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  Russia’s military interventions in Ukraine from 2014, and Syria from 2015, caused widespread surprise among Western policy communities, including in the United States. However, as the British scholar of Russia, Keir Giles, explains in this Letort Paper, these interventions represented the culmination of two well-established trends that had been clearly identified by Russia-watchers over preceding years. These were first, a mounting perception of direct threat against Russia from the West, and second, Russia’s own greatly increased capability for military or other action to respond to this perceived threat.




  Mr. Giles highlights the specific security preoccupations of Russian leaders over decades, not always perceptible outside Russia, which lead them to entirely different interpretations of current events from those taken for granted in the West. This mismatch of the understanding of the causes and drivers of world developments — and in particular, whether they are part of an overall campaign of hostility against Russia — carries with it the risk of conflict as Russia perceives entirely innocent future actions by the United States or the West as dangerous and destabilizing, and responds accordingly. This Letort Paper concludes with a range of policy recommendations intended specifically to mitigate this risk.




  Consequently, the Strategic Studies Institute recommends this analysis of the key drivers of Russian assertive action to policymakers and decision-makers engaged in the relationship both with Russia and with Russia’s European neighbors.
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  KEIR GILES is the Director of the Conflict Studies Research Centre (CSRC), a group of deep subject matter experts on Eurasian security formerly attached to the United Kingdom (UK) Ministry of Defence. Now operating in the private sector, CSRC provides in-depth analysis on a wide range of security issues affecting Russia and its relations with overseas partners.




  After beginning his career working with paramilitary aviation in Russia and Ukraine immediately following the fall of the Soviet Union, Mr. Giles joined the BBC Monitoring Service (BBCM) to report on political and military affairs in the former Soviet space. While still working for the BBCM, Mr. Giles also worked for CSRC at the UK Defence Academy where he wrote and briefed for UK and North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) government agencies on a wide range of Russian defense and security issues. He is an Associate Fellow of the Royal Institute of International Affairs (Chatham House) in London, UK, as well as a regular contributor to research projects on Russian security issues in both the UK and Europe. Mr. Giles’s work has appeared in a wide range of academic and military publications across Europe and in the United States.
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  This Letort Paper examines the background to Russia’s use of military force in Ukraine in 2014 and Syria in 2015, and investigates the roots of Russia’s new assertiveness and willingness to resort to direct military action to resolve foreign policy challenges.




  This Letort Paper identifies two long-standing trends that led to this increased willingness: first, a greater and more urgent perception of threat, whether real or imagined, to Russia’s own security; and second, a recognition that Russia itself had regained sufficient strength, military and otherwise, to assert itself and counter this threat.




  Viewed through the prism of Russian threat assessment, events of the previous 15 years, including the invasion of Iraq in 2003, the Orange Revolution in Ukraine in 2004, the Arab Spring, Western intervention in Libya, and election protests at home in 2011, had all represented a single trajectory: they gave rise to the perception that the West’s habit of fostering and facilitating regime change by means of “color revolutions,” indiscriminately and with little regard for the consequences, might have Moscow as its eventual target.




  The Munich Security Conference of February 2007 was the first point at which the West, in general, took notice of the mounting dissatisfaction and alarm emanating from Russia at the state of the international order, and with what Russia perceived as unilateral and irresponsible actions by the West led by the United States. However, the themes that Russian President Vladimir Putin elaborated at the conference were familiar from Russian state discourse over previous years, as Russian concern over the new international order had already been growing rapidly. Instances of foreign intervention from Kosovo onwards had projected to Moscow a clear pattern of the erosion of the notion of state sovereignty as an absolute. This alarming prospect was accentuated by — as Moscow sees it — an increasing tempo of unrestrained and irresponsible interventions by the West with the intention of regime change, leaving chaos and disorder in their wake. The Orange Revolution cemented Russian perceptions that Western-encouraged regime change carried intent hostile to Russia.




  Given the role and significance of Ukraine to Russia, Moscow perceived this as a strategic defeat. However, importantly, this perception was insufficiently appreciated in the West — just as 10 years later in 2014, the strength of Russian reaction was not considered as a factor in what were ostensibly internal developments in Ukraine. The key difference in 2014 was that Russia felt empowered to act instead of merely protesting. There is a parallel here with North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) enlargement — 2004 was also the year when the Baltic States achieved NATO accession. This too provoked a vociferous and strongly negative reaction from Russia; however, with Russia still protesting from a position of relative weakness, this reaction was taken much less seriously than similar sentiments expressed a decade later after clear demonstrations of Russian readiness to intervene to protect its perceived interests.




  The fear of instability and “the accumulation of elements of chaos and anarchy in world affairs” are consistently expressed in Russian leadership statements.1 In this context, many Russian statements are redolent of nostalgia for the stability of a bipolar world, where U.S. and Soviet interests were in balance. Russian overtures to the United States, and the evident desire to be treated as an equal partner, can be seen as attempts to restore this balance. As stated by President Putin in 2014, “a bipolar system of international relations used to lend stability to those relations. After that bipolarity disappeared, the law of the strong replaced international law.”2




  At the beginning of the current decade, the new challenges arising from the Arab Spring confirmed for the Russian security leadership that they had correctly assessed the international situation as one of impending direct threat, based on the view that political instability in North Africa and the Middle East results from the plotting of the West led by the United States. Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov has commented repeatedly that the negative outcomes of the Arab Spring were a direct result of U.S. policy, and at the height of the Arab Spring, former Russian President Dmitriy Medvedev echoed the view that Russia was vulnerable to the same kind of interference. This view that political change in North Africa after the Arab Spring came about as a result of Western information warfare and cyber-conspiracy, which could now be implemented against Russia, fed into suspicion of foreign orchestration at the time of Russia’s election protests in late 2011 and early 2012 — based on the assumption that any alarming social phenomena in Russia must be inspired from overseas.




  Thus the prospect of destabilization close to home, once again in Ukraine at the beginning of 2014, would have been of acute and direct concern in Moscow. Even without the accompanying disorder, the threat of the “loss” of Ukraine to the West posed an immediate military problem: it appears to have been considered plausible in Moscow that this constituted an immediate danger of losing the defense industry in the Donbass and the Black Sea Fleet’s base in Sevastopol, together with the often-overlooked supporting infrastructure scattered across the Crimean peninsula, to NATO. According to Secretary of the Russian Security Council Nikolay Patrushev, the consequences could be even more far-reaching: “Americans are trying to involve the Russian Federation in interstate military conflict, to facilitate the change of power by way of using the events in Ukraine, and ultimately to carve up our country.”3




  Debate continues as to whether this belief in a Western agenda to destroy Russia is genuinely held or not. However, while important, the question is in a way by this stage purely academic. The conviction of threat from the West is expressed so persistently, at all levels of Russian government and society, that perception equates to reality. This is particularly the case following the isolation of Russian media space after the beginning of the crisis around Ukraine, which means that large sections of the Russian population no longer have access to outside sources of information to counterbalance the Russian state narratives of a nation under siege and an impending hour of national crisis.




  Nevertheless, while Russian threat perceptions remain consistent, Russia’s capability to address them has changed drastically.




  A key difference between Syria and Ukraine, and previous confrontations where Russia did not play such an active role, is that Russia now feels sufficiently powerful by comparison to the West — in military, political, and diplomatic terms — to mount active countermeasures. Adroit manipulation by Russia of the West’s confrontation with Syria over the use of chemical weapons in 2013 averted the possibility of imminent military action, and represented a successful Russian gamble in testing its power and influence by standing up to the West. Western intervention in Syria, after strenuous opposition from Moscow, would have destroyed all Russian political credibility. Instead, by facing down and containing the West, Russia has gained legitimacy in some quarters as the protector of the status quo, sovereignty, and stability and was emboldened by the confirmation that outmaneuvering the West is now possible. This contributed to the confidence with which, a year later, initial actions against Ukraine were undertaken — and subsequently, the seizure of Crimea validated the post-Georgia view that Russian direct military action can also be successful and lead to long-term strategic gain through presenting the world with a fait accompli.




  Russia continues to present itself as being challenged by an approaching threat and that it must mobilize to confront that threat. Actions taken in response, even if viewed by Moscow as defensive measures, are likely to have severe consequences not only for Russia’s neighbors but also for their allies in both Europe and North America. Understanding the Russian perspective of recent history, regardless of whether that perspective is accurate or flawed, is essential for minimizing the risk of conflict that this entails.




  




  1 As, for example, in “Presentation and responses to questions by Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov on topical issues of foreign policy of the Russian Federation,” Moscow, October 20, 2014, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation website, available from mid.ru/brp_4.nsf/0/B67488BB3E659D-8444257D77004CCED0.




  2 “Address by the President of the Russian Federation,” Russian presidential website, March 18, 2014, available from kremlin.ru/news/20603.




  3 “Interview with Security Council Secretary Nikolay Patrushev,” Rossiyskaya Gazeta, February 11, 2015.
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  We surely would be unwise to deprecate Russia today [in 1995] when her military strength is weak. We would be inviting the Russians to rebuild that strength in order to command our respect.1




  Russian assertive action in Ukraine and Syria did not denote a fundamental shift in Russian foreign policy. Moscow’s response to developments in Kiev in early 2014 merely accelerated and reinforced trends that were in place long before. Both long-standing aspirations and mounting security concerns have now been acted on by a much more assertive and confident Russia: assertive in defending its interests, and confident in the leverage and power that it enjoys to do so. These new characteristics resulted from the culmination of two important trends in the Russian view of itself and the world. These were, first, a greater and more urgent perception of threat, whether real or imagined, to Russia’s own security; and second, a recognition that Russia itself had regained sufficient strength, military and otherwise, to assert itself and counter this threat.




  The Russian argument that the United States and the West in general is in inexorable decline is offset by a perception of varying threats from the United States, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and the European Union (EU).2 Throughout Russian, and then Soviet, and then Russian history, the West has always been seen as a destabilizing force that must be resisted.3 What was new in 2014 and 2015 was a more direct and immediate sense of this threat, whether imagined or not, and Russia’s confidence and ability to actually do something about it.




  Viewed through the prism of Russian threat assessment, events of the previous 15 years, including the invasion of Iraq in 2003, the Orange Revolution in Ukraine in 2004, the Arab Spring, Western intervention in Libya, and election protests at home in 2011, all represented a single trajectory. These events affect Russian security in ways that are not always apparent to Western policymakers. One root cause of this is Russian insecurity, leading to a perception that the West’s habit of fostering and facilitating regime change by means of “color revolutions,” indiscriminately and with little regard for the consequences, may have Moscow as its eventual target. In the meantime, those regime changes that had already taken place created sufficient regional destabilization to cause significant and growing alarm in Russia.




  This Letort Paper will seek to explain the Russian reading of these past events, in order to give context for present-day Russian actions.4 The difference between Ukraine and Syria, and previous confrontations where Russia did not play such an active role, is that Russia now feels sufficiently powerful by comparison to the West — in military, political, and diplomatic terms — to mount active countermeasures.




  




  1 Professor Alexander Kennaway, “The Mental & Psychological Inheritance of Contemporary Russia,” Sandhurst: Conflict Studies Research Centre, November 1995.




  2 This Letort Paper focuses on Russian foreign policy toward the West and the post-Soviet space, and avoids examining relations with China. This is for a number of reasons. The Russia– China relationship is strategically critically important, but not directly relevant to the changes in foreign policy under discussion in the present Letort Paper. In addition, it is a subject of such intricacy, and with such stark contradictions between the private concerns and public pronouncements of Russian leadership figures, that it requires detailed study in isolation.




  3 A theme explored at length in two essential studies of Russian civilization and culture originally published in the 1970s: Tibor Szamuely, The Russian Tradition, New York: McGraw-Hill, 1974, and Richard Pipes, Russia Under The Old Regime, New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1974.




  4 This paper references a large number of official Russian sources. Where helpful, the Russian titles have been translated into English: unless otherwise stated, these and the translation of the text itself should be taken as the author’s own.
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  It is uncontroversial to suggest that the Munich Security conference of February 2007 represented an important point in the evolution of relations between Russia and the West. However, it must be stressed that this is not because of any display of a new vector in Russian foreign policy. Instead, this was the first point at which the West in general took notice of the mounting dissatisfaction and alarm emanating from Russia at the state of the international order, and with what Russia perceived as unilateral and irresponsible actions by the West led by the United States.




  In media representations of the time, this was one of the many iterations of the sudden resurgence of Cold War analogies since 1989.1 However, for the Russia-watching community, the extent of international surprise at Russian President Vladimir Putin’s comments was unexpected. The themes that Putin elaborated on at the conference were familiar from Russian state discourse over previous years, and the forthrightness with which they were expressed had been gradually mounting over that period. It is likely that the reason why the 2007 speech received such attention by comparison to previous expressions of the same concern was its directness. After all, as President Putin himself said:




  This conference’s structure allows me to avoid excessive politeness and the need to speak in roundabout, pleasant but empty diplomatic terms. This conference’s format will allow me to say what I really think about international security problems.2




  Putin had been saying, in fact, what he thought for some time; but in the West, if the message was received at all, it was not understood. A wealth of examples is available, but one may be sufficient to demonstrate the point. In 2004, the Russian perception of destabilizing threats sponsored from abroad — highlighted in Munich 3 years later — was already well developed. However, the comments made by Putin at a press conference toward the end of that year, while reflecting this concern, would not have conveyed it to a foreign audience since the Russian context in which they were framed would be unrecognizable to Western politicians viewing the same processes:




  If we are to speak of post-Soviet space, I am most concerned by attempts to resolve political issues by nonlegal means. This is the greatest source of danger. The most dangerous activity is to create a system of endless revolutions — rose revolutions; what will they think of next — blue revolutions? We need to get used to living by the law, and not political expediency, as defined in some distant place, on behalf of one people or another. Within society itself, clear rules and procedures have to evolve. Of course, we must also be aware that democracies need to be supported and helped, but if we take the path of endless revolutions, there will be nothing good in it for these countries, and their peoples. We will drown the entire post-Soviet space in a chain of never-ending conflicts, that will have fairly tragic consequences.3




  Russian security thinking was widely ignored by the West while Russia was weak and could easily be overlooked except as a potential source of dangerous instability itself in the event of state collapse. Viewed from Moscow, the picture was very different. In 1995 — when Russian defense capability was rapidly approaching its nadir — a study commissioned by the Russian Ministry of Defense found that the United States and its allies still represented the main threat to Russian national security, and recommended a return to a nuclear stand-off and reoccupation of the Baltic states to counter “Western attempts to isolate and destroy Russia.” Other recommendations included economic protectionism, a military-nuclear alliance with Iraq, Iran, and Libya, and the creation of a new state including Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine.4




  Nevertheless, when interviewed shortly after his arrival in power, President Putin stated that, “in many ways Russia has changed the principles of its foreign policy. Russia no longer attempts to impose its will on anybody. We are prepared to take part in international affairs on a broad-based democratic basis.”5 In the context of the time, it is not inconceivable that this was a sincere aspiration; but a radical revision of Putin’s assessment of the danger posed by the West to Russia would ensue. All post-Soviet Russian leaders have begun their tenure hoping for close cooperation with the West, then become disillusioned. This applies equally to Mikhail Gorbachev, Boris Yeltsin, and Vladimir Putin. The cyclical nature of relations between Russia and the West, where high intentions founder on incompatible strategic priorities and a confrontation ensues, followed by a reset, has considerably greater impact in Moscow than in European and North American capitals with significantly more limited institutional memory.6




  




  1 Rob Watson, “Putin’s speech: Back to cold war?” BBC News, February 10, 2007, available from news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/6350847.stm.




  2 “Putin’s Prepared Remarks at 43rd Munich Conference on Security Policy,” delivered February 10, 2007, transcript by Munich Conference on Security Policy, February 12, 2007, The Washington Post, available from www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/02/12/AR2007021200555.html.




  3 Vladimir Putin, “Press conference for Russian and Foreign journalists,” held in Moscow, December 23, 2004, Russian presidential website, available from kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/22757.




  4 Constantine Dmitriev, “RUSSIAN MILITARY THINK-TANK RECOMMENDS RUSSIA-WEST CONFRONTATION,” Open Media Research Institute’s Daily Digest, No. 206, Part I, October 23, 1995, available from www.friends-partners.org/friends/news/omri/1995/10/951023I.html, contains a summary of the reporting by Segodnya from October 20, 1995.




  5 Vladimir Putin, “Interview to the French newspaper Le Figaro,” held in Moscow, October 26, 2000, Russian presidential website, available from kremlin.ru/transcripts/21634.




  6 A theme explored in detail in Keir Giles, “The State of the NATO-Russia Reset,” A CSRC Study, Oxford, UK: Conflict Studies Research Centre, September 2011, available from www.conflictstudies.org.uk/files/csrc_nato-russia-reset_preview.pdf.
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  The fear that the West is considering bringing about regime change in Russia does not stand up to objective scrutiny, despite being occasionally encouraged by loose talk from the United States about direct interference in the post-Soviet space in order to counter Russian projects and interests.1 Nevertheless, it appears deep-rooted among a broad sector of the Russian security elite. It has been accentuated in the past decade by, as Moscow sees it, unrestrained and irresponsible interventions by the West with the intention of regime change — the “color revolutions” and the Arab Spring — leaving chaos and disorder in their wake.




  One contributory factor commonly underestimated in the West is Russia’s self-perception. Russia sees its wealth — defined almost universally in terms of abundant natural resources — as a tempting target for foreign powers to seize. Projection of Russian attitudes onto those foreign powers in a form of mirroring makes it plausible within Russia that the country presents an attractive target for foreign intervention, with aims up to and including regime change, in order to gain control of those same natural resources. As expressed by former Russian envoy to NATO and now Deputy Prime Minister Dmitriy Rogozin:




  Russia is an enormous country with a small population, we only have 140m people, it is not many, but it is the largest and richest [sic] country. Therefore we have to bear in mind that we should not have any illusions about our security. We need to be very physically strong and have brute physical force in order to protect our riches, because lots of people are trying to creep towards them.2




  This provides context for Russia’s portrayal of NATO enlargement as a threat. Regardless of NATO’s intent, it presents a menace simply by “approaching Russia’s borders,” a problem augmented by the permanent and persistent belief throughout history that Russia’s land borders present a critical vulnerability, and in order to protect itself Russia must exert control far beyond them.3 This is also a factor in Russian perception of instability in the Middle East as being a much more immediate and local threat to Russia by comparison with the European view of a relatively distant problem that only affects the homeland through generating uncontrollable flows of illegal immigrants. By Russian geographical standards, as expressed by one senior Russian general, the Middle East is “sovsem ryadom” (“right next door”).




  It also sheds light on the deep suspicion and hostility shown toward the persistent efforts by Western nations to foster democratic instincts in Russia and its neighbors, including by means of direct support of non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Sanctions and economic pressure, too, take on a more directly threatening aspect in Moscow than may appear from Brussels or Washington, DC. It is asserted that the Western sanctions imposed in 2014 are not only intended to undermine Russia’s economy and administer “punishment” for Crimea, but in fact have the ultimate aim of regime change — even though there is little doubt that uncontrolled regime change in Russia would be directly contrary to Western interests.4 But according to former Russian Minister of Finance Yegor Gaidar, concerted economic pressure can have devastating results: “The timeline of the collapse of the Soviet Union can be traced to September 13, 1985,” when Saudi Arabia decided to increase oil production in order to abandon price protection.5 The consequent collapse in oil prices contributed directly to the end of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). In the current context of economic challenges to Russia as a result of a less dramatic, but still impressive, fall in oil prices, this cannot be far from the minds of President Putin and his advisers.




  Thus the prospect of destabilization close to home, in Ukraine at the beginning of 2014, would have been of acute and direct concern in Moscow. Even without the accompanying disorder, the threat of the “loss” of Ukraine to the West posed an immediate military problem: it appears to have been considered plausible in Moscow that this constituted an immediate danger of losing the defense industry in the Donbass and the Black Sea Fleet’s base in Sevastopol, together with the often-overlooked supporting infrastructure scattered across the Crimean peninsula, to NATO. According to Secretary of the Russian Security Council Nikolay Patrushev, the consequences could be even more farreaching: “Americans are trying to involve the Russian Federation in interstate military conflict, to facilitate the change of power by way of using the events in Ukraine, and ultimately to carve up our country.”6




  The fact that it was the prospect of an agreement with the EU, rather than NATO, which triggered events in Ukraine is indicative of the wide range of different challenges that the West in its various forms poses to Moscow. Russia fears EU integration for neighboring states because of the prospect of their systems and economies becoming governed by rules, transparency, and values that are an existential challenge to the Russian system. Russian actions are thus not entirely prompted by unwarranted paranoia; this is an objective threat to the Russian way of doing business, and hence to the incomes of the leadership elites.




  In this context, it was not as startling as is widely stated that it was the prospect of an EU Association Agreement for Ukraine, rather than any involvement with NATO, which would eventually lead to military intervention by Russia. As long ago as 2007, even before the Georgian conflict, an EU study highlighted the incompatibility of the EU approach to Ukraine with Russia’s stated security interests. It recommended that “as a matter of urgency the EU needs to think over its foreign policies in the Eastern Neighborhood with great care, bearing in mind their impact on relations with Russia, as well as Moscow’s possible response.”7 Moreover, in 2011, a closed conference in the United Kingdom (UK) was told by a senior Russian official that the EU’s Eastern partnership program “was a signal to Moscow that the EU had its eyes on the FSU [former Soviet Union] space.” In theory, the program was not anti-Russian, in the same way, as a program with Portugal, for example, would not be considered anti-Spanish; but it was undeniably anti-Russian in its claims of spheres of interest. Viewed from Moscow, the distinction was academic. From President Putin’s perspective, both NATO and the EU had a very clear agenda — even if it may not always have been clear to the organizations themselves.




  Debate continues as to whether this belief in a Western agenda to destroy Russia is genuinely held or not. However, while important, the question is in a way by this stage purely academic. The conviction of threat from the West is expressed so persistently, at all levels of Russian government and society, that perception equates to reality. This is particularly the case following the isolation of Russian media space after the beginning of the crisis around Ukraine, which means that large sections of the Russian population no longer have access to outside sources of information to counterbalance the Russian state narratives of a nation under siege and an impending hour of national crisis. The strident anti-Westernism fostered among the population by over a year of relentless indoctrination carries a momentum of its own, and causes even sober and worldly Russian experts to assess Russia’s security in terms of being surrounded by threats on all sides. As put by Ruslan Pukhov, Director of Moscow’s Centre for Analysis of Strategies and Technologies (CAST) think-tank:




  I think that if you are the current Chief of [General] Staff, you should be having nightmares. You can hardly sleep at night when you see your resources have shrunk, that your defense industrial base is not as good as it was at the end of the Soviet Union — the USSR collapsed at the peak of its technological might — and then you have threats all around your borders. It’s not an easy task to prepare a defense for this, and now that we are under a technological embargo from the West it will not be easy to fulfill the 2020 rearmament program.8




  In Moscow at present, only a very brave intelligence analyst who cared little for his career would be putting forward assessments that NATO and the United States do not in fact pose any threat to Russia.




  




  1 As, for example, comments by former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton on the Eurasian Economic Union in a December 2012 speech: “make no mistake about it. We know what the goal is and we are trying to figure out effective ways to slow down or prevent it.” Charles Clover, “Clinton Vows To Thwart New Soviet Union,” Financial Times, December 6, 2012.




  2 BBC Monitoring Service (BBCM), “Russia’s NATO envoy accuses Obama’s team of scuppering ABM talks,” Rossiya 24 news channel, July 06, 2011.




  3 As expressed in a wide range of Russian security policy documents, including Voennaya doktrina Rossiiskoi Federatsii (Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation), December 25, 2014, available from rusemb.org.uk/press/2029, and its predecessors.




  4 See, for example, interview with Sergey Karaganov in Evgeny Shestakov, “The world is becoming less pro-Western,”Rossiyskaya Gazeta, April 24, 2014, available from www.rg.ru/2014/04/23/karaganov-site.html.




  5 Yegor Gaidar, “The Soviet Collapse: Grain and Oil,” On the Issue, Washington, DC: American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research, April 2007, p. 4, available from www.aei.org/issue/foreign-and-defense-policy/regional/europe/the-soviet-collapse.




  6 “Interview with Security Council Secretary Nikolay Patrushev,” Rossiyskaya Gazeta, February 11, 2015.




  7 Vsevolod Samokhvalov, “Relations in the Russia-Ukraine-EU triangle: ‘zero-sum game’ or not?” Occasional Paper, n° 68, Paris, France: European Union Institute for Security Studies, September 2007, p. 3.




  8 Matthew Bodner, “Analyst: Russian Industry Faces Challenges Unique to ‘Putin’s Russia’,” Defense News, August 9, 2015, available from www.defensenews.com/story/defense/policy-budget/leaders/interviews/2015/08/09/interview-ruslan-pukhov-cast-russia-defense-industry-analyst/31105299/.
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  An important underlying factor that drives Russian alarm at the prospect of foreign intervention is the assessment that, even if unsuccessful, intervention disrupts stable systems and creates dangerous disorder. The fear of instability and “the accumulation of elements of chaos and anarchy in world affairs” are consistently expressed in Russian leadership statements.1




  Alarm at the prospect of destabilization instigated from abroad is augmented and reinforced by Russia’s collective memory of catastrophic upheaval during the 20th century. The state failures of 1917 and 1991, and recent memories of the political and economic disintegration of the early 1990s contribute to fears of external attacks seeking to compromise the stability of Russia’s sovereignty. According to Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, the experience of Russia, whose history has “enough revolutions,” provides a cautionary example because they always involve bloodshed and significant retardation of the country’s development.2 It is argued that this fear of chaos strongly influences President Putin’s attitudes “because for him, just like other Russian politicians of his generation, the central event of his life was the disintegration and collapse of the USSR.”3




  Putin has referred to revolutions in Russia as “a rupture in history,” which should be disregarded in order to understand Russia’s historical development of the nation. According to Putin’s 2012 presidential address, despite the fact that the upheavals of 1917 and 1991 constituted: “a devastating blow to the nation’s cultural and spiritual code . . . the breakdown of traditions and historical unity, and demoralization of society,” they should be disregarded when considering the history of Russia as an unbroken “thousandyear narrative.”4 President Putin’s characterization of the events of 1991 as a “revolution” often surprises Western observers. However, this is not a new development: as early as 2000, Putin was explaining to foreign journalists that the developments of the 1980s in the USSR were perestroika (restructuring), but by the early 1990s, they had transitioned into a revolution.5 Biographers of Putin are keen to point out that he actually missed the events of that period in Russia, being stationed in East Germany at the time and only returning to a profoundly changed country.




  In this context, many Russian statements are redolent of nostalgia for the stability of a bipolar world, where Soviet and U.S. interests were in balance. Russian overtures to the United States, and the evident desire to be treated as an equal partner, can be seen as attempts to restore this balance. As stated by President Putin in 2014, “a bipolar system of international relations used to lend stability to those relations. After that bipolarity disappeared, the law of the strong replaced international law.”6




  




  1 As for example in “Presentation and responses to questions by Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov on topical issues of foreign policy of the Russian Federation,” Moscow, October 20, 2014, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation website, available from mid.ru/brp_4.nsf/0/B67488BB3E659D8444257D77004CCED0.




  2 Interview with Sergey Lavrov on “Russia Today,” February 3, 2011, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation website, available from mid.ru.




  3 Fedor Lukyanov, “What to expect from the meeting of Russian and US presidents in Northern Ireland,” Russian Foreign Affairs Council, June 3, 2013, available from russiancouncil.ru/inner/index.php?id_4=1929.




  4 “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly,” December 12, 2012, Russian presidential website, available from kremlin.ru/news/17118.




  5 Interview in Le Figaro, October 26, 2000.




  6 “Address by the President of the Russian Federation,” Russian presidential website, March 18, 2014, available from kremlin.ru/news/20603.
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  This perception of threat was accentuated by — as Moscow sees it — an increasing tempo of unrestrained and irresponsible interventions by the West with the intention of regime change, leaving chaos and disorder in their wake. Mismanagement of the aftermath of Western invasion of Iraq in 2003 created conditions for the rise of Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). Western action in Libya in 2011 contributed to replacing a stable regime with an ungovernable space and source of far-reaching instability and weapons proliferation. In the Russian perspective, Western support for anti-government forces in Syria threatened to do the same.




  The “color revolutions” terminology lacks a strict definition. However, in Russian usage, it can be broad enough to include the changes of government in Georgia 2003, Ukraine 2004, Kyrgyzstan 2005, and attempts at the same in Uzbekistan 2005, Belarus 2006, and Armenia 2008. Some Russian lists also include the removal of Slobodan Milosevic in Serbia in 2000, the “Cedar Revolution” in Lebanon in 2005, and events in Moldova in 2009. This impressive list, in the Russian view, has one common denominator: the illegal (but legitimized with Western support) replacement of unpopular leaders with regimes that were more amenable to the West. Amenable both because of declared commitments to build liberal democratic states on the Western model, and in the European context through an aspiration for NATO membership and for economic links with the EU as an alternative to cooperation with Russia.




  The first of these color revolutions in the post-Soviet space, in Georgia in 2003, already suggested to Russia that the United States was behind a process of seizing that space for its own interests. According to then-Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov:




  There are plenty of facts that indicate that everything that took place on those days was not spontaneous; it did not happen overnight. There was preparation, in which the U.S. ambassador actively participated, according to the words of Shevardnadze himself. The preparation was organized through the Soros Foundation.1




  The context of the time in relations between the United States and Russia is important. This was not long after the prospect of broad security cooperation between the two countries had emerged following the 9/11 attacks: but even more recently, the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq had sowed doubt in Russia as to the strength of this relationship and, in particular, whether Russian views on international security would be taken into account.




  Russian alarm at events in Georgia, and concern that they might be repeated elsewhere, was clearly expressed, among others once again by Igor Ivanov:




  [Regime change is] not in the interests of the countries of the CIS [Commonwealth of Independent States] nor of stability in the region, nor international security. I hope that the responsible political forces will not be tempted to push any countries in the CIS onto that path that led to the change of leadership in Georgia. The responsibility of Western countries is very great here; they must not welcome, as some of them do, what happened in Georgia, and they must assess the events correctly.2




  The following year saw the Orange Revolution in Ukraine. Here, Russian perceptions that regime change was precipitated by outside intervention were even stronger. Given the role and significance of Ukraine to Russia, Moscow perceived this as a strategic defeat. But, importantly, this perception was insufficiently appreciated in the West — just as 10 years later in 2014, the strength of Russian reaction was not considered as a factor in what were ostensibly internal developments in Ukraine. The key difference in 2014 was that Russia, 10 years later, felt empowered to act.




  There is a parallel here with NATO enlargement. The year 2004 was also when the Baltic States achieved NATO accession. This too provoked a strongly negative reaction from Russia; however, with Russia still protesting from a position of relative weakness, this reaction was taken much less seriously than similar sentiments expressed a decade later after clear demonstrations of Russian readiness to intervene to protect its perceived interests.




  Meanwhile, instances of foreign intervention from Kosovo onwards projected to Moscow a clear pattern of the erosion of the notion of state sovereignty as an absolute. This was categorically unacceptable to Russia. The Russian response is visible in a number of domestic policy initiatives beginning with the arrival of Putin in power at the turn of the century. These include not only ideological constructs such as “sovereign democracy,” but also legislation intended to increase domestic control, for example, the controversial laws on foreign funding of NGOs and on regulation of the media. These fit the common objective of an effort to prevent attempts at foreign influence on Russian society and politics. Nevertheless, these concerns persist.3




  A secondary effect of the 2003 Iraq invasion and its mismanaged consequences was to reinforce and confirm Russian suspicion of democracy itself in the broad sense, and particularly when “imposed from abroad.” As described by Yevgeny Satanovsky, President of the Institute of Middle Eastern Studies in Moscow, “The development of Iraq after Saddam Hussein’s regime was overthrown cannot be considered a model of democracy; more than this, it is the worst possible advertisement for democracy.”4 Even earlier statements, including by Deputy Foreign Minister Grigoriy Karasin, had drawn a direct equivalence between democratization and destabilization with a subsequent “potential increase in extremism.”5 This too contributes to the more recent campaigns to discredit the Russian liberal opposition in mass consciousness.




  Legality is a related concern. The repetitive Russian emphasis on the primacy of international law is mirrored by statements stressing the importance of domestic law and constitutional order, as a prerequisite for stability. According to President Putin speaking in 2005, “My greatest concern personally is not that some kind of tumultuous events are occurring [in a former Soviet republic], but that they go beyond current law and the constitution. We all need to understand and live by that law.”6




  Abiding by national laws can be traced as a major theme throughout the Russian responses to many international crises over the subsequent 10 years — up to and including unrest in Syria.




  




  1 “Igor Ivanov stated that the Georgian regime change was prepared with US support,” Newsru.com, December 8, 2003, available from www.newsru.com/russia/08dec2003/ivanov.html.




  2 Ibid.




  3 “The very concept of national sovereignty is becoming eroded. . . . Countries that pursue their own policy or simply stand in the way of someone’s interests are being destabilized,” see “Meeting of the Security Council,” Russian presidential website, July 22, 2014, available from kremlin.ru/news/46305.




  4 Yevgeny Satanovsky, “Five years of war for oil and democracy,” Mezhdunarodnaya zhizn, Vol. 5, 2008, pp. 3-10.




  5 “Interview with Deputy Minister Karasin,” Rossiyskaya Gazeta, August 16, 2005.




  6 “Interview on Radio Slovensko and Slovakian STV TV,” Russian presidential website, February 22, 2005, available from kremlin.ru/transcripts/22837.
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  The new challenges arising from the Arab Spring confirmed for the Russian security leadership that they had correctly assessed the international situation. Vladimir Putin later stated that Russia’s initial reaction to the Arab Spring was positive “because there were expectations of positive democratic changes.” Russia’s concerns arose later, as a result of the Western response to the uprisings — seen from Moscow as belligerent and interventionist — that Moscow blamed for turning the Arab Spring into an “Islamist Autumn,”1 or indeed — as put by President Putin — an Arab Winter.2 At the same time, the rapid expansion of unrest gave rise to concerns that the wave of revolution and instability could spread to Russia’s neighborhood and in particular the countries of Central Asia.3




  In late 2013, a delegation from Russia’s General Staff Academy visited NATO Defense College in Rome, Italy. A primary theme of the briefings delivered was the negative outcomes of the Arab Spring, and the manner in which the consequences of upheaval in the Middle East and North Africa were far worse than the political situations that the upheavals sought to address. Delegates provided a sobering list of predictions of highly damaging second-order effects, many of which — including confrontation with Islamic State and the spike in the Mediterranean migration crisis — were entirely accurate. Further predictions included an increased likelihood of major war: as a result of not only the rise of political Islam and the uncontrolled spread of Libyan weapons throughout the region, but also through a higher probability of assertive action against Israel and, eventually, the situation “when the Islamists gain enough strength to mount a crusade against Europe.”




  This provides the context for the heightened perception of direct threat to Russia itself arising from events in an apparently remote region in 2011-13. One distinction that Russian academic analysis draws between the Arab Spring and the color revolutions is that in the Middle East change and popular uprisings were driven by internal social and economic problems; whereas in the post-Soviet states, internal factors played a less significant role than external interference. However, this is in contrast to the argument that is pervasive among Russian defense and security circles that political instability in North Africa and the Middle East results from the plotting of the West led by the United States. Sergey Lavrov has commented repeatedly that the negative outcomes of the Arab Spring were a direct result of U.S. policy, and at the height of the Arab Spring, former Russian President Dmitriy Medvedev echoed the view that Russia was vulnerable to the same kind of interference.4 In a widely quoted comment from February 2011, he said:
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