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Introduction 

Russia in search of itself:  

a post-Soviet identity discourse  

It became a common-place for the Western scholars and politicians to 
ascertain that post-Cold war Russia's foreign policy behavior is often un-
predictable, irrational, anti-Western, aggressive / expansionist and even 
irredentist (Carafano 2015; Cox 2014; Gaddy and O'Hanlon 2015; 
Granholm et al. 2014; Gressel 2015; Lukas 2009; Mankoff 2009; Snetkov 
2015; Stoner and McFaul 2015). Moscow's harsh reaction to NATO's 
1999 Kosovo intervention (including Russian commandos' surprise move 
from Bosnia to the Pristina airport) and the Georgian 2008 offensive in 
South Ossetia, Crimea's takeover and Donbass rebels' support by Russia 
in 2014, Moscow's unexpected intervention to the Syrian civil war and air 
strikes against the Islamic State in 2015 are some examples of such a 
behavior.  

Foreign policy analysts differ by their specific explanations of the 
Kremlin's foreign policies over the last quarter of the century (see the first 
chapter). However, many of them tend to see a clear connection between 
Russia's "unpredictable" and "aggressive" behavior and its ongoing 
search for a new national identity. Russia is still at the stage of nation-
building. It never existed within the current borders as an independent 
state or had such economy, system of government, administrative and 
societal organization.  

Shaping of a new identity always has two dimensions—domestic and 
international. The domestic dimension implies creating internal cohesion, 
reaching a national consensus on the fundamental principles of govern-
ment and values, sharing some common cultural and spiritual features. 
Self-perception is also important. Internally, a nation perceives itself as a 
united entity, as a bounded community. In this case people treat other 
people as members of the same community. The international dimension 
suggests self-assessment in relation to people belonging to a different 
community rather than to the same one. Understanding differences be-
tween nations and uniqueness of its own nation is also crucial for the for-
mation of an identity. As Richter rightly comments, 'National identity 
serves as the crucial organizing principle justifying and providing coher-
ence to the state's domestic order, yet the boundaries defining this identi-
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ty can be formulated only with reference to the external environment' 
(Richter 1996, 74). 

As the humankind's history demonstrates, international impulses 
were often even more significant than domestic factors. For many coun-
tries, national debate on foreign relations has been an easiest way to form 
an identity of its own. They looked at the outer world as at the mirror to 
see what images they have got. The trouble is that there could be some 
aberrations and the external dimension of national identity can be formed 
on the nationalistic or even chauvinistic basis which most likely would 
have negative implications both for a nation and its neighbors. 

Since the Russian foreign policy discourse definitely aims, among 
other things, at forming of a new national identity, it is important to exam-
ine whether this debate is immune from nationalism and xenophobia or 
not, whether it facilitates the birth of a new type of identity based on the 
democratic principles or can regress to authoritarianism and totalitarian-
ism. This is also important in terms of civilizational orientations: whether 
Russia will choose European / Western orientation or the Asian / Eastern 
one? Or perhaps Russia would prefer a civilization of its own, as some 
Russian theorists claim? Self-perception and self-identification of the 
country is also crucial for becoming a reputable and authoritative actor on 
the international arena. If Russia to solve (or starts to solve) an identity 
'puzzle' it could define properly its national interests, foreign policy priori-
ties and formulate sound national security, military and foreign policy doc-
trines. It also would become more predictable and responsible interna-
tional partner which could be able to contribute to the creation of a stable 
and secure systems both on the regional and global levels. 

As far as the 'geographic dimension' of the Russian identity discourse 
is concerned Europe takes a unique position in Russian mentality and 
particularly in security thinking. For centuries Europe was a source of both 
cultural inspiration and security threat, advanced technologies and inno-
vations which destroyed Russian traditions and values. In modern times, 
major wars and aggressions against Russia came from Europe ranging 
from the Polish invasion in the beginning of the 17th century to the Nazi 
aggression of 1941.  

Some Russian historians date the origins of the Western offensive 
even by earlier times. They note that from the beginning of the 13th cen-
tury Russians were mainly concerned with the German expansion to the 
Baltic lands. The German crusaders captured the Russian forts on the 
Dvina, and pushed into Russia before being defeated by Prince Alexan-
der Nevsky in the 'Battle on the Ice' of Lake Chudskoe (Peipus) in 1242. 
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In addition to strategic-military dimensions, the German-Russian rivalry 
turned out very soon into the religious confrontation between Catholicism 
and Orthodoxy. This, however, did not prevent Orthodox Russians to 
support Catholic Poles and Lithuanians at the famous battle of Grünwald 
in 1410 resulted in the crushing defeat of the Teutonic Knights.  

Even in the 20th century, Russia (and the Soviet Union) retained its 
perception of East Europe as a front-line against Western expansion ei-
ther in the form of German Drang nach Osten or NATO 'aggressive 
plans.' Moscow's diplomacy, military doctrines and armed forces posture 
in the area were subordinated to the objectives of the global confrontation 
with the West. 

It should be noted that civilizational or identity 'flavor' has always 
been present in the Russian debate on Europe. 

Since the time of Peter the Great Russian elites looked at Europe 
with both hope and apprehension. They wanted to be Europeans by their 
habits and mode of life (sometimes even by language—for one and half 
century French was a main language spoken by the Russian aristocracy), 
but, at the same time, they had to assert their 'Russianness' in order to 
keep their national identity and links to the Russian people. Russia was 
always eager to be a part of Europe not only in geographic sense but also 
in terms of civilization. However, Europe with rare exception was reluctant 
to acknowledge Russia's 'Europeanness'. Russia's century-dated efforts 
to form a system of European alliances where Moscow could act on the 
equal footing with other great powers were a story of failure. Even within 
the framework of the Entente Cordiale Moscow has not been treated by 
Britain and France as a really equal partner. The West's reluctance to 
admit post-Communist Russia into major security and economic Euro-
Atlantic institutions such as NATO and the EU convinced Kremlin that the 
old practice continued. 

This contradiction between Russia's eagerness to be European and 
the West's unwillingness to recognize Moscow as a part of Europe has 
received much attention in Russian philosophy and social sciences and 
led to the split among the Russian political and intellectual elites. Since 
the mid-19th century controversy between the Slavophiles and Western-
ers could be traced as a main dividing line between different Russian for-
eign policy schools. While the Westerners are unreservedly in favor of 
Russia's joining Europe at any price—even at the expense of national 
interests and sovereignty, the Slavophiles believe that Russia forms the 
civilization of its own. According to the Slavophiles, Russia is neither Eu-
rope nor Asia and should retain its own identity. If Russians themselves 
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would respect their country and traditions, then foreigners (including Eu-
ropeans) would do the same (see chapter 2). 

The entire Russian policy towards Europe over the two last centuries 
can be roughly described as a pendulum swing between the two above 
extremes. Periods of Europe-oriented Russian policy (Alexander I and its 
participation in the anti-Napoleonic coalition, Entente Cordiale, Litvinov's 
'collective security' strategy in the mid-1930s, Gorbachev's Common Eu-
ropean House concept, Kozyrev's early course) have been succeeded by 
the more nationalistic or globalist (the Soviet period) patterns. As the 
post-Cold War history shows, it is safe to assume that the 'pendulum 
model' will be effective in a foreseeable future as well. 

With the collapse of the USSR and the disappearance of most dan-
gerous threats from the West, the Russian policy makers suddenly found 
themselves in a new strategic and geopolitical situation. According to a 
majority of Russian theorists of the early 1990s which belonged to differ-
ent foreign policy schools, main external threats to Russian security 
should originate—in the foreseeable future—from the South or East rather 
than West (Arbatov 1994, 71; Lukin 1994, 110; Vladislavlev and Kara-
ganov 1992, 35; Zhirinovskiy 1993).  

Under these circumstances, quite animated discussions on Russia's 
national interests have been started by the Russian political, military and 
intellectual elites. Do any constant Russian interests exist? Or should they 
be completely re-defined? What place in the set of the Russian foreign 
policy priorities should different regions take? For example, some ana-
lysts suggested that, from security point of view, Europe was no longer as 
important for Moscow as it was during the Soviet times (Fadeev and 
Razuvayev, 1994: 114; Baranovsky, 1996: 167). Others argued that the 
area will retain its traditional meaning as a border zone or bridge between 
the East and the West (Uspensky and Komissarov, 1993: 83; Institute of 
Europe, 1995: 21–23; Sergunin, 1996b: 112–115). Some Russian theo-
rists underlined that given the changing nature of world power (economic 
power now matters more than military might) Europe became one of the 
global poles and, for this reason, Russia should pay more attention to 
economic cooperation with the EU (Pichugin, 1996: 93; Pierre and Trenin, 
1997: 16–18; Trenin, 1997: 117–118; Zagorski, 1996: 67; Zagorski and 
Lucas, 1993: 77–107). Other analysts believed that the region was be-
coming strategically important again as NATO and the EU were moving to 
the Central and East European countries. To their minds, Russia and its 
allies were vulnerable for potential Western encroachments again as in 
the times of German crusaders or Hitler's Blitzkrieg (Gromov, 1995: 9–13; 
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Lyasko, 1995: 2; Trynkov, 1995: 65–68; Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 11 April 
1996). With the resumption of Europe-Russia tensions in the wake of the 
Ukrainian crisis this theme became popular again (Guschin et al 2015; 
Krutikov 2014; Markov 2014; Sergunin 2014b; Tauscher 2015; Trenin 
2015). At the same time, some Russian foreign policy schools insist on 
the need to pay more attention to the consolidation of the post-Soviet 
space under the Russian leadership (Bolgova 2015; Lukyanov and 
Krastev 2015; Michel 2014) and / or develop closer relations with the 
BRICS countries (Lukyanov 2011 and 2014; Okuneva 2012; Panova 
2013; Simha 2013; Stuenkel 2014). 

Similarly, an animated discussion is taking place with regard to the 
Russian threat perceptions and national security doctrines. What are the 
domestic and international determinants of Russian foreign policy? Which 
security threats are more vital—internal or external? What type of securi-
ty—'hard security' or 'soft security'—is more important? What kind of 
threats (if any) is posed by the recent international developments? How 
should the post-Cold War dynamics be reflected in a national security, 
military and foreign policy doctrines? Does Russia need such doctrines at 
all? Whether the national security, foreign policy and military doctrines 
play an important role in shaping Russia's European strategy or they are 
empty declarations? It should be noted that the study of the doctrinal 
component of the Russian foreign policy and security discourses is par-
ticularly helpful in understanding how theories and concepts produced by 
the foreign policy schools are translated into the language of practical 
politics. 

In addition to changes in the geopolitical landscape, there was a rev-
olution in the paradigmatic basis of Russian post-Communist foreign poli-
cy and security thinking. The Marxist paradigm collapsed and Russian 
theorists started the search for new ones. The former theoretical and 
methodological uniformity has been succeeded by pluralism. On the one 
hand, this environment has been susceptible for the rise of new foreign 
policy schools and approaches. On the other hand, a number of unex-
pected problems emerged. Some Russian analysts borrowed Western 
theories without any critical evaluation or taking into account the situation 
in the Russian scholarship and politics. Others converted into anti-
Communists and anti-Marxists with the same energy and vigor as they 
took stand on the Marxists principles before. Meanwhile, achievements 
and strongest points of the Soviet school of International Relations (IR) 
have been forgotten. The general economic decline in the country in the 
1990s and the 'brain drain' from the Russian academia to the commercial 
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sector, government and foreign countries were also detrimental to the 
quality of the Russian security discourse. 

In dealing with the 'paradigmatic revolution' and its implications for 
both Russian IR theory and foreign policy a student of Russian post-
Communist foreign policy thinking confronts one more set of research 
questions. Is it possible to produce any categorization of the Russian for-
eign policy schools or not? Which criterion (criteria) should be used? 
Whether these schools are genuine Russian production or have been 
copied from the Western samples? In which direction does the Russian 
foreign policy debate move—further polarization of views or their conver-
gence, reaching a sort of a foreign policy consensus? Is such a consen-
sus possible in principle? If yes, what can unite and divide different cur-
rents of Russian security thought? What is the mainstream of the present-
day Russian security thinking? Is a dialogue between the Russian and 
non-Russian (Western, Eastern) discourses—modern and post-modern 
problematiques—possible or not? 

An important aspect of the problem is how the above discourse af-
fected the decision-making process. The radical changes in the Russian 
decision-making system posed a number of questions which are also far 
from thorough exploration. What is the constitutional framework for Rus-
sia's foreign policy-making? Whether it matters or, in reality, different—
unwritten—rules of the game exist? Who are the key figures in policy-
making? Where are the core and the periphery of the decision-making 
system? What are the particular procedures? Whether there is some 
competition between the government agencies or not? If yes, how are 
their activities coordinated? Whether implementation system works 
properly or decisions simply remain on paper? Does some rivalry be-
tween political appointees and bureaucracy exist or not? 

The study of the decision-making system not only provides the ana-
lyst with knowledge of the behind-the-scenes process but also encour-
ages him to question why democratization of the above system has not 
been completed. Why is there still no effective parliamentary control over 
Russian foreign and security policies which could be comparable with the 
Western, democratic, standards? Why were the President and Parliament 
often unable to establish working relationship? What are the sources of 
conflict and areas of contention? Whether the Russian leadership suc-
ceeded in establishing civilian control over the military and intelligence 
community or not? In addressing these questions, a student of Russian 
foreign and security policies has to link this particular problem to the 
broader context of Russian domestic politics and highlight the difficulties 
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in creating of an effective foreign policy decision-making mechanism in a 
period of transition. 

The post-Communist era brought about not only changes in the deci-
sion-making procedures but also some new political actors. Numerous 
pressure groups, NGOs and regional elites claimed their rights to take 
part in formulation of Moscow's international strategy and the federal gov-
ernment was unable to ignore these claims any longer. What kind of in-
terest groups and regional elites has been involved in shaping Russia's 
foreign and security policies? Did they really affect Moscow's international 
course? If yes, whether their impact was negative or positive? A more 
theoretical question may be raised: whether their participation in foreign 
policy making can be interpreted as a sign of an emerging civil society in 
Russia or it is just an evidence of parochial politics in this country? 

It should be noted that the lack of reliable sources limits the scope for 
profound analysis of the current decision-making system. Moreover, this 
system and regulations are extremely unstable in post-Communist Rus-
sia. Foreign policy legislation, procedures and key actors change so fast 
that it is very difficult to define by whom, when and why a decision has 
been taken, what can be expected in the near future and so on. 

The above questions form the core of a broad research agenda 
which, however, can be reduced to the four main issues: 

1. Which IR theories are applicable to explaining Russia's present-
day foreign policy? 

2. What are the main foreign policy schools in post-Communist 
Russia and what sort of theories do they produce? 

3. How did the Russian threat perceptions and national security 
doctrines evolve in the post-Soviet period? 

4. How does the Russian foreign policy decision-making system 
operate? 

Sources. Despite the fact that a student of contemporary politics always 
feels a lack of sources (especially reliable ones) some of them are availa-
ble. The data for this research were drawn primarily from eight main cate-
gories of sources: 

Documents of international and intergovernmental organizations 
(CIS, BRICS, Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), EU, Council of 
Europe, OSCE, NATO, Nordic Council, Council of the Baltic Sea States 
(CBSS), Barents-Euro-Arctic Council (BEAC), etc.). These publications 
are helpful in reconstructing the international context in which Russian 




