related to it have been wrestling with the issue of enhancing the 
integration of the various systems that act to produce battlefield effect. The Russian 
observers see, basically, that greater degrees of integration can, of course, reduce 

                                                 

 
5 Harri Raisio, Alisa Puustinen & Jaakko Jäntti: ‘“The Security Environment has Always Been Complex!”: the 
Views of Finnish Military Officers on Complexity’, Defence Studies, 20:4 (2020), p. 392, 
https://doi.org./10.1080/14702436.2020.1807337.     
6 See, for instance, Valerii Gerasimov: ‘Genshtab Planiruyet Udary’, Voenno-Promyshlennyi Kur’er 9:772 (March 
2019). 
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complexity. As Vorobyev and Kiselev put it, modern warfare is ‘no longer a battle of 
two or three types of troops on each side, but a fairly large-scale armed clash of multi-
branch and multifunctional combat systems covering ground, sea, air, space and ae-
thereal space.’7 How these ‘systems’ function to their best advantage in a coordinated 
– if not, indeed, synergistic – fashion is noted as being at the heart of what might be 
seen as combat advantage. The Chief of the General Staff, General Valerii Gerasimov 
sees, indeed, the various systems working together as one overall system – the ulti-
mate, if largely aspirational, aim of MDO thinking. For Gerasimov, the goal is the 
creation of a ‘unified system of integrated forces and means of reconnaissance, de-
struction and command and control of troops and weapons’ based fundamentally on 
new information and communication technologies.8  

In seeking to achieve the goals of integration set out, there has, in recent years, been 
much intellectual capital expended, much investment made, and much training con-
ducted by the Russian military. This is especially so since 2008 and the war with Geor-
gia. It was this war that set in train a significant military modernisation process. At the 
heart of this process may be seen to be two particular dynamics. The first is a move 
away from the use of massed firepower to achieve tactical advantage and rely more 
on precision-strikes; or what the Russian refer to as the ‘reconnaissance-fire complex’ 
(razvedyvatel’no-ognevoi kompleks - or ROK). The second dynamic, and very much linked 
to the first, is to improve the C4ISR and network-centric warfare (setetsentricheskaya 
voina) capabilities of the Russian armed forces.9 This is in order not just to improve 
the ROK but also to improve overall combat effectiveness. ‘Integration’ was seen to 
be key here.10 There was a definitive striving for Gerasimov’s ‘unified system’.11 

In large part, the ultimate aim was for the Russian military to adopt the processes, 
structures, and technologies that the U.S. armed forces were employing in their own 
MDO activities. But direct mimesis, though, and as all Russian analysts understood, 
would be difficult. Developing and then procuring similar technologies to those that 
the U.S. military had available was going to take a long time; as was embedding the 
cultural attributes in Russian service personnel (such as initiative-taking) that were 
evident in U.S. and NATO personnel and which were pivotal to the efficient func-
tioning of any highly integrated C4ISR network.12 Human decision-making was still a 
large part of the C4ISR process (although Russian analysts have been looking to AI 
to take a role here).13 Nonetheless, despite the hindrances, improvements have 
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become evident. Large-scale exercises from roughly 2010 onwards began to introduce 
and test improved Russian C4ISR capabilities and these did go some way to creating 
better integration within the domains – especially that of Land – and between them.14 
In terms of the Land domain, there are three particular facets that have a vital bearing 
on battlefield effect: the reconnaissance-fire complex, drone aircraft and electronic 
warfare (EW). In terms of development, is on these three that this paper will concen-
trate. 

Reconnaissance-fire complex (ROK) 

This complex dates from the Soviet era and is a means of creating a link between 
technologies that gather intelligence data and then for onward delivery to fire-control 
centres and beyond to the artillery units. It is designed to shorten the sensor-to-
shooter time. It fundamentally relies on C4ISR capabilities. Improving these has been 
one of the main goals of the whole modernisation push in recent years: ‘Moscow [has] 
placed C4ISR capability and the introduction of network-centric approaches to war-
fare at the epicentre of its Armed Forces modernisation drive since 2008’.15 The com-
plex has latterly been enhanced by the introduction of the Strelets system of battlefield 
management. This is a man-portable piece of technology that can link reconnaissance, 
command and control and artillery assets.16 Another recent addition has been the in-
corporation into the arrangement of Orlan-30 drones as a principal reconnaissance 
asset.17 In time, it is perceived that AI will perform a significant role within the ROK 
and remove any delay cause by human decision-making.18 

Drone aircraft (RPAS) 

The 2008 war with Georgia highlighted for the Russian military the need for drones 
in modern warfare. It lacked them.19 There then thus began been significant invest-
ment in developing uncrewed aerial vehicles (UAVs) and uncrewed combat aerial ve-
hicles (UCAVs). Collectively, and in contemporary parlance, these are referred to as 
remotely piloted aircraft systems (RPAS). Whether acting as ‘sensors’ – surveilling or 
gathering intelligence – as communications links, or even as actual ‘shooters’, RPAS 
have been seen as vital to Russian enhancement of not just to the quality of its C4ISR 
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capabilities but also to its ability to deliver ordnance onto targets most efficiently.20 
There has been therefore, considerable development of RPAS for the armed forces 
since 2008.21 

Electronic warfare  

A focus on the use of EW is of particular importance to the Russian military. When 
looking at Russian sources related to this issue of enhancing mnogosfernye operatsii, a 
distinct emphasis is apparent that is lacking in NATO thinking about MDO. This is 
that the Russian military is seeking to disrupt and degrade NATO’s MDO just as 
much as it is seeking to enhance its own. C4ISR capabilities rely on the fact that the 
various links between the relevant systems are not interfered with. The drive for en-
hanced C4ISR thus has to factor in that the links need to be protected from the ne-
farious activities of the adversary. As such, there will be a competition evident: adver-
saries will compete to protect their own links whilst also attempting to disrupt, de-
grade and destroy the C4ISR links of the opponent. This competition is a major factor 
in modern warfare. But given that NATO C4ISR is decreed to be so much better than 
that available to the Russian military – and hence that NATO can engage in MDO 
that are more efficient22 – then it is clearly in the Russian military’s interests to engage 
heavily in electronic warfare (EW) capabilities that can disrupt NATO C4ISR links. 
Thus EW development has been a specific focus of attention in Russian military writ-
ings.23 Gerasimov has been a particular proponent and envisages a Russian arrange-
ment of EW capabilities that can itself be integrated into a single system to generate 
maximum effect.24 In 2019, the head of the Russian Centre for Political-Military Stud-
ies, Colonel Anatoli Tsyganok, summed up the importance that should be attached to 
EW, saying that, ‘EW is becoming the main element of information warfare and an 
integral part of combat operations.’ He claimed that a lack of control of the electro-
magnetic spectrum would mean actual ‘defeat’ for Russia in any major conflict.25 

The result of this emphasis that the Russian military has placed on EW has led to this 
being perhaps the only area – in terms of military technologies – where those of Russia 
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could be seen as superior to those of the US/NATO.26 Theoretically, Russian EW 
assets represent a threat. They are numerous and their capabilities appear superficially 
to be quite profound. As one Western analyst argues: ‘Russian EW assets are present 
in every domain including land, sea, air, space, and cyber and can be used simultane-
ously.’27 

Field-testing in Syria 

Much of the embedding in Russian operations of all the above elements – the recon-
naissance-fire complex, the RPAS and the EW assets – has been practiced and trained 
for assiduously in major military exercises within Russia in recent years. There have 
been noted teething problems, mostly associated with the technologies themselves, 
but also with a lack of personnel skilled enough to operate them.28 They have also 
been field-tested in the operational zone of Syria, where Russian troops were first 
deployed in 2015.29 Here, the actual testing of the whole mnogosfernaya operatisiya con-
cept was very much a goal. As the Chief of General Staff, General Valerii Gerasimov 
put it, ‘[t]he role of military strategy [in Syria] was to plan and coordinate joint military 
and non-military actions of the Russian group of troops (forces)’.30 

In Syria, Russian forces were able to make a number of operational and tactical re-
finements, not least, to C4ISR capabilities, the reconnaissance-fire complex (ROK) and 
also to the associated reconnaissance-strike complex. But it should be remembered that 
there were very few Ground Forces assets present in Syria. Exercises were mostly con-
cerned with testing coordination between Special Forces and the Russian Aerospace 
Forces (VKS) in terms of generating precision strikes.31 

As far as EW assets were concerned, a range was utilised – including the Krasukha-4 
and the R-330Zh Zhitel. These were used to protect Russian bases, especially the 
airbase at Khmeimim, from ISIS drone and missile attack. As well as providing for 
guidance-jamming, these systems also created so-called ‘radio-electronic “mirages”’ 
that presented incorrect targets to ISIS drones.32 But with the environment in Syria 
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being a relatively permissive one for Russian forces, given the nature of the opposi-
tion, Russian EW assets were obviously not tested to their fullest.33  

Initial problems in the invasion of Ukraine  

At first, of course, the Russian invasion of Ukraine that began in February 2022 did 
not go well for Moscow. The operation did not run as had been envisaged on the 
actual battlefield. But it could be argued that a major combined arms operation was 
not designed to be necessary; the ‘special military operation’ was, it seems, only sup-
posed to last a few days.34 The initial (and failed) ‘de-capitation’ coup de main attack 
against the Kyiv government was one that was in part designed to avoid all of the 
complexity of running a major multi-domain operation. But once it had failed, the 
Russian armed forces groupings, who, it seems, only appeared to be ready to move in 
to Ukraine as mere occupation troops, now had to engage in an opposed interven-
tion.35 What became clear then was that these forces had not trained or practiced 
enough to engage in the complexity of effective combined arms manoeuver warfare.36 
Infantry, armour and artillery did not work well together.37 Coordination with VKS 
aircraft and even with dedicated Army aviation assets was also lacking.38 Logistics 
back-up was no more than rudimentary.39 It also quickly became evident that there 
were severe problems in terms of C3. Systems, such as the new unified automated 
digital communications system (OATsSS), which had been delivered in 2018, seemed 
to make no difference.40 Some Strelets systems were often, according to reports, 
simply left in their boxes because few personnel knew how to work them.41 There 
was also, and despite the prior emphasis on them, a lack of RPAS for both battlefield 
reconnaissance and for precision targeting by both artillery and aviation assets. EW 
assets were not having much influence either. Their lack of effect was a ‘puzzling 
failure’.42  

The systems that were supposed to reduce the complexity of modern warfare by en-
hancing C4ISR capabilities (including aiding precision-strike) and also those designed 
to stymie (using EW) those of the adversary, were either not present or were not being 
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Poluchit Obyedenyonnuyu Sistemu Zifrovoi Svyazi’, Ria Novosti, 19 October 2018, 
https://ria.ru/20181019/1531013517.html. 
41 Blair Battersby: ‘Russia Addressing Missing Links in Kill Chain’, Red Diamond, Tradoc G-2 Newsletter, 12 Jan-
uary 2024, https://oe.tradoc.army.mil/2024/01/12/tradoc-russia-addressing-missing-links-in-kill-chain/. 
42 Bryan Clark: ‘The Fall and Rise of Russian Electronic Warfare’, IEEE Spectrum, 30 July 2022, 
https://spectrum.ieee.org/the-fall-and-rise-of-russian-electronic-warfare. 
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used correctly. The fact that they were not led, at least in some part, to massive Rus-
sian losses.43  

Wars, of course, are not fought in a vacuum. The fact that the invasion did not run 
smoothly has, in part, to be put down to the quality of opposition. But the Russian 
side was the principal architect of its own problems. There had patently been a lack 
of planning and preparation for an actual opposed invasion. The Russian armed 
forces were just not ready to conduct their mnogosfernuyu operatisiyu.44 After all the prior 
intellectual guidance, all the procurement of technologies, all the training of personnel 
and all the major exercises across several years, including in Syria, better results should 
have been expected.  

Adaptations   

However, after its initial failings, the Russian military did start to improve the use of 
the three major influences on its mnogosfernye operatsii highlighted earlier – the ROK, 
RPAS and EW. In part, this may be put down to the more static phase of the war that 
began around October 2022. The more stable situation, lacking the dynamism of the 
initial war of movement, appeared to allow for a more considered approach to be 
taken to how these three influences could be enhanced to create better effect. The 
Russian military learnt from its initial mistakes.45 

The obvious major adaptation made to the overall Russian operations in Ukraine was 
actually to put one person in charge of it all. In October 2022, a single commander 
for the ‘special military operation’ against Ukraine was appointed. General Sergei 
Surovykin, once in situ, created, importantly, a unity of effort. He vastly improved 
basic command and control procedures and established a common effort across the 
various fronts.46 Land and Air domains began to work better together. Surovykin’s 
switch, moreover, to a ‘grinding down’ of the enemy as opposed to the earlier at-
tempted swift advances appeared to suit Russian capabilities. Such an attritional ap-
proach involved less complexity as less of the intricacies of offensive combined arms 
manoeuvre warfare were necessary.47  

These factors aside, there were notable improvements made in regard to the ROK, 
RPAS and EW influences.  

Reconnaissance-fire complex 

With VKS strike aircraft largely not being risked in the intense GBAD environment, 
it fell to artillery to provide the principal fire support for Russian troops on the ground 

                                                 

 
43 Vasily Kashin: ‘Na Chuzhikh Oshybkakh? Real’nye Uroki SVO dlya Kitaya I Ikh Posledstviya’, Rossiya v 
Globalnoi Politike, 19 December 2022,  https://globalaffairs.ru/articles/na-chuzhih-oshibkah/. 
44 Watling and Reynolds: ‘Meatgrinder: Russian Tactics in the Second Year of Its Invasion of Ukraine’; 
Ichaso: ‘Russian Air Force’s Performance in Ukraine’. 
45 Watling and Reynolds: ‘Meatgrinder: Russian Tactics in the Second Year of Its Invasion of Ukraine’. 
46 Mick Ryan: ‘Russia’s Adaptation Advantage’, Foreign Affairs, 5 February 2024, https://www.foreignaf-
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(as Russian doctrine had traditionally always envisaged48). And with time, advances 
were made in the delivery of artillery support. The overarching adaptation was struc-
tural. By November 2023, new artillery brigades had been created, equipped with re-
activated long range 203mm 2S7 Pion (or 2S7M Malka) self-propelled howitzers and 
2S4 Tulpan 240mm mortars. The aim of such brigades was largely to make disruptive 
strikes on Ukrainian forces in their rear.49 But these legacy pieces were not just being 
trundled to the front in haphazard fashion. They were being deployed now with new 
technologies that enhanced their capabilities. Targeting procedures were improved 
through better reconnaissance-related assets, including radar, acoustic and especially 
RPAS,50 which ‘resulted in much closer integration of multiple UAVs directly sup-
porting commanders authorised to apply fires.’51 New equipment such as the Penicil-
lin acoustic-thermal artillery reconnaissance system also began to make a difference.52 
Sensor-to-shooter times were markedly reduced and accuracy increased increased.53 
With, reportedly, many Russian forward observers (FOs) refusing to take up posi-
tions, it was vital that production of laser-guided shells such as the 2K25 Krasnopol 
152mm round was ramped up. And it was. Guidance for these shells was coming 
from loitering Orlan-30 RPAS.54  

Moreover, there was a pressure for accuracy to increase as the dispersal of ammuni-
tion dumps, largely as a result of Ukrainian HIMARS strikes on large, concentrated 
depots, had created a shell shortage. Accuracy of fire had now to act in the stead of 
weight of fire. The guns in any battery were also being forced to disperse in order to 
avoid the speed and accuracy of Ukrainian counter-battery fire. Strelets helped here 
(by now in the hands of personnel who could employ them) and allowed for accurate 
and timely fire to continue despite gun dispersal. For the Russian side, the overall 
result of experience gained is now that, ‘Russian counter-battery fire is very fast and 
accurate when conducted using artillery-locating radar and UAVs together.’55 How-
ever, this all carries that caveat that it seems that the whole ROK has not yet achieved 
the complete automation of linked sensors and shooters in the Ukraine war. Humans, 
and the delays they inevitably provide in decision making, are still in the Russian loop.56 

                                                 

 
48 Sam Cranny-Evans: ‘Russia’s Artillery War in Ukraine: Challenges and Innovations’, Royal United Services In-
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50 Ria Novosti, ‘Penicillin’, Ria Novosti, 15 October, 2022, https://ria.ru/20221015/artilleriya-
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52 Ivan Petrov: ‘Kak Kompleks Artrazvedki “Penicillin” vsryvaet Pozitsii Artillerii VSU’, Rossiiskaya Gazeta, 1 
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53 See, for instance, Ivan Popov: ‘Artilleriyskiye Razvedchiki Ezhednevno Vykhodyat na Okhotu’, Moskovskiy 
Komsomolets, 22 November 2023, https://rg.ru/2023/11/22/artillerijskie-razvedchiki-ezhednevno-vyhodiat-
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55 Cranny-Evans: ‘Russia’s Artillery War in Ukraine: Challenges and Innovations’. 
56 Ibid. 
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As the conflict in Ukraine progressed, the extent to which RPAS were deemed essen-
tial in creating the necessary battlefield effect began to be truly appreciated. Despite 
the fact that, prior to the war, RPAS had received such emphasis, it appeared to take 
battlefield reverses for the Russian side to fully understand their worth. While during 
the early stages of the war (spring/summer 2022) Russian forces had used Orlan-10, 
Orlan-30, Eleron, and Tachyon drones for reconnaissance,57 too many of these heavy 
and expensive drones were lost to Ukrainian GBAD. It came to be realised that the 
requirement for basic reconnaissance tasks was actually for smaller, lighter drones 
which could be used in greater numbers and which, importantly, were less liable to be 
targeted by GBAD systems because of their small size. Commercial-off-the-shelf 
(COTS) RPAS – quad- and multi-copters – sometimes called First Person View (FPV) 
drones were purchased in large numbers and used for both reconnoitering targets and 
then later for the dropping of small-calibre munitions on those targets: either equip-
ment, positions or personnel close to the front lines.58 This meant that this particular 
sensor-to-shooter time was practically zero.  

By the summer of 2022, the Russian side had also started to copy the Ukrainian tactic 
of using small kamikaze drones.59 And in late 2022, it had come up with a ‘deadly 
combination’ as one Western author describes it. This consists of Orlan-10 and Lan-
cet drones. The former has a much better ‘view’ due to operating at high altitudes (of 
up to 5 km). And once the Orlan-10 has identified a target, the information is passed 
on to loitering Lancets, which then engage the target.60 

The role of RPAS in the Ukraine war has re-affirmed for the Russian military what 
was initially obvious in the 2008 war against Georgia. RPAS have a vital role to play 
in terms of creating battlefield advantage. But it has taken the exigencies of actual 
combat to generate this re-affirmation. No less a figure than the state president 
stressed the role that RPAS play as part of the ROK. At the end of 2022, Vladimir 
Putin, when looking at what needed to be improved in his military’s efforts, put a 
special emphasis on RPAS, saying, ‘The target must be detected as quickly as possible, 
and information must be transmitted to strike in real-time.’61 

Electronic warfare 

Once its EW systems were in more established positions by the end of 2022, the 
Russian military was able to make truly effective use of them. They have been used in 
the offence by jamming/spoofing the guidance of Ukrainian GBAD systems designed 
to intercept Russian RPAS, missiles and shells. They have also been used in the de-
fence by jamming/spoofing the guidance of Ukrainian RPAS/missiles/shells and 
providing protection for Russian assets such as individual vehicles, buildings and 
whole bases.62  
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It is not the intention here to discuss the effect that many of the older Russian EW 
systems have had, rather to highlight the newer ones that have been introduced and 
integrated effectively into existing structures. First to mention in the offensive cate-
gory is the Kometa-M that was initially noted as being used in January 2023.63 It is a 
radar system that is designed not only to guide Russian RPAS and glide bombs to 
their targets but it can also interfere with any Ukrainian EW countermeasures de-
signed to prevent accurate targeting. It is said that, with the Kometa-M operating, it 
is theoretically impossible for Ukrainian EW to jam the GNSS signal that guides any 
munition it is attached to.64 Kometa-M appears to be quite a sophisticated system able 
to operate even in unfavourable weather conditions.65  

In the defensive realm, of particular note might be seen to be the introduction, in 
September 2023, of a new EW system known as Volnorez. This was first showcased 
during the Russian Army Expo 2023 and operationally introduced in November 
2023.66 It is designed to be a small, vehicle-mounted system that can protect that 
individual vehicle from, in particular, FPV RPAS by disrupting the signal that would 
be guiding them. The Volnorez can provide cover over a radius of up to 250m. Pres-
ently, it is being used on just a number of more important armoured vehicles, such as 
the T-80BVM main battle tank.67 Another vehicle-defence EW system, which is 
claimed by Russian sources to be superior to Volnorez, has also been recently de-
ployed. This is the Sanya. It is designed to suppress the signals to FPV drones within 
a radius of 1km.68  

Also apparent now are lighter, hand-held, systems for countering Ukrainian RPAS. 
Such systems include the anti-drone guns, Stupor and Harpoon-3. These very local-
ised systems are capable of disrupting the link between the RPAS and its operator.69 
Another system, the Sapphir – designed for protecting civilian infrastructure – has 
also been repurposed as a vehicle-mounted battlefield asset. In the summer of 2023, 
it began to be used to protect military installations from adversary RPAS drones with 
an interference range of 30km. This system also helps to actually locate the RPAS’ 
ground control station, thereby being capable of acting to guide munitions onto that 
control station.70  
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The use by the Russian military of a range of EW assets in the war in Ukraine has 
confirmed Russia’s advantage in this sphere. Overall, EW remains a fundamental fea-
ture of both offensive and defensive operational activities by this military. This is to 
be expected. This military does understand that to avoid ‘defeat’ in any major conflict 
it does, as Colonel Tsyganok said, need to control the electromagnetic spectrum.71 
Looking to the future of warfare, one of its defining features – and representing one 
of its major complexities – will be the constant action-reaction dynamic in the con-
tested electromagnetic environment.72   

Conclusion 

The Russian military has, since 2008, been engaged in a modernisation process. This 
has been geared principally to enhancing its MDO capabilities. Overall, before the 
war in Ukraine, progress had been made. Systems were being introduced designed, in 
essence, to create efficiencies that would alleviate, at least to some degree, the com-
plexity of modern warfare and create, at the operational level, a level of battlefield 
advantage. The ‘special military operation’, however, began without seemingly any 
real utilisation of the concept of mnogosfernoy operatsii, which had seen worked on seem-
ingly assiduously in the years before February 2022. But changes have now been 
made. The Russian military has, indeed, shown itself to be a learning organisation. 
This military may not have perfected the MDO concept, and it may not be able to 
match the capabilities of NATO in this regard (although the Alliance has yet, of 
course, to operationally test its own MDO concept), but certainly combat experience 
in Ukraine has improved the Russian military.  
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24  

FEATURES OF RUSSIA’S DEVELOPMENT OF CIVIL-MILITARY 
RELATIONS IN THE TEMPORARILY OCCUPIED TERRITO-
RIES OF UKRAINE  

Olha Meloshyna 

he presentation by Olha Meloshyna in the Russia Seminar 2024 can be found 
on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=77CC9BdPIps&list=TLPQMTIwNTI-
wMjTxxF0nHeXGGA&index=2 starting from 1:32:33. 

Introduction 

The full-scale invasion of the Russian Federation on February 24, 2022 dramatically 
changed the perception of the world community about the level of threat that the 
Russian Federation poses to the global security environment. 

For a long time, the occupation of Ukrainian territories since the beginning of the 
invasion in 2014 was not perceived as a potential danger to the world order. Analysis 
and systematization of the peculiarities of Russia's implementation of civil-military 
relations in the temporarily occupied territories of Ukraine will help to understand 
what the main processes of Russia's occupation of Ukraine's territories are based on. 

In the conditions of the new stage of the international armed conflict, which has been 
ongoing since February 2014 between Ukraine and the Russian Federation, the con-
cept of occupation, which Russia uses in order to build its own policy of psychological 
influence on the citizens of Ukraine, who for various reasons remained to live in the 
temporarily occupied territories, acquires a new meaning. Understanding the latest 
manifestation of the introduction of civil-military relations by Russia and its impact 
on the TOT of Ukraine will allow for the development of more effective and adaptive 
approaches to conflict resolution and preservation of international security.  

Today, the Russian Federation paid special attention to the development of civil-mil-
itary relations in the temporarily occupied territories of Ukraine: Kherson, Donetsk, 
Luhansk, Zaporizhzhia regions and the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and the City 
of Sevastopol. Russia is doing everything to enlist the support of civilians, because in 
addition to the territory, they occupied the population. It is more difficult to capture 
human consciousness than an enemy trench. That is why the Russian Federation is 
trying to keep the territories not only by armed means, but also by ideological means. 
The occupying power pays special attention to education, culture, language, religion, 
holding fictitious elections, influence through the media, forced to obtain Russian 
citizenship. 

The confiscation of Ukrainian literature 

One of the first actions taken by the Russians in the occupied territories was the con-
fiscation of Ukrainian literature. Most often, literature about the Holodomor in 

T 
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Ukraine (1932–1933), Ukrainian revolutions especially the Revolution of Dignity 
(2013–2014), Anti-Terrorist Operation in the east of Ukraine (2014–2018), Joint 
Forces Operation (from 2014 to February 24, 2022), educational aids, methodical ma-
terials, reference books on the history of Ukraine, as well as works of fiction by fa-
mous Ukrainian writers and poets fall under the ban and confiscation. 

The initial distressing reports regarding the plundering of Ukrainian museums and 
libraries surfaced in early March of 2022 year, coinciding with the occupation of the 
Chernihiv, Kyiv, and Sumy regions by Russia. Inhabitants of these areas recounted 
witnessing Russian forces setting ablaze school libraries containing educational mate-
rials. They further noted that any discovered books were either seized, immediately 
destroyed, or removed to undisclosed locations by the occupying forces. 

The occupiers themselves publish in their propaganda telegram channels about the 
confiscation of books. Thus, in the telegram channel "Tokmak Press Center", as 
stated in the description, this is the official channel of the occupying Military Civil 
Administration of the Tokmak district, it is stated that on December 20, 2022, ac-
cording to the occupiers, "Ukrainian provocative literature" was seized from the 
branch of the Tokmak Central Library, which is located at TOT of Zaporizhzhya 
region.1 This kind of message is common in the Russian propaganda space. 

Damaging literature in a specific language can profoundly affect a nation's culture, 
given that books are often regarded as a vital repository of a society's accumulated 
knowledge, principles, and history. Through the destruction of books, essential infor-
mation, narratives, and cultural conventions may be erased or distorted, potentially 
leading to a loss of identity and cultural legacy. However, it is crucial to acknowledge 
that merely destroying books is insufficient to entirely obliterate a culture. Culture is 
a multifaceted and dynamic entity deeply entrenched in people's beliefs, customs, and 
interactions. Nonetheless, the destruction of books can undeniably exert adverse con-
sequences on a culture, particularly if executed systematically or extensively, or if com-
bined with other forms of cultural suppression or violence. 

Education acts as an instrument of soft power 

Education acts as an instrument of soft power in relation to preschoolers, schoolchil-
dren and students. The Russian Federation is changing educational curricula, Ukrain-
ian children are forced to study: Russian language and literature, history of Russia, 
"The Donetsk People's Republic"( abbreviated as DPR or DNR, Russian ), "The 
Luhansk People's Republic"( abbreviated as LPR or LNR in Russian), "Lessons of 
citizenship of Donbas", the course is divided into three areas: "Donbas - my native 
land", "Raise in yourself a citizen of the Donetsk People's Republic" and "Donbas 
and the Russian world". 

In June 2022, after the start of the full-scale invasion, the Russians began a campaign 
to prepare for the 2022-2023 school year in the new temporarily occupied regions of 
Ukraine.  

 
 

                                                 

 
1 https://t.me/tokmak_today/705?single. 
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The destruction of education includes: 

– complete transition to Russian education standards; 

– replacement of educational materials with Russian ones; 

– replacement of teaching staff with those 'loyal' to the new government; 

– absence of teaching of Ukrainian Studies subjects, such as the History of 
Ukraine, Ukrainian Language and Literature. 

An interesting fact is the issue of studying the Ukrainian language as an educational 
discipline in schools. The Russian language and literature are compulsory for students 
from the 1st to the 11th grade. As for studying Ukrainian or Crimean Tatar, they note 
that for this they created the discipline "Native language" and "Literary reading in the 
native language".2 That is, the occupiers introduce the study of the state Ukrainian 
language at the level of a foreign language. 

The occupying authority of Russia hold events of Russian national holidays for chil-
dren, such as Victory Day, National Unity Day, Defender of the Fatherland Day, 
Russia Day, as well as other important dates in the history of Russia. Extracurricular 
hours are spent on the following topics: "Moscow is the capital of our Motherland", 
"Our soldiers" (the main goal is to create in children the first ideas about the types of 
troops and the role of "defenders of Russia". Recommended children's songs: "Russia 
is a ship", "Russia and I", "Song for Russia", "Children of Russia", "Motherland", "My 
dear Russia", "I will embrace Russia". 

The occupiers force preschool children to dress in Russian uniforms and participate 
in pro-Russian holidays. So in the city of Tokmak of the Temporarily occupied Za-
porizhzhia region, on February 23, 2024, a contest of young readers was held in the 
kindergarten "Zhuravlyonok" in the city of Tokmak. Kindergarten students recited 
poems about soldiers and heartily congratulated the soldiers of the Armed Forces of 
the Russian Federation on the upcoming Defenders of the Fatherland holiday.3 

Militarization of the young generation 

A totalitarian system of brainwashing and militarization of the young generation has 
been created through the organizations as well as through a centralized system of 
child education, which is designed to raise children in the cult of Russian war. In the 
newly occupied territories of Kherson and Zaporizhia regions as of June 4, 2023, the 
occupiers write that they opened regional branches of youth movements opened in 
the region - #MIVMESTE, “Russian Youth Union”, “Russian Student Teams”, “All-
Russian Student Rescue Corps”, “Medical Volunteers”, “Young Guard of United 
Russia”, “Do!”, “Volunteers of Victory”, Russian movement of children and youth 
“Movement of the First”. There is also an interregional youth movement “South 
Young”, uniting young people from Zaporozhye and Kherson regions. 

The Military Patriotic Social Movement, known as “Yunarmiya”, functions as a para-
military organization within Russia. “Yunarmiya” and its members have actively 

                                                 

 
2 https://hersonka.ru/news/164594.  
3 https://t.me/tokmak_today/6149?single.  
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supported Russia's aggressive war against Ukraine, disseminating Russian propaganda 
regarding the conflict. Notably, “Yunarmiya” has adopted the "Z" military symbol, 
frequently utilized by Russian propaganda to endorse Russia's incursion into Ukraine. 

With endorsement from the Ministries of Defense and Education in the Russian Fed-
eration, “Yunarmiya” orchestrated a campaign encouraging schoolchildren to corre-
spond with Russian soldiers involved in the invasion of Ukraine. Additionally, it so-
licited gifts for troops engaged in the conflict and organized summer camps for chil-
dren within the unlawfully annexed Crimean Peninsula. Consequently, “Yunarmiya” 
bears responsibility for either advocating or executing actions or policies that under-
mine or jeopardize the territorial integrity, sovereignty, and independence of Ukraine, 
as well as the stability and security within the nation. 

Forward to the past 

Forward to the past - this is how you can describe the promotion of ideology in the 
temporarily occupied territories of Ukraine. Russians actively promote the heroic 
deeds of the Soviet Union during the Second World War through billboards, news-
papers and postcards. Russia's manipulation of historical memory, as well as attempts 
to interpret current events through the prism of ideas inherited from the USSR about 
the Second World War, are not random actions. These are components of a general 
strategy aimed at restoring the status of Russia as a great power and world leader, 
spreading and rooting the ideas of "Russian world". 

October 23, 2024 marked the 80th anniversary of the liberation of Melitopol from 
the German-fascist invaders. Unfortunately, for the second year in a row, the city 
celebrates this date under the conditions of Russian occupation. 

The Rashists decided to turn this significant day for all Melitopol residents into an-
other "victorious day". Preparations began in the spring. In May, the occupiers re-
moved the T-70 tank from its pedestal and sent it to Russia for restoration. The in-
vaders prepared the military equipment, which stood on the pedestal for tens of years, 
after which it began to move slowly, but on its own.4 

Illegal elections 

The occupiers conduct illegal elections to the local occupation administrations, ap-
point so-called heads of the occupied regions, establish an administrative system and 
force the population to obey the laws of the Russian Federation. For example, on 
September 10, 2023, Russia-directed pseudo-elections to the so-called local authori-
ties ended in the occupied territories of Donetsk, Luhansk, Kherson, and Za-
porizhzhia regions. The fake vote lasted almost 2 weeks and Putin's party "won" as 
expected. 

Pre-election activities of the occupiers on the eve of the presidential elections of the 
Russian Federation took on an even larger scale. The Center of National Resistance 

                                                 

 
4 https://melitopol-news.ru/society/2023/09/18/52100.html. 
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informs that The Russians are trying to legitimize pseudo-elections in the temporarily 
occupied territories. 

The main reason for the raids carried out by the occupiers on the TOT in advance of 
the "elections" were the conclusions drawn from the local fake voting in September 
2023. Then the residents of the temporarily occupied territories massively sabotaged 
the pseudo-elections: they did not open the doors. they ignored visits to precincts, 
etc. Therefore, the occupiers decided to conduct raids in advance to capture houses 
and apartments where people live. 

Currently, the so-called "members of the election commissions of the Russian Feder-
ation" are making rounds of people. They gather information and campaign for par-
ticipation in the Russian presidential "elections". They conduct illegal audio or video 
recording of the conversation. During the recording, residents are asked whether they 
will "vote" or know when the elections are. 

The Center of National Resistance notes. that each member of the so-called election 
commission will bear responsibility for organizing illegal "elections".5 

Forced to obtain Russian citizenship 

Russia has initiated a systematic campaign aimed at compelling residents of occupied 
regions of Ukraine to acquire Russian citizenship, as part of its strategy to solidify 
control. Individuals residing in areas such as Luhansk, Donetsk, Kherson, and Za-
porizhzhya are being subjected to various forms of coercion, including threats, intim-
idation, limitations on access to humanitarian aid and essential supplies, and the po-
tential risk of detention or deportation. These tactics are employed with the intention 
of coercing them into accepting Russian citizenship. 

These efforts bear striking similarities to the passportization campaign implemented 
by Russia in Crimea and certain areas of Donetsk and Luhansk since 2014. Such laws 
and tactics represent clear violations of international law, particularly the prohibition 
on discriminating against individuals living under occupation based on nationality. 
Furthermore, compelling individuals to pledge allegiance to an occupying power is 
deemed illegal under both the Hague Convention and the Geneva Conventions. 

Efforts to coerce all inhabitants of the occupied regions in Ukraine into accepting 
Russian citizenship operate on two fronts. Initially, the Russian federal government 
has implemented legislation that ostensibly facilitates the process of obtaining a Rus-
sian passport, while simultaneously issuing warnings of detention or expulsion for 
those who resist. Additionally, occupation authorities in Russia have instituted prac-
tical barriers for individuals lacking Russian citizenship, effectively rendering it unfea-
sible to reside in the occupied territories without acquiescing to passport acquisition. 
These measures entail the denial of medical care and social welfare, limitations on 
driving privileges and employment opportunities, alongside blatant instances of in-
timidation and violence. 

Russian occupation administrators, in collaboration with occupation troops, persist 
in conducting incursions into settlements under their control. Their targets encom-

                                                 

 
5 https://sprotyv.mod.gov.ua/en/russian-passports-do-not-save-occupants-take-away-housing-in-tot//. 
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pass not only properties without rightful owners but also those that have been re-
registered in accordance with Russian law. 

Primarily concentrated in Zaliznyi Port, situated along the Black Sea coast in the 
Kherson region, these hostile raids predominantly target residences. Notably, individ-
uals holding Russian passports are not exempt from inclusion in these lists compiled 
by the Russian occupation administrations. This alarming trend has already resulted 
in the confiscation of numerous apartments, subsequently allocated to individuals cat-
egorized as "IDPs" or "victims" of conflict. 

It is pertinent to highlight that previously, occupiers seized properties vacated by own-
ers who fled the occupied territory. This methodical displacement of residents loyal 
to Ukrainian documentation reflects a concerted effort by occupation authorities to 
perpetuate the genocidal alteration of the ethnic demographics within Ukrainian ter-
ritory.6 

Extensive system of Russian propaganda 

The picture invented by the Russians of national support and the benefits of a joyful 
life under the occupation administration is impossible without media coverage. In 
connection with this, the networks of propaganda institutions became an indispensa-
ble attribute of the occupation administrations. 

Since 2014, Russia has established numerous online platforms aimed at influencing 
domestic political dynamics, carried out numerous cyber assaults targeting banks, me-
dia outlets, and governmental bodies, and deployed thousands of trolls and bots to 
orchestrate artificial discussions on the internet. 

Simultaneously, Russia hasn't neglected the Ukrainians within its grasp. Following the 
annexation of Crimea and occupation of parts of Donetsk and Luhansk regions, Rus-
sia has focused on controlling the "information landscape" for its inhabitants. Ukrain-
ian television and radio broadcasts were blocked, replaced by local and Russian chan-
nels. However, access to the internet and social media remained open. 

With the onset of full-scale invasion, restrictions have tightened significantly. Pres-
ently, the Russian Federation is censoring anything beyond its control. Since summer 
2022, residents of the temporarily occupied territories (TOTs) have had no access to 
independent radio and television broadcasts, nor to most Ukrainian or international 
websites, including popular social networks. Consequently, inhabitants are deprived 
of unbiased news sources and are subjected to the pervasive influence of Russian 
propaganda. 

The Russian invaders are intensifying measures of informational and psychological 
influence on Ukrainians under occupation. In particular, residents of the occupied 
communities of the Kherson region are massively connected to Russian satellite tele-
vision called "Русский мир" in order to block access to information about the real 
situation at the front, in Ukraine and in the world. This was reported by the Main 
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Directorate of Intelligence of the Ministry of Defense. According to Ukrainian intel-
ligence, the Russians have already installed more than 18,000 relevant devices.7 

At the same time, the Main Intelligence Directorate of Ukraine informed that the 
Russian occupiers are expanding the network of Russian mobile coverage: in 2023-
24, more than 700 base stations were installed in Donetsk region, and more than 200 
in Kherson region, which is more than 85% of all mobile coverage in the occupied 
region. 

From January 2, 2024, the Russians began to install antennas for broadcasting Russian 
TV channels in the temporarily occupied territory of the Kherson region. 

In November 2023, the mayor of Melitopol, Ivan Fedorov, reported that the occupi-
ers had announced and launched 39 Russian Mir satellite television channels in certain 
areas of the temporarily captured parts of the Zaporizhia and Kherson regions. 

In October 2023, the Center for National Resistance reported that special commis-
sions of the occupation administrations, accompanied by the Russian police, were 
conducting raids on TOT and seizing satellite television equipment from residents of 
temporarily occupied Ukrainian territories. In return, the occupiers provide free re-
ceivers, satellite dishes and converters for broadcasting Russian propaganda chan-
nels.8 

In addition, the occupiers distribute printed editions of propaganda newspapers such 
as "Zaporozhsky Vestnik", "Naddnepryanskaya Pravda", "Komsomolskaya Pravda", 
"Krymskaya Gazeta"", etc. 

Concluding remarks 

Russian culture is used as a weapon to dominate and destroy other cultures. This 
statement shows a genocidal intention to destroy all dissenters. It is no coincidence 
that Russian tanks appear first, and then - banners with with the title Russia is here 
forever. These are kind of signposts with which the Russian marks the occupied ter-
ritories.  

During the occupation, the Ukrainian language and symbols are banned, the state 
ideology of the Kremlin is taught under the guise of history, the state religion is es-
tablished in the form of the "Moscow Patriarchate", and in classrooms once filled 
with the melodies of Ukrainian literature and the poetry of its land, now forcibly re-
placed the propagandist narratives of the invader, masquerading as history. 

Russia understood to destroy a certain national group, it is not necessary to kill all its 
representatives. You can forcibly change their identity - and the entire nation will 
disappear.

                                                 

 
7 https://t.me/DIUkraine/3490.  
8 https://sprotyv.mod.gov.ua/okupanty-vyluchayut-komplekty-suputnykovogo-telebachennya-u-mesh-
kantsiv-tot/.  
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THEORETICAL AND POLITICAL RELATIONS BETWEEN 
“STATE AND ARMED FORCES” - THE RUSSIANS WIVES OF 
MOBILIZED RECRUITS  

Oleksandr Ponypaliak1 

Abstract 

e are witnessing the emergence of a new social movement in Russia: the 
wives of mobilized recruits of the the Russian Armed Forced. They demand 
that those who have been boots on the ground for over a year does not 

returned to home. Ever since the Russian total war against Ukraine in 24 February 
2022 started, many people were puzzled by the inertia of the “soldiers’ mothers,” – 
an anti-war grassroots movement that was active during both Chechen wars. 

Before the mobilization kicked off, the Russian government had been quite circum-
spect when it came it recruitment 80 % of inmates had no one waiting for their release 
on the outside. But it wasn’t just about the convicts. Some Russians volunteered to 
go to war just to make quick money and opportunity. These persons wanted to rake 
in a $2,000 monthly paycheck. We know for a fact that was the principal motivation. 
After all, it was the sole incentive cited by the Kreml. It were volunteers and profes-
sional soldiers, but after collapse “Blitzkrieg war” in spring – summer period of 2022 
and defeats in Kharkiv and Kherson in September – October 2022 Kreml was forced 
to announce mobilization. 

Mobilized recruits. With mobilized recruits it’s a different story. These as usual regular 
guys, typical civilians Russians. The fundamental difference between the mobilized 
recruits and the volunteers who fell for an easy $2,000 jackpot is that the former have 
loving families and are cared for. Wives of mobilized recruits wouldn’t just swap their 
men for a pile of cash. That what sparked the protests in the RF. A year into the 
mobilization drive, it finally clicked with people. No one’s willing to bring their loved 
ones back. This situation provokes misunderstanding and possible protest in Russian 
society a couple of months before Putin’s presidental election. 

 
 

                                                 

 
1 Oleksandr Ponypaliak had to cancel his partisipation due to operational reasons. 
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EVERYTHING FOR THE FRONT? RUSSIA’S RELUCTANT ECO-
NOMIC MOBILASATION AFTER FEBRUARY 2022  

Emil Wannheden
 

he presentation by Emil Wannheden in the Russia Seminar 2024 can be 
found on the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nr4KG1mtKvc starting from 5:34:35. 

Abstract 

This paper discusses what measures the Russian government has put in place to mo-
bilise the country’s economy in the wake of its 2022 invasion of Ukraine. It also anal-
yses the current debate among Russian economists and policymakers about the future 
direction of Russia’s economy and to what degree it should be mobilised and con-
verted to a war economy. The paper argues that the Russian government has started 
to mobilise the economy, albeit belatedly and reluctantly. However, depending on 
how it is defined, it can be misleading to characterise Russia’s economy as a war econ-
omy, even if there are signs it is moving in that direction. 

Introduction 

There is an impression among some journalists and analysts that, following Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, the Russian government has transformed the 
country’s economy into a “war economy.”1 The successive increases in Russia’s mili-
tary budget and the expansion of the military-industrial complex at the expense of the 
civilian economy are put forward as arguments supporting this claim. Claims that 
Russia has adopted a war economy are usually accompanied by the assumption that 
it has managed to vastly increase its production of weapons and military materiel. 
There is every reason to investigate this narrative, since it risks playing into the hands 
of Russian propagandists, who like to exaggerate the output of Russia’s defence in-
dustry and the resilience of its economy in the face of Western sanctions. The purpose 
of these Russian claims is to instill a sense of hopelessness in Ukraine’s supporters 
and Western partners, as well as portray the war as unwinnable for Kyiv.  

The term “war economy” conjures up the image of a Herculean, whole-of-society, 
Soviet-style effort towards military production and mobilisation. However, this type 
of mobilisation is not occurring in Russia, at least not yet. While it is undoubtedly true 
that the Russian military-industrial complex is receiving more funds and recruiting 
more workers, there is so far scant evidence in open sources that it has managed to 
increase its output vastly, even if it is reasonable to assume that it has done so to some 
degree. In addition, Russia is not close to the levels of military spending that the Soviet 
Union had during World War II, or even during the Cold War. The main reason 

                                                 

 
1 One example is Simon Kuper: “What if Russia wins?”, Financial Times, 22 December 2023. 
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behind Russia’s relatively limited increases in military spending in 2022 and 2023 is 
likely President Vladimir Putin’s wish to isolate the Russian population from the ef-
fects of the war. Putin has also previously stated that Russia needs to avoid repeating 
the mistake of the leaders of the Soviet Union, who weakened the country by spend-
ing too much on the military.2 

Still, the Russian government has been forced to gradually devote more and more 
resources towards the war effort as the illusion of a quick Ukrainian capitulation evap-
orated and the realities of long-term war set in. In September 2022, a partial mobili-
sation was announced. Military spending has risen steadily in 2023, and it is becoming 
ever more difficult for the government to pretend that the war is a “special military 
operation.” Is Russia sliding towards a war economy, perhaps by force of inertia and 
as a result of the decision to invade Ukraine and step up the confrontation with the 
West?  

There is no widely agreed-upon definition among economists of what, precisely, the 
term “war economy” means, other than that it indicates the adjustments that a country 
undertakes to adapt its economy to the conditions of war. In current usage, it indicates 
the adaptation or transformation of the economy through increased military expendi-
ture and increased state intervention to ensure enough resources are allocated to the 
country’s military. A country with a war economy does not necessarily need to be at 
war; it can be either a market economy or a planned economy. The closest corre-
sponding term in Russian is mobilisatsionnaia ekonomika (”mobilisation economy”), usu-
ally defined along the lines of “the concentration of the state’s resources to counter 
threats against the country’s existence, in which the leading role is played by the 
state.”3 The obvious point of reference is the experience of the Soviet Union during 
World War II, when the entire Soviet economy and society was directed towards sup-
porting the war effort. In Russia, the Soviet Union’s economic and industrial mobili-
sation during World War II is generally seen as one of the most important factors that 
contributed to the defeat of Nazi Germany.  

Once the full-scale invasion started in 2022, Russia’s leadership expected to win rela-
tively swiftly. Instead, after Russia managed to occupy a sizeable portion of Ukraine, 
a stalemate developed in 2023, leading to a war of attrition. In this context, economic 
factors became more important. As the war dragged on, Russia’s economic resources 
became more strained, and the government was forced to make difficult choices. To 
what degree should the country’s economy be mobilised for war? If the government 
spends too little on the war, it risks undermining the effort in Ukraine. If it spends 
too much, it risks creating economic problems down the line and sapping domestic 
political support for the war. 

In this context, two questions arise. First, what measures has the Russian government 
implemented since February 2022 to mobilise its economy? And second, is Russia 
moving towards what can be called a “war economy,” or, to use the Russian term, a 
“mobilisation economy”?  

                                                 

 
2 Emil Wannheden and Tobias Junerfält: “The Russian economy: Bracing for the long haul,” in Maria 
Engqvist and Emil Wannheden (eds.): Russia’s War Against Ukraine: The First Year, FOI-R--5479--SE (Stock-
holm: Swedish Defence Research Agency, 2023), p. 91. 
3 Sedov V. V.: “Mobilizatsionnaia ekonomika: ot praktiki k teorii,” in Mobilizatsionnaia model ekonomiki: is-
toricheskii opyt Rossii XX veka: sbornik materialov vserossiiskoi nauchnoi konferentsii (Chelyabinsk: 2009). 
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These questions are important, but difficult to answer. Given the increase in censor-
ship and lack of statistics, it is difficult to assess the degree of militarisation of the 
economy quantitatively.4 Lack of data makes it difficult to assess how much is spent 
on the military, how much the defence industry is producing, and to what degree 
civilian economic activity is being converted to military-related production.5 Further 
research is necessary in this direction. This paper tries to answer the research ques-
tions qualitatively by examining new and existing legislation, government initiatives, 
government bodies and structures, news articles, and academic articles. The level of 
military expenditure is also taken into account. 

The following sections analyse, in turn, Russia’s current system of economic mobili-
sation, the economic mobilisation measures implemented after the 2022 invasion, and 
the internal debate in Russia on whether the economy should be mobilised to a greater 
degree. The last section of the paper presents some conclusions. 

The discussion here focuses on economic, rather than military, mobilisation. In con-
temporary Russia, just as in the Soviet Union, economic mobilisation is part of a wider 
concept of mobilisation that also includes military mobilisation. Since military and 
economic mobilisation are supposed to work together, the division is somewhat arti-
ficial. Indeed, the Russian concept of mobilisation has a “whole-of-society” thrust 
that makes it a wider and more comprehensive concept than in many countries in the 
West. 

Russia’s system of economic mobilisation 

Russia inherited its system of mobilisation from the Soviet Union. After the end of 
World War II and throughout the Cold War, the Soviet Union maintained a system 
of economic mobilisation that was unique in the world given its size and importance.6 
Most Soviet military and civilian factories had to maintain huge spare capacities to 
potentially scale up and/or convert to military production. The government also fi-
nanced the creation of extensive stockpiles of strategic goods. Economic mobilisation 
was to be conducted within the framework of the planned economy and the five-year 
plans. The system was inefficient from an economic point of view and contributed to 
the decline of the Soviet economy, but Soviet leaders considered it a necessity in the 
event of a conflict with the NATO countries. After the Soviet Union collapsed, the 
Russian government gradually scaled down the system’s scope. It was decided that 
economic mobilisation should work within the framework of Russia’s market econ-
omy, with enterprises fulfilling state orders on commercial terms. 

The main legal basis for the current system is the law “On mobilisation preparation 
and mobilisation in the Russian Federation,” first adopted in February 1997 and 
amended several times since. As the law’s name suggests, it regulates both peacetime 
mobilisation preparation and wartime mobilisation. In the event of complete or partial 

                                                 

 
4 For a discussion on the difficulties of assessing Russian military expenditure, see Emil Wannheden: Assessing 
Russian military expenditures in times of war, in Maria Engqvist (ed.): Russian Military Capability at War: Reflections on 
Methodology and Sources Post-2022, FOI report, forthcoming. 
5 An attempt at answering this question is found in Heli Simola: The role of war-related industries in Russia’s recent 
economic recovery, BOFIT Policy Brief No. 16, 13 December 2023. 
6 For a historic overview of the system of economic mobilisation in Russia, see Julian Cooper: If War Comes 
Tomorrow, RUSI Whitehall Report 4-16, August 2016. Cooper’s report is the main source and inspiration for 
the discussion in this paper. 
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mobilisation, the law requires the government and the federal subjects to prepare the 
transition of the economy to “wartime conditions.” 

In 2013, the government approved a “Mobilisation Plan for the Economy of the Rus-
sian Federation.” This federal mobilisation plan is the first of its kind in Russia. The 
plan specifies the annual needs for the population and the Armed Forces during war-
time and sets targets for the supply of the most important products, including weap-
ons and military equipment, based on the State Armament Programme. 

In practice, the adoption of a mobilisation plan at the federal level meant that the 
system of economic mobilisation was significantly reformed and reduced in scope. 
Although classified, some details about the plan are known. Rather than requiring 
enterprises to maintain large spare capacities for production, it was decided that the 
increase in production during wartime is to be achieved by raising labour productivity. 
In all, 800 enterprises and organisations are involved in the plan for the production 
of military equipment and materiel.7 Since many of these enterprises are state-owned 
anyway, the system is less market-based than it might appear at first glance. The com-
panies of the military-industrial complex are considered “too important to fail” and 
operate with soft budget constraints. Also, similarly to practices during the time of 
the Soviet Union, the price for defence materiel was determined by the government 
using a formula of cost plus fixed profit.8 Consequently, state-owned defence enter-
prises have little to gain from efforts to reduce costs and improve efficiency. In other 
words, while the mobilisation system for the military-industrial complex is meant to 
rely on increases in productivity, the existing incentive structures work against this 
goal. 

The federal mobilisation plan is supposed to be updated every five years, much as it 
was during Soviet times. However, there is no openly available information that indi-
cates that any update has taken place since 2013. Regardless of whether the federal 
mobilisation plan has been reviewed since then, it is likely that the system described 
above was not significantly altered by the time of the invasion of Ukraine in February 
2022. 

The reluctant and partial economic mobilisation of 2022 and 2023 

Initially, the government and the Central Bank of Russia took measures in the weeks 
following the invasion of February 2022 to avoid an economic crisis caused by the 
Western sanctions. These measures focused on stabilising the exchange rate of the 
rouble.9 At first, not much was done to mobilise the economy or increase military 
expenditure. In July 2022, the government amended the federal law on defence to 
achieve several outcomes: allowing the temporary reactivation of mobilisation capac-
ities and facilities; initiating the release of material assets from the state reserve; and 
permitting the government to intervene in the regulation of labour relations in indi-
vidual enterprises, including regulating work outside normal working hours (at night, 

                                                 

 
7 Sergei V. Khutortsev: “Mobilisatsionnyi plan ekonomiki Rossiskoi Federatsii – vashneishaia sostavliaiushaia 
plana oborony Rossisskoi Federatsii,” in Federalnyi Sprovochnik, Oboronno-promyshlennyi kompleks Rossii, vol. 10 
(2014); Cooper: If War Comes Tomorrow. 
8 Julian Cooper: “The Russian economy twenty years after the end of the socialist economic system,” Journal 
of Eurasian Studies, no. 4 (2013), p. 61. 
9 Wannheden and Junerfält: “The Russian economy,” p. 78. 
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on weekends and on holidays).10 In hindsight, it is quite clear that these amendments 
prepared the ground for the government’s announcement of a partial mobilisation in 
September 2022. The government also introduced criminal liability for managers and 
officials who, either intentionally or by negligence, fail to honour contracts relating to 
the state defence order, punishable with a hefty fine or up to ten years of prison.11 

It is interesting to note that the partial mobilisation decree of September 2022 lacks 
any measures relating to economic mobilisation. According to an analysis by legal 
researchers at the Law Department of the Baikal State University, the decree of partial 
mobilisation is, to some extent, legally inconsistent with the mobilisation law. In par-
ticular, the researchers note the absence of measures to implement mobilisation plans, 
prepare for economic mobilisation, or transfer the economy to “wartime conditions,” 
as required by the mobilisation law.12 

In conjunction with the declaration of martial law, the President announced the cre-
ation of the “Government’s Coordination Council for Support of the Armed Forces 
of the Russian Federation, Other Troops, Military Formations and Agencies” (GCC), 
headed by Prime Minister Mikhail Mishustin. The GCC has a mandate to coordinate 
the ministries and agencies involved in the supply of weapons and other equipment 
to the military formations active in Ukraine, and to facilitate transport, logistics, con-
struction of fortifications, healthcare, and social spending for veterans and the fami-
lies of those killed or missing in action.13 A similar structure was used during the 
COVID-19 pandemic to coordinate Russia’s pandemic response efforts. In practice, 
the GCC embodies the principles of concentration of resources, centralisation of 
leadership, and control of implementation that are characteristic of the Russian con-
cept of economic mobilisation. Through the GCC, Prime Minister Mishustin coaxes 
the federal ministries and agencies to redirect the country’s resources towards the 
Armed Forces and the defence-industrial complex. 

The fact that the partial mobilisation, the introduction of martial law, and the creation 
of the GCC came about six months after the start of the invasion reinforces the im-
pression that the government was not planning for a long war. In fact, it was probably 
hoping to avoid these measures. It was also during the autumn of 2022 that the gov-
ernment gradually started raising military expenditure.14 Military expenditure has con-
tinued to increase gradually, from 4.7% in 2022 to 5.3% in 2023, to a planned 7.1% 
in 2024.15 It remains unclear to what degree the increase in military expenditure has 
helped to expand the rate of production in the defence industries. Russia’s current 
level of military spending can be compared to that of the Soviet Union, which was 
substantially higher: around 20% in 1940, over 60% in 1942, and around 15%-17% 

                                                 

 
10 Federal law no. 272, O vnesenii izmeneniy v otdelnie zakonodatelnie akty Rossiiskoi Federatsii, 14 July 2022.  
11 Interfax, Duma priniala zakon ob ugolovnoi otvetstvennosti za sryvy v gosoboronzakaze, 20 September 2022, 
https://www.interfax.ru/russia/863115. 
12 Prikhodko T.V., Tarasova T.N: “Mobilizatsiia 2022: Problemy realizatsii pravovykh predpisaniy,” in Pravo i 
gosudarstvo: teoriia i praktika, no. 6 (222), 2022. 
13 Government, Koordinatsionnyi sovet pri Pravitelstve Rossiiskoi Federatsii, http://government.ru/info/46858/. 
14 Wannheden and Junerfält: “The Russian economy,” p. 77. 
15 Julian Cooper: Another Budget for a Country at War: Military Expenditure in Russia’s Federal Budget for 2024 and 
Beyond,” Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 2023. 
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during the 1980s.16 The comparison is very rough since the underlying statistics do 
not correspond, but it illustrates a difference in magnitude.  

The overall picture that emerges is that, after an initial period of inaction, the govern-
ment decided in August or September 2022 to increase military expenditure and in-
troduce organisational changes in order to increase defence-industry production. 
While no other major initiatives for economic mobilisation have been declared since 
then, the GCC has continued its work, and it is coordinating the implementation of a 
growing military budget. The result is an increasing militarisation of the Russian econ-
omy, where the defence-industrial complex is increasing in importance as a growth 
engine for the rest of the economy. In addition, the GCC ensures that the defence-
industrial complex is given priority for the supply of the best available inputs, both in 
terms of technology (such as imported semiconductors) and skilled labour. Much like 
in the Soviet Union, the rest of the economy is expected to adapt accordingly, with 
less-prioritised sectors having to make do with what is left over. However, the overall 
level of military spending is still much lower than it was in the Soviet Union, and it 
would be wrong to say, at the time of writing, that Russia is mobilising “everything 
for the front,” to borrow a Soviet slogan from World War II. 

The current Russian debate about the mobilisation economy 

While the government has gradually increased the amount of resources reserved for 
the war effort, there is a nascent debate on whether Russia should move towards a 
full “mobilisation economy.” Academic interest in Russia about whether a mobilisa-
tion economy is a viable economic model for the country and what it could entail has 
increased after the 2014 annexation of Crimea and especially after the invasion of 
Ukraine in 2022, given the increasing challenges for Russia’s economy and its trade 
with the rest of the world.17 The question being debated is whether the government 
should accelerate its intervention in the economy in order to secure more resources 
for the war against Ukraine and the confrontation with the West. In this context, it is 
possible to sketch four options put forward by different interest groups.18 

The first option is to try to contain the economic fallout of the war and, to the extent 
possible, limit the increases in military and other government expenditure and thereby 
preserve macroeconomic stability. This is the preferred course of “technocrats,” such 
as the finance minister, Anton Siluanov, and Elvira Nabiullina, the governor of the 
Central Bank of Russia and former deputy finance minister. Nabiullina rather favours 
a structural transformation of the Russian economy based on the maintenance of a 

                                                 

 
16 Mark Harrison: “Soviet National Income and the Burden of Defence, 1937 and 1940–1944,” University of 
Warwick working paper, 7 July 1989; Franklyn D. Holzman: “Politics and Guesswork: CIA and DIA Esti-
mates of Soviet Military Spending,” International Security 14, no. 2 (1989). 
17 Oleg B. Ivanov and Evgeniy Bukhvald: “Mobilizatsionnaia ekonomika v Rossii: vchera, segodnia i …” in 
ETAP: Ekonomicheskaia Teoriia, Analiz, Praktika, no. 3, 2022. 
18 Naturally, most of these discussions take place behind closed doors within the state apparatus, which 
makes them impossible to monitor with open sources. However, they can be inferred from the known posi-
tions of officials and different interest groups, and sometimes the discussions take place openly. The options 
discussed should also not be seen as mutually exclusive. Rather, they emphasise different aims. For a further 
discussion on the analysis of the different positions within Russia’s elite, see Ivan Fomin: “Sixty Shades of 
Statism: Mapping the Ideological Divergences in Russian Elite Discourse,” Demokratizatsiia 30 (3), 2022, 305–
332. 
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market economy, which is seen as incompatible with the introduction of a mobilisa-
tion economy.19 

A second option appearing in the debate is that the government should mobilise the 
economy through increased investments and expenditures in order to stimulate eco-
nomic growth, industrial production, and technological innovation, preferably in co-
operation with China and other friendly countries. This position has been advanced 
by Denis Manturov, Minister of Trade and Industry, and by Vladimir Mau, former 
rector of the Russian Presidential Academy of National Economy and Public Admin-
istration, in an intervention in the Committee on Budget and Taxes in the State 
Duma.20 The group arguing for this option can be called the “optimists,” since the 
policy they propose requires increased government spending, which is hard to come 
by as long as the war against Ukraine continues. 

A third group, which could be called the “hawks,” also wants to mobilise the econ-
omy, but with a focus on the defence industry and by increasing military expenditure. 
The advocates for this approach come from the military, the defence industry, and 
the security sector.21 A fourth group, which is more marginal than the others, can be 
called the “nostalgics,” since they argue for a return to a Soviet-style mobilisation 
economy. The leader of the Communist Party of Russia favours the implementation 
of a mobilisation economy, drawing on lessons from the Soviet Union.22 

So far, the government has played down the possibility of introducing a mobilisation 
economy. Such an option was not included, for example, in the macroeconomic fore-
cast that informs the federal budget.23 If the government plans to increase economic 
mobilisation, it will need to finance it, either by raising more money through taxes, by 
cutting other expenditures, or by using its reserves to a greater degree. Since these 
alternatives are unattractive for different reasons, the government has so far resorted 
to a gradual and relatively limited increase in military and social expenditure without 
committing to full-scale economic mobilisation. The longer the war goes on and the 
more pressure the sanctions put on Russia’s economy, the more difficult it will be for 
the government to continue finding the “golden mean” between mobilisation and 
financial restraint. 

Conclusions 

The evidence presented in the discussion above suggests that, so far, Russia’s eco-
nomic mobilisation after the invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has been limited. The pre-
existing system of economic mobilisation was not used to generate more resources 
for the war. The government has focused on limiting the war’s economic damage and 
                                                 

 
19 Central Bank of Russia, Vystupleniie Elviry Nabiiullinoi na vstreche Assotsiatsii bankov Rossii, press release, 26 
May 2022, http://www.cbr.ru/press/event/?id=12904 . 
20 Interfax, Denis Manturov: totalnogo otkaza ot printsipov rynochnoy ekonomiki ne budet, accessed 13 February 2024, 
https://www.militarynews.ru/story.asp?rid=2&nid=579328&lang=RU; Vedomosti, Rektor RANKhiGS pred-
lozhil rassmotret' perekhod k mobilizatsionnoi ekonomike, 17 October 2022. 
21 Andrew Monaghan: Power in Modern Russia (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017), p. 70. 
22 Communist Party of the Russian Federation, “Ziuganov: ‘Trebuetsia maksimalnaia mobilizatsiia resursov i sploch-
eniie obshchestva,’” press release, 12 December 2022, https://kprf.ru/party-live/cknews/215469.html. 
23 Meduza, Rossiiskie chinovniki postoianno govoriat o perekhode k “mobilizatsionnoy ekonomike” — kak v gody Velikoy 
Otechestvennoi voiny. Eto pravda proiskhodit? 21 November 2022, https://meduza.io/feature/2022/11/21/ros-
siyskie-chinovniki-postoyanno-govoryat-o-perehode-k-mobilizatsionnoy-ekonomike-kak-v-gody-velikoy-
otechestvennoy-voyny-eto-pravda-proishodit. 
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sanctions rather than initiating a structural transformation towards a mobilisation 
economy. In addition, Russia has increased its military spending only gradually over 
the last two years.  

However, some interest groups outside and inside the government are arguing for 
bigger state intervention in the economy and higher government expenditure, either 
on investments or on the military. There is a tension within the state apparatus be-
tween those who want to maintain a careful economic policy and limit public spend-
ing and those who want to mobilise the economy to a greater degree to finance the 
war in Ukraine and the confrontation with the West. So far, the government has cho-
sen to strike a balance between these positions. If the system is put under greater 
stress, either through stricter sanctions or because of a drawn-out war, the political 
leadership might find it difficult to maintain this balance. It will also become more 
difficult to isolate the population from the economic effects of the war. 

Even if the government has not committed to full-scale economic mobilisation, it has 
belatedly started to introduce measures to mobilise the economy. Through the Coor-
dination Council and other bodies, the state is intervening more in the economy to 
secure resources for the war effort. Military expenditures are continuing to rise. The 
defence industry has become the growth engine of the economy, and has privileged 
access to the best inputs and the most qualified labour in Russia. The war is leading 
to a re-militarisation of the economy, creating lock-in effects. It would be both eco-
nomically and politically painful to decrease military expenditure, even if the war in 
Ukraine comes to a halt. Russia can ill afford to decrease military expenditure when 
it wants to reconstitute and expand its Armed Forces. Therefore, it is likely that Rus-
sia’s economy will remain structurally militarised as long as the confrontation with the 
West persists. 
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27 

RUSSIA'S ASSESSMENT OF GEOPOLITICAL THREATS AND 
DANGERS IN 2030 AND 2045 – FUTURE DRIVERS FOR CHANGE 

Sari Voinoff 

he presentation by Sari Voinoff in the Russia Seminar 2024 can be found on 
the FNDU YouTube-channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nr4KG1mtKvc starting from 6:01:40. 

Russia’s strategic military foresight 

Russian military scientists, experts and civilian researchers who prepare the Military-
Political Situation Assessment (VPO)1 for the Russian Security Council carry out fore-
sight to identify potential and probable military threats to Russia. The VPO examines 
the balance and differences in military, economic, technological, and other potentials 
between states and anticipates Russia's ability to mitigate the threats they pose. Re-
searchers and analysts compare Russia's respective drivers of change with those of its 
potential adversaries, such as the United States and China.2 

In the early 2000s, Russian strategic planning was still carried out by assessing and 
maintaining a threat list of more than 700 threats. These were, in turn, refined by 
various variables and quantitative indicators to be monitored. In total, there were sev-
eral thousand different actions to be monitored, making it practice impossible to use 
the assessment mechanism.3 

Russia's strategic planning methodology is still in a state of flux. At present the Rus-
sian National Security Strategy defines the factors and indicators of change according 
to strategic national priorities rather than security sectors or types of activity. The 
reform is important for the scientific and methodological support of Russian strategic 
planning.4 

Strategic military foresight in Russia often adopts a comprehensive perspective of 
military strength or potential. The latter is described as the totality of the intellectual 
and material resources that are engaged in both peace and war, as well as the state's 
capacity to mobilise all of these resources in order to conduct battle (or defend off an 
attack).5 

In the Russian view, global multipolarity does not lead to a reduction in threats but 
to their multiplication. The earlier estimate that the threat will come from the West 
will change by 2045. Then the threat can come from any direction, including space. 

                                                 

 
1 (Военно-политическая обстановка, voyenno-polititsheskaya obstanovka). Assessment of the development 
of the military-political situation in support of military strategic planning for the long term (more than 10 
years). 
2 Назаров 2021; Reach 2022. 
3 Назаров 2021, P. 232. 
4 Ibid. 2021, Pp. 236−237. 
5 Reach 2022, P. 22. 
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The most likely scenario in Russian thinking is that between 2040 and 2050, the West-
ern bloc will retain its power of influence in the world order and will determine the 
direction of global development. It will control other allies and centers of power, such 
as the Islamic, Indian, and Chinese. In reality, however, in Russian experts’ opinion, 
only China can challenge the West in a confrontation.6 

Russian military experts estimate that Russia will lose its important and strong role in 
shaping and maintaining trade, economic, political, and social relations by 2030 if it 
fails to strengthen its industry and maintain its domestic policies in line with the fun-
damental values of its people. At the same time, it will lose its military alliances with 
non-Western states. It will lose its strong position in the formation of new centers of 
power and influence in the global arena. On the other hand, experts estimate that 
Russia's role in the modern world order is so great that its removal from the ranks of 
the leading players could dramatically change the trends of global development. Eco-
nomic stagnation and the ensuing economic crisis will inevitably lead to growing do-
mestic instability in Russia, a process of Russian annexation, and military action 
against Russia to seize areas of natural resources.7 

The foreign military threats 

Russian scientists estimate that the regional and local military threats and dangers are 
emerging on Russia's borders. Russia's main military threats in the period to 2030 and 
2045 are related to the United States and its allies, both in the West and in the East.8  

The threats in general are described as arising from old and new conflicts with neigh-
bouring countries or in areas where Russia is protecting its national interests. The 
escalation of these tensions can lead to the outbreak of various military conflicts. The 
main threat for Russia is that they could escalate into large-scale wars involving weap-
ons of mass destruction. China's considerable superiority over Russia in terms of 
combat capability in the strategic regions of Siberia and the Far East, and its economic 
potential are in themselves a military threat to Russia. According to Russian experts, 
China's military and political leadership has no aggressive intentions towards Russia 
and therefore no military threat, although contrary assessments have been made.9 
Concerns have been raised in Russia regarding the country's increasing reliance on 
China10. Russians refer to this phenomenon as "Asianization" and "Sinicization", even 
“Sino-phobia” has been raised as a consequence of becoming overdependent on 
China11. 

There are three likely developments in the Russian Ministry of Defence's scenarios 
up to 2030: Russia's military threats and dangers consist of a US-led coalition (NATO, 
European Union, Japan, and Australia). The United States will be able to maintain its 
leading position, but it will no longer be hegemonic and will not dictate international 
relations. Russia continues to participate in international alliances and organisations. 
The world is becoming more polarised, and states are grouping around the two 

                                                 

 
6 Подберёзкин 2021. 
7 Коржевский 2021. 
8 Цырендоржиев 2015, P. 11. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Kendall-Taylor 2021, P. 3. 
11 Rus. Азиатизация, китаизация, синофобия. 
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superpowers, the United States and China. This would create a new bipolar world 
order. In all these scenarios, the military-political situation is changing. Because of 
Russia's geopolitical position its military threats and dangers remain largely unchanged 
but vary in level and scale in different scenarios.12 

The Russian Military Academy foresees Russia's military threats in a geopolitical 
framework up to 2045. The threat to Russia's Arctic region will remain at the same 
level in both the 2030s and 2040s. In the Arctic region, the United States and NATO 
threaten Russia's national interests, including through claims on its natural re-
sources.13  

In assessments the threats from the West include the Baltic States, Poland, Germany, 
and the United States, who have military claims on both Belarus and Russia. At the 
same time, it is proposed that these countries want to take advantage of the other 
Eastern European countries.14 

With regard to the Baltic Sea, Russian experts argue that the threat is potential. They 
forecast that the Estonian and Finnish navies might attempt to block the strategically 
significant Gulf of Finland, a crucial transport route to Kaliningrad, by deploying 
mines. Consequently, the main forces and troops of the Baltic Fleet stationed in Ka-
liningrad would find themselves completely cut off, facing all the effects that would 
follow.15 At the same time, Russia's maritime doctrine16 foresees that several states 
will present future territorial claims on some of its coastal, island, and enclave areas, 
such as Kaliningrad. As a result, Belarus will become even more important as a buffer 
state in the western region. 

In the south-west of Russia, the military threat up to 2045 is foreseen to arise from 
Ukraine's territorial claims with the support of the US and NATO. Azerbaijan's terri-
torial claims, with Turkish support, against Armenia over Nagorno-Karabakh and 
Georgia's efforts to regain Abkhazia and South Ossetia with US and NATO support 
pose a threat to Russia. States and actors posing a military threat are projected by 
Russia to be equipped with disruptive technologies17 and employing nuclear deter-
rence by 2045.18 

In terms of geopolitics, the area of concern would be extensive, including the Xinjiang 
Uyghur region in China, as well as the North Caucasus and the Volga region. Further-
more, there is a significant threat arising from the dismantling of Islamic caliphates 
through the seizure of territories from Russia, China, and Kazakhstan, as well as the 
potential occurrence of coups d'état in Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan. Per-
sistent conflicts regarding the Kuril Islands, Sakhalin Islands, and potential future dis-
putes over the Kamchatka Peninsula and Primorsky Krai in Russia's eastern region 
are identified as possible triggers for military tensions until 2045. According the 

                                                 

 
12 Цырендоржиев 2015, P. 11. 
13 Reach 2022; Цырендоржиев 2015. 
14 Reach 2022, P. 105; Цырендоржиев 2015, P. 12. 
15 Евменов;Пучнин Ja Ещенко 2023; Рейнекин 2022. 
16 Кремль 2022; Russian Maritime Doctrine 2022. 
17 Disruptive technologies enable applications and innovations that redefine markets and replace existing 
structures and business models. Innovation can be radical, creating significant new markets and changing 
mindsets without being disruptive. Disruptive technologies displace existing technologies and applications 
based on them. https://mooc.fitech.io/fi/oppitunteja/kasvua-tuottavat-teknologiat/. 
18 Reach 2022; Цырендоржиев 2015. 
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foresight Japan, the United States, South Korea, and China are all asserting territorial 
claims in these areas.19 

The assessment of Russia's ability to maintain the Central Asian countries and the 
Caucasus region as a buffer zone until 2045 is that it will still be able to maintain some 
kind of weakened position in the region, mainly through its state-owned enterprises. 
Kazakhstan is seeking an increasingly independent foreign policy, but many other 
countries are heavily indebted and remain indebted to China. The influence of the 
China-Russia-Turkey axis in the region will continue to grow. Russia is seeking to 
dominate the region through energy as a competitor to China. Kazakhstan and Turk-
menistan, as oil states, have common interests with Russia, and Russia will continue 
its previous trade relations with them.20 
 
Russian experts claim that future global military dangers and threats will be driven by 
the ambitions of Russia's geopolitical rivals: 

– to dominate Russia and significantly weaken its position as a nuclear power. 
– weakening Russia so that it is unable to influence the development of interna-

tional relations 
– There's a chance China might turn into a military threat to Russia if it takes 

the lead in international military-political developments. Such a development 
is possible if Russia is unable to play the role of an equal ally.21 

The internal dangers and military threats 

The military threat for Russia is projected to arise from the rise of Islamic extremism 
and regional rivalries by 2045, both within Russia and in its neighbourhood. Islamic 
extremism is strongly related to the threat of mega-terrorism; which Russia intends to 
combat through counter-terrorism operations. Russia's main internal military danger 
and threat is a violent overthrow of the regime and a change in its constitutional order 
by 2030. However, if the regime has not been overthrown by then, the threat will not 
significantly diminish even by 2045, says experts.22 

Russian Military Academy experts claim that the main challenges and threats to Rus-
sia's domestic policy in the long term (2025−2045) are related to the inadequate ability 
to foresee the future, which should also include conceptualisation and the legal basis 
for action. Russian political power faces medium- and long-term challenges that stem 
from its structures. For example, there is not enough political will to resolve socio-
political issues, as the power structure lacks the capacity to apply different solutions. 
The solutions require application models that included legal, political, and social 
standards and innovative solutions at the same time.23 

Military Academy experts are very critical of Russia's internal political system. The 
assessment concludes that Russia's party-political system is immature, party ideologies 
are uncertain and there is a high-level threat to the personalisation of power. This is 
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also seen as a major divide between the state leadership and the rest of society. These 
major factors are major drawbacks and obstacles to political development.24 

Russia's internal political threats in the long term involves many elements that could 
substantially weaken the state's control and lead to crises. These include the following: 

– change of power  
– distrust of those in power 
– a widening gap between power and society  
– lack of prospects for the working population, lack of political competition  
– inadequate consideration of the interests of society in political decision-mak-

ing. 
– low or non-existent participation in decision making 
– the emergence of a class society  
– limited scope for political competition  
– identity crisis in the state - lack of grand projects and goalsetting within the 

ruling party - outdated, stereotyped ideological lines 
– dominance of technocrats and bureaucrats and outdated ideology  
– the education system in teaching political values and ideology 
– lack of ideology  
– lack of coherent values and meanings and of a vision of the future and 
– lack of transparency of information/communication.25 

 
Russian experts have estimated that a disintegrating development and socio-cultural 
crisis in the Russian state can be expected after 202426. The assessment was made in 
the year just before Russia's war of aggression in Ukraine. The said unfavourable trend 
is likely to accelerate in this context. The unfavourable trend for Russia leading to it 
is the result of public distrust of the political leadership and the deteriorating state of 
society27. From a political point of view, this development would lead to an ideological 
vacuum, which could be filled by various religious movements and extremist thinking 
in society28. 
 
The US and EU sanctions have severely impacted Russia's banking and financial sys-
tem, affecting the sustainability of banks supporting state defence. The sharing of 
financial and banking information on certain contracts has been restricted. Experts 
argue that Russia's planning horizon is decreasing, with key measures limited to 
budget revenue and expenditure, and no economic policy.29 

The Russian defence industry attaches great importance to prioritisation. Of particular 
importance are projects in the space, cyber, information and cognitive domains. Op-
portunities for the exploitation of cheaper technologies, new concepts of operation, 
paramilitary activities and the development of dual-use products will be explored. At 
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the same time, Russia is closely monitoring changes in the global environment and 
changes in the behaviour of the population in this context.30 

The future development 

Despite extensive sanctions, the development of the Russia’s defense-industrial com-
plex will continue through international military-technical cooperation31. The sustain-
ability and pricing of defense and defense industry funding are serious obstacles to 
Russia's foreign trade32. Several points have been added to the Armed Forces Devel-
opment Programme to improve weaknesses. This includes improving the financial 
performance of the forces, improving logistics and addressing shortcomings such as 
waste of resources, organisational confusion and incoherence.33 But the first step 
should be to take real action to tackle corruption. Corruption is not confined to the 
military-industrial complex, but is pervasive throughout the whole of government and 
society. Corruption is a burden of Russia's past, a trend of the present and still an 
obstacle to the future. 

If Russia's ability to modernize its nuclear arsenal does not progress by 2035, it is 
likely to fall behind the United States and, above all, China. The development of Chi-
na's nuclear arsenal has been slow due to a shortage of materials and the slowness of 
the processes for dealing with them. Russia can arm China by selling it weapons-grade 
plutonium, which will weaken Russia's position but at the same time at least maintain 
control and deterrence of its nuclear weapons complex.34 

By 2045, Russia is likely to be able to maintain its critical infrastructure, with the state 
continuing to manage the transport and energy sectors, although infrastructure insta-
bility and obsolescence will continue to be a slowing factor. Critical infrastructure is 
maintained at the expense of other sectors and industries. Climate change will increase 
maintenance costs and slow down reforms. They are also affected by the duration of 
the conflict with the EU, the US, and China's desire for cooperation.35 
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