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The ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when they are right and when they
are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood. Indeed the world is ruled by
little else. Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual
influence, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist. Madmen in authority, who hear
voices in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scribblers of a few years
back. I am sure that the power of vested interests is vastly exaggerated compared with the
gradual encroachments of ideas.
- John Maynard Keynes
Without a theory, the facts are silent.
- F.A. Hayek
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1 Introduction

A study about Russian grand strategy is certain to raise more than a few eyebrows among
observers of Russian foreign policy. How can one possibly assume that in a country with
constantly changing prime ministers and an economy on the verge of bankruptcy there could
be a commonly accepted Grand Plan about anything? Moreover, the record of post-cold war
Russian foreign policy is so full of reckless moves and unpredictable u-turns, that it seems
rather far-fetched to suggest that there could be, even in theory, a common logic behind it.
Judging by the steady flow of publications on the role of self-interested politicians, parties,
business elites, and organizational and bureaucratic actors in the formation of Russian foreign
policy, it does indeed seem that most scholars see Russia’s external policy driven by the dayto-day power struggles of various groups within the Russian political elite rather than by a
common national strategy.

In this report, I seek to question this conventional wisdom. My analysis begins with an
introduction to the study of grand strategy, in which I try to correct some common
misconceptions related to the topic, and show through empirical examples how grand
strategies have shaped the security architecture of the Nordic-Baltic region during crucial
moments of the 20th century. I then proceed with a historical review of Soviet/Russian
strategic culture, which carves out a debate between two schools of thought: a Frunzean
“hard-line” school, characterized by near-paranoid threat perceptions and a preference for
offensive strategies at all levels of military doctrine; and a “realist” school, originating in the
work of Alexander Svechin and characterized by an understanding of security dilemma
theory. According to the analysis, the hard-line school dominated Soviet strategic culture
from the early years of the Soviet Union until the Gorbachev years. The nature of the cold
war security dilemma, I show, was largely defined by the Soviet doctrine of strategic
(counter)offensive in the European theatre, which provided the rationale for the existence of
the Warsaw Pact and necessitated the American military presence in Europe. The “realist”
school of thought, I argue, revived in the 1980’s as civilian analysts with direct access to
Gorbachev began advocating different varieties of defensive grand strategies. Following this
logic, I show how the end of the cold war can largely be explained by the change in Soviet
grand strategy, which changed the nature of the East-West security dilemma by erasing the
fear of Soviet offensive intentions in Central Europe.
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The bulk of the study is devoted to analysing the way in which the Russian political elite has
reacted to the end of the cold war and the continuing decline of Russia’s position in the
international system. Through an analysis of Russian doctrinal debates during the last ten
years, I trace the continuing influence of the two schools of thought and the gradual
emergence of a consensus about the main tenets of Russian grand strategy. This consensus, I
argue, has been achieved during two rounds of debate, the first culminating in the ratification
of the Foreign Policy Concept and Military Doctrine in 1993, the second ending with the
ratification of the Russian National Security Concepts of 1997 and 2000, and the publication
of the new Military Doctrine (still not ratified by the President by the time this report was
written). According to my analysis, the main achievement of the first round of doctrines was
the consolidation of the idea of Russia as the regional hegemon in the CIS/post-Soviet region.
The second round of doctrines, I conclude, reflects a consensus about the logic of
multipolarity and Russia’s consequent need to balance against perceived American
hegemonic ambitions.

I conclude the report by speculating on the possible consequences of the main components of
contemporary Russian grand strategy - the strive for regional hegemony and the imperative of
multipolar balancing - on Nordic-Baltic security.

2 Grand Strategy and Strategic Culture

Two reasons have contributed to the lack of interest (Russian) grand strategy. First and
foremost, the kind of information required from foreign policy analysts is often related to
narrowly defined questions about a state’s relations to another state, institution or alliance,
usually within a short timeframe. Policy researchers are seldom commissioned studies about
how a state’s elite perceives abstract structures such as the security dilemma, the offencedefence balance, or the polarity of the international system and how these perceptions are
conditioned by historical experiences. Consequently, recurring patters in such areas tend not
to be analysed with much sophistication, even when their consequences present constant
challenges to other states. A second, closely related problem is that the concept of “grand
strategy” is often thought to imply a concrete geostrategic grand plan, reminiscent of cold
war era simplifications of a Soviet “drive to the sea”, “drive to the West”, “drive to the
Middle East oil fields” etc. Thus, it tends to go unnoticed that abstract arguments such as
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“Russian foreign policy is based on expected utility maximization” or “Russian foreign
policy is based on the respect of international norms” are undeniably arguments about
Russian grand strategy.

Before discussing the practical relevance of grand strategies the central concepts and the
method used in this study will be outlined. The theoretical approach used in the study draws
mainly from the “strategic culture” paradigm, which was originally developed for analysing
Soviet security policy.1 The paradigm focuses on how elites and decision makers assess and
interpret the main characteristics of the international system in which they operate and how
these assessments influence their views about the use of military force. In other words, the
paradigm is concerned with the perceptions, beliefs, ideas, and norms that guide national
security elites in their task of setting strategic priorities for the hard core of the state’s foreign
and security policy.2

In contrast to studies assuming individual rationality, the strategic culture approach presumes
that individual interests are constructed in the context of temporarily and logically consistent
patterns of perceptions about a country’s role in international politics and the use of military
force to achieve political ends. These patterns, strategic culture theorists presume, are rooted
in historically unique “early” or “formative” experiences of a state or its predecessor polity,
and are influenced by philosophical, political, cultural, and cognitive factors as the state and
its elites develop through time.3 The strategic culture paradigm does not presume that
strategic culture would be unchangeable or unrelated to changes in “objective” factors - such
as the development of new military technologies or changes in economic growth rates among
states - but rather that core strategic beliefs are so deeply embedded in political culture (and
culture in general) that they tend to change slowly and to constrain the effects that changes in
a state’s security environment have on the state’s security policy.4

Obviously, a comprehensive analysis of the evolution of Soviet/Russian strategic culture is
far beyond the scope of this report. What I have attempted to achieve in the following is a
study of the main tenets of Soviet/Russian strategic thinking, with a temporal emphasis on the
post-cold war period. Thus, the study is essentially about change, about how the Russian
national security elite has reacted to the rapid shift in the international distribution of power
that followed the end of the cold war and the disintegration of the Soviet Union. This is,
admittedly, a somewhat frustrating research puzzle, since it does not answer the concrete
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question on “how has Russian strategic culture influenced Russian policy vis-à-vis this or that
country”. However, as I will try to elaborate later on, the significance of grand strategies do
not lie in their relation to individual policies, but in the way they construct security dilemmas
even in the absence of concrete threatening deeds.

In principle, the main source material of the study consists of textual material documenting
the worldview of a polity’s national security elite (key politicians, generals, senior foreign
and defence ministry officials, academics, the business elite, newspaper editors etc.).
Needless to say, the list of such people is long and the textual material produced by them
even larger. In the following, my strategy for finding the most relevant and representative
pieces of strategic discourse has been largely defined by two criteria: the presumed political
clout of the speaker, and the relevance of the substance of the text. Thus, official doctrines,
which claim to represent the officially accepted views of the Russian foreign policy elite, and
which provide fairly detailed answers to main question of grand strategy, have been given
special attention. The same applies to informal or semi-official doctrinal statements by
influential think-tanks, such as the Council on Foreign and Defense policy and RAUCorporation. Speeches, articles, and books of key politicians, which deal explicitly with the
subject of grand strategy have also been analysed. Writings of key civil servants and wellknown academics, which dwell deeper into the theoretical and conceptual basis of grand
strategy, have been used to provide flesh around doctrinal statements.

3 Strategic Culture in Action
Understanding the significance of strategic culture is made rather complicated by the fact that
in an anarchic space states interact based on presumptions about the grand strategies - not just
the capabilities and observable deeds - of other actors. Thus, strategic cultures are
interdependent in the sense that they include interpretations about the strategic preferences of
other states, as well as theoretical assumptions about the likely outcomes of the interplay of
multiple grand strategies. While studying the former element is the bread and butter of
diplomats and other government employees, the latter implies analysing abstract theoretical
constructs - such as the security dilemma or the polarity of the international system – which
cannot be done without reference (whether implicit or explicit) to international relations
theory. Since this report is not meant to be an introduction into the various theories seeking to
make sense out of the different structural situations created by the interaction of strategic
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cultures, the theme will be clarified through empirical examples with direct relevance for this
report.5

3.1 Nordic-Baltic Security Dilemma and World War II

The Nordic-Baltic region has historically been one of the theatres where actors with
conflicting grand strategies have clashed. For at least the last three centuries, the security
problematique confronted by the countries in the Nordic-Baltic region has been linked to the
pan-European or global security calculus. The permanent interests of two regional great
powers, Russia/USSR and Germany/Prussia, as well as the shifting interests of "outside"
powers, especially USA and Britain, have set the stage for the security structures in which the
smaller actors in the region have had to pursue their interests.6

The pre-World War II period and the cold war era provide particularly instructive examples
of the influence of strategic cultures on the security of the Nordic and Baltic states. In the
former period, the security dilemma of the small states in the region was strongly affected by
the clashing security interests of Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Soviet Union, both driven by
highly militarised and offensive strategic cultures. The latter era was characterized by a more
one-sided offensive threat from the Soviet Union.

The basic dilemma faced by the small states in the Baltic Sea region during the pre-war era
was the rising power of two major actors, the Soviet Union and Germany, both characterized
by a feeling of insecurity, a militarised political culture, and imperialist ambitions.
Germany’s insecurity arose primarily from its geostrategic location - no natural borders and
major powers on both sides – a feeling reinforced by the experience of World War I. Soviet
insecurity, as will be described in more detail later on, was a combination of ideological
paranoia and realistic fear of German grand strategy. Both Germany and the Soviet Union
reacted to the situation by developing offensive military doctrines, which, instead of
increasing the security of the two countries, sent their security dilemma spiraling to the verge
of war.

While the massive of clash of German and Soviet grand strategies was to take place on the
planes of Eastern Europe, the Nordic-Baltic region played an important role in the strategic
plans of both powers. For Germany, the region was a potential attack corridor to Russian

8

heartland (and vice versa) as well as the source and transport route of valuable metals needed
for the coming war effort. For the Soviets, the region was above all a potential buffer against
the aggressive intentions of Germany and other “imperialist” powers.

The most important national interest of all the small states in the region was to remain outside
of the German-Soviet security dilemma. The main problem confronted by them was that
neither Hitler nor Stalin believed in their ability to defend themselves alone or in common
with each other. Stalin’s paranoia added an additional twist to the problem: Soviet
ambassadors new that their career and even their lives were at stake in producing reports in
line with Stalin’s Frunzean worldview of the Soviet Union as a besieged fortress surrounded
by hostile imperialist powers. Consequently, Stalin and his generals received tailor-made
reports, which confirmed their fears of growing German influence in the Nordic-Baltic
region.7

Pre-war Soviet and German grand strategies thus created a particularly problematic situation
for the small states in the Nordic-Baltic region: Soviet offensiveness placed them under
threat, while all balancing efforts were interpreted in Moscow in the light of presumed
German influence. The small states tried to solve the problem by balancing against Soviet
power as non-offensively as possible while maintaining their military readiness. Political and
military cooperation was stepped up between Finland, Sweden Norway and Denmark (so
called “cooperation in neutrality”), extensive military cooperation between Finland and
Estonia took place also, and intelligence cooperation between Finland, Estonia, and Latvia
(shared also with Germany and Poland) began.8 The hard core of the strategy of the Nordic
states was summarized in 1938 by Sweden’s foreign minister Rickard Sandler: “Norden must
be wiped from the calculations of the great powers’ military headquarters.9

In the end, the strategy failed: only Sweden managed to stay neutral during the war, and only
Finland amongst all other small states in the region managed to stay unoccupied, the latter
made possible by cooperation with Germany during the 1941-1944 Continuation War. The
Baltic States chose acquisition instead of annihilation, and became part of the Soviet Union.
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3.2 The Nordic Balance and the Cold War

The end result of World War II was a unique security arrangement, often referred to as the
"Nordic balance" which again reflected the influence of grand strategies on security in the
region. In short, the Nordic balance referred to the situation created by three factors
“constantly operational during the post-war period”: the absence of Nato bases and nuclear
weapons in Denmark and Norway, Sweden’s neutrality backed with a credible defence
capability, and the “special Soviet restraints in dealing with Finland”.10 While the Nordic
balance concept gathered a lot of criticism during the cold war11, it nevertheless highlights
several important aspects of the security dilemma created by Soviet grand strategy, and
provides a useful framework for analysing the change that took place in the security dilemma
with the end of the cold war.12 In the following, the basic geostrategic factors behind the
Nordic balance will be outlined.

For the West, the geostrategic importance of the Nordic-Baltic region during the cold war
was two-fold. On the one hand, the region was viewed in the West as a potential attack
corridor to the Central Front, the main theatre of the cold war. On the other hand, the region,
especially in the 1980's constituted a buffer between the transatlantic Sea Lanes Of
Communication (SLOC’s) and the bases of the Soviet Northern Fleet (and, to a somewhat
lesser extent, the Baltic Fleet). Had the Nordic countries fallen into Soviet hands, securing the
Greenland-Iceland-UK gap from Soviet attack submarines and other vessels would have been
significantly more costly.

From the Soviet perspective, in turn, the Nordic region constituted a buffer zone between
Nato’s Northern Flank and two vital centres of the Soviet empire: the Kola complex and the
Leningrad area. The former was home to the Soviet Northern Fleet and a majority of Soviet
ballistic missile submarines, the latter was the second largest population centre in the USSR
and a major military-industrial centre. Of importance to the Soviets were also the air defences
located in the Baltic littoral as well as the airstrips on the Barents (and Kara) Sea coast which
would have provided the last refuelling posts for strategic bombers on their way to the United
States.

Keeping in mind the constraints created by these strategic factors, it is not hard to understand
why the Nordic countries found themselves in a common search for stability and continuity
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during the cold war. Strategy goes a long way in explaining the fundamentally different roles
that the Nordic countries would have had had the region been drawn into a major war: While
the defence of Norway, Denmark, and Sweden would have been coordinated with Nato, the
role of Finland would have been not only to fight the Soviets alone, but to do so while the
major strategic targets in Finland were being destroyed by Nato’s tactical nuclear weapons in
order to deny Soviet access to them.

However, the cold war was not only a conflict between two military blocks in which the
Nordic states tried to pursue a stabilizing role, but also a conflict between two political
systems, of which the other subscribed to the same core values as Nordic societies and based
its military doctrine and nuclear strategy on an understanding of the security dilemma, while
the other block constituted a direct threat to Western values and was driven by an offensive
strategic culture. The Nordic balance can be seen as a concerted effort by small democracies
to balance against a totalitarian/authoritarian great power by relying on Nato as much as was
possible without provoking a response from the enemy. 13 More precisely, the balancing act
was one in which Norway, Denmark, and Sweden voluntary restricted their reliance on Nato
so as not to motivate the Soviets to tighten their grip on Finland. Thus, while the Nordics
differed in their security solutions, they were united by a common understanding of the
nature of the Soviet threat and the dynamics it created for the region.14

The fundamental difference in comparison to the pre-World War II security dilemma was that
Nato, unlike Nazi Germany, sought to deter and contain the Soviet Union, not to invade it.
The summary of Soviet strategic culture provided in this report explains why it took 40 years
until even the most enlightened part of the Soviet elite could comprehend this difference and how the shadow of past still haunts Russian strategic thinkers.

4 Soviet Strategic Culture

If Soviet/Russian strategic culture is to have any analytical usefulness in the present era, it
should have significant explanatory power over the cold war security dilemma. The intention
in the following is not to contribute to the debate between traditionalists, revisionists, and
post-revisionists concerning the origins of the cold war, but to try to briefly sketch an
interpretation, in line with recent research, about the evolution of Soviet strategic culture and
suggest how it could be used to explain changes in the Russian-Western security dilemma.
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Until the Gorbachev era, Soviet foreign policy planners and military strategists had to operate
in an authoritarian/totalitarian political culture, where the Party exercised strong ideological
control over the formulation of grand strategy.15 Moreover, the Soviet leaders inherited an
empire, which had been ruled for centuries through an authoritarian and militarist political
culture. Yet, throughout the Soviet era, strategic thinking had to take into consideration also
the geostrategic realities confronted by the empire. The Soviet Union, just like the Russian
Empire, lacked clear natural boundries and lagged behind the West in economic power and
techonological development. Just as czarist militarism was in part a response to external
threats and Russia’s exposed geostrategic position,16 so can Soviet military policy be partly
explained by the structural constraints faced by Soviet leaders during different historical
periods.17

These two contradicting factors resulted in a strategic culture characterized by a mixture of
offensive messianism and cool realism. The contradiction was clearly reflected in the
polarization of the Western debate on Soviet foreign and security policy, a debate made all
the more unscientific by the political battles over allocation of budgetary resources in the
West. Those stressing the offensive character of Soviet strategic thinking usually ended up
advocating more hawkish policies towards the Soviet Union, while those stressing the
constraints imposed by structural factors on the Soviet Union (and/or the Soviets’
understanding of those factors) made more dovish policy recommendations.

Since the end of the cold war, a body of literature offering a more balanced view of Soviet
strategic culture has begun to emerge. This literature has generated new insights into the
interaction of strategic and political culture, and questioned some of the premises on which
cold war debates over Soviet foreign policies were conducted in the West. One major
contribution of recent research is to provide a more accurate picture of the way battles over
the meaning of strategic concepts - such as “defensiveness” - were tied to the evolution of
domestic institutional and structural constraints faced by Soviet strategic planners. Another,
closely related, contribution is tracing the existence of a really existing defensive realpolitik
tradition (as opposed to offensive messianism), from czarist times through the Soviet era up
to recent times, which surfaced in strategic discourse when the domestic situation and
international environment permitted it to. What these contributions suggest is that in order to
understand the extent to which the messianic tradition in Soviet strategic culture interfered
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with realistic structural adjustments to external changes, one has to look at the domestic
political battles fought in the Soviet Union over the main concepts of grand strategy.

4.1 The Soviet Cult of the Offensive: the Pre-Nuclear Era

The first, and perhaps most decisive, debate over Soviet grand strategy took place already
during the first years of Soviet rule when Red Army strategic planners had to define the
threats to Soviet security, the nature of the future war, and confronted the problem of
correlation between offence and defence in military strategy, tactics and operational art. The
mainstream interpretation, presented most forcefully by Mikhail Frunze18 (other prominent
advocates of the view were Ioakim I. Vatsetis, chief of Red Army 1918-1919, and A.M.
Zaionchovsky, a former czarist general), saw the Soviet-Western security dilemma through
the prism of Marxist theory.19 According to them, the Soviet Union was the first broken link
in the chain of imperialism - a chain that would soon break everywhere. Until that happened,
the argument went, the Soviet motherland was like a “besieged fortress”, surrounded by a sea
of hostile imperialism ready to “rush in to attempt to sweep away all the achievements of the
proletarian revolution”.20

Frunze believed that the contradictions of capitalism could only be solved by force “in a
bloody battle between class enemies” and that “the very development of the historic
revolutionary process will force the working class to take the offensive against capitalism
when favourable conditions arise”. Thus, Frunze argued, “the requirements of the art of war
and general policy completely concur”.21 While Frunze considered the political means for
fighting capitalism as being “defensive” in nature, he argued that military strategy should be
“decisive and offensive”. Defence, according to Frunze, was harmful and should be
considered only a transitory phase for readying conditions for the offensive, or a
geographically confined tactic for making possible strategic offensives elsewhere.22
The opposing stance, articulated Alexander A. Svechin23 and - somewhat more ambiguously by Leon Trotsky (others included A.I. Verkhovski, a military historian and former minister,
and - with some reservations - A. A. Neznamov, a professor and military theorist, formerly
general in the czarist army), reflected a deeper understanding of the security dilemma. They
opposed the idea that future wars would necessarily be class-based and revolutionary in
character, and advocated a more defensive realpolitik strategy based on economic and

13

geographical analysis. Svechin especially remained sceptical of offensive strategies, arguing
that they were often based on overestimation of one’s own capabilities and wishful thinking
about the appearance of “fifth columns” within the opposing country. In his view, the
decision between offensive and defensive strategies should be based on calculations about
capabilities and the expected utility of each strategy.24

The fate of Soviet grand strategy before World War II was largely decided in the power
struggle between Trotsky and his opponents, most notably Stalin, Zinoviev, and Kamenev.25
The well-known result of the power struggle led to the discrediting of Trotsky and his views,
with Frunze succeeding Trotsky as People’s Commissioner for Military and Naval Affairs in
1925. While Frunze died soon after, his idea of a “unified military doctrine”, which in
essence made military doctrine identical to grand strategy, and military strategy subordinate
to class struggle, was adopted as the official definition of military doctrine.26

The major strategic innovation of the pre-World War II period in Soviet strategic thinking
was the concept of “deep operations”, which was to have a central role in Soviet strategy
from there on. “Deep operations”

(and “deep battle”) referred to highly mobile and

manoeuvrable offensive operations, which would reach behind the enemy’s lines of
defence.27 The concept had its origin in Soviet studies about World War I, which pointed out
the problems related to positional (trench) warfare and defensive doctrines.28 Besides military
theorists, the concept was supported by Stalin, who believed strongly that the enemy should
be defeated on its own territory. By 1930, war preparations and strategic plans had been
revised to facilitate deep operations. Tanks, aircraft and artillery began rolling off production
lines, and Soviet officers started preparing more detailed operational concepts to fit the
concept.29 Also Soviet threat perceptions became more elaborate during the late 1930's. With
Hitler’s coming to power in Germany, capitalist imperialism had got a face.30 By the eve of
World War II, Stalin had divided capitalist countries into two categories: aggressive fascist
states and “non-aggressive democratic states” (such as the United States, Great Britain, and
France), the latter representing potential allies for the Soviets.31

If anything, the Second World War and Hitler’s operation Barbarossa should have told the
Soviets the virtues of strategic defence. After all, Soviet attempts to conduct deep operations
had been a disaster, and the only major victories of the war, such as the battles of Kursk or
Staliningrad, had been achieved when the Soviets were forced to take the defensive.
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However, Stalin’s post-war control of all aspects of Soviet life suppressed critical studies of
the “Great Patriotic War”, and constructed an interpretation of the war as a deliberate and
successful counteroffensive against the Fascists.32 As the praise for Stalin’s “creative genius”
reached comical proportions33, the real problems of offensive military strategy, especially its
political dimensions, were left largely - though not totally - unstudied. In practice, strategic
defence remained to be considered only as a temporary option, soon to be followed by a
massive counteroffensive on all fronts. The only major change in grand strategy during the
immediate post-war years was that with the defeat of Nazi Germany, U.S. and British
imperialism was named as the most probable threat to Soviet security.34

4.2 The Soviet Cult of the Offensive: the Nuclear Era

Stalin’s death and Khrushchev’s rise to power marked another decisive moment in the
development of Soviet strategic culture. Both the military-political and military-technical side
of military doctrine changed in order to adapt to the realities of the nuclear age.35 On the
political side, the doctrine acknowledged that war against the imperialists was no longer
inevitable, since it would lead to mutual destruction. The military-technical side of the
doctrine was based on the premise that the prime delivery vehicles of nuclear explosives
would be missiles.36 Nuclear war was, however, not ruled out all together, and Soviet
strategists continued to debate the meaning of the nuclear revolution.37 The outcome was a
synthesis between nuclear deterrence and offensive grand strategy, with a clear emphasis on
the latter. Initially, emphasis was laid on nuclear pre-emption and achieving nuclear
superiority, and later on the promise of ballistic missile defences.38 According to a standard
Soviet textbook, offensive nuclear strikes were perceived as a useful way to destroy the
enemy’s nuclear arsenal, while a rapid deep strike with conventional forces would finish off
the job by destroying the enemy’s remaining conventional forces.39 Thus, the core of Soviet
grand strategy survived the nuclear revolution: the enemy was perceived as aggressive, and
nuclear weapons were incorporated into an offensive war-fighting strategy.

In 1966-1967, under Leonid Brezhnev, Soviet grand strategy took a sharp turn, this time
stressing the importance of nuclear war prevention, while acknowledging the possibility that
a major war against the imperialists might stay under the nuclear threshold. The turn was
reflected also in Soviet military exercises, which began to be based on the same premise. The
factors underlying the change were obvious: achieving nuclear superiority had proven
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impossible for the Soviets, as had the development of reliable anti-ballistic missile systems.40
Relying on conventional superiority in the European theatre thus seemed like an attractive
option. Achieving and maintaining parity in the sphere of strategic nuclear weapons would be
enough, since developing conventional and theatre nuclear forces would enable the Soviets to
achieve victory in a conflict in Europe while denying NATO the possibility of escalation
(except at the strategic level). In effect, this was as offensive a strategy as the Red Army
could realistically implement taking into consideration the size and quality of the American
nuclear deterrent.

Throughout the 1970’s, the situation stayed essentially stable with the Soviets seeking to
maintain nuclear parity at the strategic level and conventional superiority at the tactical level.
While rhetoric about nuclear war prevention proliferated in official speeches, strategic
thinking and military procurement continued to emphasize the strengthening of Soviet
military capabilities in order to repel imperialist aggression when needed.41 Moreover, the
combat role of nuclear weapons continued to be emphasized and war plans took seriously the
possibility of offensive use of nuclear weapons in par with conventional and tactical deep
operations. Global power projection was set as the task of the Soviet navy, which in the 1970
Okean (Ocean) exercise demonstrated its capability to operate simultaneously in the Atlantic,
Pacific, and Artic Oceans. The threat perception throughout the decade was a mirror image of
Soviet strategy: the imperialists were perceived as willing and able to launch a nuclear first
strike at any moment with possible combinations of conventional forces and tactical nuclear
weapons. Satisfaction with nuclear parity instead of nuclear superiority reflected an
externally imposed necessity rather than an acceptance of Western ideas of nuclear
deterrence. The only real change from the previous era was that now China was taken
seriously as a potential adversary. This was not, however, perceived as a change from bi- to
tripolarity at the systemic level, but rather as a strengthening of the anti-Soviet camp.42

4.3 “New Thinking” and the Crisis of the Cult of the Offensive

In the 1980’s things began to change, first slowly and then at a pace which outdated Western
Sovietological studies overnight. Several factors contributed to the change. Already in the
1970’s it had become perfectly clear to Soviet leaders that the Soviet Union would not reach,
or come even near, the stated goal of achieving the industrial output of the United States. By
the end of the 1970’s Soviet leaders were beginning to acknowledge that building a nuclear
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triad similar to the US one, while at the same time maintaining conventional superiority and
supporting “national liberation movements” in the third world was becoming an unbearable
burden to the inefficient Soviet economy. The “new cold war” of the 1980's made this
problem even more urgent.43 At the same time, critical discussion about the virtues of
offensive grand strategy opened for the first time since Frunze’s views had prevailed over
Svechin’s in the 1920's.

The first sign of change was an increase in attention to “defensiveness” among Soviet officers
and civilian experts. The criticism of offensive strategy was, however, not at all unanimous,
and even the advocates of “defensiveness” ended up with several different definitions of the
concept: military officers advocated variants of a “more defensive” strategy instead of
exclusive reliance on offensive strategy, while civilian foreign policy analysts placed
“defensiveness” within Western discourses of common security and non-offensive defence. 44
The alternative concepts are worth a closer look, since they form the origin of the division of
Soviet strategic culture into two competing “schools of thought” - in many ways similar to
the “schools” led by Frunze and Svechin - which can still be found in Russian strategic
culture.
Military attention to defensiveness originated in the beginning of the 1980's.45 Partly this
attention predated Nato’s two offensive operational initiatives in the 1980's - the Air-Land
Battle (1982) and Follow-on-Forces Attack (1984), as well as the U.S. Strategic Defense
Initiative (1983) - all of which have been used to explain the increased role of defensive ideas
in Soviet strategy. However, it is likely that the increased discussion over defence was largely
motivated by a realization that the Soviet theatre posture was based on premises, which
Nato’s initiatives threatened.46 Throughout the discussion the idea of defensive operations
being followed as soon as possible by a strategic counter-offensive was questioned only
rarely.47 To a large extent, “defensiveness” was, in the proposals of officers, confined to the
political-military side of the doctrine.48 It is worth noting that it took until the second half of
the decade before integrating even some degree of defensiveness into offensive operations
became accepted in the mainstream debate in military journals.49 Concrete evidence about the
military’s reluctance to embrace a non-offensive strategy can be found in the General Staff’s
policy to continue to base the structure and preparation of forces - reflected in military
exercises as late as 1988 - on the premise that the enemy would ultimately be defeated by a
strategic counteroffensive on its own territory.50 Moreover, the General Staff continued to
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oppose publicly unilateral military concessions and insisted that reductions be carried out on
a reciprocal basis.51 Thus, the school of thought represented by the Soviet military still
reflected the Frunzean cult of the offensive.

The other school of thought, represented by civilian foreign and security policy experts
working in research institutes, advanced a very different understanding of defensiveness.52
The mezhdunarodniki (as they were called) understood that the hostile encirclement of the
Soviet Union was caused partly by its own past belligerency and current offensiveness.53 In
other words, they understood the security dilemma in a way similar to Western defensive
realists. During 1987 and 1988 these experts presented several plans for the restructuring and
radical downsizing of the Soviet armed forced, claiming that unilateral gestures would benefit
the Soviets in negotiations over the Conventional Forces in Europe treaty.54 There is credible
evidence that the Soviet’s CFE negotiation position originated in the connections between the
mezhdunarodniki and the Soviet leadership, including the Foreign Ministry and Gorbachev
himself.55 The implications of the Soviet position were immense because it signalled that the
Soviets were willing to give up, or at least to rethink, their dogma of a strategic
counteroffensive in Europe. This effectively outdated Nato’s offensive doctrines in the
European theatre and opened the way for loosening the link between the U.S. strategic
deterrent and the defence of Europe, which had been a goal of the Soviets since the
achievement of strategic parity.56

While Soviet unilateral moves in reducing conventional forces in Europe were probably the
most important move in breaking the cold war security dilemma, similar initiatives were
made in other areas of security policy as well. During the 1980's, the role of nuclear
deterrence in war prevention - previously a rhetorical cliche motivated by an inability to gain
supremacy - became accepted in Soviet discourse first in a way largely identical to
mainstream Western nuclear deterrence theory and then in a way similar to proposals of
Western non-offensive defence theorists.57 The impetus for change came from Soviet
scientists, whose views predated those of Soviet military theorists by several years.58 By the
end of the decade, influential mezhdunarodniki had jumped on the issue and developed
drastic proposals to downsize nuclear forces while maintaining strategic stability.59 While the
reductions in Soviet/Russian strategic nuclear weapons in START I and II can well be
explained by the collapse of the economic base needed to maintain such expensive weapon
systems, one should not overlook the accompanying shift in Soviet/Russian perceptions about
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nuclear deterrence, which reflect a qualitatively different understanding of the security
dilemma in comparison to previous times.

In short, the change in Soviet grand strategy during the latter half of the 1980’s can be
summarized as follows. 1) War prevention became a major and sincere element in Soviet
strategic thinking 2) An understanding of the security dilemma - that one could not increase
Soviet security by increasing the insecurity of the West - replaced the Marxist framework for
interpreting the threat from the West 3) Soviet military strategy became “more defensive” in
order to erase Western fears about Soviet motivations.60 In other words, what took place
during Gorbachev’s time was the first qualitative change in Soviet grand strategy for over 60
years. The turn marked a turn back to the (defensive) realist school of Soviet strategic culture,
which was suppressed by Soviet leaders during the first years of the Soviet Union.

Two points should be made in order to clarify a common misunderstanding related to this
process. Some constructivist theorists have argued that the end of the cold war was a result of
a reciprocal process of interaction between the two superpowers in which the West reacted
positively to the Soviets’ unilateral initiatives, which in turn was taken by the Soviets as a
signal of good will, setting in motion a spiral of growing trust.61 In reality, however, the
West’s reaction (or lack thereof) to Soviet proposals did not satisfy the Soviets, especially the
Soviet military. Even in 1988 and 1989 high-ranking Soviet officers continued to express
their frustration at the West’s offensive doctrines and capabilities.62 Moreover, such criticism
was not confined to Western offensive doctrines (the maritime strategy, SDI, FOFA, etc.) but
was reflected in Soviet discussion over INF, nuclear testing and strategic arms reduction
negotiations.63 This suggests that the process that led to the end of the cold war was more
one-sided than constructivists have argued and that it was an understanding of the security
dilemma, advanced by the mezhdunarodniki and made official policy through Gorbachev’s
personal power that played the key role in ending the cold war.

How, then, was it possible for the mezhdunarodniki to get Gorbachev’s ear and walk over the
military’s 60-year monopoly in defence policy, arms control, military strategy, and force
posturing? Mainstream constructivists often overlook the personal connections between
Gorbachev and the mezhdunarodniki, created in the 1986 reshuffle in Gorbachev’s staff. By
1987 IMEMO director Aleksandr Yakovlev had risen to full member of politburo, creating a
direct link between foreign policy academics and the Soviet leadership. Some of the Soviet
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unilateral arms reduction initiatives originated in IMEMO working groups and several
prominent researchers took personally part in preparing policy proposals and doctrines.
Around the same time, the Foreign Ministry, which later played a key role in the CFE
negotiations, institutionalised its link to civilian researchers. 64 This made it possible for
civilian academics to participate in the formulation of policies that had previously been the
turf of the Ministry of Defence and the General Staff. Considering the conservativeness of the
latter, it is possible that had a channel between the mezhdunarodniki and the Soviet
leadership not existed, the Soviets would have continued to stick with the (counter)offensive
strategy in Europe for much longer and the cold war would not have ended when it did.

5 Systemic Change and Russian Grand Strategy

If discussion about grand strategy had driven Soviet policy during most of the 1980’s, the
domestic turmoil in the Soviet Union and the geostrategic changes in its environs that began
in 1989 made Soviet policy more reactive and outdated much of the discussion about grand
strategy. While the collapse of the Warsaw Pact was related to the Soviet leadership’s
renunciation of the need to launch a large-scale counter-offensive to Western Europe in case
conflict broke out,65 the series of democratic revolutions in the former Warsaw Pact countries
and the extent of changes brought by them was certainly not foreseen by the Soviet elite.
Representatives of the two schools of thought, now less coherent than in the preceding years,
reacted to the changes in different ways, with the military establishment still wavering
between the cult of the offensive and a more defensive strategy, and the mezhdunarodniki not
knowing whether to advocate a non-offensive defence or full-scale integration with the West.

5.1 The Hardliner Reaction

The reaction of the military establishment to the changed geostrategic circumstances can be
found in the debate over the development of military doctrine, which lasted until the end of
the Soviet Union and continued as a debate over Russian and CIS military doctrines.

The 1990 draft version of the new military doctrine and the following statements by highranking officers reflected a desire to cling to offensive operations. According to the 1990
doctrine the character of operations would be “determined by the nature of the military
actions of the opponent and depend on the means and methods of armed struggle that he
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uses”.66 The following year, in an article on Soviet military doctrine, Igor Rodionov (Head of
the General Staff Academy, later to become minister of defence of the Russian Federation)
insisted that the Soviet armed forces should be ready to conduct all kinds of military
operations.67 General Valery Manilov (later to become the primus motor of the development
of the Russian national security concept), similarly made a distinction between the political
side of the new military doctrine, which was to be based on the ideas of “new thinking”, and
the military-technical and military-economic side of the doctrine, which were to be based on
“efficiency” and “optimisation”.68 Some senior officers, such as admirals Ponikarovskiy and
Mikhaylovskiy argued that defence and offence are inseparable and that strategic defence is
impossible without tactical and operational offence,69 while others made the case that there
should be a clear choice between offence and defence at the doctrinal level.70 Interestingly,
there seemed to be no support at the senior level to the mezhdunarodniki’s ideas about a
military force incapable of large-scale strategic offensives. Another striking feature in the
whole discussion was the inability of the military to define the threats to Soviet security,
except at a very general level.71

As the Soviet Union collapsed, the debate about Soviet military doctrine continued unabated
as a debate over Russian military doctrine and CIS military doctrine. Despite significant
disagreement over whether a CIS military doctrine was even needed,72 a draft of it was
produced, based on the 1990 Soviet military doctrine.73 While doctrines have had little to do
with the reckless policies of Russia in the CIS area74, the CIS military doctrine is worth a
closer look, since it introduced the idea of a “multipolar” threat perception into official
Russian grand strategy. This concept would later become the central organizing concept of
Russian strategic culture. The multipolar risk to security, according to the draft doctrine,
consisted of 1) direct military preparations by certain countries against the CIS 2) attempts by
other states to station their armed forces into certain countries (including former Warsaw Pact
countries and the Baltic States) 3) attempts to build up armed forces near the borders of the
CIS 4) instability in the military-political situation in the border regions of CIS.75 The
formulation is significant, because it implies that the military capabilities of other great
powers are not threatening by themselves - they become threatening when moved
geographically close to other great powers. What logically follows from this is an assumption
about “spheres of interest“ which should not be violated by other great powers if peace is to
prevail in the international system. Of interest in the doctrine is also a definition of attacks on
“dangerous targets” (such as nuclear power plants) by conventional weapons being regarded
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as the first use of weapons of mass destruction.

The first draft of the military doctrine of the Russian Federation, published in May 1992, is
also a most interesting paper.76 Unlike the official military doctrine, which was formulated
under political guidance from the Ministry of Defence and accepted as an official document
in November 1993, the 1992 version bears the imprints of the military high command.77 The
threat perception in the 1992 doctrine is one where the stability of the emerging multipolar
world is seen as threatened by “attempts of states or coalitions of states for dominance at the
level of international society or at the regional level and their preference for solving disputes
by the use of force”78 - most likely a reference to the USA and NATO.79 In terms of security
dilemma theory, this implies that the General Staff continued to see the Russian-Western
security dilemma as a “deterrence dilemma” where the threat from the West consisted of
offensive capabilities and offensive intentions. The 1992 doctrine also clarifies Rodionov’s
1991 article by stating that Russian military forces should be prepared “to an equal extent to
conduct all kinds of military operations - both defensive and offensive”.80

5.2 The Liberal/Realist Reaction

The reaction of the foreign ministry was very different from the military’s reaction, and a
direct continuation of the mezhdunarodniki’s understanding of the security dilemma.81 The
first attempt to systemize Russia’s foreign policy doctrine was based on a view according to
which Russia was returning to the community of democratic and civilized countries after half
a century of Soviet totalitarianism.82 The draft explicitly acknowledged that the Cold War had
been a function of ideological confrontation and that “new thinking” had been the first step in
ending the confrontation. The underlying worldview seemed to owe a lot to liberal
internationalism and the democratic peace theory. According to the doctrine, the shape of the
world at the end of the 20th century would depend on “the success of our [Russia’s] reforms
and the strength of civil society in Russia” as well as on “it’s [the Russian Federation’s]
foreign policy”.83 However, there were also references to political realism - a warning that
Russia’s interests would not necessarily correspond to those of Western countries and that the
role of Russia in the post-Soviet area could require, as a last resort, the use of force. It is,
however, significant that the doctrine explicitly limits the latter to defending human rights
and international law and mentions that the likely geographical area where such interventions
could take place would be the “Asian parts” of the former Soviet Union (where Russia
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already was military involved).84

The doctrine also includes an interesting interpretation of multipolarity: the international
system is described as “multicentric” (the centres being the U.S., Western Europe, and Japan,
plus “aspiring regional centres”), where the U.S. “seeks to maintain its leading role”.
Contrary to the Draft 92 military doctrine, the theme is not developed into a threat perception
in the foreign policy doctrine. Instead, the “economically powerful and technologically
advanced Western countries” are described as a potential source of help to Russia in its task
of national rebirth.85 In the sphere of security politics, the doctrine recognizes the need for
armed forces sufficient for defence and deterrence, especially against threats arising from
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, but places the emphasis on various forms of
arms control in ensuring Russia’s security.86

The main problem with Kozyrev’s idealism was the lack of a clear paradigm for defining the
national interests of Russia. In a revealing quote, Kozyrev defends his worldview to Nixon:
“You know Mr. President, that one problem of the Soviet Union was that we were a little too
obsessed, as it were, with our national interests. And so know we are more concerned with
general human values. But if you have some ideas and can advise us on how to define our
national interests, I will be very grateful to you.”87

Already as the foreign policy concept was being prepared and debated, a group of influential
politicians, civil servants, businessmen, and academics (among them many former new
thinkers) expressed their concern about the lack of realism in the concept. The group, which
called themselves the Council on Foreign and Defence Policy, made their views public in the
form of an unofficial strategy paper.88 According to their “Strategy for Russia I”, Russia’s
foreign policy should be based on a ‘realistic’ and ‘pragmatic’ assessment of Russia’s
interests and capabilities, not on the idealistic premises of liberal internationalism. With
respect to the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), the Council suggested a process
of post-imperial integration – bearing in mind the differences between the former Soviet
states. In Russian-Western relations, the Council recommended the maintenance of good
relations for the reason that, in effect, Russia did not have any other option. Far-sightedly, the
strategy proposal also forecasted that Russian democracy would probably be more
authoritarian than the Western liberal model that it supposedly is based on.
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6 The First Consensus: Regional Hegemony

The first sign of a consensus in the debate emerged already in September-October 1992,
when Foreign Minister Kozyrev, in a series of speeches and interviews, shifted from his
previous liberal views concerning Russia’s role in the “near abroad” towards geopolitical
realism: “Either we learn to conduct military actions to support and establish peace in the
zones of our traditional geopolitical interests or we risk losing influence there and the vacuum
will be filled by others”.89 While this semantic shift might seem small, it signalled the end of
the brief period of liberal internationalism in Russian foreign policy.90

An emergence of wider consensus in the debate was reflected in the officially adopted
versions of the foreign policy concept and military doctrine. The foreign policy concept,
which gained official status, was prepared in the Security Council in February 1993 under the
leadership of Yuri Skokov, the then Secretary of the Council. The President approved this
concept in April of the same year. Although the Russian government did not deem it
necessary to inform their countrymen or anyone else of the exact contents of the concept,
parts of it were leaked to the public.91 The official concept resembled more closely the
realism of the Council on Foreign and Defence Policy than it did Kozyrev’s idealism, but
differed from the former in that its general understanding of Russia’s external environment is
more pessimistic. While the concept assumed that Russia will remain one of the world’s great
powers as a result of its potential and influence it also acknowledged that the political
environment in which Russia will act will not be as benevolent as the other proposals
assumed. This manifested itself in fears of losing influence in the strategic balance between
great powers as a result of other states’ actions, as well as in the claim that Russia needs to
develop partnerships with the Eastern European countries because they are part of Russia’s
historic sphere of interest.92 The primary emphasis in the concept was on the CIS, quite
openly described as Russia’s current sphere of influence. The document mentioned the
development of an effective common defence system, the strengthening of Russia’s
leadership role and the maintaining of the old Soviet era military infrastructure within the CIS
as some of Russia’s aims.

The military doctrine that was accepted in November 1993 was in many ways similar to the
foreign policy concept adopted the same year.93 The emphasis in the military doctrine was on
Russia’s neighbouring areas and internal threats to the Federation. Russia’s relationship with
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the CIS countries was defined through a unilateral right of intervention: the doctrine
permitted the use of military force to defend the rights of Russian minorities within the CIS.
As was the case with the foreign policy concept, the military doctrine’s description of the
international system was internally conflictual and unformed. The hawkish assumptions
about Western hegemonic intentions, which could be found in the 1992 draft of the military
doctrine, were deleted in the official version. Threats mentioned in the doctrine were
undefined descriptions of potentially threatening events, rather than an exegesis of wider
trends or structural patterns.

A choice between offensive and defensive means of responding to aggression was still not
made, and the doctrine reiterated the previous formulation that the armed forces should be
ready to conduct both offensive and defensive operations.94 The possibility of a major
counteroffensive was suggested by the emphasis on strategic and operational manoeuvre and
the execution of deep operations. In the sphere of nuclear weapons, the 1993 doctrine
departed from the previous drafts in that the “no first use” pledge was not made anymore.95
This should, however, not be taken as an alarming sign, since it signalled the official
acceptance of (Western) nuclear deterrence theory, (foreshadowed by many articles in
Russian military and foreign policy journals earlier) and because the pledge was considered
incredible anyway in by the West, especially after the unilateral reductions in Soviet/Russian
conventional forces during the previous years.

In sum, the main achievement of the first round of official doctrines was that it consolidated
the view of Russia’s hegemonic role in the CIS area. The main topics in which consensus was
not achieved were the relation of Russia to other powers and the role and tasks of military
power in Russian foreign policy.

7 The Debate on Multipolarity

Despite the official approval of the new doctrines, the debate about Russian grand strategy
continued. Partly this was due to the fact that the highest document guiding Russian security
politics, the National Security Concept, was still in the making.96 Another reason was that the
foreign policy concept and the military doctrine left many fundamental questions
unanswered, thereby generating discussion about what was actually meant by the vague
formulations in the documents. Yet another reason was that both Russia’s external
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environment and domestic balance of power were in a constant state of turmoil, creating
pressure for sharper and more nationalistic formulations of Russia’s interests.

The main outcome of the debate leading to the approval of the foreign policy concept and the
military doctrine was that the liberal internationalist (or pro-Western) school of thought in
Russian foreign policy was pushed to the margins. After the CIS area had been defined as a
sphere of special interest to Russia where other great powers should not be allowed to enter,
there was little room left for liberal ideas about peacekeeping based on Western norms and
the protection of democracy and human rights. While the remaining schools of thought were
numerous, ranging from moderate liberals via moderate conservatives to communists and
nationalists, one can distinguish two main groups of grand strategy proposals. The first group
consisted of proposals by “realists”, mostly belonging to governmental circles and the
business elite. The second group consisted of proposals by “national-patriots” or communists
coming from opposition circles and some parts of the military establishment. While the
debate between these schools of thought echoed in many ways the previous great debates
over grand strategy in Russian history, such as the Svechin-Frunze debate in the 1920's and
the mezhdunarodniki-military debate in the 1980's, it also had a philosophical dimension with
long historical roots.97

Most of the post-1993 strategic debate in Russia revolved around the concept of
multipolarity. Whether one was formulating proposals for Russian national interests in the
context of military reform, arms control, or foreign policy towards Nato, EU, CIS, UN, or
even ex-Yugoslavia, the underlying presumption was usually that the post-cold war world is a
multipolar one, and that Russia is one of its poles. However, the analysis about the dynamics
of multipolarity differed significantly between the two schools of thought.

7.1 The National-Patriotic Opposition

The codeword used by the national-patriotic opposition to describe their foreign policy
orientation is “pragmatism” (or “healthy national pragmatism”).98 In reality, there is very little
pragmatism in their worldview. When analysing the opposition’s worldview, one stumbles
into an interpretation of multipolarity, which is based on rather abstract theories about
culture, polarity and geopolitics.
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The civilizational approach implies that the main actors in the multipolar system are great
powers representing different civilizations. These civilizations have their own “general laws
of social development”. One of the great powers is Russia, a cultural-spiritual(-religious)
whole and a distinctive “social cosmos”, which forms the core (or “heart”) of Eurasian
civilization.99 Eurasian civilization, as described by Gennady Zyuganov, the leader of KPRF,
is characterized by spirituality, collectivism, harmony, discipline, order, sense of justice, and
tolerance towards other cultures.100 The civilization, which differs the most from the Eurasian
civilization according to Zyuganov, is Western civilization, which he claims has always been
characterized by expansionism. This, Zyuganov claims, has led Western civilization in
conflict not only with other civilizations but also with nature. Thus, Zyuganov blames
Western civilization and its faith in technology for the current ecological threats to the
survival of mankind, such as climate change.101

Ideologically, Zyuganov describes Western civilization as a marriage between antiquity and
Judaism, the former being the origin of the division of society into free and enslaved citizens,
and the latter bringing with it the idea of “chosen people” which legitimises the unchristian
social division of antiquity in the context of modern capitalism. The result, according to
Zyuganov, is “democracy to the chosen ones” and a “primitive”, “decadent” political and
economic system where humanist ideas have been forgotten.102 Most problems of
contemporary Russia, according to this logic, have been caused by the attempt to import
Western liberalism into a Eurasian country.103

The national patriotic opposition has developed a sophisticated theoretical discourse about
polarity and the international system. According to this discourse, the most dangerous - and
currently the most likely type - of international system is a unipolar one, which amounts to
the dictatorship of one country and civilization. From this perspective, the brief period of
liberal internationalism under Kozyrev was in reality a period when Russia accepted the
unipolar ambitions of the United States.104 A bipolar system is perceived to be the most stable
one, but is not seen to be in Russia’s interests, since it would imply an anti-Western pole
based on a Russian-Chinese strategic alliance, where Russia would be the weaker partner.
The system most conducive to Russia’s interests is thus a multipolar one, even though
maintaining stability in a multipolar system according to the opposition requires careful
balancing policies.105
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The opposition’s keyword for maintaining strategic stability in the multipolar world is
“balancing equidistance” (balansiruyushchiy ravnoudalennost)106. However, in practice, their
interpretation about the working of the multipolar system is straightforward. Both Zyuganov
and RAU-corporation claim that Russia has a common interest with the USA in balancing the
EU, Japan, and a potential Muslim bloc - and vice versa: it is in Russia’s interest to try to
break the trans-Atlantic link and further the role of Germany and France in balancing
American power. As a response to the more immediate threat of Nato-enlargement, the
opposition suggests that Russia should align itself with those countries that are “threatened”
by Nato, such as China, India, Iran, and some other Arabic countries.107

Besides Eurasian ideology, the opposition’s view of multipolarity relies on geopolitical
thinking. According to Zyuganov, the oldest and most important component of geopolitics is
“geographic determinism”, which explains differences in the mentalities of people and
nations in reference to geography. Zyuganov traces the development of geopolitical
determinism from antiquity via Jean Bodin and Montesquieu to Johan Gottfried Herder,
Alexander von Humboldt, and Karl Ritter, and argues that the significance of geographic
determinism is in studying political processes and institutions as spatial (not only social)
phenomena.108 From the perspective of geopolitical determinism civilizations have “natural
borders” which they should defend.109 In the case of Eurasia, this means that Russia should
seek to restore her great power role and reintegrate the post-Soviet area under Russian
control.110 The most reliable form of geopolitical control, according Zyuganov, is military
force.111

Naturally, Nato-enlargement is of special concern to the national-patriotic opposition.
According to the opposition, Nato’s post-cold war policies have not been motivated by
abstract principles such as spreading democracy, but by expansionist geopolitical aims,
especially the building of a wide anti-Russian front from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea. In
general, Nato is seen as taking advantage of Russia’s weakness in order to limit Russia’s
possibilities to take care of her security interests. According to this logic, the Nato-Russia
summit in Paris (1997) and the Clinton-Yeltsin meeting in Helsinki (1997) were capitulations
where the current Russian administration became a hostage of Nato.112

The RAU-doctrine claims that the enlargement of Nato to Russia’s borders should be
characterized as a direct threat to Russia’s national security and that Russia should be ready
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for “large-scale measures” to counter it.113 The doctrine insists that Russian forces should be
prepared not only for defensive, but also “counteroffensive and offensive“ operations at the
“operational-strategic, operational, and tactical” levels.114 Zyuganov is less explicit, claiming
that the size and posture of Russia’s armed forces should be based on “defensive
sufficiency”, but that the military doctrine should provide the military the possibility of a
symmetric response to US strategies (which are described as offensive and hegemonic).115

7.2 The Realists

From the realists’ perspective, the foreign and security policies of states are based on
“rational” economic and military interests, rather than on the characteristics of the
civilizations into which they belong.116 Sergei Rogov, for example, has speculated with the
possibility that Russia – the largest state in the Orthodox world - may not end up as one of the
poles in the emerging multipolar system.117 He has also criticised culture and identity based
strategies, which neglect economic realities.118 According to Rogov there is a relation
between economic and military power in multipolar systems, just as there was in the bipolar
system. The rise of new poles (such as Germany and Japan) in the international system will
thus be a function of their role as “economic centres of power” and the need to defend their
national interest in an anarchic world, not of their spiritual strength and historical mission.119

In presuming that states are expected utility maximizers instead of bearers of a historical
mission, the realists continue the Svechian tradition represented by many of the
mezhdunarodniki. Threats to national security, according to this tradition, arise not from the
alien character of other civilizations or economic systems, but from conflicting security
interests between Russia and other states.120. These conflicting interests, in turn, originate
according to the realists in the “systemic pressures” of international anarchy.121 This parallels
the rhetoric of Yeltsin and it can be presumed that his occasional references to “spiritualness”
etc. was lip service designed to satisfy the national-patriotic opposition.122

When discussing multipolarity, the realists agree with the opposition that multipolar systems
are more complex, unstable, and unpredictable than bipolar systems (though not necessarily
more war-prone).123 However, the absence of any Eurasianist philosophy in the realists’
analyses leads to a somewhat different understanding of the dynamics of multipolarity and
the maintenance of peace and stability. While different realists use slightly different concepts,
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the underlying logic is neatly summarized in Tsygichko’s theory of strategic stability.
According to him, stability in international system can be maintained in three ways: 1) parity
2) strategic partnership 3) unipolar hegemony.124 Parity, according to Tsygichko, was the
name of the game during the cold war bipolar era; strategic partnership among different poles
would be the best policy in the present multipolar system. Threats to stability, according to
this logic, arise when there is a discrepancy between the de facto balance of power and the
subjective perceptions and policies of one or more actors. In other words, dangers to stability
in a multipolar world arise when the “objective necessity” of multilateral policies, such as
“strategic partnership” is being disregarded by an actor with unipolar ambitions.

This is the context in which Russian realists views Nato’s policies in the Balkans as well as
the whole process of Nato-enlargement. While the realists do not approve of Nato’s
enlargement, they understand that the driving force behind it is not blind geopolitical
expansion, but rather a strive for stability through unipolar hegemony. Thus, it is not so much
the end (stability), but the means (unilateralism in a multipolar world), that the realists
criticise – and vice versa: it is the means (strategic partnership), not the end (there isn’t any),
that they praise when they express qualified satisfaction at cooperative institutions such as the
Nato-Russia Council.125

The realist logic also assumes that the poles of the system are entitled to spheres of interest.
However, according to realists the Russian sphere of interest does not arise from culture or
history but from the interplay of regional national interests and their relation to the logic of
multipolarity. In their policy proposals realists have been careful in distinguishing between
different national interests of countries even within the Russian sphere of interest. However,
there seems to be a consensus that keeping the military potential of other poles outside of the
former USSR territory is a “vital interest” of Russia.126

The best grand strategy for Russia to follow, according to realist logic, would be one of
pragmatic balancing against US and Western ambitions, in order to strengthen multipolar and
multilateral tendencies in the world. This would require countering moves which seek to
block the strengthening of Russia’s role as one of the poles in the multipolar system127 as well
as acting as a balancer between the US and other poles of the international system, especially
China.128 However, as the realists do no advocate any one-sided policies towards the poles of
the system, they advocate a flexible policy which combines aspects of partnership and
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balancing, depending on the situation.129

8 The Second Consensus: Multipolar Balancing

The first official formulation of the multipolarity paradigm can be found from the 1997
National Security Concept.130 An early (unofficial) summary of the new military doctrine,
published in February 1998 echoes the same ideas.131 The paradigm behind the doctrines is
one in which the world is perceived as moving “objectively” towards multipolarity and where
the threat to the stability of the international system comes from unipolar ambitions.132 The
National Security Concept does not mention by name the United States as the actor with
unipolar ambitions, but that can be deduced from the references to Nato-enlargement and
other processes. The summary of the military doctrine does talk openly of American
hegemonic ambitions.

The doctrines do not even contemplate the possibility that in the future the international
system would stay unipolar or that international relations may have qualitatively changed in
such a way as to assign the use of military power in international relations to the pages of
history. Nor is Russia’s role as one of the poles in the emerging multipolar system
questioned. Russia’s interests as a “great Eurasian power” are defined as ranging from
Europe through the Middle East to Central and South-East Asia and the Pacific Ocean. The
other poles mentioned by name are the United States, the European Union, China, Japan, and
India.
The recent drafts of the National Security Concept133 and Military Doctrine134 as well as the
ratified version of the National Security Concept
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continue along these lines, while

reflecting a more sophisticated and developed understanding of multipolarity. They also bear
the imprint of several international developments, especially Nato’s intervention in Kosovo,
Russia’s war in Chechnya, Nato’s continuing enlargement process, and US attempts to
modify the ABM treaty to permit limited missile defences. As a result, the general mood
reflected in the new doctrines is more pessimistic than in the previous doctrines.

However, when one analyses the paradigm on which the doctrines are based, a familiar
picture begins to emerge – one that resembles the worldview of the realists much more
closely than that of the national-patriotic opposition.136 At the core of the doctrines is the
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assumption about unipolar ambitions destabilizing the multipolar world. Contrary to the 1997
Concept, the 2000 Concept now refers openly to the US as the main source of instability and
describes in more detail how the interests of Russia are ignored when solving major problems
of international relations. A change of emphasis can also be found in the argument that the
world is now multipolar, not developing towards it (as pronounced in the 1997 Concept).

Threat perceptions in the Concept reflect this logic. Two new formulations are worth a closer
look. First, Russia claims to be worried about the “attempts of states and intergovernmental
organizations to belittle the role of existing mechanisms for the maintenance of international
security, primarily the UN and the OSCE”.137 The same argument is repeated in a reference
to Nato’s new strategic concept and the intervention in Kosovo: “Nato’s recourse to the
practice of using military force outside the bloc’s zone of responsibility without UN Security
Council sanction, now elevated to the rank of a strategic doctrine, threatens to destabilise the
entire global strategic situation”. Thus, operations perceived in the West as being based
primarily on humanitarian concerns, are seen in Russia as part of a bid for global
domination.138 This is a particularly useful formulation in Russian domestic politics since it
resonates well with traditional Soviet-style paranoia about American intentions, while at the
same time fitting nicely into the logic of the multipolarity paradigm.

A second interesting novelty is an explicit concern over “the possible presence of foreign
military bases and large military contingents in the immediate vicinity of Russian borders”.
This argument has previously been made by several Russian officials, and it can be found in
the draft CIS military doctrine (see above) as well as Russia’s initial negotiation position in
the Nato-Russia Permanent Joint Council.139 There is no doubt that the concern over foreign
military bases and contingents refers to Nato’s continuing enlargement process. Based on
previous definitions of Russia’s sphere of interests, it is safe to say that it almost certainly
refers (among others) to the Baltic States. What is worth noting at this point is that the present
formulation ties the Baltic region into the logic of multipolar balancing in a tighter way than
earlier formulations. If the unipolar ambitions of the US are seen as the main threat to the
stability of the international system, then the attempts of Russia’s Baltic neighbours to gain
formal security guarantees from Nato are not perceived by Moscow primarily as a regional
security problem, but as an integral part of the most important threat to Russia’s national
security.
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How then, should Russia respond to the unipolar threat? According to the National Security
Concept, the level and posture of the “military potential of the state” is to be raised to a
“sufficiently high” level.140 The relationship with the US pole in the international system is
downgraded from “partnership” to pragmatic “cooperation”.141

The much-hyped “new nuclear doctrine” in the Concept consists of three separate arguments.
According to the first “It is vital to the Russian Federation to keep up its deterrence capability
in the interest of preventing aggression on whatever scale, including when nuclear arms are
used against Russia and its allies”. The size of the deterrent is described vaguely: “The
Russian Federation must have nuclear forces capable of guaranteeing that appropriate
damage will be inflicted on any aggressor state or coalition of states whatever the
circumstances”. The conditions of the use of nuclear weapons consists of: “All forces and
facilities available, including nuclear weapons, will be used if necessary to repel armed
aggression, if all other means of resolving the crisis have been exhausted or have proved to
be ineffective.” The formulations in the military doctrine (which is supposed to concretise the
National Security Concept) are equally vague. Deterrence is described as an effective way of
preventing aggression against Russia and its allies; the size of the damage that would be
inflicted on the aggressor is not described in any detail; and the right to use nuclear weapons
is retained for all situations critical to national security.142

Noteworthy about these formulations is precisely their vagueness, which leaves room for
speculation. Unlike previous doctrines, the new doctrines do not define any clear boundaries
or thresholds for the use of nuclear weapons. Two conclusions can be drawn from this. The
most plausible conclusion is that the formulations simply reflect the weakness of Russia in
the sphere of conventional forces. If one takes at face value the pessimistic interpretation of
the international situation provided by the doctrines then it is only logical that Russia would
seek to maximize its security by whatever means it has available. This could still be regarded
as a “defensive” nuclear doctrine. The other, more pessimistic, conclusion is related to
Russia’s desperate desire to be one of the poles in the multipolar system: since Russia no
more possesses any other instrument for playing great power politics, the value of nuclear
weapons as instruments for political coercion and war-fighting (e.g. the use of tactical nuclear
weapons in regional conflicts) could have been raised aside the old function of deterrence.
Only time will tell which conclusion is correct.143
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Another, less publicized novelty in the doctrine is a reference to the “strategic deployment”
of forces and the inclusion of the words “Navy units” to the description of Russia’s military
presence in the “vital regions of the world”. While the doctrine does not elaborate on the
point, two unofficial strategy papers published recently reflect the extent of Russian power
projection ambitions. The other talks of “universal expeditionary groups” as Russia’s answer
to American-style aircraft carrier battle groups.144 The other, an unofficial document prepared
on the initiative of a group of admirals and officers of the Russian Navy, is more diplomatic,
but does include an ambitious long-term build-up program involving aircraft carriers and
strategic missile submarines.145 While these plans sound rather utopian when Russia’s
economic weakness is taken into consideration, one should take into account that Russia has
already taken the first step towards blue-water power projection by pursuing an ambitions
refitting and modernising program of the gigantic Ushakov-class (former Kirov-class) battle
cruisers (to the surprise of Western analysts)146 and that the problems in financing the
weapons systems of the new Borey-class strategic missile submarines have reportedly been
solved. Such developments would not only present the West with a new challenge - reckless
Russian battle groups showing the flag and protecting Russia’s “interests” in the world’s hot
spots - but also stop the decline of the strategic significance of the Kola peninsula and
surrounding areas. This, in turn, would have effects on the regional balance of power.

In sum, the new doctrines reflect a grimmer and somewhat more militarised worldview than
the previous ones. The Russian national security elite has reacted to the continuing decline of
Russia’s standing in international politics by a constructing an increasingly nationalistic and
assertive grand strategy. The motives of the West with respect to Kosovo, Nato-enlargement,
or missile defences are demonised in a rather worrisome way, and military force is still
regarded as by far the most important instrument of power in international relations.147 Thus,
if the main achievement of the 1991-1993 round of doctrines was to consolidate a view of
Russia as a regional hegemon, the 1997-2000 round seems to reflect a consensus on the
imperative to balance against Western power in order to promote a multipolar international
system.

Three general implications of Russia’s contemporary grand strategy seem to be evident. First,
Russia will continue (mis)investment taxpayer money (and diverting foreign loans, if
possible) into procuring and deploying new weapons systems and modernizing old ones. This
will not only force the West to keep up its defences – a marginal problem considering the
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wealth of Western countries - but also ensure domestically that the Russian economy will
remain weak for the foreseeable future. The need to legitimise the continuing belt-tightening
is, in turn, likely to be reflected in increasingly nationalistic and xenophobic propaganda.148

Second, in its desperate desire to balance against the West and to promote a multipolar world,
Russia will probably increase its cooperation with the other presumed poles of the
international system, especially China, and continue its cooperation with anti-Western rogue
states with whom it has mutual interests especially in the sphere of arms trade and military
R&D. Such cooperation will probably not take the form of conventional alliances, but appear
on a case-to-case basis in forms, which make possible plausible deniability.

Third, since Russia perceives itself as the hegemonic power in the post-Soviet area, Moscow
will tolerate the interference of external actors – whether states or institutions – only in cases
when it perceives such interference to be in the Russian national interest. The linkage
between regional dominance and multipolar balancing, elaborated in the recent round of
doctrines, means that such a national interest in conflicts in the post-Soviet area is unlikely to
appear anytime soon.149

9 Conclusion: the Nordic-Baltic Security Dilemma at the Turn of the Century

Before discussing the implications of contemporary Russian grand strategy for the NordicBaltic region, it is useful to summarize the main changes in the strategic situation in the
region.

Russian military capabilities in the in the proximity of Finland, after a brief increase due to
moving hardware to the flank zones of the CFE treaty, during the 1990’s to approximately
half of what they had been a decade earlier. At the same time, the emphasis in Russian
training shifted from conventional weapons to tactical nuclear weapons (which are currently
being modernized), and mobile rapid deployment forces. These changes were underlined by
the upgrading of the Northern Military District to a frontline military district. Sweden and
Finland, while not applying for NATO-membership, increased their cooperation with the
alliance through PfP and began (and rapidly executed) an extensive Planning and Review
Process to increase interoperability.
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The security situation of region was further changed by the reappearance of independent
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, whose relations with Russia were complicated by border
problems, minority rights, and an open desire for Western security guarantees. While the first
two problems have by and large been solved, Russia has made it clear through declarations
and military signalling (especially force deployment and military exercises) that it will not
accept the enlargement of NATO into post-Soviet territory, and prefers to keep the Baltic
States in its sphere of interest.
While the military threat faced by the Nordic and Baltic states at the beginning of the 21st
century is in some ways similar to earlier periods, there are important differences, which arise
from changes in the grand strategies of major powers. As argued earlier, the ability of Finland
and the Baltic states to balance against Soviet power during the pre-war era was made
difficult by three factors: First, Stalin’s mistrust on the desire and ability of Finland and the
Baltic states to stay outside of the German orbit; second, Moscow’s Frunzean strategy, which
precluded alternatives based on strategic defence; third, the fact that Germany - the only
Western power able to provide security guarantees for Finland and the Baltic states – did
have an offensive grand strategy vis-à-vis the Soviet Union, one that could be read straight
from Mein Kampf.

The cold war security dilemma in the region was, in turn, shown to be characterized by a
more one-sided threat: Soviet offensiveness, mitigated only by the technological and
economic backwardness of the Soviet empire. It was argued that the concerted way in which
the (remaining) small states in the region balanced against Soviet power was made possible
by the fact that they could now rely on a Western power that sought to deter and contain the
Soviet Union, not to invade it. Moscow’s restraint, when evident, was certainly not due to a
lack of offensiveness, as shown above.

According to the interpretation provided in this study, the main change in Soviet/Russian
grand strategy began in the mid-1980’s, when the offensive-messianic tradition, dominant in
Russian strategic culture since Frunze’s time, came under attack from the defensive-realist
“new thinkers”. The end of the cold war, it was argued, was largely a function of the change
in Soviet/Russian grand strategy from an offensive to a defensive posture, resulting in the
disappearance of the rationale for the existence of the Warsaw Pact and outdating Western
fears of surprise offensive in the Central Front.
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The above analysis of post-cold war Russian strategic thinking shows how the defensive
realist school came under attack from the national-patriotic opposition and military
hardliners, and how a consensus on the main tenets of Russian grand strategy was gradually
achieved between the two schools of thought. The consensus, it was argued, emerged from
two debates, the first revolving around the development of the Foreign Policy Concept and
Military Doctrine in 1993, the second relating to the development of the Russian National
Security Concepts of 1997 and 2000, and the publication of the new Military Doctrine.
According to this study, the main achievement of the first round of doctrines was the
consolidation of the idea of Russia as the regional hegemon in the CIS/post-Soviet region,
while second round of doctrines reflects a consensus about the logic of multipolarity and
Russia’s consequent need to balance against perceived American hegemonic ambitions.

What are the implications of the present consensus on Nordic and Baltic security? The most
important implication is that Russian policy in the Baltic Sea region will probably be based
on the same imperative as in all other azimuths: the imperative of deploying military
hardware and building a coalition to balance against American power and hegemonic
ambitions. Noteworthy here is that it is precisely American ambitions (and, thus, Nato),
which are at the core of Moscow’s threat perception – not for example the enlargement of the
European Union or any other organization. In fact, according to the Russian multipolarity
paradigm, the widening and deepening of the EU is a positive thing, even when it encroaches
upon Russia’s self-declared sphere of interest, because it is perceived as strengthening the
European pole in the international system and thus weakening American hegemony. This
(mis)perception is ironic, since strengthening the military capabilities of Europe – America’s
most reliable and powerful ally in defending and promoting liberal democracy - seems to be
an integral part of US policy.

Another implication following directly from contemporary Russian grand strategy is that
nuclear weapons have come to play a more important role in Russian foreign policy,
including the regional level. Three aspects are worth emphasizing in this respect. First, since
Russia sees regional security problems as linked to the logic of multipolarity, the probability
that (tactical) nuclear weapons could be used as instruments of political coercion has
increased. This is primarily so because nuclear weapons are Russia’s only remaining
instrument for playing the role of a great power and deterring other powers from entering its
sphere of interest. Second, since nuclear weapons can now be used against “any situation”
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against “any aggressor”, whether armed with conventional or nuclear weapons, and because
nuclear weapons are now described not only as weapons of deterrence but also of
“protection” it is not impossible that Russian military strategy in the Nordic-Baltic region
would have attributed tactical nuclear weapons a war-fighting role with a lower threshold of
usage. Thirdly – and this is of utmost importance - the Russian nuclear doctrine at the
strategic level seems still purely defensive. The understanding of nuclear deterrence theory,
consolidated during the 1980’s, is still at the heart of Russian grand strategy. This means that
while Russia considers American ambitions threatening to its sphere of interest, the Russian
elite does not share the paranoia of the pre-Gorbachev years regarding a Western nuclear
threat to Russian heartland.

In conclusion, the security dilemma faced by the Nordic and Baltic states at the turn of the
century is without historical precedent. The good news it that the security dilemma is now
more stable than the pre-war security dilemma (characterised by offensive German ambitions
on Russian heartland) and the cold war security dilemma (including misperceived Western
ambitions on Russian heartland). The bad news is that Russia still perceives the US as
harbouring offensive ambitions on the Russian sphere of interest, and that part of this sphere
is in the Baltic Sea region. The role of weapons of mass destruction in this game - as symbols
of polarity and as instruments of coercion – makes the problem particularly grave.

While there is no simple solution to the problem, three elements, on which a solution could
be based, seem to be evident. First, the role of the European Union in providing indirect
security guarantees by integrating the Baltic States to the West as fast as possible is vital.
Russian misunderstandings and wishful thinking related to transatlantic cleavages is
something that the West could find most useful in this respect. Second, Russia’s legitimate
interests in the region should be taken into consideration. In practice, this means that the
West should keep up the pressure on the Baltic states in issues related to the civil rights of
Russian minorities, and that the posture of Western conventional military infrastructure in the
region - however organised in formal terms- should be strictly defensive (and verifiably so, if
possible). These steps would reassure the realists in Moscow about the defensive nature of
Western strategy. Finally, any long-term strategy for securing the small states in the region
should take into consideration the nuclear dimension (so often misunderstood by Finns and
Swedes in particular). Since the logic of nuclear deterrence does not presume a certainty of
response, but one of uncertainty, the West can afford to be creative in its response to Russia’s
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new nuclear doctrine – which in itself is a brilliant example of the utilization of uncertainty.
A practical policy to this end could include enlarging Nato to include Sweden and Finland (a
theme that is sure to resurface in the ongoing discussions about merging the EU and the
WEU), while the Balts would be offered temporary and informal security guarantees in a
form short of full Nato-membership. These three elements could be the basic features of a
new Nordic-Baltic balance, tailor-made to take into account the interests of and grand
strategies of all actors in the region, and credible enough to ensure the security of the Baltic
states as Russia continues its painful march towards democracy.

In sum, this study has shown that Russia has created a relatively consistent grand strategy visà-vis the US, the EU, and other poles in the international system, and that this grand strategy
is clearly threatening to the security of small non-aligned states in the Nordic-Baltic region.
Unless the US and the EU are able to develop more coherent and realistic Northern
Dimensions to their grand strategies, it seems that Russia – despite her economic weakness will be able to play a disproportionately large role in the security politics of the region in the
coming years.
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