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The Origins of Russian Conduct
By Clint Reach

In 1947 George Kennan argued for a policy of U.S. containment of the Soviet Union based on his assessment 
of the origins of Soviet conduct. Because the Kremlin was ideologically bent on global domination through 
a zero-sum competition with the West, political accommodation was not an appropriate strategy. Fifty years 

after the “X” article appeared, Kennan saw in the Russian Federation a wholly different animal than its Soviet 
predecessor. Russia was in the early stages of democracy, and its development should be shepherded by a mag-
nanimous West. Based on this updated view of Russia, Kennan asserted that the enlargement of NATO would 
be “the most fateful error of American policy in the entire post-cold-war era.”1 Implicit in Kennan’s argument 
was that the nature of the new Russian regime was not inherently antagonistic toward the United States and the 
West. There was not an underlying ideology or feature of the new political and economic system that led him to 
conclude that confrontation with Russia was unavoidable or that cooperation was impossible. This assumption 
turned out to be one of the critical dividing lines in the debate on how to deal with the Russians after the Cold 
War, and it is implicitly found in discourse on Russia policy that continues to this day.2

What are the origins of Russian conduct? Has Russian domestic and foreign policy predominantly been 
the result of misguided U.S. and European actions? Would the Kremlin have behaved differently if these pol-
icies had been more accommodating to Russia as a separate but equal partner in European integration? As in 
1947, the answers to these questions are directly tied to current and future U.S. policy toward Russia. Those 
who believe Russian conduct is largely a reaction to Western actions that threaten Russia’s core strategic inter-
ests are likely to promote policies guided by a sense of compromise.3 Those who believe Russia would have 
acted similarly even if NATO had been disbanded or if the West had been more sensitive to Russian interests 
likely support a tougher military and diplomatic line with Russia and will be less interested in engagement. Yet 
there is rarely a full examination of the underlying reasons for promoting a particular approach.4 It is often 
taken as a given that we can do business with Russia or we cannot. To develop an optimal strategy toward 
Russia, it is important to clearly articulate a reasoning for coming to one conclusion or the other. 

Kennan’s reasoning was that Russia in the 1990s was on a path toward becoming a member of the 
European project. Russian embrace of Western political norms would mitigate the potential for the 
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reemergence of dividing lines and the need for 
American security guarantees in areas of historical 
Russian influence. The United States, however, was 
considering actions that would derail this process 
by fomenting nationalist and militaristic sentiments 
within Russia that might otherwise be marginalized 
due to the lack of a legitimate Western threat. The 
extent to which this turned out to be the case is dif-
ficult to determine. Since the late 1990s, there have 
been a number of U.S. and Russian actions outside 
the NATO enlargement dispute that have muddied 
the analytical waters. But, as Kennan said, “The 
attempt must be made if [Russian] conduct is to be 
understood and effectively countered.”5 

Historical Background
The Soviet Union was neither militarily defeated nor 
forced to succumb to the political preferences of its 
opponent. Leaders in the Kremlin instead allowed 
the entire system to fall without much resistance. 
The Cold War ended with more of a truce than a 
peace. The Russian Federation under Yeltsin never-
theless behaved as a relatively willing participant in 
the political and economic integration processes of 
the West. There was genuine interest among Yeltsin’s 
reformist team in charting a new domestic and for-
eign policy course for Russia.6 Yeltsin himself stated 
that “Russia had to rid itself of its imperial mission.”7 
Russian strategy documents from the early 1990s 
envisioned that at some point in the future Russia 
would pursue an alliance with the United States, 
perhaps even within NATO.8 

As Russia was in the throes of young democracy 
and the transition to market capitalism, discussions 
began in the West on the enlargement of NATO 
into former Warsaw Pact countries. Then NATO 
intervened in the former Yugoslavia. Russia to some 
extent vacillated on the NATO enlargement threat, 
with the military most fervently against, and it was 
almost unanimously opposed to the military action 
in the Balkans.9 But in the early 2000s, Russian 

President Vladimir Putin—who succeeded Yeltsin in 
2000—was not prepared to write off a strategic ori-
entation toward the West, a policy even his Chief of 
the General Staff endorsed in 2004.10 Putin’s speech 
to the German Bundestag in 2001 and his immedi-
ate offer to assist the United States in the aftermath 
of 9/11 affirmed this position. In May 2004, after 
the accession of six countries to NATO, including 
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, Putin’s speech to 
the Federal Assembly welcomed the expansion of 
the European Union and “new possibilities for the 
future of Greater Europe.”11 

There were no immediate overt signals in the 
early 2000s that Russian political leadership saw 
NATO enlargement as a grave threat to its secu-
rity or Western-leaning foreign policy objectives, 
although there were clearly misgivings in some 
circles. Russia did strongly object to the U.S. with-
drawal from the Antiballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty 
in 2002 and the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, 
and Russian frustration with U.S. foreign policy 
writ large famously boiled over in Putin’s 2007 
speech to the Munich Security Conference.12 But 
Russian military reforms begun a year later in 2008 
led to a large reduction in the armed forces based 
on the premise that local military conflicts along 
the periphery were most likely and that the prob-
ability of large-scale war was low (an assessment 
that remained true even after the 2014 crises in 
Ukraine).13 The Russian war with Georgia in 2008 
was followed by a “reset” in U.S.-Russia relations, 
and the last U.S. tanks departed Europe in 2013.14 
There were, though, sufficient indications during 
the time period up to 2014 that Russia’s problem 
with the United States and its allies was more fun-
damental than a military threat from NATO.

Of greater consequence was what was happening 
within Russia, where the Kremlin by 2003 had taken 
a number of steps to establish greater control over the 
domestic political situation.15 Putin, often described 
as a statist deeply affected by the calamitous political 
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and economic times of the 1990s, believed that for 
the state apparatus to function effectively it must not 
be challenged by independent actors with the means 
to potentially supplant his authority.16 The informa-
tion environment—e.g., large television broadcast 
companies—was quickly shored up under direct or 
indirect state control. The “commanding heights” of 
the economy suffered a similar fate, as Putin deliv-
ered an unequivocal message to the Russian captains 
of industry to maintain their loyalty to the Kremlin 
above all else.17 The remainder of Putin’s second term 
focused on the consolidation of “sovereign democ-
racy,” which outside observers have described as a 
euphemism for authoritarianism.18 

NATO intervention in Libya and the 2011-2012 
street protests throughout Russia essentially spelled 
the end of the “reset” and any potential constructive 
U.S.-Russia relationship in the near term. Dmitri 
Trenin described the events that followed Putin’s 
return to the presidency in 2012 as Russia’s “break-
out from the post-Cold War system.”19 According to 
Trenin, Putin during his tenure as Prime Minister 

had explored the possible religious underpinnings of 
a new national idea for the Russian Federation, one 
that was distinct from the greater West. Although 
political usage became more common in the early 
2000s, Russian leadership increasingly began to 
embrace the idea of Russia as a Eurasian power 
that would project and protect so-called tradi-
tional values and conservative culture.20 In 2011, 
Putin promoted not the path of Austria, Sweden, 
or Finland, who have chosen to remain outside of 
NATO but acceptant of the overall political and 
economic vision of the continent, but the creation 
of a Eurasian Union.21 It was in fact this new union, 
which Putin later described as a distinct political 
and economic counterpart to the EU, that collided 
with the West and sparked the Maidan protests that 
have been disastrous for Ukraine and to some extent 
for Russia as well.22 The centrality of this initiative 
to Russia’s vision for the region cannot be over-
stated, and it is arguable that a Eurasian Union that 
includes Ukraine, Georgia, and Moldova remains a 
long-term objective for the Kremlin.23 

U.S. – Russian security cooperation of the 1990s seems a remote possibility today. (BalkanPhotos is licensed with CC BY-
NC 2.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/2.0/) November 7, 2016
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Need It Have Been So?
Post-Cold War history has shown that there is a 
deeper problem in U.S.-Russia relations that tran-
scends NATO enlargement or Western policies that 
threaten Russian security. The Western interven-
tions in Yugoslavia, Iraq, and Libya were perceived 
by the Kremlin as a pattern that could be repeated 
in Russia, although this is highly improbable. These 
actions were the United States and allies simply 
conducting foreign policy as they saw fit in pursuit, 
however clumsily, of a generally agreed upon vision 
and set of guiding principles. The actions did not 
paint Russia into a corner from which its only escape 
was to engage in full-blown confrontation to sow 
discord within European and American societies. 
Had Russia remained on a path toward political 
reform along the Western model and sought to 
integrate more closely with the European Union, 
would it have seen U.S. action in Libya as a national 
security challenge? States that generally are pursuing 
the same regional and global vision are theoreti-
cally much less likely to resort to the means Russia 
has as a way to express displeasure with a counter-
part’s behavior. China did not harangue Russia at a 
security conference after Moscow violated Georgian 
and Ukrainian sovereignty and territorial integrity, 
nor did German or French displeasure with the U.S. 
decision to invade Iraq result in an irreparable fall-
out in relations. 

In fact, most consequential is the incompati-
bility of the U.S. and Russian political systems (and 
great power mentalities), which are an outgrowth 
of geographic, historical, and cultural influences 
on the formation of a governance model, national 
interests, and foreign policy. Russia likely could not 
have “fit” in Europe regardless of what the West 
plausibly might have done.24 Russia finds itself once 
again at odds with the United States less because 
of individual foreign policy actions on either side, 
but because Russia’s chosen domestic course, and 
the resultant regional vision, is difficult to reconcile 

with the Western development project that majori-
ties in nearly every other country in Europe accepts 
as the best available option.25 Friction is created by 
alternative development models seeking to expand 
their respective influence, which turns what might 
otherwise be resolvable disputes among like-minded 
states into more intractable challenges.

The Russian decision to adopt “sovereign 
democracy” in 2002-2003 was the most pivotal 
moment in the relationship, and it was not connected 
to NATO or EU enlargement or the U.S. withdrawal 
from the ABM Treaty. Russia in fact was not on the 
sustainable path to liberal democracy that Kennan 
foresaw in 1997. Russia’s choice of a governance 
model was rather the latest incidence of a history of 
conservative triumph over liberal reformist forces in 
Russia, a lopsided battle that has been under way for 
at least two centuries.26 It was not a result of marginal 
Russian political figures empowered by U.S. reckless-
ness. And because of Russia’s geographic location on 
the eastern edge of Europe, the clash of governance 
models is more consequential than if Russia’s neigh-
borhood were on another continent. In Europe as it 
is today, virtually united on questions of governance, 
economics, and security, an alternative development 
model requires an alternative alliance or strategic 
partnership for Russia, the isolation of which would 
be “unenviable,” as General Yurii Baluevskii and 
military futurist Musa Khamzatov euphemistically 
described it in mid-2014.27 

Critics of U.S. foreign policy in Europe have 
argued that as a great power Russia should be enti-
tled to a sphere of influence that presumably would 
consist of the former Soviet republics with the 
exception of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania.28 But the 
creation of a sphere of influence can only occur in 
two ways. It can either evolve out of shared interests 
of countries that have a similar regional political 
vision or it can be created by force. Historically, the 
Kremlin has found allies and partners in Europe 
that were willing to collectively ensure regional 
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stability and security, or it occupied areas by force 
and established political regimes that superficially 
gave the appearance of shared interests and regional 
vision. The connective tissue of the post-Cold War 
order in Europe has been the agreement across the 
continent on a single governance and development 
model. Russia’s rejection of that critical binding 
element makes it difficult for Moscow to establish a 
sphere of influence in Europe based on shared inter-
est as it has done in the past. 

This problem for Russia is at the foundation 
of the current competition with the United States. 
When Putin early in his third term was soliciting 
input for a Russian idea, what he was after was an 
ideology that not only could drive Russian domes-
tic and foreign policy, but one that could attract 
partners in rejection of the U.S.-led order in Europe 
and beyond.29 Hence the notion of Russia as a 

protector of so-called traditional values, which was 
a conscious policy choice by the Kremlin to appeal 
to those in Europe and perhaps the United States 
dissatisfied with socio-cultural trends supported 
in many Western capitals.30 Post-Soviet Russia is 
searching for ways to avoid isolation and rebuild lost 
influence. This is the result of the choice, early in 
Putin’s first term, to go a different direction from a 
solid majority of those in the West. 

In sum, it is unlikely that the United States 
would be facing a different Russia today if it had 
not participated in NATO enlargement, withdrawn 
from the ABM Treaty, or intervened in Iraq or 
Libya. Such policies became agitants to a deeper 
problem. The underlying political contradictions 
compounded by geographic realities and great 
power mentalities virtually assured confrontation 
at some point. 

President of China Xi Jinping awarded the Order of Friendship of the People’s Republic of China to Vladimir Putin. The 
President of Russia is the first foreign leader to be awarded this high national order of China. (Presidential Press and 
Information Office is licensed with CC BY 4.0.)
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Russia’s Vision for the Future
Having chosen to go its own way, Russia is now 
faced with the challenge of carving out its unique 
place in the world among the great powers. Lacking 
the soft power of the West or the economic clout 
of China, Russia has fewer options to pursue its 
national interests, although it is far from impotent. 
One of the most consequential moves the Kremlin 
has made since the total fallout with the West has 
been to seek a closer relationship with China in the 
hope of forging a “non-Western” coalition of the 
unwilling to push back against U.S. policies seen as 
destabilizing to global stability. Yevgenii Primakov, 
who apparently never believed that Russia’s Western 
orientation would bear much fruit, in the mid-1990s 
spoke of the development of a multipolar (poly-
centric) world in which U.S. hegemony would be 
replaced by disparate power centers and a greater 
role for non-Western countries such as Russia, 
China, and India who would form the center of a 
non-Western international order.31 

While the eventual rise of the polycentric 
world has remained an article of faith in Russia’s 
official rhetoric, it has largely not come to pass.32 
Russia’s strategic forecast to 2036 leaves open the 
possibility of a wider dispersion of power over 
the next fifteen years, but “bipolarity 2.0” is more 
likely to materialize according to other Russian 
long-term forecasts.33 In this scenario, China 
replaces the USSR in a new era of superpower 
competition that relegates all other participants to 
a secondary role in shaping international relations. 
Nevertheless, a sphere of privileged influence in 
the former Soviet space with the exception of the 
Baltic countries would remain a guiding light for 
Russian foreign policy even in this case. 

Because of the dynamics discussed above, 
Russian strategy has not and will not be limited to 
influencing the political situation in its immediate 
neighborhood. In fact, the primary targets for Russia 
to realize its regional vision are Western European 

countries and the United States. Both Western 
populations and the political elite will come under 
pressure through all means available below direct 
conflict to either change their view on policy toward 
Russia or to simply be driven toward a state in which 
conducting a sustained foreign policy of any kind 
will be increasingly difficult given domestic turmoil. 
The extent to which Russia is able to play much of a 
role in this outcome is a subject of much debate, but 
there is little question that inflicting “damage” on 
target societies is part of Moscow’s strategy. Until 
the matter of the regional order in eastern Europe is 
resolved, there should be little expectation of letup 
in Russian activity that Kennan described as “a fluid 
stream which moves constantly, wherever it is per-
mitted to move, toward a given goal.”34

If the establishment of unchallenged author-
ity in its near abroad is a minimum foreign policy 
objective for Russia, the maximum objective is to 
reduce the role of the United States in Europe. A 
more isolationist United States and a more indepen-
dent Europe would from the Russian perspective 
certainly constitute a polycentric world. The United 
States would lead the western hemisphere, while 
Russia would at the very least face a much less pow-
erful opposition in Europe in the near and medium 
term. The overall power of the United States 
together with the leading economies of Europe is 
overwhelming compared with that of Russia.35 It will 
be very difficult for the foreseeable future for Russia 
to coerce a cohesive alliance of that magnitude. A 
Russian Ministry of Defense (MOD) assessment 
in 2015 clearly explained the relationship between 
power dynamics and Russia’s ability to advanta-
geously affect international relations:

Assurance of the realization of such a 
combination of scenarios (such as the 
polycentric world) could . . . strengthen and 
develop the socio-political potential of the 
state on the basis of effective socially ori-
ented domestic policy and the preservation 
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and development of fundamental moral 
values of the nation. This will ensure the 
important and growing role of Russia in 
the formation and strengthening of trade, 
economic, and military coalitions and 
alliances with the leading states of the 
world that conduct independent policies 
(i.e. non-Western countries) and pursue 
their national interests within the bounds 
of international law. If Russia does not 
manage to create the above conditions, it 
will not be able to play any substantive role 
in the formation of new power centers and 
influence the international situation.36

Put another way, Russia needs to create the 
domestic and international conditions such that it 
does not get left behind and become internationally 
irrelevant. Maximally speaking, even a partial collapse 
of the Western alliance would go some way in creating 
such conditions from Russia’s perspective. 

Russian foreign policy outside of the Western 
world is driven today not by the expansion of 
ideology, but by the expansion of influence, which 
perhaps is an easier problem to manage given 
the absence of quasi-messianism. As Dmitry 
Medvedev explained Russian interest in moving 
back into Africa: “Let’s be frank, there is a lot of 
interest in Africa today. The primary players are 
actively established here. The (People’s Republic 
of China) is doing a lot of things, the United States 
and European Union are actively engaged. Are 
we worse? We should also be engaged.”37 If Soviet 
behavior was a “fluid stream which moves con-
stantly, wherever it is permitted to move, [to fill] 
every nook and cranny available to it in the basin of 
world power,” Russian behavior is directed toward 
what basins are left available in a much more 
crowded map of powerful river systems. These 
river systems include not only the United States, 
leading EU countries, and China, but also India, 
Japan, Brazil, and Turkey, who each have economic 

interests and a considerable amount of military 
potential, particularly if allied with other powers 
that are willing to challenge Russia.38 

The Indirect Approach to Strategy
As it pursues its vision of a lesser but still meaning-
ful role around the world, in cases where Russian 
military power can be matched by an opposing side, 
the “indirect approach” is the preferred means to 
the desired end for the Kremlin and the MOD.39 The 
indirect approach is one of battle avoidance that seeks 
to frustrate or exhaust the stronger opponent without 
actually engaging in open conflict unless faced with 
an existential threat.40 Russia almost surely would 
like to turn the tables on the Western political and 
security system and see it collapse under the weight 
of its own contradictions without firing a shot. If it 
can opportunistically put its finger on the scale it will 
certainly do so, at least until a regime comes to power 

Radio Free Europe (bB killingtime2 is licensed with CC 
BY-NC-ND 2.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/) May 31, 2012
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in Moscow that is no longer diametrically opposed 
to the Western vision and believes it has more to gain 
than lose from cooperation. As before, the means to 
execute such a strategy will almost always take the 
form of what Kennan called “political warfare,” which 
is a nonviolent approach to affect political division 
within a target country with the ultimate aim of a 
sharp change in policy toward Russia. 

U.S. Strategy Toward Russia
The origins of Russian conduct have evolved from 
1947 but not significantly so. Russia still remains fully 
and willingly outside the Western orbit. It seeks its 
own unique place in international affairs and to find 
or create spheres of influence based on an alternative 
development model. The Kremlin may not directly 
say so, but its behavior sends a strong signal that it 
would not be disappointed if the U.S. and Western-
led military, political, and economic alliances were 
replaced with something smaller and more manage-
able and manipulable. At a minimum, it desires that 
Western capitals quite substantially alter what here-
tofore have been guiding principles of their foreign 
policies. If existing Western political parties or elites 
can be replaced by those who have different princi-
ples and different views toward Russia, Moscow will 
support those groups through existing nonmilitary 
means. What is different is that Russia is no longer the 
most vexing long-term challenge to the United States. 
This is due to the confluence of Russia’s geopolitical 
and military decline (relative to the Soviet Union 
and the Warsaw Pact) and China’s precipitous rise.41 
These factors mean that Russia for much of this cen-
tury will play a role of a “swing state,” and as a result 
U.S. strategy toward Russia cannot be a reprise of 
containment of the USSR. 

Over the long-term, U.S. strategy should not 
be oriented toward countering Russia at all points 
around the globe. As attention and resources 
increasingly shift to China, this would be difficult 
to execute in any case, but it also leads to policies 

guided by a less rigorous assessment of U.S. strategic 
interests and more by a desire to oppose an adver-
sary wherever they happen to be gaining influence 
at a given time. For example, assertions that Russia 
gaining a “foothold” in the Middle East would 
ipso facto be detrimental to U.S. interests should 
be met with a healthy dose of skepticism based on 
the American experience of the past three decades. 
In fact, it could turn out to be quite the opposite. 
Managing disparate interests and populations that 
are suspicious of foreign presence can be quite costly 
in myriad ways for the fleeting prize of international 
leadership. Broadly speaking, Kennan’s view that 
Europe and Asia should be the anchor of American 
foreign policy is as true today as it was then. U.S. 
alliances in both regions should be managed with 
the greatest care, not subject to “microaggressions” 
toward allies at the expense of the much greater 
strategic benefit of these relationships. Russian for-
ays elsewhere into areas with unstable regimes and 
security environments should cause the opposite 
of alarm so long as they do not lead to expanded 
opportunity to threaten the U.S. homeland. 

One of the ways to resolve the current standoff 
in eastern Europe is to find a compromise solution 
to the regional order.42 Such ideas are based in part 
on the aforementioned conclusion that had the U.S. 
pursued different policies in the preceding decades, 
an improved modus vivendi between Russia, Europe, 
and the United States could have been achieved. 
It deserves consideration, but, given the origins of 
Russian conduct, this approach is highly unlikely to 
produce anything more than a tactical reduction of 
U.S.-Russia tensions at some cost to U.S. credibil-
ity. Moreover, because Russia alone has chosen an 
alternative course that rejects what nearly all other 
European countries have accepted, should the whole 
project be overturned?

It is more appropriate at this juncture to pursue 
a strategy based on resilience and military deter-
rence with the long-term aim that Russia will see 
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cooperation with the West as most beneficial to its 
interests. Accommodation of the Kremlin on ques-
tions of European security and the political order 
will not produce the desired result because of the 
contradictions discussed above. Better to let Russia’s 
relationship with China fizzle over time as the two 
great powers find it difficult to manage each other, 
and allow Russian policy to shift the other direc-
tion when it has a clear interest in doing so. Actively 
seeking various agreements with Russia under the 
current regime would send the opposite signal than 
should be sent in the very early stages of a renewed 
competition that in hindsight appears not so much 
to have ended as to have hibernated.43 

One of the key tactics of Russia’s indirect 
approach is to identify weak links in a stronger 
adversary and exploit them using inexpensive tools. 
Building resilience implies understanding what 
these weak links are and working to shore them up. 
By now it has become abundantly clear that soci-
etal cleavages resulting from a host of natural—in 
particular, economic—and manufactured forces are 
a key point of emphasis in Russian strategy. Political 
leaders and elites in the United States and Europe 
must recognize that domestic sentiment in the 
current information environment must be managed 
responsibly or it will continue to be a low-hanging 
fruit for the indirect approach.44 They must also 
ensure that a considerable majority of the partici-
pants in the liberal democratic experiment believe 
they have something to gain by the continuation 
of an approach to governance and economic policy 
that on the whole has served their societies well since 
1945, particularly in comparison to the alternative. 
In short, an emphasis on domestic political compro-
mise as opposed to fundamentalism and zero-sum 
thinking must become a central tenet of the overar-
ching national security strategy. 

Extreme societal divisions can clearly become 
a national security problem over time. As the Soviet 
strategist Aleksandr Svechin wrote in 1927, “a 

significant superiority in forces and a hostile state 
whose political structure resembles a giant with 
feet of clay are conditions which favor a destruc-
tive strike and make it possible to end a war very 
quickly.”45 Updating this remark to modern times, 
a superiority in information dominance and an 
opponent whose socio-political structure resembles 
a clay giant are apt for a “destructive” strike that 
could end a confrontation without having to wage 
war. Resilience requires bipartisan political leader-
ship and elites to accept responsibility to shape an 
information environment that is less susceptible to 
foreign or domestic disruption. Kennan’s advice in 
this respect has stood the test of time: 

In the light of these circumstances, the 
thoughtful observer of Russian-American 
relations will find no cause for complaint 
in the Kremlin’s challenge to American 
society. [She] will rather experience a 
certain gratitude to a Providence which, 
by providing the American people with 
this implacable challenge, has made their 
entire security as a nation dependent 
on their pulling themselves together and 
accepting the responsibilities of moral and 
political leadership that history plainly 
intended them to bear.46

If the Russia challenge can serve as a catalyst 
for more responsible political and elite leadership to 
adjust the “profit model” toward unity as opposed to 
division, fear, and anger, we would all be safer and 
more prosperous in the end.   

The U.S. military can and should assist in 
this effort to build resilience to political warfare 
in Europe and it should develop ways to threaten 
Russia in kind. Indeed, senior Russian military 
officers and the Minister of Defense have stated 
explicitly that they believe the West is waging a war 
in the information domain to weaken or even unseat 
the current regime.47 If the Russian military thinks it 
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is at “war,” this could expand the boundaries of their 
activities up to—but not including—military force 
to a considerable degree.48 But on the whole building 
resilience to political warfare is not primarily a mil-
itary problem; it is a political and societal problem 
that entails a whole-of-government approach that 
should emanate from the top, down. The primary 
role of the U.S. military is to maintain credible 
deterrence for as long as the confrontation lasts, in 
the confidence that our system of governance is bet-
ter than any other on offer.

Deterrence of Russian military aggression 
provides the time and space needed for the more 
sustainable Western political and economic system 
to prevail again over an adversary whose alternative 
regional vision thus far has generated little appeal 
in Europe. The devil is in the details, but at a broad 
level Russia understands military deterrence as the 

ability to inflict damage on critical political, mil-
itary-economic, and military infrastructure with 
both nuclear and long-range conventional weapons 
(and perhaps cyber weapons). If the United States 
and NATO allies are able to sustain the ability 
to credibly threaten Russia with those capabili-
ties, they will have achieved deterrence as Russia 
defines it. Some Russian deterrence theorists have 
argued that the damage thresholds have lowered 
over time as a result of greater recognition on both 
sides of the unacceptability of the consequences of 
nuclear and conventional strikes.49 If one accepts 
this proposition, this actually reduces the resource 
requirements due to fewer munitions needed to 
inflict the required damage. 

At an operational level, in light of the wors-
ening confrontation with China that is expected 
to last decades, the United States should be guided 

Saber Strike 17 was a U.S. Army Europe-led multinational combined forces exercise conducted annually to enhance the 
NATO Alliance throughout the Baltic Region and Poland. (Staff Sgt. Brian Kohl (U.S. Army Europe is marked under CC 
PDM 1.0.) June 16, 2017
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by the principle of sufficiency in Europe. Given 
the overall military potential imbalance between 
the two sides in favor of NATO, perhaps the most 
important capability to develop will be a robust 
logistics system that allows for the flow of superior 
forces right up to Russia’s border to assure defense of 
NATO allies in the event of an unexpected military 
conflict. Forward deployed forces are not irrelevant, 
but necessary in perhaps far fewer numbers than in 
the previous era of confrontation based on Russian 
concerns of air and sea-based aerospace poten-
tial and limited Russian inventories of long-range 
conventional munitions.50 A minimum threshold 
might be holding Kaliningrad at risk in the initial 
period of war with a combination of U.S., Polish, 
and other allied ground forces while simultaneously 
threatening critical military and military-eco-
nomic infrastructure across Russia’s western border 
through both kinetic and nonkinetic means. 

An important outstanding question is U.S. 
strategy toward the non-aligned countries in eastern 
Europe. Regardless of the intent, Russian actions in 
Ukraine and Georgia improved the attraction of the 
argument for further NATO enlargement. At the 
same time, Russian interests in the former Soviet 
space are clearly strategic. Andrei Kokoshin, the 
former Secretary of the Russian Security Council, 
wrote in the late 1990s, “Russia attaches particu-
lar importance to the quality of its relations with 
the territories of the former Soviet Union, partic-
ularly with Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan. 
Admittedly, the prominence of the Russian-
Ukrainian relationship transcends the boundaries 
of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) 
and even Europe as a whole. World politics to a 
large extent depends on the status of that relation-
ship.”51 This dynamic suggests a strategy of patient 
constraint on the part of the United States that is 
oriented toward resilience through democratic and 
economic development assistance as opposed to a 
leading role for military deterrence. To be sure, this 

line of effort toward building resilience has been 
ongoing for some time. The idea that the professed 
neutrality of these countries could produce a lasting 
peace is dubious both because of the populations’ 
desire for political and economic integration with 
the West and because Russia’s rejection of the 
underlying political norms lays the groundwork for 
creating an alternative sphere of influence by force. 
The ultimate end state would be one in which a 
future Russian regime does not feel the need to resist 
a Western orientation of its neighbors because it has 
concluded the most beneficial course of action is to 
embrace the political norms that could legitimately 
create a Europe whole and free. Nadezhda umiraet 
poslednei (Hope springs eternal).

Despite Kennan’s assertions to the contrary, his 
analysis and conclusions on the Soviet regime remain 
relevant today with the leadership of the Russian 
Federation. The rejection of a governance model that 
would have assured security on its western flank was 
Russia’s sovereign choice. And that choice was the 
perhaps inevitable result of the pull of conservative 
political forces throughout Russian history. Russia 
simply could not be “another Poland,” and it is not 
clear what plausible arrangement could have satisfied 
Russian desires given political realities throughout 
Europe and the United States.52 As it is, an alternative 
Russian model requires a separate sphere of influence. 
A separate sphere of influence automatically brings 
Russia into conflict with the United States and much 
of Europe who are pursuing a different vision for the 
continent. Russia could change its vision, or the West 
could change, but neither is likely to do so in the near 
term despite concerted efforts on each side to facilitate 
that outcome. Thus, “it is clear that the United States 
cannot expect in the foreseeable future to enjoy politi-
cal intimacy with the (Russian) regime.”53

Given this reality, the United States must settle 
in for another round of confrontation and competi-
tion with the Kremlin. In this iteration, however, the 
Kremlin will not be the primary object of U.S. focus. 
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That critical difference has a number of implications 
for U.S. strategy. It simply may not be possible over 
the course of decades to put up strong resistance 
to Russian attempts to expand its global influence 
while also confronting and containing China. But it 
also will not be necessary. Russia has limited means 
at its disposal, and there is not yet any indication 
that Putin is willing to commit anywhere near 
the resources on the military that likely would be 
required to do so.54 In light of renewed competition 
with two great powers, the U.S. will need to prior-
itize. It will need to pursue less costly approaches 
to dealing with Russia than in the past. It will need 
to rely more on resilience and deterrence than on 
forward deployed forces. But this is appropriately 
suited to counter a Russian strategy centered on 
the indirect approach and battle avoidance with a 
stronger power. The origins of Russian conduct are 
inherently confrontational with the West, but they 
are not suicidal. PRISM
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