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Introduction
Vladimiras Laučius

“Each new circle of confrontation with Russia causes surprise and 
disarray in the West, but this is usually not the result of any change 
of policy in Moscow. Consistent Russian state behaviours and 
demands can be traced not just to Soviet times but back to czarist 
foreign and domestic policy, and further to the structure and rules 
of Russian society. In this respect, what surprises some Western 
observers so much about Moscow’s current behaviour is simply 
Russia reverting to type.”1  
							       Keir Giles

The overarching objective of these collected arti-
cles is to offer a comprehensive insight into Rus-
sia. They seek to give insight not only into contem-
porary Russia, but also the historical trajectory of 
both the nation and its diplomatic and strategic in-
teractions with the West. In addition, the collection 
aims to illuminate the country’s policy decisions, 
propaganda mechanisms and current economic 
circumstances. A clearer understanding of the na-
ture of Vladimir Putin’s state, how it operates and 
why, and the challenges posed by the Kremlin, can, 
in Edward Crankshaw’s words, help the West view 
“by daylight” not only Russia itself, but also its own 
position and assumptions underpinning any strat-
egy or policy towards the country. Although the au-
thors of this collection do not adopt the normative 
moral framework or the ‘friend–enemy’ distinction 
proposed by Carl Schmitt as a foundational lens 
for analysing Russia or its relations with the West, 

the normative perspective of Crankshaw, author of 
‘Russia by Daylight’, is particularly apt for this set 
of articles in the context of the Kremlin’s aggres-
sion against Western-supported Ukraine: “The first 
thing to do in any conflict is to define the enemy. 
Only then can we decide what the conflict is about; 
and until we know what we are fighting, and why, 
we shall not get very far.”2

Russia, its politics in the broadest sense, and the 
West’s approach towards the country are exam-
ined and interpreted from five distinct perspec-
tives: history, propaganda, the strategic premises 
of political relations, diplomacy and economics. 
Each of these dimensions forms the central focus 
of its respective essay. The very structure of this 
collection, encompassing a range of perspectives 
and methodological approaches, demonstrates 
that Russia is not regarded merely as a military 
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or diplomatic challenge to the West. It traces the 
centuries-long confrontation between the western 
outposts of Lithuania and Poland, and Muscovy – 
which later evolved into the Russian Empire and 
subsequently the USSR – highlighting the histori-
cal foundations that have shaped the present sit-
uation. It also addresses economic interests, the 
propagation of political myths, methods of propa-
ganda, the development of distinctive characteris-
tics in Russian society, and key factors influencing 
the culture of diplomacy. In addition, the articles 
examine the factors underpinning Russia’s eco-
nomic resilience, bearing in mind that at the onset 
of large-scale aggression in Ukraine, many experts 
confidently predicted the ‘inevitable’ collapse of 
the country’s economy and a crisis that would pre-
clude the war from continuing, whether at the end 
of 2022 or, at the latest, some time in 2024. They 
also explore the principles shaping Western per-
ceptions of Russia and its reception since the final 
years of the USSR, as factors that have informed 
strategies and policies both over the past decades 
and throughout the ongoing war in Ukraine.

The authors of the articles examine the diverse 
and complex aspects of Russia’s development, 
which cannot be fully understood merely by re-
viewing events of the past decade, or even the past 
two. The traditions of imperial self-perception and 
ambition, combined with centralised authority and 
clientelistic networks, have led Moscow to repeat-
edly return to familiar narratives. These include 
invoking alleged historical rights, and references 
to ‘brotherly nations’, ostensibly legitimate states 
in Russia’s neighbourhood, and the restoration of 
‘lost territories’. These motives are neither new to 
the Kremlin’s rhetoric nor peculiar to Putin’s Rus-
sia, but instead form part of a deeply entrenched 
ideology. In analysing the contemporary country, it 
is essential to differentiate between fundamental, 
structural factors and episodic events that merely 
produce transient political ripples. This collection 
posits that imperial memory is shaped not only 
through textbooks and official documents, but also 
through communal celebrations, linguistic practic-
es, public symbols and motifs of popular culture 
that permeate everyday life. The authors note 
that the West’s approach to Russia has evolved 
in recent decades, shifting from notions of liber-
al integration and ‘Wandel durch Handel’ (‘change 
through trade’) towards policies of isolation and 

sanctions. During the 1990s and early 2000s, 
Germany and other nations hoped that trade and 
collaborative energy initiatives, such as the Nord 
Stream gas pipelines, would modernise Russia 
and, in time, foster its liberalisation. However, fol-
lowing the annexation of Crimea in 2014, these ex-
pectations began to unravel – initially through the 
imposition of economic sanctions and, after Rus-
sia’s invasion in 2022, through the unified stance 
of most Western countries marked by substantial 
financial and military support for Ukraine. Yet was 
this unity not a delayed – and, in many respects, 
insufficient – response to Russia’s aggressive pol-
icies that lacked a coherent long-term strategy? Be 
that as it may, the authors of this collection offer 
no prescriptive guidance either for Russia or for 
Western decision-makers, who have often fallen 
victim to Moscow’s deceit. The purpose of the ar-
ticles is not to advise on the ‘correct’ policy, but 
to pose pertinent questions on Russia and its per-
ception in the West, or provide the factual ground-
ing for these issues. This is because, as historical, 
political and economic analysis shows, these mat-
ters suffer from both a lack of conceptual clarity 
and a basic deficiency in awareness.

In his essay in this collection, ‘Lithuania and Mos-
cow: The Difficult Neighbourhood’, Darius Kuolys 
examines history as a political instrument, exem-
plified by the Russian Foreign Ministry’s publica-
tion ‘The History of Lithuania’ – which denies the 
existence of the Lithuanian nation and state, and 
seeks to portray the country as never having ex-
isted as a sovereign entity. The book, introduced 
with a foreword by Russian foreign minister Sergei 
Lavrov, demonstrates that manipulating history 
has become an integral component of the Krem-
lin’s diplomatic and propaganda strategy. The pub-
lication’s author emphasises that Russia has long 
rewritten the histories of its subordinate nations, 
ranging from reinterpretations of the titles of the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania’s rulers to contempo-
rary efforts to marginalise interwar independence. 
Kuolys illustrates how this revised ‘history’ con-
structs a political myth, portraying the Lithuanian 
language and culture as mere offshoots of Slavic 
language and culture, thereby providing a pretext 
for contemplating the redrawing of contemporary 
state borders. Similar pseudohistorical narratives 
are applied to Ukraine and Belarus, portraying 
them as ‘Little Russia’ and framing their 1918 in-
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dependence as a product of Western intrigue. The 
author notes that such narratives are imbued with 
a veneer of academic legitimacy, having been pub-
lished under the auspices of ‘historical research 
institutes’ and displayed in museums and universi-
ties – thereby creating the impression of scholar-
ly authority. According to Kuolys, the response to 
pseudohistory should not mimic its presenter by 
taking the form of counter-mythology, instead re-
quiring the enhancement of education, digitisation 
of archives and fostering of international scholarly 
collaboration. The article emphasises that Lithu-
anian society must invest in centres for Lithuani-
an studies, promote joint archival expeditions to 
Kyiv, Warsaw and Moscow, and resist yielding to 
emotive rhetoric. Kuolys cautions that the struggle 
over history concerns not only factual accuracy, 
but also symbols and national dignity, with cultural 
policy and the study of collective memory increas-
ingly integral to national security strategy. In his 
argument, only through collaboration with other 
European nations can imperial interpretations of 
history be resisted, allowing each nation to narrate 
its own story without external imposition, particu-
larly from Moscow.

In ‘The Power of Propaganda: The Ideological 
Foundations of Russia’s Aggression’, Gintautas 
Mažeikis examines the role of propaganda tech-
nologies in shaping and expanding the arsenal of 
hybrid power. The author differentiates between 
hard, smart, and soft types of propaganda, and 
examines how these are strategically combined 
within Putin’s political narrative. In this context, 
hard propaganda refers to the use of physical force 
and repression, smart propaganda to control over 
the media, social networks and technological plat-
forms, and soft propaganda to the instrumentali-
sation of culture, history and myths. These types 
of propaganda are intertwined, with news outlets 
such as ‘Russia Today’ and ‘Sputnik’ positioning 
themselves as alternatives to mainstream interna-
tional media, platforms like Telegram and TikTok 
leveraging their algorithms to engage younger 
audiences, and cultural organisations sponsoring 
initiatives that serve broader geopolitical objec-
tives. Among other observations, Mažeikis points 
out that Moscow’s propaganda portrays Russia as 
rooted in the early days of Kievan Rus, thereby as-
serting a claim to the lands of so-called ‘brotherly’ 
nations. Furthermore, he notes that the Kremlin 

strategically manipulates the information space to 
sway both audiences sympathetic to Russia and 
the wider European public, fostering doubt and 
encouraging at least partial acceptance of its po-
litical narratives. In his article, Mažeikis examines 
the culture of the post-truth world, demonstrating 
how social media algorithms amplify information 
noise and undermine critical thinking. The author 
provides examples of how rumours, such as those 
of alleged biolabs in Ukraine and a “fascist junta in 
Kyiv”, initially circulate on the fringes of the infor-
mation space, only to then be amplified by official 
media, transforming them into an ‘alternative’ to 
what would conventionally be regarded as objec-
tive reality. He advocates for greater investment in 
media literacy and a deeper awareness of our own 
information bubbles as means of safeguarding 
against not only the Kremlin’s narratives, but also 
domestic populism and conspiracy theories. Tech-
nological advances, such as artificial intelligence 
and deepfakes, equip propaganda with power-
ful new tools, making it essential for resilient in-
frastructures to continuously adapt to prevent 
democratic discourse from being exploited for 
manipulation. Mažeikis concludes his article by 
emphasising that propaganda is not unidirection-
al, but that audience engagement, critical thinking 
and media accountability should serve as active 
forces in building resilience to manipulation.

Vladimiras Laučius’s essay, ‘After the War: Europe, 
Russia, and Justice’, examines current Western 
strategies and the political thought traditions that 
shape them, while exploring the principles that 
might guide Europe’s relationship with Russia in 
the aftermath of the war in Ukraine. The author 
examines two paradigms – the pragmatic (econ-
omism) and the idealistic (moralism). Economism 
rests on the widely held belief, which has and con-
tinues to shape the West’s relations with Russia, 
that trade and investment inherently promote polit-
ical liberalisation, as well as encourage states and 
people to pursue peaceful cooperation driven by 
material incentives. Proponents of this approach, 
familiar from German politics in recent decades, 
have traditionally relied on the principle of ‘Wandel 
durch Handel’, and tend to assume that robust en-
ergy and trade relations with Russia will inevitably 
encourage its compliance with the international 
order and adherence to Western norms of politi-
cal conduct. However, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
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starkly revealed the political and intellectual lim-
itations of this European strategy. Meanwhile, 
idealistic moralism, particularly since February 
2022, calls for radical solutions that are currently 
constrained by a lack of political will, insufficient 
resources and a limited grasp of practical realities. 
One may call endlessly, to the point of exhaustion, 
for Russian politicians and leaders of the securi-
ty forces responsible for aggression to stand trial 
at the Hague, just as prominent Nazi figures once 
faced trial at Nuremberg. However, it is clear that 
such demands bear little relation to practical pos-
sibilities, while the moralism underpinning them 
contradicts not only common sense, which advo-
cates compromise, but also fundamental princi-
ples of morality. In highlighting the shortcomings 
of both economism and moralism through insights 
from political philosophy and acknowledgment of 
the need for a deeper understanding of Russia, 
Laučius proposes a third path – not the export of 
democracy, nor the economism of ‘Wandel durch 
Handel’, but an approach that prioritises Western 
geopolitical interests, blending moral considera-
tions with strategic realism.

In her article ‘Diplomacy at War: Russia’s Foreign 
Policy after February 2022’, Emilija Pundziūtė-Gal-
lois explores the often invisible yet influential 
work performed by diplomats. She employs the 
metaphor of phytoplankton to illustrate how, like 
these microorganisms, diplomats perform essen-
tial functions while frequently remaining invisible. 
Pundziūtė-Gallois traces the evolution of Russian 
foreign policy from Andrei Kozyrev’s vision of lib-
eral integration to Yevgeny Primakov’s concept of 
a multipolar world order – a framework that Pu-
tin later embraced as a key principle underpinning 
his political strategy. In the 1990s, Russia proba-
bly had a window of opportunity to integrate into 
the collective security system, but a combination 
of internal and external factors ultimately steered 
it in a different direction. Since the 2022 invasion, 
the Kremlin’s diplomatic apparatus has grown in-
creasingly centralised, with ambassadors serving 
as loyal agents of the regime and the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs losing much of its previous auton-
omy. As part of her discussion, Pundziūtė-Gallois 
explores Russia’s strategic engagement with the 
BRICS group of countries and the Shanghai Coop-
eration Organisation. The author argues that while 
Russia may gain new markets and symbolic back-

ing through these organisations, this would not off-
set the consequences of its withdrawal from the 
Council of Europe or the Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). The political 
scientist notes that Iran, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Ethi-
opia and the United Arab Emirates were invited to 
join the 2023 BRICS Summit, a move that reflects 
a broader effort to build alternative economic and 
political formations within a multipolar world or-
der. The article highlights how Russia’s emerging 
diplomatic culture is eroding professional stand-
ards, with the most important positions going to 
security-service veterans, diplomatic missions in-
creasingly employed for disinformation operations 
and cyberattacks, and embassies being converted 
into espionage hubs.

The article by Vytenis Čipinys and Greta Kunaus
kaitė, ‘Key Factors Driving Russia’s Economic 
Resilience and Future Prospects’, examines the 
country’s present economic situation in compari-
son with the prewar period, seeking to explain the 
factors underpinning the resilience of the system 
established by Vladimir Putin. The authors note 
that while the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
predicted an 8.5% contraction of Russia’s GDP in 
2022, the actual decline was only 1.4%, as rising 
energy prices and the wartime economy mitigated 
the impact of both the conflict and Western sanc-
tions. They also observe that the economy even ex-
panded between 2023 and 2024, driven in part by 
government contracts for the defence industry and 
related sectors. Čipinys and Kunauskaitė identify 
three key drivers of Russia’s economic resilience: 
the expansion of the public sector and effective 
mobilisation of resources; the redirection of raw 
material exports to India, China and other Asian 
markets; and the central bank’s use of capital con-
trols and high interest rates, stabilising the rouble. 
Russia has successfully redirected its oil exports 
to India and China, while reductions in pipeline gas 
exports have been partially compensated for by 
increased sales of liquefied natural gas. The au-
thors emphasise, however, that this economic re-
silience is temporary, with technological isolation, 
limited foreign investment, restrictions on imports 
of electronics and microchips, and an impending 
demographic crisis all eroding Russia’s productive 
capacity. Yet even as the country’s economy shows 
signs of slowing, certain trends continue to benefit 
Russia as the ‘world’s gas station’. For instance, the 
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production cost of a barrel of oil is only around $10 
to $15, while the IMF notes that the nation’s oil in-
dustry is well-placed to withstand an extended pe-
riod of low prices. The authors contend that even 
in the event of a prolonged global recession and 
sustained low oil prices, Russia’s oil sector could 
remain profitable.

The five essays in this collection constitute an 
analytical effort to explore and address the ques-
tions of ‘who’, ‘why’ and ‘what to do’ with regard 
to contemporary Russia and its relationship with 
the West. At the same time, the collection is not 
polemical, instead offering a practical response to 
the frequent assertion that the most profound and 
accurate understanding of Russia has historically 
come not from the states that endured prolonged 
occupation in the 19th and 20th centuries, such as 
Lithuania and its immediate neighbours, but from 
the more-distant major Western powers and, of 
course, Russia itself. Those who believe that politi-
cians and experts in the United States and Western 
Europe are the people who understand Russia best 
would benefit from drawing at least some lessons 
from the 21st-century policies of Berlin, Paris and 
Washington towards Moscow, which have contrib-
uted to the current situation facing Ukraine and its 
most influential Western allies. It was precisely 
these policies, leading the West into war and deep 
crisis, that were rooted in the prevailing Western 
perception of Russia over the past quarter-century. 
Meanwhile, the post-2014 and, in particular, post-
2022 assumption that the country is best under-
stood by Russians themselves – including analysts 
and politicians who have fled Putin’s regime – has 
even more significant intellectual and methodolog-
ical gaps that are important to recognise.

The first is a technological approach to political 
research. This prioritises technical aspects of poli-
tics – or so-called political technologies – over the 
conceptual dimension of understanding, which is 
inseparable from political philosophy, ethics and 
the history of ideas. It focuses on manipulation 
techniques, power games, internal conflicts within 
the ruling elite and the dynamics of power among 
actors in the ruler’s circle. This approach is pre-
cisely what characterises the dominant trends in 
scholarship and analysis of post-Soviet Russian 
politics. It disregards classical political philoso-
phy, history and ethics, treating them as largely ir-

relevant to contemporary Russia and, more broad-
ly, to politics itself, which is viewed exclusively 
through the lens of technological thinking and de-
tached from considerations of morality, the origins 
of ideas and the underlying substance of political 
systems. The approach shifts attention from en-
during phenomena to transient events, from sys-
temic analysis to that of individual actors, and 
from questioning the political order to intrigues 
inside the ruler’s circle. It leaves the question of 
what Russia is without a coherent conceptual an-
swer. Strikingly, this approach is often adopted 
by Western politicians, media and certain other 
experts, drawing directly from Russian analysts 
and commentators. This trend is partly attribut-
able to another factor complicating perceptions 
of the country: the duality of Russian propagan-
da. This is because the nation’s propaganda has 
long moved beyond the simplistic, straightforward 
narratives once crafted solely by the Kremlin. A 
significant share consists of narratives from the 
anti-Putin diaspora, among which critiques of the 
regime are frequently intertwined with strands of 
imperialist ideology. The core issue is that Russian 
opposition figures – many of whom have fled to 
the West since February 2022 – have gained sig-
nificant credibility in shaping Western perceptions 
of Russia, often being treated as the foremost ex-
perts solely by virtue of their criticism of the Putin 
government. This trust in such sources, however, 
paves the way for distortions and interpretations 
of the nation that ultimately serve not the truth, but 
the dissemination of imperial narratives and the 
political promotion of a ‘different’, yet still ‘great’ 
and historically ‘legitimate’ Russia.

It is clear why the voices and presence of Russian 
intellectuals and politicians opposed to Putin have 
been in high demand across various European 
public forums since the annexation of Crimea and 
the conflict in the Donbas region. They have been 
regarded both as experts, possessing a deeper 
understanding of the authentic Russia than any 
Western analysts, and as a collective force poten-
tially capable of transforming the country’s polit-
ical system and identity. Similarly, the desire to 
comprehend the Kremlin’s unexpected actions in 
2014 and 2022, the state of Russian society, and 
the prospects for war and political change in Mos-
cow – essentially, the pursuit of a deeper under-
standing of the country – has led many Western-
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ers to turn to those they regard as the foremost 
experts, comprising Russian intellectuals who 
know their country from within and share its cul-
tural heritage. The fundamental mistake has been 
the naive assumption that ‘knowing from within’ 
is synonymous with ‘knowing best’. If that were 
true, everyone would compose their own perfect 
music, write their own ideal poetry and serve as 
their own flawless doctor, psychologist, or even 
god. But that is not the case, with introspection 
and one’s own intellectual or creative efforts often 
insufficient to achieve a deeper understanding of 
oneself or one’s country. Political analysis requires 

1	  Keir Giles, Moscow Rules: What Drives Russia to Confront the West (Brookings Institution Press, 2019), xvi.

2	  Edward Crankshaw, Russia by Daylight (London, 1951), 9.

not only an intimate knowledge of the subject, but, 
equally importantly, a degree of distance that gen-
erates a perspective from afar. This is because an 
outside view helps preserve objectivity, enabling 
one to grasp the whole picture – not merely what 
is visible from within – and broader context, in-
cluding the relationship of one’s own country to its 
surroundings, without the distortions of loyalty or 
attachment to ‘one’s own’. Understanding Russia 
from an external perspective is therefore precisely 
the aim of this collection, marking the beginning 
of an ongoing initiative in the form of the annual 
collection ‘Russia by Daylight’.
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Lithuania and 
Moscow: The Difficult 
Neighbourhood 
Assoc. Prof. Darius Kuolys 
Vilnius University

Introduction 
Sergei Lavrov, Russia’s minister of foreign affairs, 
introduces ‘The History of Lithuania’ to readers 
as “a comprehensive and scientifically grounded 
analysis of the development of territories histori-
cally linked to Lithuania at different periods”. The 
minister’s foreword describes the book, published 
in Moscow in 2025, as a response to the “falsified 
historical narratives employed in the state policy 
of the current Republic of Lithuania to provoke 
anti-Russian sentiments”1. Its preface conspicu-
ously omits any mention of the Lithuanian nation, 
while the academic credentials of its lead author, 
Maxim Grigoriev, are appended with the designa-
tion “участник СВО”, or “participant in the special 
military operation”2. The book dismisses “mod-
ern Lithuanian historical mythology” and claims 
a Russian character for the Lithuanian state, as-
serting that the centre of its formation was the 
“old Russian city of Novogrudok” and that its first 
ruler, Mindaugas, descended from the princes of 
Polotsk. It asserts, meanwhile, that the origins of 

Gediminas are uncertain, that the state was estab-
lished in the “territory of what is now Belarus”, and 
that “a Lithuanian state by the name of Lithuania 
has never existed”3. The argument in the book runs 
that the north of Lithuania was home to pagan 
Baltic tribes, while the south was inhabited by the 
Russians, comprising a more advanced civilisation 
with strong Christian traditions and well-developed 
towns such as Grodno, Vilnius and Kaunas. Even 
the rulers of the region, the Algirdases, were Ortho-
dox. However, they later abandoned the true faith, 
converted to Catholicism under Polish influence 
and allowed their lands to be “absorbed by the 
Kingdom of Poland”. Yet over the course of several 
centuries, Russia has “reclaimed” those “lands that 
were once part of the Old Russian State”, and its 
Empress “took the Belarusians under her protec-
tion”4. The ‘Republic of Lithuania’, both in 1918 and 
in 1990, has arisen from the unlawful actions of 
foreign powers and currently operates under an an-
ti-Russian, anti-Belarusian and pro-Nazi ideology5. 
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Lavrov’s historical narrative thus denies the exist-
ence of the Lithuanian nation as a historical actor, 
portrays the old Lithuanian state as a product of 
Russian civilisation and depicts the modern one 
as an illegitimate creation. The narrative draws 
on the traditional political vocabulary of the Grand 
Principality of Moscow (GPM) and the Russian 
Empire, as well as on that state’s long-standing 
historical imagination. It harks back to the cen-
turies-old rivalry between Moscow and Lithuania, 
highlighting the longstanding challenges of their 
difficult neighbourhood. Moreover, both sides 
have consistently sought to involve the West not 
merely as a witness, but as an active participant in 
their difficult neighbourhood. 

At the same time, Russia’s ‘History of Lithuania’ 
resurrects the longstanding ideological antithesis 
between Moscow and Vilnius, a divide that has 
shaped the political identities of both countries for 
centuries. It was not only the Grand Duchy of Lith-
uania (GDL) that regarded Moscow as the ‘other’, 
around which its territorial identity was construct-
ed, but Moscow, in turn, also perceived Lithuania 
as an ‘other’ that had shaped the identity of its own 
state. The historical confrontation between Mos-
cow and Vilnius merits closer examination, espe-
cially as Russia appears to be revisiting it today. 
It therefore provides important context for under-
standing current relations between Moscow and 
Lithuania, as well as between Moscow and Europe.

The battles for Kyiv  
and Vilnius: who is 
destined to be the 
‘sovereign of all Rus’?
Lithuanian ruler Mindaugas was rushing to the 
lands of Rus, which had become a tributary to the 
Golden Horde. He annexed Slonim, Volkovysk and 
Polotsk as part of his domain, and in 1255 obtained 
a mandate to oversee the Russian territories he 
had conquered from Pope Alexander IV, seeking to 
enforce the adoption of the Catholic faith among 
their inhabitants. Following his conquest of Kyiv6, 
the historic capital of Rus, Grand Duke Gediminas 
of Lithuania titled himself the ‘King of Lithuanians 
and Russians’ (as part of the phrase Dei gratia 

Letphinorum Ruthenorumque rex) in his 1323 cor-
respondence with the Western Christian powers. 
The same wording also appeared on Gediminas’s 
seal7, while his descendants, who governed Kyiv, 
likewise asserted their authority as sovereigns of 
Russia. In 1358, his son Algirdas declared to the 
envoys of Holy Roman Emperor Charles IV that 
“all of Russia ought to belong to the Lithuanians” 
(omnis Russia ad Letwinos deberet simpliciter perti-
nere)8. Gediminas’s grandson, Jogaila, declared in 
the Union of Krewo agreement of 1385 that “by the 
will of God”, he was “Grand Duke of Lithuania as 
well as the lord and rightful heir of Rus”9. On the 
Salynas island in 1398, Vytautas, another grand-
son of Gediminas, was proclaimed ‘King of Lithu-
ania and Russia’ by his subjects in the presence 
of the Teutonic Knights10. Meanwhile, in Vilnius in 
1492, Jogaila’s grandson Alexander assumed the 
title ‘Lord and heir of the Russian lands’ (terrarum 
Russiae dominus et haeres). Elected Grand Duke 
of Lithuania by the state nobility, he was bound to 
govern “in accordance with Lithuanian customs or 
by following the example set by Vytautas”11 , 12, 13. 

Over time, the rulers of Moscow began asserting 
their claims over Russian lands. By 1328, Ivan 
Kalita, Prince of Moscow and a contemporary of 
Gediminas, had already been granted authority by 
the Golden Horde to collect tribute not only within 
his own territories, but also from the lands of other 
Russian princes. It was at this time that he began 
styling himself as the ‘Grand Prince of all Rus’’14. 
Around a century and a half later, Grand Duke Ivan 
III of Moscow was formally recognised as ‘Sover-
eign of All Rus’ by Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian 
I, who was also King of Germany. In a 1491 treaty 
with Moscow, he pledged to assist Ivan III – re-
ferred to as “our beloved brother, the Sovereign of 
All Rus” [Gosudariu vsea Rusii] – in reclaiming his 
ancestral lands, specifically the Grand Principali-
ty of Kyiv15. By the 15th century, Moscow had not 
only embarked on a programme aimed at ‘uniting 
all Russian lands’ and reclaiming Kyiv, but had also 
succeeded in obtaining the backing of the Holy 
Roman Empire for its campaign against Lithuania. 
In exchange, she pledged to assist Maximilian I in 
securing Hungary, then ruled by the Jagiellonian 
dynasty. To draw Moscow into the alliance against 
the Jagiellonians, the Holy Roman Emperor even 
proposed that Ivan III assume the role of patron of 
Livonia and Prussia.16 
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It was Ivan III who established the conceptual 
groundwork for what would later become the Mus-
covite Empire, accomplishing this with the support 
of Western Europe. In 1472, a papal legate from 
Rome escorted Sophia, niece of the last Byzantine 
Emperor, Constantine XI Palaiologos, and bride-
to-be of Ivan III, to Moscow. The Pope and the 
Venetian Republic hoped that through this union, 
Moscow would embrace the 1439 Florentine agree-
ment between the Catholic and Orthodox church-
es, and join in defending Europe against the Turks. 
Ivan III ultimately failed to fulfil the expectations of 
Western Europe, with Moscow neither taking up 
arms against the Turks nor bringing its Orthodox 
Church into submission under the authority of the 
Pope. Nonetheless, the Grand Prince of Moscow 
soon adopted the Byzantine imperial emblem of 
the double-headed eagle and began regarding him-
self as the legitimate heir to the throne of the fall-
en Byzantine Empire. By 1478, Ivan III had already 
brought Veliky Novgorod, which was previously un-
der Lithuanian influence, under the control of Mos-
cow, followed by the annexation of Tver in 1485. 
Having freed himself from the dominance of the 
Golden Horde and secured the Holy Roman Emper-
or’s support in reclaiming Kyiv, Ivan III launched a 
campaign against Lithuania in the autumn of 1492. 
In his dealings with Vilnius from 1493 onwards, he 
styled himself as the ‘Sovereign of all Rus’. Howev-
er, Lithuania did not formally acknowledge the title 
until 1500, making it the last state to do so. Even 
then, recognition was conditional upon the Grand 
Prince of Moscow formally acknowledging Kyiv as 
belonging to Vilnius in writing17.  

Ivan III’s claim to ‘all of Rus’, encompassing the 
former territories of the GDL, rested chiefly on the 
principle of dynastic succession, with Kyiv, the his-
toric capital of Rus, and the entire Grand Principal-
ity of Kyiv considered his ancestral homeland. It 
was the Holy Roman Emperor who officially recog-
nised Kyiv as the ancestral homeland of Moscow’s 
ruler. Before long, Moscow began to underpin 
these claims with religious justification. 

In the eschatological year of 1492, 7,000 years 
after the biblical creation of the world, Zosimus, 
metropolitan of Moscow and head of the Mos-
cow Church, proclaimed that location as the new 
Constantinople and declared Grand Duke Ivan III 
of Moscow as “the Sovereign of all Rus, the new 

Tsar Constantine, the Lord of the new city of Con-
stantine, Moscow, and of all Russian lands as well 
as the surrounding territories”18. This proclamation 
established the fundamental preconditions for the 
emergence of the theocratic doctrine of Moscow 
as a ‘third Rome’. The concept possessed not only 
a historical dimension, but also a cosmological one 
that would prove profoundly significant for the sub-
sequent development of the Muscovite state and 
the Russian people. According to the semiotician 
Boris Uspenskij, this historical development ulti-
mately “shaped the political ambitions of Russian 
monarchs and, in due course, led to the emergence 
of the tsardom of Russia, which later evolved into 
the Russian Empire”19. At that time, Constantinople 
was regarded simultaneously as the ‘Second Rome’ 
and the ‘New Jerusalem’. Having consequently ap-
propriated the legacy of Byzantium, Moscow began 
to conceive of itself both as a sacred theocratic city 
and as the capital of a universal empire. Its mission 
was defined as being about the unification of all 
lands – not only Russian territories but all Orthodox 
realms – and the fulfilment of a divine will to be-
come the world’s foremost power and to safeguard 
the true form of Christianity untainted by Roman 
Catholic influence. During the reign of Ivan III’s son, 
Vasili III, the monk Philotheus of Pskov formulat-
ed his Moscow ‘third Rome’ theory around 1523 to 
1524 and endowed it with an explicitly eschatologi-
cal dimension: Moscow, ruled by the “sole Christian 
tsar”, was to be regarded as the final world empire. 
After the fall of the first two, Rome and Constan-
tinople, the third would remain “standing” on Earth 
and “there will be no fourth”20.  

Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I not only recog-
nised the expansionist ambitions21 of Muscovite 
ruler Vasili III, but in a treaty concluded in 1514 also 
addressed him for the first time using the imperial 
titles ‘Emperor’ and ‘Kaiser’. In the same year, Vasi-
li himself began to adopt the title ‘Tsar’22, justifying 
both this title and his state’s westward expansion 
through a newly constructed historical narrative. 
Under this, not only Kyiv but the entire territory of 
the GDL constituted the ancestral patrimony of the 
ruler of Moscow, the ‘Tsar of all Russia’. This narra-
tive was composed by Spiridonas Savvas, a monk 
who had fled from Lithuania to Moscow. 

By 1533, the ‘Letter of Spiridon Savvas’, originally 
written at the ruler’s request at the start of the 16th 
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century, had been transformed into the official his-
torical chronicle of the GPM titled ‘The Tale of the 
Princes of Vladimir’23. In these texts, the authority 
of the Grand Prince of Moscow is traced not only 
to Constantinople, but also to “Augustus, Tsar of 
Rome and of the entire universe”. Spiridon Savvas 
asserted that Emperor Augustus (also known as 
Octavian) had entrusted his brother Prus with the 
lands along the Vistula and Neman rivers, which 
had since “retained the name Prussia in his hon-
our”. Novgorod extended an invitation to Rurik, a 
descendant of Prus, to assume rulership over his 
territory. Meanwhile, a descendant of Rurik, Grand 
Prince Vladimir Monomakh, received the ‘Tsar’s 
crown’ from Tsar Constantine Monomachos of 
Constantinople and was proclaimed ‘free and 
sovereign tsar, sovereign ruler of Great Russia, 
crowned by God’. Since then, the ‘Tsar’s crown’ 
sent by the ‘Greek Tsar’ has been used to crown 
all the rulers of ‘Great Russia’. In fact, it was the 
crown of the ‘free sovereign and tsar of Great Rus-
sia’ (volnyj somoderzhets i tsar Velikya Rossiya) 
Vasili, son of Ivan and descendant of the twentieth 
Rurik generation24. Grand Prince Vasili III of Mos-
cow was thereby proclaimed both a descendant 
of the family of Emperor Augustus, who ‘ruled the 
universe’, and heir to the imperial crown of Con-
stantinople. All of Great Russia and the Prussian 
lands, including the numerous cities along the Ne-
man river, were recognised as his patrimony. The 
early 16th-century historical narrative of Moscow 
thus advanced the notion of a global ‘transfer of 
empire’ – translatio imperii – that formed the foun-
dation for its conception as a third Rome. At the 
same time, this narrative emphasised the idea of 
Moscow’s ruler as the protector of ‘true’ Christians 
worldwide, or Orthodox Christians, directly posi-
tioning itself against the Grand Duchy of Lithuania.   

The anti-Lithuanian tone of Moscow’s historical 
narrative is even more pronounced in the second 
part of the ‘Letter of Spiridon Savvas’, which ad-
dresses the origins of the Lithuanian dukes, as well 
as in the ‘Genealogy of the Lithuanian Dukes’ ap-
pended to ‘The Tale of the Princes of Vladimir’ and 
based upon it. These texts aim to emphasise the 
humble origins of Gediminas and the Jagiellonians, 
thereby denying them legitimate claims to the pat-
rimonial lands of Russia and Lithuania. According 
to the Moscow account, “a certain Vytenis”, hav-
ing formerly served Prince Rostislav of Smolensk, 

fled the Russian lands and “took up residence in 
Samogitia”. This Vytenis was struck by lightning 
and “his wife was seized by his servant Gedimi-
nukas (Gediminik), his horseman,” with whom she 
bore seven sons, including Algirdukas (Olgerdik) 
and Kęstučiukas (Kestutik). Gediminukas and his 
sons were “tributaries of Alexander, Grand Prince 
of Russia”, responsible for collecting tribute from 
“the entire land of the Neman”. Gediminas’s son, Al-
girdas, and all his descendants were faithful Chris-
tians who adhered to the Orthodox faith. Algirdas 
bequeathed Vilnius to his son Jokūbas, or Jakov, 
who “succumbed to the pride of the Roman faith 
and came to be called Jogaila”. The ‘reigning King 
of Lithuania, Sigismund’ was thus a “descendant of 
Vyteniukas, the servant of Rostislav of Smolensk, 
and the horseman Gediminukas”, whose ancestor 
Jogaila abandoned the true Orthodox faith, accord-
ing to the ‘Genealogy of the Lithuanian Dukes’25. In 
this way, Sigismund’s claim to rule lacked historical 
legitimacy. Through this narrative, Moscow’s state 
ideology, along with its supporting historical narra-
tive, had already dismissed the patrimonial rights 
of the Gediminids and Jagiellonians in the Grand 
Duchy of Lithuania by the first half of the 16th 
century and had begun to contest the very legiti-
macy of the Lithuanian state. The Grand Duchy of 
Lithuania is a possession inherited from the ‘free 
sovereign and tsar of Great Russia’, meaning the 
contest over Kyiv evolved into a broader struggle 
for control of Vilnius. 

Building on these ideological foundations and 
the legend of Prus, Vasili III’s son, Grand Prince 
Ivan  IV  – known as Ivan the Terrible – was able 
to claim authority not only over Lithuania but also 
over Poland, following his coronation with the 
Monomakh’s Cap by the Metropolitan of Moscow 
and his proclamation as ‘Tsar of All Russia’ in 1547. 
As early as 1556, he instructed envoys dispatched 
to the Grand Duchy of Lithuania to present the sto-
ry of his lineage from Emperor Augustus and Ru-
rik in Vilnius, thereby legitimising his claim to the 
title of tsar, or emperor. Later, in 1563, Moscow’s 
envoys invoked the legend of Prus to assert their 
ruler’s patrimonial rights over Livonia26. In a letter 
to Sigismund Augustus in 1567, Ivan IV asserted 
that he was descended from “Caesar Augustus 
and his brother Prus, who ruled the entire world”. 
He also denounced the Grand Dukes of Lithuania 
as “false rulers”, claiming that the ancestors of the 
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Jagiellonians – the ‘Rogvolodovichi’ – had been 
expelled from Polotsk, that Vytenis had served the 
princes of Tver and that the “Gediminids” had been 
no more than his horsemen27. 

Following the death of Sigismund Augustus, the 
Grand Prince of Moscow suggested to Holy Ro-
man Emperor Maximilian II in 1576 that the Pol-
ish–Lithuanian Commonwealth be split, with 
Lithuania falling under one ruler and Poland the 
other. Negotiations ultimately collapsed when the 
emperor died later that year, having succeeded 
only in renewing his promise to transfer Kyiv to 
Moscow28, 29. Ivan IV also portrayed himself to the 
newly crowned Grand Duke of Lithuania and King 
of Poland, Stephen Báthory, as successor to Prus, 
the brother of Roman Emperor Augustus – thereby 
asserting a hereditary claim to both the Kingdom 
of Poland and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania30. “We, 
the sovereigns of all Rus, have governed since the 
time of the great Rurik in the year 717, whereas 
your rule began only yesterday,” declared Ivan IV to 
King Báthory31.

In the mid-17th century, Alexis of Russia invoked 
this same notion of ‘right of inheritance’ to legiti-
mise his military campaign against the Polish–
Lithuanian Commonwealth. Following the capture 
of Vilnius in 1655, he declared himself Grand Duke 
of Lithuania. In a decree issued on 3 September, 
he further asserted that Vilnius had been “the 
capital of the ruling princes – our forebears, the 
great sovereigns of Rus”32. He reiterated this as-
sertion in a letter composed in December and ad-
dressed both to Paul John Sapieha, a commander 
of the army of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, and 
Lithuanian soldiers: “God has granted us <…> the 
entirety of White Rus and Vilnius – the capital of 
our devout forebears, the great sovereigns of the 
Russian princes within the Grand Duchy of Lithua-
nia – along with many other towns and territories 
of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania.”33 Alexis of Russia 
subsequently instructed his officials to style him 
“Grand Sovereign, Tsar, Lord of all Rus, great, small 
and White, Grand Prince of Moscow, Kyiv, Grand 
Duke of Vladimir <…>, Grand Duke of Lithuania…”34 
Notably, both in this formal titulature and in his 
correspondence, the term ‘White Rus’ is explicitly 
distinguished from ‘the Grand Duchy of Lithuania.’35

Alexis’s invasion of Lithuania was justified not 
merely by his assertions about reclaiming ances-

tral lands, but also on the grounds of the ruler’s 
obligation to safeguard “true Christians” from op-
pression. In the ‘Account of the Desolation of the 
Moscow Principality and All the Russian Lands’, 
written around 1654 at the Trinity Lavra of St Ser-
gius and attributed to the monk Simon Azarjin, 
Alexis was urged to emulate the example of Ivan 
IV. The text exhorted him to rescue “the true Chris-
tians” cut off from the “holy land of Rus” and pro-
tect them from Lithuanians and Poles – described 
as “accursed heretics”, “pagans” and “servants 
of the Pope”. It was in the name of defending 
Christianity that Ivan the Terrible “purged heretics 
from numerous cities and brought them into the 
Orthodox faith”, and “protected many towns from 
the assaults of pagans, converting them to Chris-
tianity through God’s aid”. Alexis was thus urged 
to “avenge all injustices” inflicted by Lithuanians 
and Poles by “fighting for the Christian faith with 
his Christ-loving army” and “putting down all of 
God’s adversaries”36. Indeed, following the capture 
of Vilnius and negotiations with the Lithuanian no-
bility over the surrender of the entire population of 
the Grand Duchy of Lithuania to the “supreme au-
thority” of its ruler, Moscow insisted on the estab-
lishment of Orthodoxy throughout the occupied 
territories. In January 1656, Moscow’s negotiators 
replied to the Lithuanians’ petition to maintain the 
practice of Catholicism, saying: “There shall nev-
er be Roman Catholic services in Vilnius, Trakai, 
Grodno, or anywhere beyond the Berezina River”; 
“the Unitarian churches shall be converted into 
Greek Orthodox ones”; and Vilnius “shall have no 
Catholic church within the castle yet there shall be 
a Greek Orthodox church”37. 

The very same rationale employed by Ivan the Ter-
rible and Alexis was later invoked by Catherine II of 
Russia, who permanently incorporated the territo-
ries of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania seized by her 
forces into the Russian Empire and adopted the 
title ‘Grand Duchess of Lithuania’. In a letter dat-
ed 5 April 1795 to her German aristocratic corre-
spondent Friedrich Melchior von Grimm, Catherine 
criticised the “historical ignorance” of the “donkey,” 
Prussian minister Ewald Friedrich von Hertzberg, 
using this as a justification for Russia’s claim to 
Lithuania: “The princes of Polotsk trace their line-
age to Iziaslav, the eldest son of Vladimir I. Later, 
as Grand Duke of Lithuania, Vladimir I granted the 
territory of Lithuania to his son Sviatoslav, who ul-
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timately died without heirs. In 1386, Jogaila, the 
fifth son of Algirdas, converted to Catholicism, 
married Jadwiga, the heir to the Polish throne, 
and assumed the name Vladislav, thereby uniting 
Lithuania and Poland into a single state. [...] Un-
til the 17th century, Russian was the official lan-
guage not only in Polotsk but across Lithuania. All 
archival documents were composed in Russian, 
official acts were recorded in Russian script, and 
dates were calculated according to the chronology 
of the Greek Orthodox Church – a system that, re-
markably, continues to serve as a reference point 
to this day. All of this confirms that until the 17th 
century, the Greek Orthodox faith was dominant 
not only in Polotsk but across the entirety of Lith-
uania. It was upheld by all the grand dukes and 
their families, and in every church – particularly 
the cathedrals – the altars were oriented eastward 
in accordance with Eastern tradition.”38 Alongside 
claims of “inheritance” and the protection of the 
Orthodox faith, Catherine II of Russia strongly em-
phasised the notion of a Russian-speaking Lithua-
nia, with the GDL not only having been governed by 
Orthodox rulers of Russian descent from ancient 
times, but also Russian-speaking and adherent to 
Orthodoxy – making it an inseparable part of the 
Russian world. This concept was later elaborated 
by the ideologues of the Russian Empire through-
out the 19th century and would be revisited once 
more in the 20th. 

Moscow’s imperial agenda during the Age of En-
lightenment was framed around ‘academic argu-
ments’ and presented to Western Europe in this 
guise. In his ‘Brief Russian Chronicle with Genealo-
gy’, published in St Petersburg in 1760, Mikhail Lo-
monosov – a professor at the Imperial St. Peters-
burg University and a civil servant – expanded the 
Prus myth by introducing an ‘ethnolinguistic’ the-
ory asserting the shared identity of Russians and 
ancient Prussians. Prussia, “the ancient homeland 
of Russia’s earliest rulers”, was inhabited by the 
‘Russians’, who came to refer to themselves as 
‘Porussians’ or ‘Prussians’. Thus, the ancient Prus-
sians were actually real Russians and Prussia was 
inherently part of the Russian Empire39. The work 
was translated into German and published in Leip-
zig and Copenhagen in 1765, later appearing in 
English in London in 1767. In another publication, 
‘The History of Old Russia’ (1766), Lomonosov cat-
egorised not only the ancient Prussians but also 

all Baltic peoples as ‘Slavs’. In the second chapter 
of the first part of the work, titled ‘On the Great-
ness and Generations of the Slavic Nation’, he as-
serted that “the Samogitians, the Lithuanians, the 
remnants of the ancient Prussians […] all belong to 
the Slavic tribes”, and that “only Russia” represents 
the “most significant generation” (главнейшее 
поколение) of the entire Slavic nation40. Lomon-
osov’s historical work was published in German in 
Riga and Leipzig in 1768, and in French in Paris in 
1769, while a third Russian edition in 1794 coincid-
ed with the uprising led by Tadeusz Kościuszko. 

Lithuania’s response:  
the Republic of GDL 
against Moscow’s tyranny
How did Lithuania, which was already conscious 
of the threat to its existence from the East at the 
turn of the 15th and 16th centuries, respond to 
Moscow’s imperial narrative and to the westward 
expansion of the GPM founded upon it? 

First and foremost, it sought to alert Catholic Eu-
rope to the threat posed by Moscow and to em-
phasise its own role in resisting that danger. In the 
summer of 1500, Grand Duke Alexander of Lithua-
nia, together with the Council of Lords, dispatched 
an envoy headed by Duke Michael Glinski to King 
Vladislaus II of Hungary, Alexander’s elder brother. 
Glinski conveyed details of the war with Moscow, 
warning that the Grand Prince of Moscow intended 
“to destroy the entire dominion”, and appealing for 
assistance “against such a cruel and insane ene-
my”. He emphasised that the threat to the nation 
now came from all Russians – not only the Musco-
vites, but also the Russian princes governing parts 
of Lithuania and, basically, the entire Orthodox 
world. According to the envoy, these rulers sought 
to “defile and annihilate” the “holy Christian faith” 
in the “land of Lithuania”, meaning the Catholicism 
practised by Lithuanians baptised by Jogaila. Vladi-
slaus was therefore called upon to assist Lithuania 
not merely out of fraternal loyalty but also as a duty 
grounded in his Christian faith41, 42.

In that same year of 1500, Alexander of Lithuania 
dispatched his secretary, Erasmus Vitellius Ciol-
ek, to Pope Alexander VI. In March 1501, he por-
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trayed Lithuania to the Pope and the cardinals as 
a well-ordered ‘republic’ under Vytautas – compris-
ing a Catholic, independent state with a distinct na-
tional identity. The Grand Duke’s envoy emphasised 
that the nation was truly Lithuanian and Lithuani-
an-speaking, with its people “diligently observing 
their own language” (Linguam propriam observant) 
while also acknowledging the use of Russian, as 
“Russians inhabit nearly half of the duchy, and their 
language is more elegant and facile”. In his reply 
to Erasmus, the Pope praised the “most honour-
able Duchy of Lithuania”, alongside the “glorious 
kingdoms of Hungary and Poland”, as “the true 
bulwarks (vera antemuralia) and the strongest for-
tifications (propugnacula) of all Christianity against 
the Mohammedan peoples”. Lithuania was thus 
portrayed and received in Rome as an outpost of 
the Catholic West, standing in stark contrast to the 
‘barbarian’ world43, 44. Alongside the Turks and Ta-
tars, Lithuanians also classified their neighbours – 
the ‘schismatic’ Muscovites – as part of this for-
eign, hostile realm. This is how the envoys of King 
Vladislaus and Grand Duke Alexander of Lithuania 
described Lithuania and Poland’s adversaries when 
they travelled to Rome to meet Pope Julius II in 
1504. They lamented that the Holy Roman Emperor 
and the German princes were not merely failing to 
support Alexander in the struggle against the ‘bar-
barians’, but were actively showing favour to the 
Muscovites, while Poland and Lithuania were the 
strongholds of “the entire Christian republic”45. 

At the dawn of the 16th century, Lithuania’s 
self-characterisation as a bulwark of Western civi-
lisation in contrast with the ‘barbarism’ of Moscow 
was noted and recorded by papal envoy Iacobus 
Piso, who was visiting the Grand Duchy of Lithua-
nia at the time. In a letter from Vilnius to a friend 
in Rome dated 26 September 1514, he described 
the Battle of Orsha, in which Lithuanian and Polish 
forces triumphed over the Muscovites, referring to 
the Grand Duchy of Lithuania’s troops as “our sol-
diers”, and characterising the ruler of Moscow as 
a “schismatic tyrant” and a dangerous “madman” 
intent on seizing Vilnius and enslaving the Lithu-
anians. Piso, writing in the aftermath of Michael 
Glinski’s rebellion and subsequent defection to 
Moscow, observed the Lithuanians’ deep-seat-
ed mistrust of the local Russians, or Ruthenians, 
saying: “Many of them [Russians] are especially 
inclined toward the vice of treachery, which has 

found its way into the households of certain no-
bles and princes. […] Many are believed to secretly 
sympathise with Muscovy, primarily on religious 
grounds, and would defect were it not for their fear 
of the Muscovite’s notorious tyranny – for he rules 
his subjects through the harshest and most ruth-
less laws. All are born for him, all flourish for him, 
and all is delivered to him. Even the few who are 
distinguished by birth or rank remain entirely un-
der his control, their wealth limited to whatever he 
chooses to grant them”46. It is noteworthy that the 
Pope’s envoy, who witnessed life in Lithuania first-
hand, noted a fundamental distinction between 
the Russians of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania and 
the Muscovites. This was that while sharing the 
same religion and customs as the Muscovites, the 
Russians valued the rights and freedoms they en-
joyed in Lithuania and were unwilling to submit to 
the Grand Prince of Moscow, a tyrant. The political 
contrast between liberty and tyranny outweighed 
considerations of religious or cultural affinity, with 
Lithuanian Russians assimilating as Ruthenians 
within the Lithuanian political body.

The contrast between the free Republic of the GDL 
and the tyranny of Moscow was emphasised and 
elaborated in Lithuanian historical, journalistic and 
literary texts throughout the 16th and 17th centu-
ries. Yet the primary basis for this contrast lay in 
the laws of the GDL, which established the frame-
work for the old aristocratic Republic of Lithuania – 
known in Latin as Respublica Lituana, in Polish as 
Rzeczpospolita Litewska or Rzeczpospolita W. K. L., 
and in Lithuanian, as 17th-century lexicographer 
Konstantinas Sirvydas proposed, Lietuvos Visuoti-
nė or Lietuvos Bendrystė. A decisive rupture in both 
Lithuania’s political system and its state ideology 
occurred in 1492, coinciding with the emergence 
of the Moscow ‘third Rome’ doctrine. That year, 
the Grand Duke of Lithuania and King of Poland, 
Casimir IV Jagiellon, died in Grodno. For the first 
time in the country’s political history, the Lithuani-
an Council of Lords convened a gathering in Vilni-
us of the nobility from all the Grand Duchy’s lands, 
including its Russian territories, to elect a new rul-
er. In letters dispatched to members of the nobility 
and the gentry throughout these lands, the Council 
of Lords wrote: “We do not wish to elect a ruler 
without your excellencies, our esteemed brothers; 
rather, in full accord with all of you, we shall choose 
for ourselves the sovereign whom we collectively 
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recognise.”47 Grand Duke Alexander of Lithuania, 
elected by the Seimas, was soon presented by the 
leaders of the Council of Lords with the terms of his 
inauguration – a privilege codified in a law issued 
on 6 August. This act formalised a fundamentally 
new relationship between the ruler and the nation, 
as well as the nobility that represented it. Through 
this act, the Council of Lords, the membership of 
which was limited to Lithuanian Catholic nobles, 
assumed control over all the key spheres of state 
governance, including foreign affairs, administra-
tion, the judiciary, the treasury and legislative func-
tions. The Grand Duke pledged not to dispatch en-
voys abroad without the knowledge of the “lords, 
our counsellors”, grant public offices or estates 
to anyone without their consent, nor draw on the 
state treasury without their will48. Polish historian 
Ludwik Kolankowski appears to have been correct 
in describing the 1492 privilege of the Lithuanian 
Council of Lords as a “great charter of freedoms, 
rights, privileges, and achievements” – a distinc-
tion the Senate of Poland never succeeded in se-
curing49. Alexander’s Act transformed the Council 
of Lords from a mere advisory body into the actual 
government of the GDL, holding supreme execu-
tive authority, and serving simultaneously as “the 
embodiment of the country’s sovereignty, and the 
centre for expressing and safeguarding Lithuanian 
statehood”50. The high nobility of the realm began 
to identify themselves with the state and the na-
tion, proclaiming “we, Lithuania”. At the same time, 
the Lithuanian nobility increasingly drew their au-
thority from the political will of the entire ‘nation’ – 
that is, all the country’s nobility – as expressed in 
the general Seimas. Under Alexander, the Seimas 
developed from a mere assembly of nobles into a 
state institution representing the Lithuanian terri-
tories, tasked with deliberating on the most signif-
icant matters of public governance. By that time, 
the Seimai had become permanent institutions. 
The year 1492 is therefore regarded as the incep-
tion of Lithuanian parliamentary tradition, with the 
Seimas evolving through practices initiated at that 
time into a genuine political representation of the 
nation between 1564 and 156651. In the letters of 
Grand Duke Alexander, Lithuania and its political 
community are described as a ‘republic’, within 
which the GDL’s society began to cultivate its re-
lations with another political entity – “the Republic 
of Kingdom of Poland”52. The First Statute of Lith-

uania, drafted in 1522 and published in 1529, was 
devoted to safeguarding the Republic of the Grand 
Duchy in a state of “harmony and justice”, while 
the Second Statute, adopted in 1566, established 
the extensive self-governance of the nobility and 
formally codified the noble Republic of Lithuania. 
Meanwhile, with the Third Statute of 1588, the 
Lithuanians partially restored the republican insti-
tutions they had lost in 1569 at the Sejm of Lub-
lin53. From the perspective of a republic, 16th-cen-
tury Lithuania increasingly viewed Moscow as a 
‘tyrant’ state in which the freedom of the people 
was unattainable.

The republican and distinctly anti-Muscovite char-
acter of the Lithuanian historical narrative, devel-
oped in the early 16th century and maintained until 
the collapse of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, was 
similarly pronounced and influential. The intellec-
tual circle convened by Lithuanian nobleman Alber-
tas Goštautas in Vilnius at the time when Spiridon 
Savvas was composing his historical narrative of 
Moscow produced the first comprehensive history 
of Lithuania – the Chronicle of the Grand Duchy of 
Lithuania and Samogitia – and its expanded edi-
tion, known as the Bychowiec Chronicle. The first 
text was composed before 1519, and the second 
was produced between 1519 and 152554. Notably, 
the Chancellor of the GDL, Albertas Goštautas, de-
scribed Lithuania as a “republic” defended by the 
Lithuanians in a memorial addressed in 1525 to 
the Grand Duchess of Lithuania and Queen of Po-
land, Bona Sforza. He also praised his own merits 
as a loyal Lithuanian to the republic and accused 
the local Ruthenians of treachery and of seeking to 
“destroy the republic”55, 56.

The two volumes of chronicles comprised the first 
coherent presentation of the theory that Lithuani-
ans descended from the Romans – a concept long 
underpinning the GDL’s sense of Lithuanian iden-
tity and the noble democratism of its aristocracy 
that was integrated systematically into the na-
tion’s historical narrative. According to this theory, 
the ancestors of the Lithuanian nobility were the 
500 distinguished Roman families who, fleeing the 
tyranny of Nero or Attila, settled in Samogitia and 
Lithuania alongside Duke Palemon of Rome. It was 
the Romans who carried their ancient customs to 
their new homeland and bestowed names upon 
Samogitia and Lithuania. The sons, grandsons 
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and great-grandsons of Palemon and his compan-
ions founded Lithuanian cities, naming them after 
themselves, and subsequently conquered “all of 
Russia” devastated by the Tatars, restoring ruined 
cities and establishing new ones such as Novogru-
dok and Grodno. Before founding Vilnius, Gedimi-
nas “assembled all his Lithuanian forces”, defeat-
ed the Russian princes and annexed Kyiv57, 58, 59. 
In this way, Vilnius countered Moscow’s imperial 
claims with the Roman origin myth whereby “all 
of Russia” and its capital, Kyiv, were regarded as 
the possessions of Palemon’s descendants. At the 
same time, the Palemon myth – unlike the Mos-
cow, ‘third Rome’ and Prus myths, which justified 
imperial succession—promoted the idea of trans-
ferring a republic from the perspective that the Ro-
man Republic, devastated by tyrants, had not truly 
perished. The founders of the Lithuanian state, 
coming from ancient Rome, arrived to defend their 
freedoms and rights, living in Lithuania in liberty 
and preserving the civil liberties they had enjoyed 
in Rome. The myths promoted in Moscow at the 
time focused solely on the origin of the ruler, or the 
‘free sovereign’. The Palemon myth explained the 
origin of the free Lithuanian and Samogitian peo-
ples, emerging to symbolise the unity of the Lith-
uanian political community and its equal right to 
participate in state governance alongside the ruler. 
In this line of thinking, as the ancestors of the Lith-
uanian nobility had founded the state together with 
Palemon, they were entitled to continue governing 
it collectively in the present60. The chronicles de-
pict the Lithuanian rulers as representatives of the 
nation and guardians of its interests, consulting 
exclusively with “Lithuanian nobles” and “Lithua-
nian lords”61. The Lithuanian nobles of Vytautas’s 
era are portrayed as free individuals steadfastly 
defending their rights and openly proclaiming their 
Roman ancestry, while the Lithuanian lords – or 
the noblemen – are simply referred to as “the mas-
ters of the Grand Duchy”: panowe Litowskij własteli 
welikoho kniastwa62, 63.  

The chronicles written in the Ruthenian language, 
while asserting the Latin identity of ancient Lithu-
ania, thus paradoxically also affirmed its distinctly 
Lithuanian character. The Palemon myth was not 
only anti-Muscovite, but also anti-Ruthenian. Ac-
cording to the chronicles, the GDL was founded by 
the Lithuanians’ Roman ancestors, expanded into 
Russian lands and was ruled by their descendants 

from ancient times. In the present, it belonged not 
only to rulers of Lithuanian descent, but also to the 
Lithuanian nobility. 

Confronted with the escalating threat from Mos-
cow, Lithuanian intellectuals soon transformed 
the myth of Roman origin into a programme for 
nation-state building, designed to reinforce the 
GDL’s independent identity and curb the influence 
of Ruthenian culture. Around 1550, Vaclovas Mi-
kalojaitis – a courtier of Albertas Goštautas from 
Maišiagala who probably compiled chronicles, lat-
er served as an envoy of the GDL and secretary of 
the Grand Duke’s chancellery – dedicated a Latin 
work to King Sigismund II Augustus, fragments of 
which were published in Basel in the 17th century 
under the publisher’s assigned title Michalonis Litu-
ani De moribus Tartatorum, Lituanorum et Moscho-
rum. This work urged the Lithuanian-ruled state to 
ground itself in the revived language and virtues 
of its Roman ancestors. Mikalojaitis employed a 
comparative study of the Latin and Lithuanian lan-
guages, along with ancient customs, to demon-
strate the Roman origin of Lithuania, stating: “We 
are learning the science of the Muscovites, which 
has nothing ancient about it and cannot inspire vir-
tue, because the Russian language is foreign to us 
Lithuanians – that is, Italians of Italian descent.” 
The treatise not only reiterates the chronicles’ 
claim that Lithuania had lawfully acquired Rus, 
but also portrays the Lithuanians as liberators of 
the Russians, who had been enslaved by the Ta-
tars. Under this narrative, “inheriting innate cour-
age from the Romans, the Lithuanians rescued the 
Russian tribes, lands and fortresses from the Ta-
tars – or Basqaqs – and extended their dominion 
from the Samogitian Sea, known as the Baltic Sea, 
to the Black Sea...”64. According to Mikalojaitis, 
Lithuanians could preserve the state expanded by 
Gediminas, Algirdas and Vytautas the Great only 
by reclaiming the virtues and noble customs of 
their ancestors, as well as the Latin language and 
educational institutions. 

Lithuania’s Latin-orientated programme described 
in the treatise ‘On the Customs of the Tatars, Lith-
uanians, and Muscovites’ was both devised and 
executed by Augustinus Rotundus, who served as 
the head of Vilnius, secretary to the ruler, a histo-
rian and lawyer. He also articulated the contrast 
between a “native Latin” and a “foreign Russian” 
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Lithuania. In the mid-16th century, he composed 
‘The Chronicle, or History of Lithuania in Latin’, as 
well as participating in the commission tasked with 
drafting the Second Statute of Lithuania65 and pro-
ducing its Latin translation. Moreover, through his 
counsel to Bishop Valerijonas Protasevičius of Vil-
nius, Rotundus successfully facilitated the found-
ing of a Latin Jesuit college in the capital city in 
1570. In a letter penned in Vilnius in 1576 to the 
ruler Stephen Báthory, Rotundus set out the prin-
ciples underpinning a Latin-based state, writing: 
“It is appropriate that the [Latin] language, natural 
and primary for Lithuanians, […] be reinstated for 
their use and, furthermore, employed universally: in 
laws, privileges, and documents (as has been the 
custom since the advent of Christianity), in edicts, 
legal proceedings, judicial formulations, treaties, 
and – where possible – even in daily communica-
tion, rather than that barbarous language prevalent 
in Muscovy, the enduring and perpetual adversary 
of the Lithuanians, which has hitherto usurped 
Latin from its proper place”66. According to Rotun-
dus, legal texts composed in the flawed Russian 
language were insufficient for establishing proper 
governance, while only “our Lithuanian laws” writ-
ten in Latin could restore order to the country. After 
all, Vytautas and Jogaila, rulers descended from 
Palemon or Libon, initially codified their laws in Lat-
in rather than Russian, meaning the Duchy required 
a Statute written in Latin. Vilnius College was al-
ready contributing to the revival of the language of 
the ancient Romans among youths, fostering its 
use as a spoken language. Nobility of Russian or 
Belarusian descent should likewise revert to Latin, 
as such members of society are believed to trace 
their lineage to Lithuanians and, ultimately, the 
Romans, though they were once “separated from 
the Lithuanians on account of a different religion”. 
Rotundus wrote: “Why do they [the Russian nobles] 
not regard it as more honourable and glorious […] 
to acknowledge and embrace with confidence the 
language of those from whom they claim descent, 
rather than consent to the imposition of this barba-
rous Russian [language] upon so noble a people?” 
In this way, Rotundus presented Latin as a force 
that would both separate Lithuania from Rutheni-
an and Muscovite culture, and strengthen the unity 
of the Lithuanian and Ruthenian peoples within a 
single state. Simultaneously, the Latin push con-
nected their nobles, who had to “reclaim” their an-
cestral language, with the Lithuanian people, who 

had “maintained” it. Rotundus likened the spoken 
language of the Lithuanian rural population to Ital-
ian, describing it as a modified form of Latin. In his 
view, the ancient Roman language had “evolved 
over many centuries in Lithuania, much as Latin 
did in Italy, surviving only among the rural people”67.

Notably, when Lithuania entered the war with Mos-
cow over Livonia in 1561, efforts were made to 
unify Lithuanian and Ruthenian nobles into a sin-
gle political nation – not only by emphasising their 
“shared descent from the Romans”, but also by as-
suring them of equal political rights. In 1563, at the 
Seimas of the GDL held in Vilnius, Sigismund Au-
gustus issued a privilege extending to Ruthenian 
Orthodox Christians the political rights previous-
ly granted by Jogaila and Vytautas to Lithuanian 
Catholic nobles in Horodło. The ruler’s law, ratified 
by the Seimas, with its provisions later incorporat-
ed into the Second and Third Statutes of Lithuania, 
declared: “These freedoms shall be equally and 
fully enjoyed by all people of the Christian faith 
among the knights and nobility, both Lithuanian 
and Russian”68, 69.

Lithuanian intellectuals consistently aimed to 
safeguard and reinforce the independence and 
political identity of the GDL through the establish-
ment of Latin schools. Bishop Protasevičius, who 
used his own funds to establish the Jesuit College 
in Vilnius, asserted that he did so not solely for the 
glory of God, but also “for the honour and bene-
fit of this Grand Duchy, our beloved homeland, the 
Republic”70. The bishop also linked the founding 
of Vilnius University to Lithuania’s intellectual au-
tonomy, underscoring its role in the country’s ge-
opolitical defence. In a 1577 letter to Pope Greg-
ory XIII, Protasevičius depicted the Jesuit School 
in Vilnius as both a fortress (propugnaculum) de-
fending against the spread of “heresies” and Or-
thodox influence from Moscow, and a marketplace 
(emporium) from which the Catholic faith could be 
disseminated to neighbouring lands71. The Catho-
lic Vilnius University was thus conceived by local 
intellectuals as a crucial pillar of the GDL’s Western 
identity intended not only to resist Moscow’s influ-
ence, but also to project influence into Moscow’s 
territories. 

The ideological clash between Lithuania and Mos-
cow reached its height during the Livonian War. 
However, it was during this period that Lithuani-
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an nobles, recognising the existential threat that 
Moscow posed to the GDL – an entity they had 
established and codified in the Second Statute – 
sought to counter this challenge by urging the no-
bles of the Grand Principality of Moscow to reject 
tyranny and adopt the rights and liberties enjoyed 
by the Lithuanian nobility. In 1567, the Grand Het-
man of the GDL, Hrehory Chodkiewicz, together 
with Grand Duke Sigismund Augustus, dispatched 
secret letters to four leading Moscow nobles, en-
couraging them to overthrow the tyrant Ivan IV, 
liberate themselves from bondage and establish 
a Christian-appropriate system of governance in 
their country – pledging Lithuania’s financial and 
military backing to support such a coup. In these 
letters, the antithesis of Vilnius and Moscow took 
on a distinctly metaphysical dimension as Sigis-
mund Augustus and Hrehory Chodkiewicz ground-
ed the rights and freedoms of citizens, as well as 
the very structure of the Republic, in the will of 
God, writing: “God created humanity, endowing 
it with freedom and honour”, so a Christian ruler 
must “emulate God’s love for mankind” and “serve 
as a model of divine love for both men and the 
Christian community”72. Ivan the Terrible, having 
intercepted these secret letters, responded to their 
authors on behalf of the Moscow nobility. In letters 
penned in the same year, 1567, the Grand Prince 
of Moscow maintained that “there has never been 
freedom” among men, for “God is sovereign and 
answerable to no one”, with His will on Earth mani-
fested solely in the boundless “free sovereignty” of 
His subjects. Under this thinking, the authority of 
the Moscow rulers as “free autocrats established 
in their autocratic dominion by the almighty gaze 
of God” was of divine origin. Such absolute au-
thority was essential for the people, argued Ivan 
IV, writing: “It is beneficial for subjects to be under 
the ruler’s command: without a higher will guiding 
them, they falter like drunks and produce nothing 
of value.” As for Lithuanians, he said, they should 
not “think that God once united us all with His holy 
blood”, for “many years ago, Latin heresy severed 
this bond, and they have now entirely turned away 
from God, becoming His enemies and siding with 
the Antichrist”73. 

Lithuania’s first public attempt to advocate for in-
ternal reforms in Moscow’s governance was met 
with a severe reaction, as the political confronta-
tion between the neighbours began to assume the 

stark dichotomy of the nation of God versus the 
nation of the Antichrist. Both Lithuania and Mos-
cow regarded one another as communities acting 
in defiance of God’s will and in opposition to what 
each believed to be the true form of Christianity. 
This stark contrast was further emphasised in 
the dispute between Duke Andrey Kurbsky, who 
defected to Lithuania in 1564 and became a citi-
zen of the Grand Duchy, and Ivan the Terrible. The 
Grand Prince of Moscow swiftly reprimanded the 
military commander who had fled his authority, ac-
cusing him of “seeking self-rule” and refusing to 
“live under the governance of God and the rulers 
appointed by Him”. According to Ivan IV, Kurbsky 
“rebelled against God” and “trampled upon the pi-
ety of the soul, the Christian faith, and the law,” for 
a true Christian was bound to obey the ruler as one 
would God, and “whoever opposes the government 
opposes God”74. Kurbsky, in his letters, similarly 
accused Ivan the Terrible of betraying Christ and 
criticised his former ruler for destroying the ‘re-
public’. In a letter to Ivan IV, Kurbsky quoted Cicero 
translated from Latin, writing: “But what truly con-
stitutes a city? Is it merely an assembly of embit-
tered individuals who harbour mutual hostility? Is 
it a mass of thieves and vagrants congregated in 
a single place? You may well raise an objection. 
For a city cannot truly exist when its laws have lost 
their authority, its courts are rendered ineffective, 
the customs of the ancestors are abandoned and, 
with the nobles expelled by force, even the very 
name of the senate vanishes from the republic. It 
is nothing more than a congregation of thieves. […] 
I have always been a citizen. But today, you cannot 
truly claim citizenship, for no one can simultane-
ously be an enemy and a citizen. […] Can one still 
be called a citizen [гражданин] when they are the 
very cause of the city’s [град] downfall? And yet 
you brand me a traitor, when the republic [град] ] 
itself was cast out [from the city] alongside me?”75 
Incidentally, having taken Lithuanian citizenship, 
the Muscovite prince’s self-identification with Cice-
ro, the defender of a free city and republic, serves 
as a symbolic gesture that demonstrates how the 
doctrinal distinction between Vilnius and Moscow 
functioned in practice. Following 1573, Kurbsky 
composed a historical account entitled ‘The His-
tory of the Grand Prince of Moscow’, depicting 
Ivan the Terrible as an adversary of Christ, and as 
a tormentor and killer of Christians. The historical 
account consistently addresses Moscow’s ruler 
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directly, with comments such as: “O mad and ac-
cursed one! […] You have embraced the path of the 
Antichrist. […] You have driven away all the finest 
and wisest men, assembling instead a diabolical 
army. […] You are no Christian Tsar.”76

During the Livonian War, not only politicians but 
also GDL intellectuals began more rigorously ana-
lysing their neighbour, the actions of which threat-
ened the very survival of their state. In doing this, 
they sought a deeper understanding of Moscow’s 
system, its ruler, its subjects and the relations be-
tween them. The year of peace that followed Si-
gismund Augustus’s death also prompted Lithua-
nians to examine Moscow more closely. In 1572, 
certain nobles in the region considered inviting 
Ivan IV’s son, Feodor, to assume the throne of the 
GDL, hoping to steer the young ruler away from tyr-
anny and instil in him a respect for the liberties of 
his subjects. There was even hope of forging a un-
ion between Lithuania and Moscow, thereby ensur-
ing ‘eternal peace’ and securing a stable eastern 
frontier. However, Ivan the Terrible himself assert-
ed his claim to rule over the GDL, proposing that 
Lithuania, as well as the entire Polish–Lithuanian 
Commonwealth, be incorporated into Moscow and 
its system77, 78. Negotiations between Vilnius and 
Moscow over a long-term union were the subject 
of intense debate, a discourse reflected in literary 
texts composed both in the lead-up to the talks 
and following their collapse. At the same time, 
the literature produced during the GDL’s war years 
served a significant propaganda function, depict-
ing Moscow as a deadly threat not only to its own 
society but to Europe as a whole.  

As early as 1572, in his Latin work Deliberatae po-
litica sive civili (‘On Political or Civil Liberty’), pub-
lished in Krakow, Andrius Volanas, a court lawyer 
of the House of Radziwiłł, contrasted the Lithuani-
an and Muscovite peoples, portraying the Republic 
of Lithuania (Res Lituana) as the very antithesis 
of Moscow’s tyranny. The book, dedicated to the 
GDL’s chancellor, Mikołaj Radziwiłł Rudy – who 
was hailed as the ‘first protector of the Repub-
lic’ – not only portrays the ruler of Moscow as a 
lawless tyrant and barbarian, but also the Musco-
vite people themselves as uncivilised, inclined to 
servitude, and thus naturally subjected to the rule 
of their tyrant. According to Volanas, Moscow was 
“governed by a tyrant who follows his own whims, 

regarding as law whatever his furious mind dic-
tates; the honour and property of the people are 
left insecure by such injustice.” He adds that the 
“nation is so barbaric and unenlightened, so ha-
bituated to cruel servitude, that it offers no resist-
ance to the tyrant’s most criminal desires, almost 
treating every insolent whim as a commandment 
from God. As Aristotle rightly observed, it is not 
God but the beast that presides over these human 
communities.” In this way, Volanas believed that 
the Lithuanians and the system they established 
stood in stark contrast to that of the Muscovites, 
writing: “Our nation has exercised far greater pru-
dence in safeguarding the peace and collective lib-
erty of the state, restraining its ruler within a firm 
framework of laws.” The Lithuanians acted with 
the conviction that “no republic pursues a nobler 
and more worthwhile goal than freedom”79. 

Arguably the first study in Lithuania dedicated 
solely to Moscow was authored by Maciej Stry-
jkowski, a soldier, historian and poet who served in 
the GDL’s army along the Muscovite frontier from 
1563 to 1573. He noted that it was during this pe-
riod that he composed a Latin work titled ‘On the 
Present Tyranny of the Grand Prince of Moscow’, 
which, like several of his other writings, has since 
been lost80. This work was most likely appropriat-
ed and incorporated into a book published under 
the name of Stryjkowski’s commander, the Italian 
officer Alexander Gwagnin (Alessandro Guagnini), 
who served as a rittmaster, or cavalry master, in 
the GDL’s army and commanded forces at the Bat-
tle of Vitebsk. Gwagnin’s Latin work ‘A Description 
of Sarmatian Europe’ (Sarmatiae Europeae Descrip-
tio), published in Krakow in 1578, contained a 
chapter titled ‘On the Tyranny of the Grand Prince 
of Moscow, Son of Vasili’. This chapter not only 
recounts the brutal crimes attributed to the ruler 
of Moscow, but also depicts his subjects as un-
enlightened and submissive, akin to slaves81. The 
book was subsequently reissued in Latin in Ger-
many in 1581 and translated into Italian in 1583. 
Incidentally, in the summer of 1581, during the 
Lithuanian–Polish military campaign against Mos-
cow, Stephen Báthory ordered that ‘A Description 
of Sarmatian Europe’ be sent to Ivan the Terrible 
so that he might “see what the world writes of his 
ways” and “learn that all the world is aware of his 
wickedness”82. The Polish–Lithuanian Common-
wealth thus employed Gwagnin’s book, along with 
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other texts produced later in Lithuania, as instru-
ments of anti-Moscow propaganda both interna-
tionally and within the Commonwealth. The book, 
which was also translated into Polish under the ti-
tle ‘Chronicle of Sarmatian Europe’, was published 
in Krakow in 1611. In the Polish edition, the chap-
ter on the tyranny of Moscow’s ruler was expanded 
and the entirety of Book VII, titled ‘The Chronicle 
of the Grand Prince of Moscow’, was dedicated 
to Lew Sapieha, chancellor of the GDL and the au-
thor’s mentor. 

In ‘Chronicle of Sarmatian Europe’, Gwagnin pre-
sents one of the most chilling portrayals of Ivan 
the Terrible and the nation under his rule, with the 
chapter on him reading like a collection of horror 
stories. He is described as “a loathsome beast of 
Moscow, reeking of garlic, onions, vodka, and the 
sweat of a dog dead for days, with hands stained 
in the blood of his slain subjects”. He is also re-
ferred to as “a tyrant the world has never before 
witnessed”, whose cruelty surpasses not only that 
of all his ancestors, but also “all tyrants who came 
before and after Christ”. Moreover, he is portrayed 
as taking delight in the sadistic torture of women, 
executing Lithuanian prisoners while instructing 
his son to do likewise, observing the slaughter of 
children and defiling corpses. According to Gwag-
nin, however, the Prince of Moscow’s extreme 
cruelty was scarcely surprising, “for they are a pro-
foundly cruel people”, and the Muscovites, “given 
their customs, would find another ruler like them-
selves”. He contended that they all regarded being 
beaten as a demonstration of affection, including 
servants, women and prominent nobles. Gwagnin 
claimed that they even requested that the tsar 
whipped them in public and expressed gratitude 
for their punishment, convinced that “he was so 
gracious as to improve them through discipline”. 
The book portrays Muscovite society as compris-
ing a mob of slaves, entirely devoid of virtue, say-
ing: “Tyranny has seized these peoples, instilling 
a fear that destroys their souls – a fear they are 
born with and that never leaves them. Their souls 
are enslaved, and they have no appetite for lofty 
or spiritual ideals. […] All these Muscovites, or 
Russians, prefer servitude to freedom. The entire 
population – without exception – is bound by the 
harsh yoke of its tyrants. The nobles, the gentry, 
the elders, and the members of the Council are all, 
in effect, serfs – that is, the humblest and most 

contemptible of subjects, as well as the lowliest 
servants of the Grand Prince of Moscow – and 
they regard all their inherited movable and immov-
able property not as their own but as belonging to 
the Grand Prince. Just as the nobles are subjugat-
ed by the Grand Prince, so too do they oppress the 
commoners and townspeople. […] Wives in their 
husbands’ households endure severe captivity: 
no one considers a woman virtuous unless she 
never leaves the house and remains confined at 
all times. […] Women confide in one another: ‘My 
husband does not love me, for he seldom causes 
me to weep.’ Thus, when they are brought to tears 
by blows from an oak stick across their backs, 
they take it as a sign of love. […] In Moscow, man 
is a wolf to man. This Muscovite nation is so cru-
el, inhuman, and deceitful that it possesses no 
genuine sincerity, rendering true, natural affection 
among them impossible; they attack one another 
like dogs – shamelessly, without compassion, and 
without fear of God. […] In truth, these people are 
unworthy of the name Christians. […] There is no 
other nation in the world so treacherous, deceitful, 
and mendacious.”83 Gwagnin’s account thus not 
only cast the ruler of Moscow out of the Christian 
world, but also condemned his subjects as “un-
worthy of the name of Christians”. Yet, paradoxi-
cally, Book VII of ‘Chronicle of Sarmatian Europe’, 
devoted to reflections on Moscow, concludes on a 
hopeful note, saying: “In the past, Moscow believed 
that we were not Christians and held a profound-
ly mistaken view of our republic, our strength, our 
courage, our order, and our rights and freedoms. 
Now, by God’s providential design, while from a 
distance, we still came to know them and they 
came to know us better.” Alongside this observa-
tion is the belief that “the eastern and northern 
lands” ought to embrace “the holy Catholic faith”84. 

The hope for greater understanding and peaceful 
coexistence between the Polish–Lithuanian Com-
monwealth and Moscow is reflected in the book’s 
dedication to Sapieha, to whom Gwagnin express-
es gratitude “for the present opportunity, which 
has come into the hands of the Kingdom and the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania”. The opportunity arose 
in 1598, when the death of Ivan IV’s son and last 
of the Rurikids, Grand Prince Feodor of Moscow, 
plunged the neighbouring state into political tur-
moil. As the crisis persisted, Lithuanian and Pol-
ish politicians resolved to revive Stephen Bátho-
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ry’s unfinished plan of incorporating Moscow into 
the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, aiming to 
bring it within the sphere of Western civilisation – 
but through a far more peaceful and less radical 
approach. In 1584, Stephen Báthory confided in 
his advisors, probably including the GDL’s field het-
man, Krzysztof ‘Piorun’ Radziwiłł, about a plan for 
the conquest of the Grand Principality of Moscow. 
In a letter dated 29 August of that year from Lu-
blin to Rome, papal diplomat Antonio Possevino 
reported that he had learned from King Stephen 
that “if he could rely on the support of several [Eu-
ropean] princes, he hoped – taking advantage of 
the current state of Muscovy – to subdue the en-
tire Muscovite realm within three years”. However, 
the plan proposed by Lithuania and Poland failed 
to gain the approval of Pope Gregory XIII, and in 
September 1584, Possevino received the following 
message from Rome: “The Holy Father does not 
consider this to be the appropriate time to under-
take such an action.”85

At the turn of the 17th century, Commonwealth pol-
iticians began independently planning to integrate 
Moscow into their political and cultural sphere. 
Hoping to gain the support of the GPM’s nobility 
and exhausted by the reign of terror under Ivan the 
Terrible, Sapiega travelled to Moscow in 1600 at 
the head of a delegation from the Polish–Lithuani-
an Commonwealth. He proposed a union, the draft 
of which envisaged the election of a shared ruler, 
as well as the right for citizens of the allied states 
to acquire landed estates within each other’s ter-
ritories, build churches of their own faiths, estab-
lish schools and colleges, and send their children 
abroad for education86, 87. Elijas Piligrimovijus, a 
Lithuanian intellectual and great scribe of the GDL 
who participated in this envoy, reflected on this 
in 1601 in his Polish poem ‘The Delegation and a 
Short Description of the Dispute with Moscow’. In 
the poem, much like Stryjkowski and Gwagnin, he 
highlighted the civilisational divide between Mos-
cow and Lithuania, presenting a caricatured por-
trayal of Muscovite society. Moscow is depicted 
as a barbaric, tyrannical foe of Lithuania, having 
seized Novgorod, Pskov and Smolensk – territo-
ries long held by the Lithuanians – and now pos-
ing a threat with the Roman Emperor as its ally. 
Piligrimovijus depicted Lithuania as having God 
on its side, while the historical conflict between 
Lithuania and Moscow was likened to the struggle 

between David and Goliath. The Muscovites were 
viewed as “one-eyed cyclopes” who saw only what 
lay immediately before them, ignorant of “what hu-
manity is, what is good, and what is evil, for they 
possess no common sense and have never sought 
it”. They were “not human beings, but the spawn 
of the Lernaean hydra, an everlasting shame upon 
all Europe”. They were also “excessively Tatar and 
pagan, they pursue no sciences, and few can read 
or write”, despite the fact that “we all know that 
no human can exist without the liberal arts”. Being 
uneducated, they were said to “prefer bondage to 
freedom”. Despite everything, “Mr Chancellor” Sa-
pieha proposed to Moscow regent Boris Godunov 
that they select a common sovereign in the future 
so that “the love and harmony of the peoples may 
remain unbroken and enduring forever”88. The pro-
posal of a union between the Polish–Lithuanian 
Commonwealth and Moscow was revived during 
the reign of ‘False Dmitry’, attracting the involve-
ment of Moscow’s pro-Western nobles, including 
those who hoped to see King Władysław, son of 
Commonwealth ruler Sigismund Vasa, ascend to 
its throne. In January 1609, GDL chancellor Lew 
Sapieha argued before the Seimas that the rule of 
Vasili Shuisky in Moscow was illegitimate and that 
Sigismund Vasa had full rights to the Muscovite 
throne as a close relative, while calling for the re-
covery of territories seized by Moscow89, 90. 

Early-17th-century Lithuanian and Polish attempts 
to subdue Moscow through military and diplomat-
ic means proved unsuccessful. Samuel Maskie-
wicz, a Lithuanian soldier who participated in the 
campaign against the GPM between 1609 and 
1612, and spent an extended period in Moscow, 
recorded in his memoirs: “In their discussions 
[with the Muscovites], our people promised them 
freedom, assuring that if they joined us, they 
would enjoy the same liberties. But they replied 
bluntly: ‘Your freedom suits you, and our lack of 
freedom suits us, for your freedom is little more 
than arbitrariness.’ ”91 Far from bringing Lithuania 
and Moscow closer, this only deepened the antag-
onism between them. In 1654, the Muscovite army 
advanced into Lithuania, both in retaliation and to 
realise Ivan the Terrible’s long-standing ambition 
of annexing the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. Syme-
on of Polotsk, a Vilnius University alumnus, Uniate 
and teacher at the Polotsk monastery school, wel-
comed the entry of Grand Prince Alexis of Mos-
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cow into Lithuania with panegyric verses, hailing 
him as the unifier of all Slavic lands, “the libera-
tor of White Russia”, “the Tsar of the Lithuanians” 
and “King of the Polish nation”. He later taught the 
tsar’s children in Moscow and helped develop the 
Moscow University project92. By the end of 1655, 
Lithuanian nobles, speaking for ‘the people of the 
GDL’, started contemplating a union with Moscow 
in their occupied homeland. They were inclined to 
acknowledge the tsar’s authority, negotiating a un-
ion “which had previously existed with the Polish 
Crown”, while requesting that the tsar return “the 
lands that had long belonged to the GDL but had 
been dishonourably taken by Polish lords: Ukraine, 
Podolia, Volhynia, and others”. These lands includ-
ed Kyiv, lost at Lublin in 1569. Lithuania’s nobili-
ty sought to preserve personal and political free-
doms, maintain ‘Christian Catholic worship’, and 
restore a separate Seimas for the GDL93.

When Lithuania broke free from Moscow’s occupa-
tion, its military and political strength had already 
been weakened, yet depictions of the Muscovite 
army’s cruelty endured for a long time in the GDL’s 
multilingual literature. Catholic Lithuanian hymns 
composed in the mid-17th century and filled with 
depictions of the barbarities suffered during the 
war with Moscow were published in around 1680 
in Pranciškus Šrubauskis’s hymnal ‘Balsas Šird-
ies’ (‘Voice of the Heart’). By the mid-19th century, 
this book, which contained anti-Moscow hymns, 
had been reissued 20 more times, even under 
censorship conditions of the Russian Empire94. 
A 17th-century historical narrative of Lithuania 
crafted by Vilnius University professor Albertas 
Kojalavičius-Vijūkas has also been preserved. The 
two Latin volumes of the ‘History of Lithuania’, 
published in 1650 and 1669, were based on Stry-
jkowski’s ‘Chronicle’, originally published in 1582. 
Like Stryjkowski, Kojalavičius-Vijūkas promoted 
the republican myth of Palemon, which symbol-
ically justified the Lithuanians’ claims to Russian 
lands and depicted their history as a continual 
struggle for the freedom and survival of their re-
public. However, the contemporary experience of 
the Vilnius University professor lent his narrative a 
unique gravity. He reflected on the fate of the Re-
public of Lithuania (Res Lituana, or Respublica Litu-
ana), observing that “the entire republic collapsed 
in our time” (nostra aetate universa Respublica co-
llapta est) because it failed to confront Moscow 

quickly enough – and, having surrendered Novgo-
rod without a fight in the 15th century, “Lithuania 
began to decline”95. Kojalavičius-Vijūkas consist-
ently defended Lithuania’s historical claims to the 
“Republic of Kyiv” and “all of Rus”96. At the same 
time, he contended that Moscow was a new, ar-
tificial political entity lacking historical legitimacy, 
saying: “Those familiar with history will never rec-
ognise any rights of the princes of Moscow to the 
domains of Rurik and his successors.”97 He em-
phatically contrasted the systems, societies and 
attitudes of Lithuania and Moscow, portraying the 
former as a “republic of free people” striving for 
peace within the Christian world and the latter as 
a “country of savages” violating “the rights of peo-
ples, sacred even to savages”98. Kojalavičius-Vi-
jūkas contended that the old Lithuanian dukes ac-
quired Russian lands honourably without resorting 
to excessive coercion, writing that Erdvilas “cared 
for nothing else but the freedom of Rus” and as-
suring his new subjects that they would “no longer 
demand a Russian in Lithuania once he demon-
strates that the freedom of Rus is more precious 
to him than to the Russian rulers”99. He noted that 
the Muscovites were seizing Russian lands by “kill-
ing women, children, and the elderly, and commit-
ting the most horrific massacres”100, with Lithuania 
defending and granting freedom to the Russians 
while Moscow imposed tyranny.

Kojalavičius-Vijūkas’s narrative served as the foun-
dation for the textbook ‘Home Knowledge of the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania with the Added History 
of the Nation’ by Professor Pranciškus Paprock-
is of Vilnius University, which was published four 
times in the second half of the 18th century and 
in which the narrative’s core principles were pre-
served. In 1794, its ideas were echoed in the ser-
mons of Professor Mykolas Pranciškus Karpaviči-
us, who urged Lithuanian “republican soldiers” and 
“citizen soldiers” to resist the “armed robbers of 
wild Muscovy”, while reminding them of the vic-
torious campaigns of their ancestors Gediminas, 
Algirdas and Vytautas, as well as the brutality of 
the “savage and bloodthirsty Muscovites” experi-
enced in the mid-17th century101. At the beginning 
of the 19th century, Simonas Daukantas translated 
Kojalavičius-Vijūkas’s story into Lithuanian, aiming 
to awaken in his historical works a love for free-
dom among ordinary people, the citizen’s (ūkėjai) 
sense of civic responsibility towards the Republic 
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of Lithuania (Lietuvos ūkė), and a deep aversion 
to Moscow’s slavery and barbarism (varvaryba). 
It was Daukantas, alongside Lithuanian Roman-
tics that wrote in Polish, who adopted the GDL’s 
narrative and passed it on the civilisational con-
trast between Lithuania and Moscow to Antanas 
Baranauskas, poets Maironis and Vincas Kudir-
ka, and other intellectualsa contrast that became 
central to Lithuania’s modern national identity. Ac-
cording to Daukantas, Lithuanians were inherently 
free, whereas Muscovites were marked by “barbar-
ic inhumanity”102. This instilled in the Lithuanians, 
long subjugated by the Russian Empire, a sense of 
moral and civilisational superiority over Moscow, 
which had triumphed in the historical struggle and 
come to rule their land. 

In October 1990, during a lecture at the Universi-
ty of Illinois in Chicago titled ‘The Second Rebirth 
of Lithuania: Culture as Activity’, sociologist and 
cultural historian Vytautas Kavolis asked his US 
audience from where the Lithuanians got their 
“insanely risky courage” that allowed them to be-
come the first Soviet nation to declare indepen-
dence. Kavolis suggested that this was rooted in 
the “heroic consciousness” that is still shaping 
Lithuania’s collective memory to this day through 
“the Grand Duchy, several 19th-century uprisings, 
the 20th-century struggle with Poland over Vilnius, 
and the prolonged armed resistance against the 
Soviet Union”. The bold independence-related ac-
tions in the 1990s were shaped by “the even more 
impressive Lithuanian history”, said Kavolis103. 
And he was probably right. 
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Introduction: propaganda  
in the post-truth age
Propaganda is more than just a way of trying to 
persuade people of a certain perspective. It is a 
deliberate and planned activity that aims to make 
people think and believe in certain values and sto-
ries, and to encourage them to repeat preset pat-
terns by interpreting the world in a particular way. 
Systematic persuasion can lead to people who are 
willing to snitch, observe, agitate and become ac-
tivists for the ideological system. 

A “propaganda man” is a “one-dimensional” activist 
devoted to an ideological or religious system (Mar-
cuse 2006) and as true believers, such people will 
not consider any other options. It is difficult to as-
certain whether information or letters of complaint 

are true because their intention in reporting is to 
demonstrate and increase repressive power. While 
civic-minded individuals strive for greater liberties, 
the ‘propaganda man’ and the ‘totalitarian man’ 
seek greater control and participation in repressive 
power and supports external aggression. To “doc-
trinaire intellectuals, ideological true believers, and 
fanatics of all shades”, anything beyond their ‘prop-
aganda’s truth’ is a lie (Donskis 2009). 

In the realm of values, resisting the propaganda of 
true believers is a struggle for the right to choose 
alternatives, and to be different and autonomous. 
Whether religious stories are true or false is im-
possible to determine, or to claim that one religion 
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or culture is truer than another between, for exam-
ple, Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Shamanism and 
Native American or European beliefs. The same is 
the case when it comes to the values of right- and 
left-wing ideologies. In this case, criticism of prop-
aganda is not about social and humanities truth, 
but about human rights. The more alternatives we 
have, the greater our freedom of choice, and the 
more critical our understanding of human values 
and the content of the law. The stronger these al-
ternatives are, the less dependent and susceptible 
we are to propaganda, even when it is claimed to 
reveal the ‘one true faith’.

In this analysis, we will distinguish between three 
types of propaganda dependent on relationships 
with power:

	• Hard power, which is associated with war, con-
centration camps, forced labour, physical repres-
sion, prisons and compulsory clinics. People 
tend to view hard power as a formidable force 
devoid of narrative, with military crises and in-
dustrialisation considered more powerful than 
any narratives about them among the masses in 
general, though with individual exceptions. The 
Soviets, and subsequently the Russians, have 
been aware of this aspect of propaganda since 
the time of Nikolai Bukharin, who wrote about 
the links between production, technology, prop-
aganda and the labour masses.

	• Smart power (Nye 2009), which encompasses 
the technical and financial side of propaganda, 
including the ability to create images and texts, 
and the technology of television, radio and the 
internet. These aspects of propaganda are cru-
cial for achieving widespread coverage and de-
termining where and to whom messages will be 
delivered, as well as ensuring its technical quali-
ty. Propaganda that does not include investment 
in advanced technology will undoubtedly lose 
the battle for people’s minds and souls. 

	• The concept and practice of hybrid warfare links 
hard power in the guise of military industry, arma-
ments and the army with soft power in the form 
of diplomacy, disinformation and cultural influ-
ences. Hybrid warfare (McCuen 2008) implies 
asymmetric measures against the population of 
an enemy country, including sabotage, provoca-
tion, disruption or destruction of logistics, terror-
ist acts and information attacks. Today, smart 

power also encompasses cyberattacks, which 
differ significantly from disinformation based on 
narratives and manufacturing processes, which 
are the objective side of technology or war. Pu-
tin’s Russia created special state funds for infor-
mational warfare and built its own cyber army, 
which poses a threat to banks, personal data 
and security in Western society.

	• Soft propaganda (Nye 2003), which only follows 
later and is the visible face of political process-
es. Even here, however, the talk today is not only 
about narratives, but about the management of 
various visual, musical and narrative triggers, 
and the distribution of these triggers in informa-
tion bubbles. Technologies and digital commu-
nications platforms create a third type of nature 
different from environmental and cultural nature. 
The digital world thus diverges from a traditional 
understanding of the truth. 

For the development of authoritarian regimes and 
approval of wars, the most important factor is 
the “manufacturing of consent” (Herman, Chom-
sky 2002) through the use of smart power in the 
form of technologies and soft power in the form 
of narratives, pictures and music. Through these 
means, the Kremlin seeks total control of grand 
political and patriotic narratives, political and cul-
tural publicity and media, and to highlight memo-
rable and attractive story patterns for most of the 
population. Putin started his ‘all-government’ ap-
proach with the subjugation of hard power (Stoner 
2023) arising from the Second Chechen War and 
all branches of repressive power. He then sought 
to take over various means of smart power, in-
cluding the TV and film industries and the main 
channels, among which NTV was one of the first 
to be targeted. He also invited Vladislav Surkov 
to elaborate new political visions for him, with 
Surkov writing on behalf of the invitation: “Cinema 
and literature, philosophy and religion, economics 
and ecology are full to overflowing with projects, 
presentiments, visions, and investigations of the 
future” (Surkov 2008). Surkov had a utopian be-
lief in the construction of ‘Novorossiya’, in which 
‘Novo’ (‘the New’) played a significant role. I agree 
with Timothy Snyder’s argument that: “Citing Ilyin, 
Surkov concluded that the Russian people should 
have as much freedom as they were ready to have. 
Of course, what Ilyin meant by ‘freedom’ was the 
freedom of the individual to submerge himself in a 
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collectivity that subjugates itself to a leader” (Sny-
der 2018b). This interplay between collective free-
doms and the ideology of Nazi Germany supports 
Ivan Ilyin who posited a mythical, primordial origin 
of human society where the power is a freedom in 
the end of 1930th.

There is no need to analyse the whole history of 
Putin’s ideological propaganda in Russia. Rather, 
it is the result that is important, with the Kremlin 
choosing authoritarianism, moderated national-
ism based on a falsified history (‘parahistory’) and 
lies about Western threats. A similar manufactur-
ing of mass consent happened many times in the 
history of various empires, but the difference is 
that we are living in the age of growing post-truth 
influence. The instruments for the development 
of this influence are the spreading of memes on 
social networks, demand for the development 
of infotainment and personal self-promotion (or 
‘self-spectacularisation’). The repressive Kremlin 
regime has demonstrated an effective capacity for 
moderate post-truth communication on social me-
dia. It has done this both through the development 
of its own social media, or smart power, in the 
form of Odnoklassniki, VK.ru, Rutube and search 
engine Yandex, and by creating trolls and bots. 
Trolls and bots have had a continuous influence on 
non-Kremlin platforms too, including Meta (Face-
book), X (Twitter), YouTube, TikTok and Instagram. 
Propaganda institutions also started to use the 
platforms for promoting autonomous post-truth 
propaganda activists involved in the creation of 
falsified communication through the mixing of im-
agined events and news with real current affairs. 
By ‘autonomous post-truth propaganda activists’, 
I am referring to groups such as the ‘Z-Patriots’ 
community. These groups act as propaganda forc-
es that are partly independent of the Kremlin, even 
criticising Putin’s aides and other propagandists.

The concept of ‘post-truth’ incorporates the idea 
that the output of the creative industries, such 
as music, films, plays and exhibitions, cannot be 
judged as true or false, but is appropriate for mass 
value-related propaganda, providing a sense of so-
cial and political processes, and managing the re-
silience of society (Morini 2020). Russia’s Rutube, 
Yandex and VK.ru are wholly propaganda networks 
under the technological support, finance and 
strong control of the country’s security system. In 

the case of Russian propaganda, post-truth is at 
a crossroads with the facts, depending on what 
is deemed useful for managing political process-
es. This creates a situation of being between two 
realities – facts and post-facts, or truth and post-
truth – in a place where it is unclear exactly what 
the truth is right now, which would need explana-
tion from officials. Constant expectation of direc-
tives from the Kremlin destroys the life of organic 
communities. In Russia, this means attacks on 
any attempts or even dreams of local, regional or 
national political autonomy, even harsher attacks 
on Antifa and the LGBTQ+ society, and the surveil-
lance of Catholics and native pagan religions, even 
if these are in line with nationalist beliefs.

The will to rule: Ruscism
Can what is currently happening in Russia be called 
neo-fascism? If so, what is the evidence, what does 
Russian neo-fascism entail, and is ‘Putinism’ the 
root of this ideology in Russia (Snyder 2018b)? The 
term ‘Putinism’ emerged after 1999, when Vladimir 
Putin became prime minister. Berezovsky and the 
Yeltsin family initially viewed him as a proponent 
of an oligarchic democracy, but he later became 
an authoritarian populist leader and, from 2022 on-
wards, the new Führer of a fascist state. This trans-
formation – from oligarchic puppet to authoritarian 
leader to fascist ruler – has led to analysts of his 
premiership forming different camps.

Putin’s biographers and analysts often deny the 
existence of fascism in Russia, claiming that it is 
merely an authoritarian regime. Conversely, aca-
demics specialising in the study of fascism argue 
that the current regime exhibits characteristics 
that align with various fascist ideologies. These 
include the F-scale developed by Theodor Adorno 
and his colleagues (Adorno 1950), the 14 points 
of ‘Ur-Fascism’ identified by semiotician and writer 
Umberto Eco (Eco 1995), and the 10 characteris-
tics outlined by historian Emilio Gentile. In Ger-
many, a form of proto-fascism adopted Friedrich 
Nietzsche’s philosophy to serve its own agenda. 
This movement, characterised by prophecies of 
a new age, antisemitic agitation and populist rule, 
had already become prominent by around 1890, if 
not earlier. Proto-fascism and Ur-Fascism (ultra-
nationalist groups) inspired the first shock troops. 
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Italy’s Blackshirts (Camicie Nere) and Germany’s 
stormtroopers (the SA, or Sturmabteilung) were 
formed between 1915 and 1919, prior to the Na-
tional Socialists’ victory in the 1933 elections. Rus-
cism could not have emerged from Putin’s prop-
aganda alone, but also through the long process 
of harnessing the power of geopolitical revenge 
through the creation of movements such as Nashi 
(Наши, organised by Vladislav Surkov), the Young 
Guard of United Russia and Eurasianism. These 
led to new phenomena, including Ruscism and 
the community of supporters of the war against 
Ukraine in the form of Z-patriots and their repre-
sentatives, Z-bloggers. 

Authoritarian ultraconservative populism is of-
ten confused with fascism or its newer variant, 
neo-fascism. However, ultraconservative populism 
(as exemplified by Donald Trump), neo-fascism 
(in the guise of popular ultra-right movements in 
Western countries) and Ruscism are very different. 
Trump’s political circle emphasises the aesthetics 
and spectacle of oligarchy in its relations with 
the public, acting as a “PR man” (Mažeikis 2020), 
but this is not fascism. The idea behind fascism 
is that the Führer’s political desires are closely 
aligned with those of the masses, with both stem-
ming from a Messianic imagination and the belief 
in an achievable dream. Under this ideology, the 
political will to power and the imagination of an 
‘existential’ entity determine the transformation of 
the social order, its subjects and its language. Up 
to 2026, Putin’s regime – involving the president, 
the Kremlin and the supporting masses – has fully 
embraced fascism, becoming extremely repres-
sive, authoritarian and ultraconservative.

Eco’s view is significant in that he states ‘Ur-Fas-
cism” is not yet an ideology, but rather the imag-
ination of the masses. This self-fuelled imagina-
tion, which comprises the norms, practices and 
cult of hatred generated, can lead to local racist 
views, with crowd leaders inciting pogroms and 
acts of punishment. These local leaders can even-
tually become the heads of popular fascism, such 
as Z-activists and Z-bloggers in the Russian case 
(Atanesian 2023). Ruscism stems from the ‘banal’ 
fascist mindset of the masses and the demand 
for geopolitical revenge following the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, requiring only a leader at the top 
of the political hierarchy. These masses form an 
organic, symbiotic relationship with this ultracon-

servative, populist, authoritarian figurehead, often 
referred to as a ‘supreme leader’ (the Kremlin nev-
er uses the title ‘Führer’, due to the memory of the 
Second World War).

Not only Putin himself, but various radical groups 
that control the media are promoters of Ruscism. 
Competition and even civil conflict have emerged 
among these groups, resulting in the arrest of 
members of some of them by Putin’s regime. No-
table examples include the arrest of far-right Z-pa-
triot Igor Strelkov (the alias of Igor Girkin) and the 
persecution of ‘Nazbols’ (National Bolsheviks, or 
followers of Eduard Limonov’s ideas). While Pu-
tin’s deeply criminal regime is not the cause of fas-
cism, it provides an environment in which that ide-
ology can flourish. Unlike under the authoritarian 
rule of Putin or Hitler, deep-rooted mass fascism 
emerges before the Führer appears.

Ruscism exhibits at least two characteristics: an 
imagined connection with the Stalin era, fuelling 
intolerance due to the perceived loss of the USSR’s 
greatness, and a mythology surrounding Russia as 
both a multi-ethnic federation and a Eurasian pow-
er. Ruscism thus takes a different form to that seen 
in Franco’s Spain, Mussolini’s Italy or Hitler’s Ger-
many, with an important unclear, contradictory blur-
ring of the two concepts Russians (Russkie) and 
‘Rossijanie’ (Petrov 2016). The phrase ‘Rossijanie’ 
encompasses the Buryat, Tatar and Kalmyk peo-
ples, as well as more than 100 other ethnic groups, 
most of whom identify as Rossijanee. Accordingly, 
propaganda is not associated with the Russian na-
tion or genetics (in other words, racism), although 
some marginal nationalists do hold views related 
to these subjects. Instead, it is associated with 
a newly interpreted concept of Eurasia and Ros-
sianie, with Rossijanian fascism a variant of Eur-
asian fascism that prevents Russian nationalism 
from spreading and divides fascists. This helps to 
ensure the leadership of not only Putin, but also, for 
example, Sergei Shoigu of the Tuvan region. 

However, Eurasian and Rossian fascism vary from 
Ruscism (Snyder 2022) only cosmetically, with 
terminology being the key difference. The impe-
rial and colonial construct of the Russian Empire 
cannot survive free from substantial media back-
ing and external repressive mechanisms, without 
which colonised nations could liberate themselves 
at any time. To defend ultra-Rossians from overac-



35

tive Ruscists, the Kremlin restricts or bans Russian 
nationalists, who could create internal imperial 
civil conflict between multiple colonised nations. 
Furthermore, Rossianian fascism is closer to Sovi-
et, communist and Stalinist ideology than to clas-
sical nationalism, which condemns Stalin as the 
destroyer of the Russian people. The confusion 
surrounding the origins of Rossian fascism  – a 
combination of Stalinism, Eurasianism and na-
tionalism – is exacerbated by the theatrical, me-
dia-constructed figure of Putin.

In contrast to Putin was Yevgeny Prigozhin, one of 
the most prominent leaders of Ruscism (although 
not Rossian fascism), who was dismissed as ‘Pu-
tin’s chef’. With the permission and assistance 
of the Federal Security Service of the Russian 
Federation (FSB), he set up the world’s first ‘troll 
factories’, which generated hatred and populism 
and interfered in US presidential elections. These 
factories were supported by an army of ‘war corre-
spondents’ and their Telegram channels. With the 
help of the FSB, Prigozhin founded Russia’s private 
military company (PMC), Wagner, and went on to 
use people notorious for serious crimes and crim-
inal organisations to achieve his goals. Prigozhin’s 
activities led to deep criminality in the Russian 
army and changed the attitude of ordinary Russian 
citizens towards ‘trench meat’.

Until August 2023, other leaders, including war cor-
respondents, Z-patriots and PMC field command-
ers, followed in his footsteps. Following Prigozhin’s 
elimination and that of his Wagner leaders, Putin 
realised the dangers posed by private military or-
ganisations with Ruscist tendencies, which could 
turn against the nation’s leader at any moment. 
Like Mussolini and Stalin, Prigozhin was a vulgar 
thinker, but, unlike Putin, he thought for himself 
and felt the demands of the masses. He lived with 
stormtroopers rather than fearing them and was 
once favoured by fascists who disliked Putin, and 
was more charismatic, ruthless and straightfor-
ward. He did not, however, have absolute power 
like Putin, while the administrative and military hi-
erarchy feared Prigozhin’s ‘madness’.

Aleksandr Dugin, the metaphysician and ideologist 
of Ruscism (Ingram 2001), had a close relation-
ship with Prigozhin in 2023, but was never under 
his control and also recognised the importance of 
Eurasian myths. He came up with the ‘fourth polit-

ical theory’, which includes elements of liberalism, 
fascism and communism (Dugin 2012). He also 
argued for a new geopolitical strategy of Eurasian 
expansion, which later became one of the ideolog-
ical foundations of aggressive Ruscism. Having 
later become an ideologue of Ruscism, Dugin has 
become the archetypal fascist, as a patriarch rath-
er than a leader (Nevzorov 2023). A competitor of 
Dugin on the road to being father of Ruscism is Al-
exander Prokhanov, who argued in the Russian-lan-
guage book ‘The Tread of the Russian Triumph’ for 
the possibility of a fifth Russian or Eurasian Empire, 
after Kievan Rus, the Muscovite Tsardom, the Rus-
sian Empire and the Stalinist Empire (Prokhanov 
2014). Rather than being ideologies, fascism, com-
munism and Ruscism are practices of power. In 
this context, ideology merely serves as a fig leaf 
concealing the desire to dominate. Ruscist groups 
ignore science and advocate replacing theory with 
action, meaning Dugin and Prokhanov play a less 
important role than numerous Z-activists in this 
environment. That approach involves not identify-
ing enemies, but imagining, naming, condemning 
and destroying all of them, and also not studying 
ideological enemies but handing them over to 
stormtroopers or security organisations. Accord-
ing to fascism researcher Sven Reichardt, it begins 
with discriminatory practices and the persecution 
of various imagined internal enemies. These prac-
tices are then built upon and transformed into a 
machine of violence, whereby combative practices, 
together with the activities of repressive bodies, 
push society towards a ‘slow’ civil war.

The new totalitarianism
Even before Russia’s large-scale invasion of 
Ukraine began on 24 February 2022, Vladimir Pu-
tin’s authoritarian regime had begun to transform 
into a totalitarian state (Davies 2024). The onset 
of totalitarianism can perhaps be traced back to 
2014 and the start of the ‘small’ war with Ukraine. 
It was, however, the assassination of Alexei Naval-
ny on 16 February 2024 that brought totalitarian-
ism to fruition. It should be noted that although au-
thoritarian and totalitarian regimes are genetically 
related, they are fundamentally different.

Hannah Arendt discussed the emergence of to-
talitarianism in Nazi Germany and Soviet Union 
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(Arendt 1951), arguing that it originates from a 
combination of factors including large masses of 
alienated people, the ability of political leaders to 
organise and direct crowds, and widespread ha-
tred resulting from poor living conditions and the 
perception of a great enemy. Elias Canetti also ob-
served that crowds have no form or purpose, but 
can acquire them through the simple orders of a 
charismatic leader if they have a feeling not only of 
hatred, but also of fear (Canetti 1984). Other nec-
essary condition is that the content of these orders 
must coincide with profound emotions such as a 
desire for revenge, a belief that dignity has been 
lost and an image of an abstract enemy, as well 
as a sense of powerlessness in the face of exist-
ing circumstances. The rebellions of pro-Nazi and 
Bolshevik masses were bottom-up movements, 
whereas Putin organised the transformation of 
masses from the top down.

The development of a totalitarian regime is not 
solely reliant on the actions of a supreme leader, 
but also on the contributions of activists seeking 
to advance their careers and secure benefits with-
in the totalitarian civil service or just feeling pleas-
ure from the imagined revenge. The formation of 
cells that comprise a repressive system can occur 
independently of external compulsion or over-
sight. It is evident that representatives of the Rus-
sian State Duma (parliament), regional governors, 
prosecutors, city mayors, university rectors and 
other government officials, as well as local inform-
ants and ideological activists, not only implement 
power-related totalitarian orders, but also carry out 
local initiatives.

Non-governmental organisations associated with 
the ‘Z-patriots’ initiative are being established to 
combat betrayal. Because there is a large num-
ber of these active repressive cells and they are 
involved in intimidating the rest of society, we can 
conclude that a totalitarian regime is in place. 
In the Kremlin’s Russia, there is no freedom of 
speech or opinion, education is carried out through 
fear and intimidation, and the church, with its ide-
ological tales and sanctification of weapons, has 
been becoming more popular and influential than 
the critical education system. The humanities are 
ultimately replaced by a new mythology, which in 
Russia takes the form of ‘historical’ conversations 
with holy spirits. History becomes an ideology of 
myths, propaganda and the meaning of life in a 

one-dimensional society. In their short story ‘Hard 
to Be a God’, the Strugatsky brothers characterised 
a similar transition, in which the Blacks (fanatics 
of totalitarianism) replaced he Greys (corrupt of-
ficials). Mythologised revanchism defeats the fu-
ture and progress, while totalitarianism empowers 
the new leaders of the Z-patriots to incite hatred 
towards perceived internal and external enemies. 
Notably, Navalny’s assassination was loudly and 
joyfully celebrated at Z-patriot events. 

Z-based totalitarian self-rule manifests itself in 
complaints, demands for punishment and repres-
sion, acts of violence, patriotic concerts and rallies 
of hatred. In such cases, the government’s goal is 
simply to support hatred-related initiatives, with al-
most no need to organise anything. In a society of 
television and social networks, this totalitarianism 
is particularly intense, faster and more persuasive 
than in the pre-internet era. Neither Putin himself 
nor his small first circle of advisers are great read-
ers of Russian literature or theatre goers, meaning 
that many of Russia’s best writers, poets, play-
wrights and film producers have had their works 
banned or been imprisoned following complaints 
by local Z-patriots. Banned writers have includ-
ed Dmitry Bykov, Boris Akunin, Vladimir Sorokin, 
Dmitry Glukhovsky and Lyudmila Ulitskaya, while 
Evgenia Berkovich, Artyom Kamardin and Yegor 
Shtovba have been among imprisoned poets, as 
has playwright Svetlana Petriychuk. Forbidden 
popular singers have included Zemfira, Monetoch-
ka and Noize MC, alongside hundreds of other cul-
tural activists.

Violent and repressive organisations not only 
serve their leaders and ideologies, but also their 
imagined nation with its mythic history. For those 
involved, working for repressive organisations is 
not shameful, but is instead an honour and the 
aspiration of many families, offering the chance 
to connect with centuries of history and its spirit, 
as well as receive better social guarantees. This is 
fundamentally different from the ideology of early 
Bolshevism in the Lenin era, whereby the proletar-
iat had no history of its own and instead leapt into 
the future. Rather than relying on popes and fanta-
sising about emperors and dynasties, Bolshevism 
sought to destroy them. Today, in the shadow of 
Lenin’s mausoleum, popes are sanctifying the new 
totalitarian empire, and the fusion of historical 
ghosts, the masses and repressive organisations 
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is awakening the joy of totalitarian unity, providing 
satisfaction and a kind of catharsis in the form of 
the purification of the soul through violence.

Totalitarian (hi)story: 
poison and propaganda
Putin lives in his own version of propaganda histo-
ry (McGlynn 2023), and told Tucker Carlson, Steve 
Witkoff and, eventually, Donald Trump what had 
previously been heard in numerous Russian prop-
aganda broadcasts about the causes of the war 
in Ukraine. According to Putin, these are rooted 
in the early days of Kievan Rus and act as ‘proof’ 
that Ukraine does not exist. Short speeches on 
this subject have been designed to captivate lis-
teners – including Carlson, Witkoff and Trump – 
and draw them into the Kremlin’s propaganda 
semiosphere, comprising a large bubble of relat-
ed mythic signs alongside millions of viewers. 
These stories are not about truth, but are instead 
a demonstration of the Kremlin’s symbolic order. 
Belarusian historians supporting the presidency 
of Alexander Lukashenko have taken a similar 
path of poisonous rhetoric and the construction 
of a parallel symbolic order. The hermetic Krem-
lin’s worldview is characterised by a parahistori-
cal symbolic order, with all other signs acquiring 
significance only within this sphere and undergo-
ing transformation or a loss of meaning in other 
symbolic worlds. The pragmatic symbolic order 
of Trump’s surroundings, for instance, bears little 
resemblance to Putin’s religious and historical in-
terpretation of current affairs.

The Kremlin believes in its own religious-historical 
justice, the Messianic role of the nation’s leader 
and the right of a great new empire to occupy not-
enough-nation (“nedonacija” – rus) or perversive 
nations, as they interpret Ukrainians, Lithuanians 
and so on. Putin’s parareligious-historical perspec-
tive has its origins in Kievan Rus, which he equates 
with modern-day Russia, along with its right to Kiev 
and the territories that belonged to the Russian 
Empire and the Soviet Union. The Kremlin disputes 
the causes of the Second World War, alleging that 
Poland incited Hitler’s Germany and was complicit 
in igniting the conflict. In Putin’s rhetoric, Poland, 
not only Ukraine, is portrayed as the evil in Central 
and Eastern Europe, while the Grand Duchy of Lith-

uania is a Russian and ‘Lithuanian’ state in which 
the Russian language, Russian texts and Orthodox 
faith were present, but which was later Polonised 
by the Poles. According to Putin, the Grand Duchy 
of Lithuania is part of the true historical land of 
Russia. Putin claims that the Russian Empire, the 
Soviet Union, and present-day Russia are essential-
ly the same state, meaning that Ukraine has been 
only a Polonised edge of Russia rather than an eth-
nic group or a nation with the right to being a state. 

Watchers, informants  
and conscience for sale
Ideologically motivated snitching (Zatari 2023) is 
a specific practice through which a less powerful 
person in society can sense the ‘will to power’ or 
the ‘power to rule’.  Informing against members 
of society reinforces the surveillance society and 
fulfil the totalitarian ideal through people’s par-
ticipation in repressive initiatives. By remaining 
invisible and unknown, individuals can denounce 
cultural activists or even people in administra-
tion, contributing to their arrest and their impris-
onment. Ideologically motivated informants and 
mass complaints can destroy communitarian 
civic society or bring down leaders of the nomen-
klatura. Through mass surveillance, individual 
monitoring and the power of snitching, totalitar-
ian individuals feel they are playing a significant 
role in the repressive apparatus and demand even 
more repression. The totalitarian regime consists 
not only of the will of vertical power, but also the 
activism of informants.

The complainer does not express their own per-
sonal will, but that of the masses, a social group 
or the fascists. If their feelings of revenge and 
envy are, respectively, satisfied and allayed, they 
experience complete satisfaction from the unity 
of power and the people, and from the harmony 
of power itself. As mass hatred, complaints and 
intimidation spread, popular neo-fascism gains 
momentum like an avalanche. Unlike professional 
trolls, who manufacture disinformation, snitches 
are social network volunteers who demonstrate 
greater activity and creativity. Conversely, snitches 
and Z-patriots have the capacity to organise and 
fuel fascist opposition at any moment.
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Initially, one-dimensional man (Marcuse 2006) is 
drawn in by propaganda, money and hatred for 
those portrayed as enemies. Then come fear of 
mobilisation and death, anxiety and, finally, the of 
betrayal and destruction of neighbours, with the 
growing hatred of the masses sweeping away an-
yone who becomes an obstacle. Something like 
this happened during the Maoist Cultural Revo-
lution, which involved millions of young activists. 
Caught up in a wave of ecstatic hatred and fear, 
they denounced and even killed not only professors 
and teachers disloyal to the Maoist system and 
old communists, but also their own Communist 
Youth League or Red Guard colleagues who said 
the wrong thing at the wrong time or in the wrong 
place. The same is happening in Russia, where 
Z-patriots have started to attack other Z-patriots.

One of the ‘businesses’ of Z-patriots is to find, 
inform on, blackmail and present possible kon-
traktniks, or contract soldiers, to military commis-
sariats. Why are most Russian citizens not pro-
testing of the killings in Ukraine and the hundreds 
of thousands of ‘Russians’ who have died? One 
of the possible, but not sufficient answer is that 
they signed a contract to die for money, and their 
families receive generous salaries and benefits 
if a soldier is killed (Fenbert 2025). The Russian 
population is not only persuaded by the glory of 
war, but their consciences and compassion have 
also been bought. The popular stereotype that 
is regulary visible on the social networks, is that 
there is no pity for a fallen neighbour who sold 
himself and left his family to live comfortably off 
his salary, despite contracts being signed under 
conditions of blackmail, lies and false seduction. 
Contracts and bonuses for recruiting war volun-
teers and bringing them to the military commis-
sariat are widely advertised, with such activities 
disregarding all moral considerations and perpet-
uating the ‘dirty’ recruitment of volunteers for the 
war effort. Russian propaganda urges the coun-
try’s citizens daily to enlist in the military and go 
to war, perceived as direct appeals and warnings 
that mobilisation lists are being compiled. People 
try to remove their names from the lists by exploit-
ing corrupt connections, with the illegal practice 
of ‘buying oneself out’ growing in popularity but 
being curtailed by statements complaints by vol-
unteer watchdogs. The Russian state government, 
including the Kremlin, is aware of the situation, 

while the opposition has coined the term ‘reverse 
selection’ to describe these activities. Those best 
able to resist mobilisation are families with the 
most connections, people with money or influence 
in society, and those who participate in the ‘blat’ 
system of informal contracts and personal net-
works. Following the Russian Duma’s approval of 
the electronic ‘summons’ procedure and penalties 
for non-attendance, the circulation of corrupt cap-
ital has increased further, and those who cannot 
pay to avoid mobilisation in time often end up dy-
ing in remote villages in the Donbas region.

This corrupt communication system functions in 
much the same way as the corrupt prison system. 
Prisoners are sent to the front, where they are as-
signed to assault and storm troops, though they 
can avoid this by bribing leaders of prison gangs 
that control the criminal world. The same thing 
happens on the front lines, with those who pay not 
going into battle and the “frontline robbery” thus 
flourishing (Kirillova 2025). Survivors of war are 
declared national heroes, even if they signed a mil-
itary contract in prison after committing serious 
crimes. Public communication operates on sever-
al levels simultaneously, appealing to patriots, the 
gullible and the cunning. The most affected are 
the ‘true patriots’, who see the conscription notic-
es, believe them, become volunteers and often die 
quickly, causing this ‘tribe’ to disappear. Another 
group consists of people who are enticed or forced 
into war such as ‘sheep’ and ‘mobs’, whose num-
ber depends on the ratio between the needs of the 
ruling apparatus and opportunities for corruption.

In a corrupt system, it is always the poorest peo-
ple who suffer the most and, signing contracts 
fastest and thus dying first. This group includes 
the lowest-paid workers and the least-educated 
people from rural areas, as well as homeless peo-
ple, alcoholics and criminals. Many who get sent 
to the front first are also the most avid viewers of 
television, which turns people into passive victims 
of seduction by contract. Propaganda is aimed at 
hiding criminals, demotivated soldiers, corruption 
and war crimes, presenting only the attractive side 
of things or a spectacle for society. Nonetheless, 
rumours spread and, over time, terrible stories 
reach the masses. The ultimate result of such 
false propaganda is unpredictable, except it allows 
no hope of civilised democracy and instead leads 
to spontaneous, blind revenge. 
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The cunning, meanwhile, end up avoiding the front 
lines until the last moment and paying for as long 
as they can, only going when they have no means 
left to evade it. Then there is a nomenklatura who 
never go to war and of whom the military commis-
sariats must be aware, otherwise their families 
would suffer – representing a case of ‘one hand 
washing the other’. All of these groups react differ-
ently to state communication, though the vast ma-
jority understand that open public communication 
does not work in a deeply corrupt state. Coercive 
propaganda can only be effective in the absence 
of a responsible civil society, where instead there 
are nomenklatura  gangs, clans, cliques, true be-
lievers and ignorant masses.

Red lines and propaganda 
through escalation
What are the key military and political ‘red lines’ 
that are discussed in relation to the war between 
Russia and Ukraine? The way the metaphor of red 
lines is used in politics and warfare suggests that 
these are not legal prohibitions, but rather threats 
of significant and unacceptable damage (Dickin-
son 2024). Although international law does not 
prohibit attacks on military targets in the territory 
of an aggressor during wartime, the US and Ger-
many have imposed their own prohibitions for 
Ukraine in response to threats from the Kremlin to 
attack Europe. Meanwhile, Russia uses red lines 
as a form of blackmail, the most significant aspect 
of which is the threat of using nuclear weapons.

The concept of red lines differs from that of the right 
of exception – a widely discussed topic among po-
litical philosophers. The right of exception was en-
countered during the pandemic, when a temporary 
legal decision was made in response to a major 
disaster. No valid international agreement on red 
lines has, however, yet been made in relation to the 
war between Russia and Ukraine. These instead 
comprise a continual subject of speculation, with 
attempts to define them through propaganda. Red 
lines are not general moral prohibitions claimed to 
be universal and eternal, with the warring parties 
able to act with dignity when it comes to knowing 
certain actions they will theoretically not commit, 
such as killing children.

The red line can also symbolise either the level of 
resilience to pain or the level of indifference to the 
suffering of others. After the daily killing of inno-
cent people, society becomes ‘resilient’ to the pain, 
with deaths becoming mere statistics. Despite the 
fact that the democratic world has publicly con-
demned war crimes and demanded an end to them, 
sufficient action has yet to be taken to prevent the 
killing of civilians. This loss of moral feeling can 
also be called resilience, with murderers the most 
resilient members of society in this context. Red 
lines are pushed back and forth by escalation and 
de-escalation, alongside corresponding changes 
in moral sensibility. Gradually, they become po-
litical propaganda, warning of the political will of 
dictators or those in power to act and of society’s 
readiness to accept these actions. The concept of 
red lines thus determines the level of control over 
the escalation of war, whether direct armed mili-
tary conflicts or hybrid wars. 

Fake red lines are drawn as a result of Russian prop-
aganda as part of informational or hybrid warfare, 
while Putin himself has the will to break red lines 
and legitimised war crimes that are uncomfortable 
to him. Will to power and charisma of leadership 
are need to draw red lines on the global political 
stage, thus challenging and changing internation-
al law. However, any subjective will to power will 
never be successful without massive-scale propa-
ganda actions. Once red lines have been crossed, 
the situation changes and new red lines are drawn. 
Threats of escalation, red lines and blackmail are 
therefore all interrelated, determining the trajecto-
ry and configuration of information warfare. 

Every parliamentary democracy also has red lines 
that lie beyond the law, with these boundaries gov-
erned by an invisible social contract, as well as by 
moral, religious and traditional norms. Together, 
official law and these red lines help to create a dy-
namic legal society but in the case of authoritarian 
power it can destroy civic community. This curbs 
the irrational and often destructive activities of 
charismatic political leaders, yet can all change if 
those in power manipulate these red lines through 
escalation tactics and the state of exception. Here, 
it is not the constitution and law that take prece-
dence, but the idea of pushing boundaries through 
escalation. Instead of encouraging teamwork 
and rational thinking, charismatic leaders who 
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are prone to brutality and Messianism adopt the 
‘gang’ mentality of criminals. This occurred in Rus-
sia long before Putin’s mafia gang, the cooperative 
Ozero, came to power, when President Boris Yelt-
sin attacked his own parliament with tanks. Since 
then, the Kremlin has not been guided by interna-
tional law or the Russian Constitution, but by the 
belief that the strongest should rule according to a 
criminal mindset. This irrational mindset has led to 
Western countries being demonised as enemies.

The devilisation of 
enemies: Eurovision
The ‘devilisation’ of enemies is a propaganda tech-
nique used to condemn the Eurovision Song Con-
test in 2024, but why is the accusation of Satan-
ism so important for Russian propaganda? Such 
allegations can certainly be politically significant 
in countries with strong propaganda relating to 
Christian ‘traditional norms’ and with a hegemony 
of ‘true believers’. Eurovision is an artistic song 
contest and not a political one, in which singers 
and countries can be warned for making unac-
ceptable political statements, asked to change 
their lyrics or even disqualified. However, the defi-
nition of ‘political’ in Russian propaganda differs 
from that of Eurovision’s organisers, considering 
this to apply to any visible and imagined signs of 
demonism and culture related to the LGBTQ+ com-
munity. In this line of thinking, Eurovision is full of 
politics – a view that is partly right, with many per-
ceiving politics to be in evidence that this is indi-
rectly the case through the voting system used by 
countries. Politics manifest themselves through 
solidarity between different countries, but can 
also be included or hidden in the lyrics of songs, 
or linked to a singer’s existing political capital or 
association with political events.

From the Kremlin’s Russia perspective among 
political songs and singers in Eurovision those 
about gender identity are the most common. Con-
trary, the biggest restrictions are often related to 
the songs about wars, political regimes and ter-
ror or even human sacrifice in the face of terror 
actions are banned by the Eurovision committee, 
rather than eroticism, stupidity, banality or gen-
der self-expression.  In 2009, for example, the 

song ‘We Don’t Wanna Put In’ by Georgian group 
Stephane & 3G was disqualified because its lyrics 
were deemed political and thus contrary to the 
competition’s rules. The song’s title was not con-
sidered a play on words, but rather a reference to 
Putin, given Russia’s aggressive actions against 
the republic in 2008. However, Russia was per-
mitted to perform its song, ‘Mamo’ (‘Mother’), that 
year, sung by Ukrainian-born Anastasia Prikhodko. 
One of the most memorable performances was 
‘Rise Like a Phoenix’ in 2014, sung by Conchita 
Wurst (the stage persona of Thomas Neuwirth). 
Wurst attracted by appearing as a drag queen, 
complete with black beard and sparkly long white 
dress, performing an emotional song about a 
break-up – perhaps related to love or identity. Over 
time, Wurst became a figure in Russian propa-
ganda against the Western world – and whenever 
the derogatory, homophobic term ‘Gayrope’ was 
referenced, Wurst was depicted if an image was 
shown with it”. In 2016, the festival committee ex-
ercised greater caution when Russia attempted to 
get Ukrainian singer Jamala disqualified from Eu-
rovision for her song ‘1944’, which ended up win-
ning the contest. The lyrics recount the harrowing 
experience of the Crimean Tatars when the Soviet 
army arrived one morning and forcibly deported 
their entire nation. The song was indirectly asso-
ciated with Russia’s occupation of Crimea in 2014 
and the subsequent persecution of the Tatars. The 
committee acted differently in 2024, when Israeli 
singer Eden Golan’s song indirectly referenced the 
7 October 2023 massacre in which Hamas terror-
ists carried out an attack at the Nova festival in the 
Negev Desert near the Re’im kibbutz and the Gaza 
Strip, killing hundreds of people. The Eurovision 
committee asked the singer to change the title of 
the song from ‘October Rain’ and remove the lyrics 
‘I’m still wet from this October rain’. However, even 
after these words were removed, many listeners 
to the event held in Malmö, Sweden, could still ac-
cess the original version on YouTube, reducing the 
effect of the censorship.

Russia’s propaganda machine attacked the 2024 
contest particularly hard, linking its motivations to 
‘non-binary Satanism’ and the glorification of vio-
lence. Eurovision was portrayed as a gathering of 
gay people and Satanists whose goal was to infect, 
corrupt and destroy the world of traditional values. 
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In the propaganda, a language of both threats and 
seduction was employed to appeal to a wider au-
dience, bearing in mind that many people were 
unable to watch the event directly due to censor-
ship and intimidation. The song that triggered the 
Russian propaganda attacks was ‘The Code’ by 
Swiss singer Nemo, which won the contest, and in 
which Nemo openly discusses the challenges of 
existing beyond binary gender roles. According to 
Moscow’s relevant propaganda, Western society is 
in decline because it supports non-binary gender 
identities, Satanism and the occult. Nemo sang 
with great sensitivity, “I went to hell and came back 
/ To find myself on track / I broke the code” – but 
Russian diplomats interpreted Nemo’s victory as 
“the funeral of Western Europe” (Voroncova 2024). 
Such songs embody existential politics, particular-
ly when considering not only Putin’s supporters, 
but also Trump’s short-sighted followers who op-
pose identity politics and treat others pathologi-
cally. By celebrating emotional, social and cultural 
diversity, Eurovision engages with politics in its 
purest form – albeit, perhaps, unconsciously.

Ireland’s Bambie Thug, with the song ‘Doomsday 
Blue’, was perhaps the most obvious target for the 
Russian propaganda attacks at the same event 
(Chudiev 2024). Russian propaganda referred to 
Bambie Thug as an open witch, but did its warnings 
about Satanism achieve their purpose of frighten-
ing people in Russia first of all and some audience 
in Europe? I would argue that they had the oppo-
site effect, as the followers of the Orthodox Church 
are not Eurovision’s main audience in Russia, while 
such criticism could actually have the effect of 
attracting the younger generation and turn them 
into Bambie Thug fans. The song ‘Doomsday Blue’ 
addresses the unfair treatment and recognition is-
sues faced by the queer community, with the lyrics 
and accompanying music video using the concept 
of witchcraft to depict a ‘creature’ representing the 
dangers faced by queer individuals. The song also 
helps the artist and their queer friends to process 
feelings of sadness and worry. Russian propagan-
da portrays songs with LGBTQ+ themes or featur-
ing pop culture images of witches or devils as ‘evi-
dence’ of the West’s dangerous decline. According 
to the Kremlin, the loss of ‘traditional values’ leads 
to decay and disintegration from within, resulting 
in the collapse of Western and resurgence of tradi-
tional Russian civilisation.

Interestingly, some Russian critics of Western Sa-
tanism employ the concept of ‘Illuminati doubles’, 
a notion that features in modern conspiracy the-
ories, to accuse Eurovision singers of a belief in 
transcendent doubles – or personalised demons. 
This accusation has no connection with historical 
Illuminati groups, such as the 18th-century Ger-
man secret society known as the Bavarian Illumi-
nati. The idea of doubles often overlaps with other 
conspiracy theories, such as the existence of rep-
tilians who can also take human form. Such theo-
ries have been used to interpret Eurovision 2024 
and beyond, with one propaganda-related conspir-
acy theory contending that only Orthodox Chris-
tians and defenders of traditional values can save 
the world from Satanism, demonism and queers 
from the West.

Totalitarian propaganda related to the LGBTQ+ 
community in particular is accompanied by a spe-
cific form of biopolitics involving the control and 
training of our own bodies, as well as ideas related 
to perversion, demonisation and the persecution 
of enemies. Repressive biopolitics includes vari-
ous groups, with one set of politics for women and 
another for men as a working muscles, as well as 
others for religious people, those with mental disa-
bilities and the intelligentsia. The intelligentsia are 
depicted as being unable to fight for their rights, 
in addition to being afraid of war and death. But 
interestingly, despite being portrayed as weak and 
cowardly, the intelligentsia have become part of 
repressive biopolitics and are considered a threat 
to ‘healthy’ Russian society for being perceived to 
have given rise to forbidden diversity, including Sa-
tanists, feminists and the queer community.

Propaganda employs discursive power, economic 
pressure, religious myths and occult practices. As 
religious consciousness spreads in this world, the 
Church becomes more powerful, while demons 
and Satanists appear more often. Rather than re-
vealing an uneducated and uncritical mindset, ter-
ror reveals the beast within us, meaning Satanic 
hallucinations and biopolitics are united. Follow-
ing the spread of Satanic influences, repressive 
organs define a new purpose: to identify and im-
prison anyone suspected of being a victim of the 
demonic West.
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The fear of ‘Swan Lake’
Hegemonic propaganda shapes Russia’s political 
landscape, with all events in live arenas or digital 
spaces created within its framework. The strong, 
centralised control of the national-religious sphere 
in Russia and Eurasia presupposes the continuous 
identification of enemies, particularly within the 
educated cultural elite in Moscow and Saint Pe-
tersburg. While provincial men are encouraged to 
sign up for deadly wars, members of the creative 
class ignore negative propaganda and continue to 
live their lives as they see fit, supporting independ-
ent cultural spaces that are not controlled by the 
Kremlin. In this environment, repressive bodies in-
crease their persecution of cultural activists, with 
the propaganda objective straightforward: to instil 
as much fear and anxiety as possible in the intel-
ligentsia and arrest the most prominent activists. 
However, attacks on the creative class can have 
unexpected consequences, as this group differs 
from the traditional intelligentsia and the mythical 
proletariat, and has a new field of resistance: the 
global internet and virtual space.

What is the connection between propaganda, tri-
umphal arches and the panic surrounding ‘Swan 
Lake’? In the West and Lithuania, Pyotr Tchaik-
ovsky’s ballet is seen as a symbol of Moscow’s 
colonial oppression. However, showing public re-
spect for the title of Leo Tolstoy’s novel War and 
Peace is banned in Russia, as this is perceived as 
criticising Putin’s war; some people have been ar-
rested for doing so. And performing extracts from 
Tchaikovsky’s ballet is forbidden if it is perceived 
as an attempt to wish the death for the Kremlin re-
gime. In Saint Petersburg in October 2025, 18-year-
old street vocalist Naoko (the stage name of Diana 
Loginova), together with musicians Alexander Or-
lov and Vladislav Leontyev in the band Stoptime, 
were arrested for performing songs by banned 
artists, including Noize MC’s (Ivan Alekseyev) ‘Ko-
operativ Lebedinoye Ozero’ (‘Swan Lake Cooper-
ative’) (The Moscow Times 2025). The Noize MC 
song features a potent chorus aimed at striking 
fear into the heart of Putin’s power structure, with 
the song and artist banned in Russia. However, 
it is widely sung not only by Russian speakers in 
Lithuania, but on the streets of Saint Petersburg 
and Moscow, including the lyrics: “Where have 
you been for eight years, you f***ing monsters? / 

I want to watch ballet, let the swans dance / Let 
your grandpa tremble with fear for Swan Lake.” 
The entire rap song is filled with symbolism: for 
example, in the 1991 Soviet coup attempt, during 
which the KGB tried to save the crumbling USSR 
and in the period of the coup broadcasted Tchaik-
ovsky’s ‘Swan Lake’, creating an association since 
then that the ballet relates to crisis and the end of 
a regime. Deaths of Soviet leaders have also been 
accompanied by television broadcasts of the bal-
let, meaning that the song can be perceived as a 
wish for Putin’s demise.

Meanwhile, Putin’s mafia is also known as the 
‘Lake Cooperative’, which gradually seized power 
in Russia between 1990 and 2000 and has waged 
several wars, the most terrible of which is currently 
being fought against Ukraine. When a new phase 
of the war began in 2022, Noize MC wished Russia 
to see the Swans’ Lake’ – » Where have you been 
all these 8 year / Fucking monsters? / I want to 
watch the ballet / Let the swans dance!-  is why we 
refer to the ‘eight years’ between 2014 and 2022, 
marking the start of the occupation of the Donbas 
region. More years of war have now passed, and 
have been much worse, yet the ‘Swans’ Lake’ spell 
remains. When the Ukraine war began in 2022, 
Noize MC and Monetochka, a singer who had also 
been persecuted by the Kremlin (and one of whose 
songs is ‘Ty Soldat’, or ‘You Are a Soldier’), both 
emigrated to Lithuanian capital Vilnius. In 2024, 
they together formed a new band called Voices of 
Peace and are known for their anti-war song ‘Kri-
okamera’. They have organised several concerts 
in Vilnius, at which crowds chanted ‘Putin khuylo’ 
and sang Ukrainian songs.

Vilnius is becoming a hub for the Russian-speak-
ing opposition to Putin’s regime, where support-
ers of Ukraine, along with individuals fighting for 
democracy in Belarus and Russia against repres-
sive authoritarian and totalitarian regimes gather 
in concert halls. However, the official Lithuanian 
power neither wants to participate in this ongoing 
propaganda war, nor sees an opportunity to do so 
because it lacks the ability to coordinate its Rus-
sian-speaking front line. This demonstrates Lithu-
ania’s lack of preparedness for hybrid warfare, of 
which information warfare is a component. Mean-
while, Moscow seems unable to grasp that many 
internet television stations, journalists, bloggers 
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and music groups that oppose the Kremlin are 
operating in Vilnius. Understanding of the situa-
tion by the Belarusian capital, Minsk, is somewhat 
different –while it undoubtedly monitors events in 
Vilnius, it is probably reluctant to interfere given 
that a very active and large Belarusian opposition 
group in Lithuania blocks the  Belarusian KGB’s at-
tempts to organize provocations.

As in the Soviet era, this resistance is emerging 
from underground rock clubs, and the rave and ga-
rage music scenes. However, the situation is very 
different for the creative classes in the current age 
of globalisation, social networks, AI and cultural 
memes. In the 1990s, large-scale concerts featur-
ing underground Soviet music inspired a cultural 
revolutionary movement in the Baltic states, as 
well as in Moscow and Leningrad. While such con-
certs are no longer feasible in Russia and Belarus, 
video content can now be produced for a global 
audience. Although the crowd effect may not be 
the same as in the 1990s, this content will have a 
profound and long-lasting impact by offering ac-
cess to a wide variety of concerts with the click of 
a button. Even artists such as Monetochka, Noize 
MC, Zemfira and Bi-2, who did not necessarily per-
form together in the past, can now be enjoyed on 
one long track one after another. Political tension 
is evident not only when street musicians like Na-
oko start singing new protest songs and attracting 
crowds, but also amid the growing trend of protest 
music on the global stage. High political tension in 
the cultural sphere can manifest itself as a series 
of micro-explosions that are not necessarily direct-
ly aimed at the highest authorities. This phenom-
enon can be explained by the ‘theory of synergy’, 
whereby when tension reaches its peak, multiple 
creative protest actions will begin, moving away 
from the traditional style of street protests.

However, the cause of growing discontent is not 
Noize MC, Naoko or any other performer; rather, 
it is the tension arising within the middle-class 
cultural community in the political arena. This are-
na produces both successful and unsuccessful 
leaders, and their suppressed dissatisfaction can 
lead to rebellion. The Kremlin has created a huge 
machine of repression and hatred against its own 
culture, for which it compensates by promoting 
visible representatives such as singers Valeriya, 
Shaman and Polina Gagarina, and by organising 

the Intervision 2025 Song Contest as an alterna-
tive to Eurovision. The real heroes, though, are un-
derground artists such as Noize MC, Monetochka, 
Zemfira and Naoko, while the real cultural stage 
is the global stage, on which the real competition 
takes place. It is thus important to remember that 
informational and emotional warfare is not only 
taking place on Lithuanian and Latvian music plat-
forms, but also has much wider consequences.

Overcoming of alienation 
and propaganda 
manipulation
According to Antonio Gramsci, a person’s subju-
gation depends on their practical relationship with 
dominant ideologies, cultures and educational 
systems. Simply accepting hegemonic culture and 
historical myths can turn someone into a patriot 
and a blind supporter of official ideology (Grams-
ci 1992). Louis Althusser developed the idea that 
history becomes hegemonic ideology (Althusser 
2016), proposing that the contemporary subject 
of ideology or discourse originates from official in-
terpellation. This theory formed the basis for later 
critiques of the mechanisms of ideology and prop-
aganda. Althusser (1971) argued that the condi-
tions and possibilities of interpellation are not de-
termined by the desires of individuals, but instead 
by powerful ideological structures that influence 
and control behaviour. In the case of ideological 
interpellation, the subject – the centre of the ego 
and its choices – exists beyond its own rhetoric 
and decisions. Rather than acting as a spontane-
ous social hero, the subject is often unconscious-
ly indoctrinated and acts in accordance with the 
norms of a dominant power. 

Herbert Marcuse discusses the relationship be-
tween the masses and the individual, linking this 
to the concept of the one-dimensional individual 
and examining how their thought processes be-
come stereotyped. He also considers how these 
processes can be controlled and manipulated by 
cultural industries. The ideas of Marcuse, Edward 
Bernays and Walter Lippmann, who all analysed 
propaganda processes and practices, are ulti-
mately brought together through a psychoanalytic 
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explanation of desublimation procedures (Mar-
cuse 2006). Desublimation, or the attraction of de-
sire through libidinal banalisation, is an important 
principle of contemporary cultural and creative 
industries. It controls the masses by gradually re-
leasing and satisfying their erotic desires through 
the provision of stories, texts and images, with the 
Russian–Ukrainian war giving rise to the creation 
of cruel desublimated images.

Influenced by Althusser, Michel Foucault (1977) 
argued that discourse has the power to shape a 
‘habitus’, or set of stereotypes and dispositions. 
However, as Guy Debord (1977) and, later, Jean 
Baudrillard (1994) demonstrated, ideological sub-
jects are not formed solely through narratives, 

histories, norms and direct orders; spectacles 
such as visual performances, advertising, cinema, 
music and cultural events also play a part in this 
process. Together, these spectacles create ideo-
logical subjects who are either willing to support a 
democratic state or, conversely, willing to support 
authoritarian or fascist regimes and commit acts 
of violence against innocent people. The main 
question is, therefore, who rules culture in general 
and cultural state apparatuses in particular? The 
contemporary answer is that the global cultural 
stage has no rulers, only competitors, and that the 
short-term outcome of the race is unpredictable, 
but the medium term could see highly destructive 
consequences for the Kremlin regime.
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Introduction
The war in Ukraine, like all wars before it, will even-
tually reach its conclusion. By December 2025, as 
the United States, Russia, Ukraine and European 
powers sought to negotiate the terms of a settle-
ment, the shape of the war’s conclusion began to 
assume an almost documentary form. Although 
substantial disagreements remained over the con-
tents of a ceasefire agreement, the mere existence 
of such a document – and the willingness of the 
parties to engage in discussion –represented a 
marked advance compared with the situation at 
the start of 2025. Neither side now expects to 
attain the objectives they once hoped for or pro-
fessed to anticipate at the outset of Russia’s inva-
sion in February 2022 – namely, a victory on their 
own terms. For Ukraine, the aim was to reclaim its 
territories, effectively restoring the borders estab-
lished in 1991, whereas for Russia, it was to bring 
Ukraine firmly within its sphere of influence as a 
political satellite.

In this context, the post-war situation can be con-
sidered not merely as a distant prospect to be an-
ticipated, but also as a tangible reality arising from 

current circumstances that is increasingly coming 
into view. Although forecasts may vary widely, the 
assumptions underpinning them are rooted less 
in some uncertain future and more in the realities 
of the present. Even the most sceptical recent 
analyses concerning sustainable peace, which ex-
plore potential scenarios for the conflict between 
Ukraine and Russia, highlight the constraints on 
Russia’s capacity to sustain the war. While esti-
mates differ, a period of two to three more years 
is generally regarded as a realistic – or, at least, 
minimal – time frame1. Meanwhile, European 
leaders, such as European Commission President 
Ursula von der Leyen and French President Em-
manuel Macron, have suggested that the conflict 
in Ukraine could potentially conclude in 2026 or 
2027. In view of US President Donald Trump’s at-
tempts to bring the conflict to a swift conclusion, 
the forecasts offered by European politicians are 
probably framed in the context of Washington’s 
diplomatic initiatives2.

Considering all these factors, it is reasonable to 
anticipate a frozen conflict or some form of cease-
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fire somewhere between 2026 and 2028. By the 
latest date in this time period, Donald Trump will 
still hold the US presidency, while both the Euro-
pean Commission and the German Bundestag will 
remain in their current compositions. This context 
permits us to regard a potential truce in Ukraine 
as, at least in part, an emerging reality rather than 
merely an abstract prospect for the future. Paul 
Stares, senior fellow for conflict prevention at the 
United States Council on Foreign Relations, stress-
es that it is erroneous to assume post-war condi-
tions can only be studied in depth once a ceasefire 
is in place, with such analysis needing to start im-
mediately3. This is especially evident because the 
ending of hostilities, rather than the unlikely victory 
of either side, is steadily gaining prominence as a 
priority in both political rhetoric and public opin-
ion. In Ukraine, representative opinion polls con-
ducted in 2025 indicate greater public support for 
a ceasefire and a compromise with Russia than for 
calls demanding the recovery of lost territories4.

Regardless of the terms of any ceasefire agree-
ment, a halt in hostilities will not automatically 
equate to genuine peace through a definitive con-
clusion to the conflict. For this reason, the Kore-
an Armistice Agreement is frequently invoked in 
discussions about Ukraine today. It may be more 
realistic to regard the period immediately follow-
ing a ceasefire as a transitional phase, but one that 
could extend over a considerable length of time. 
During this period, Europe will confront a crucial 
decision on how to engage and coexist with Rus-
sia in a world where principles of justice, morality, 
geopolitics, international law, economic interests, 
historical memory, society’s relationship to the 
truth and the accountability of politicians to their 
electorates are called into question by perhaps the 
most intense reality check since the Second World 
War. This is also happening in a world that has in-
verted Francis Fukuyama’s predictions of the so-
called “end of history” and revealed that Russia, far 
from having left the 19th century behind, contin-
ues to pursue imperial policies reminiscent of the 
tsarist era5.

For a long time, the disasters of the first half of 
the 20th century appeared to have shielded, or at 
least dissuaded, Europe from what Lewis Mumford 
termed “moral grey areas”6 during the Second World 
War, teaching it to recognise the dangers of fascism 

as they emerged rather than only once it began to 
occupy foreign lands. Likewise, the lessons of the 
Cold War, alongside the security challenges the 
West has confronted over the past 25 years – from 
Islamic extremism to Vladimir Putin’s aggressive 
ambitions in Russia – should have impressed upon 
it the necessity of not relying solely on political ide-
alism unsupported by decisive power7.

Yet as it turns out, Europe has failed to learn ei-
ther of these lessons. Until February 2022, the re-
gion maintained a pragmatic, business-as-usual 
relationship with Russia epitomised by the Nord 
Stream II gas pipeline project. The logic underpin-
ning this initiative has not only persisted within the 
expectations of the Western business lobby but, 
as reputable media outlets have openly highlight-
ed, also influenced the approach of the US admin-
istration8. Europe’s largest economy, Germany, has 
shown little evidence of maintaining a strategic 
distance from Russia – not only failing to do so af-
ter the outbreak of war in Ukraine, but also contin-
uing to fall short amid the ongoing war. Of the 352 
German companies present in Russia prior to the 
large-scale invasion of Ukraine, only 68 have fully 
exited the Russian market9. A study published by 
the Kyiv School of Economics in August 2025 pre-
sents detailed evidence and data illustrating how 
Western businesses financed Russia’s aggression 
against Ukraine in 202410.

Another prevalent approach to the war in Ukraine, 
evident within US President Joe Biden’s adminis-
tration and still reflected in European Union polit-
ical summits, can be characterised as an idealis-
tic stance. At its core, this approach emphasises 
the pursuit of justice as a fundamental prerequi-
site for bringing the war in Ukraine to a close. In 
this regard, justice entails both the restoration of 
Ukraine’s territorial integrity and an international 
tribunal to prosecute those in the Kremlin respon-
sible for orchestrating Russia’s war crimes.

However, the idealism of those occupying the high-
est echelons of Western political power has been 
continually aligned with the actual stances of the 
states. For instance, in March 2022, US President 
Joe Biden declared that Putin could not remain in 
power11. This stance was, however, soon moder-
ated, as were the remarks of former US Secretary 
of State Antony Blinken and former Secretary of 
Defence Lloyd Austin regarding the goal of see-
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ing “Russia weakened to the degree that it can’t 
do the kinds of things that it has done in invad-
ing Ukraine”12. The idea of a Ukrainian victory and 
Russian defeat persisted in the thinking and rhet-
oric of many idealists for some time, up until Don-
ald Trump’s election as US president – but at the 
highest political level, spokespeople deliberately 
shifted to the far more tempered formulation that 
“Russia cannot win”.

The most hardline proponents of the idealist posi-
tion, often described as ‘hawks’, argue that without 
the restoration of international law – including the 
return of territories seized by Russia to Ukraine – 
and the enforcement of justice against Russia 
through an international tribunal, reparations and 
potentially even breaking up the nation into small-
er countries, a sustainable post-war security archi-
tecture would be impossible. They contend that in 
such a scenario, the West’s commitments under 
existing norms of international relations would 
ultimately be reduced to mere fiction. One of the 
most prominent advocates of the hawkish stance, 
EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy Kaja Kallas, publicly championed 
the idea of breaking Russia up prior to her appoint-
ment. According to some Western analysts and 
politicians, this viewpoint provides the Kremlin 
with a potent propaganda tool – the argument that 
it is the West, and Europe in particular, that poses 
a threat to Russia’s statehood13.

The present article outlines the two positions de-
scribed above regarding Europe’s potential rela-
tions with Moscow after the war in Ukraine: the 
pragmatic approach, aimed at maintaining busi-
ness-as-usual relations with Russia, and the ide-
alistic approach, which prioritises securing justice 
against the aggressor once the war ends. The 
pragmatic approach outlined in this article aligns 
closely with the orientation adopted by the Trump 
administration in its efforts to bring Moscow to 
the negotiating table and the war to a close. It also 
corresponds with the policy stances of certain 
European leaders, including Hungary’s Viktor Or-
bán and Slovakia’s Robert Fico, as well as parties 
across the political spectrum. These include the 
right-wing German AfD (Alternative for Germany) 
and left-leaning forces in Spain, which advocate for 
Europe to reconcile with Russia and resist arma-
ment on pacifist grounds. The idealistic approach, 

by contrast, is most clearly exemplified by the ap-
proach of the EU to Ukraine. Throughout 2025, this 
diverged from the US administration’s stance and 
is reflected in the policies of Kallas and von der 
Leyen. In summary, the policy can be characterised 
as relating to the normative enforcement of justice, 
an international tribunal for Putin and his associ-
ates, a categorical rejection of Moscow’s cease-
fire terms, the framing of the war as an ideological 
struggle between democracy and authoritarianism, 
and a refusal to make any concessions on interna-
tional law regarding territories seized by Russia14.

By presenting these two approaches as the prima-
ry alternatives, one can critically engage with the 
underlying assumptions and, using the dialectical 
method of classical political science, offer a third, 
alternative stance through deconstruction and 
counter-argumentation. This does not, however, 
represent merely a ‘middle ground’ between two 
extremes, but rather a third vertex in the triangle 
of political possibilities grounded in a distinct par-
adigm of political analysis and a different logic 
of reasoning than those underpinning the idealist 
and pragmatic approaches. The aim of this article 
is not only to demonstrate the feasibility and ad-
vantages of this third approach in relation to both 
reality and ideals, but also to highlight its poten-
tial vulnerabilities and the political challenges it 
presents, as well as proposing ways of address-
ing these challenges to achieve a more effective 
outcome – or, in the terms of Niccolò Machiavelli, 
“effectual truth” (verità effettuale)15.

Machiavelli’s concept of effectual truth, much 
like the Socratic dialectical method, serves as the 
foundational methodological premise of the pres-
ent paper. It draws a distinction between political 
realism and idealism, the latter of which often 
manifests in the West as the ideological promo-
tion – alongside the so-called export of democra-
cy – of values unsupported by tangible political or 
military power. These include formal international 
law without an enforcement mechanism, abstract 
human rights and theoretical humanitarian prin-
ciples. Harvey Mansfield, one of the foremost 
authorities on Machiavellian thought, describes 
effectual truth as grounded in factuality and re-
ality, writing: “Effectual truth could also be called 
‘factual truth’, as both fact and effect come from 
the Latin facere (to make, do).”16 This focus on fac-
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tuality and realism stands in direct opposition to 
the paradigm of political idealism, which frames 
Ukraine’s war with Russia – as well as the West’s 
support for Ukraine – as a global struggle between 
democracy and authoritarianism that must be pur-
sued until ultimate victory is secured.

In this context, the question of fairness becomes 
central, prompting the search for possible an-
swers. The pragmatic and idealistic approaches 
provide answers that risk complicating the post-
war order. The former may strip it of its moral 
foundation, reducing political reality to mere cal-
culation, while the idealist stance risks transform-
ing Ukraine into a stage for a perpetual ideological 
struggle – one that demands the blood of ordinary 
Ukrainians – rather than the stance of the Euro-
pean hawks, such as Kaja Kallas, who agitate on 
Ukraine’s behalf. According to Iuliia Mendel, for-
mer press secretary to Ukrainian president Volod-
ymyr Zelenskyy: “My country is bleeding out. Many 
who reflexively oppose every peace proposal be-
lieve they are defending Ukraine. With all respect, 
that is the clearest proof they have no idea what 
is actually happening on the front lines and inside 
the country right now.”17

Three possible 
approaches to relations 
with Russia
Nearly four years into the war in Ukraine, two large-
ly irreconcilable approaches to its possible out-
come have come to the fore: an idealistic one pri-
marily associated with Brussels, and a pragmatic 
one with a political centre of gravity that lies with 
the Trump administration in the United States and 
which is supported in Europe both by openly sym-
pathetic actors – such as certain right-wing polit-
ical forces – and by less overtly aligned groups, 
including businesses seeking to profit from en-
gagement with Russia. At the core of the idealist 
paradigm lies the moral dimension of politics and 
the pursuit of justice as a fundamental condition 
for establishing a lasting peace. By contrast, the 
pragmatic paradigm, while likewise invoking hu-
manitarian concerns and the moral imperative to 
end the loss of life, places the economic dimen-
sion at the forefront when envisioning the post-war 

order following a ceasefire. The following section 
discusses these two alternatives and proposes a 
third approach.

Economism and  
Wandel durch Handel

The slogan Wandel durch Handel (‘change through 
trade’) aptly encapsulates the approach to Russia 
pursued by former German chancellors Gerhard 
Schröder and Angela Merkel. When combined 
with the broader slogan Wandel durch Annäherung 
(‘change through rapprochement’), the character-
istic logic of the pragmatic approach to relations 
with Russia becomes apparent. Its underlying log-
ic is rather straightforward: Russia’s modernisa-
tion and gradual Westernisation can, and should, 
be pursued through close economic coopera-
tion  – and if tangible results are achieved, there 
are grounds for a sense of accomplishment. How-
ever, if it fails – as appeared to become increasing-
ly likely during Merkel’s final term in office – one 
can dismiss the outcome by insisting, for example, 
that projects like Nord Stream II are purely econom-
ic and divorced from politics. This conveniently 
ignores Russia’s political actions, whereby its im-
perial ambitions made evident by the annexation 
of Crimea and the war in Donbas could no longer 
be concealed by the earlier rhetoric of ‘reset’ pro-
moted during the leadership of the likes of Nicolas 
Sarkozy, Angela Merkel and Barack Obama.

In fact, paradoxically, despite the sharp criticisms 
directed at Germany during Trump’s first term over 
its perceived overreliance on Russia18, it is now 
the Trump administration that is pursuing a policy 
akin to that of Berlin’s previously-criticised stance 
towards economically pro-Russian strategies. 
Washington’s 2025 stance towards Russia, aimed 
at ending hostilities in Ukraine, reflects in both its 
internal logic and economic objectives a continua-
tion of Berlin’s long-standing approach, which pri-
oritises German business interests and industrial 
competitiveness over geopolitical challenges and 
moral considerations. The former German princi-
ple of Wandel durch Handel is now effectively be-
ing supplanted by the US maxim “it’s the economy, 
stupid”, which underpins Washington’s proposals 
for close economic cooperation with Moscow in 
exchange for peace in Ukraine.
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It is precisely this circumstance that permits us, 
through the dialectical method, to critically de-
construct the argument grounded in a pragmatic 
worldview concerning Europe’s, or the West’s, re-
lations with Russia after the war in Ukraine ends. 
This worldview, which is now seeing the mantle of 
pro-Russian economic pragmatism passed from 
Western Europe to Trump’s America in his second 
term, is beginning to unravel due to a clear internal 
contradiction. This relates to the idea that if Ger-
many’s ‘change through trade’ policy – which fo-
cused on economic engagement with Russia and 
was implemented until 2022 – was a mistake, as 
criticised by Europe and particularly Trump, then 
the Russia policy pursued by Trump’s emissaries 
in 2025 is an even greater mistake. This is all the 
more the case given everything Russia has done to 
Ukraine between 2022 and 2025. 

In fact, the principle of economism in relations 
with Russia discussed in this chapter, and bor-
rowed by the United States from Germany, is most 
clearly exemplified by the ideas communicated 
to Putin by Trump’s special envoy, Steve Witkoff, 
and by the rationale for this approach present-
ed to Western audiences. The mere fact that the 
extraordinary complexity of the Russia–Ukraine 
war has been entrusted to a businessman who is 
a billionaire with a limited knowledge of Russia, 
Ukraine or their bilateral relations, let alone politics 
more broadly, rather than to a professional diplo-
mat signals the triumph of narrow economism in 
Washington’s approach to Russia. Witkoff’s public 
statements offer further insight into the distinctive 
features of this pragmatic approach: in the final 
days of November 2025, he told ‘The Wall Street 
Journal’, “Russia has so many vast resources, vast 
expanses of land. If we do all that, and everybody’s 
prospering and they’re all a part of it, and there’s 
upside for everybody, that’s going to naturally be 
a bulwark against future conflicts there. Because 
everybody’s thriving.”19

The notion of a ‘bulwark’ due to everyone prosper-
ing leads directly into the realm of political ideas 
from which Europe’s pragmatic stance emerged 
and, between 2020 and 2022, led to a profound 
misunderstanding of Putin’s Russia and the hope 
that it could be modernised through close eco-
nomic ties with the West. It also underpins the cur-
rent Trump administration’s current policy, which, 

to echo ‘The Wall Street Journal’ headline, revives 
a slightly altered hippie slogan: ‘Make Money Not 
War’. This world of ideas is rooted in the princi-
ples of John Locke’s political philosophy, although 
Robert Kagan, in ‘Of Paradise and Power: America 
and Europe in the New World Order’, instead attrib-
utes the distinctiveness of the US geopolitical ap-
proach to the ideas of Thomas Hobbes. Nonethe-
less, some scholars who have devoted extensive 
study to the intellectual foundations of the United 
States recognise Locke’s influence as equal to, or 
even greater than that of Hobbes20. 

What is the relevance of all this within the broad-
er context of Europe–Russia relations? Firstly, 
Locke’s political philosophy, with its implied econ-
omism21 and its practical manifestation in the 
pragmatic approach to Russia, steers the West 
along a course of moral abandonment in which av-
arice and acquisitiveness take the place of forsak-
en ethical principles22. When this is combined with 
Hobbes’s view that self-preservation and fear are 
people’s primary and natural motivators, a portrait 
of the human condition emerges that aligns close-
ly with Hannah Arendt’s concerns about the as-
cendancy of Homo economicus or animal laborans. 
In such a scenario, the ideal of Homo politicus, ori-
ented towards the public good rather than private 
gain and guided by politically cultivated virtues, is 
notably absent23. Pierre Manent describes Locke 
as having a conception of humans as “the least of 
all creatures” and embodying the prototype of the 
liberal Homo economicus, for whom “the one great 
object retained by the imagination is the harmoni-
ous system of production and consumption” upon 
which a world of free trade is constructed, gov-
erned by an invisible hand24. What other kinds of 
trajectory for Europe’s development and societal 
evolution could prove even more advantageous 
for Putin’s Russia?

Lilia Shevtsova, formerly a senior political analyst 
at the Carnegie Moscow Center, demonstrated a 
clear understanding on this question. In an inter-
view conducted over a decade ago at an event in 
Vilnius on Moscow’s invasion of the Donbas region, 
she spoke candidly about the anxieties prevalent 
among Europeans, saying: “The West is reluctant to 
acknowledge the war between Ukraine and Russia, 
as doing so would necessitate a concrete response 
and corresponding action, given that the concept 
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of an aggressor is explicitly defined by the United 
Nations.” The West fears taking such measures 
and, as Shevtsova observed, Putin revels in this 
hesitation. She went on to comment on the West’s 
economism and greed, stating: “A political elite 
has emerged in the West that is convinced Russia 
must be engaged with, whatever the cost. This be-
lief among Westerners is further reinforced by the 
Kremlin’s investments in a powerful lobbying appa-
ratus operating in Brussels and the capitals of EU 
member states. Paradoxical as it may be, it is not 
merely Russia itself but the survival of the current 
Russian regime that interests wide-ranging sectors 
of politics, business, and culture in the West.”25

Shevtsova further observed that the West’s, and 
particularly the EU’s, response to the events in 
Ukraine exposes the fragility of liberalism. In her 
assessment, “the West is confronting a crisis in 
the effectiveness of the liberal societal model”26. 
She argues that this crisis stems from the West 
being guided not by the virtues of political wisdom 
and courage, but by interests rooted in greed and 
fear – the very motives of the economic man cele-
brated by Locke and Hobbes.

Advocates of a pragmatic approach to relations 
with Russia justify their stance on grounds of ra-
tionality, emphasising that ‘our focus must be on 
the future, not the past’. In other words, they per-
ceive the pursuit of justice merely as a form of re-
venge – an emotion that they feel should be miti-
gated rather than acted upon. They advocate for a 
‘rational’ re-engagement with Russia once the war 
concludes that eschews emotions and past griev-
ances, paving the way for renewed trade and eco-
nomic interdependence. This reasoning closely 
mirrors the logic that dominated Europe after the 
Cold War, with the conviction that economic inter-
dependence would lay the groundwork for lasting 
peace and serve as a safeguard against potential 
aggression.

However, Moscow’s aggression in Georgia in 2008, 
as well as in Donbas and Crimea in 2014, and in 
the full-scale invasion of Ukraine initiated by the 
Kremlin in 2022, have decisively discredited this 
belief and fundamentally weakened the rationale 
put forward by its advocates. Nevertheless, propo-
nents of the pragmatic approach continue to seek 
its reinstatement on the political agenda, treating 
it as a matter to be pursued routinely.

To embrace what has been denied in recent dec-
ades, one must deliberately set aside an inconven-
ient past and the uncomfortable historical facts it 
contains. The call to ‘focus on the future, not the 
past’ is thus far from a merely innocent intellec-
tual desire to address accumulated problems in 
the most peaceful and painless manner. Instead, 
it represents an attempt to construct a framework 
for interstate relations on a prop rather than a real 
foundation, lacking the most essential element for 
any lasting relationship – truth. In this context, the 
slogan ‘let’s not dwell on the past’ effectively func-
tions as a call to ‘forget the truth’.

The mistake in pragmatic oblivion is twofold. First-
ly, it overlooks the reality that economic interde-
pendence and pragmatic cooperation with Russia 
were among the factors that emboldened Moscow 
to pursue aggressive actions. The pragmatists’ 
insistence on the necessity of dialogue with the 
Kremlin served either as a veil for naivety or as 
an economic calculation, both of which ultimately 
contributed to creating the conditions for Europe’s 
bloodiest conflict in over half a century. Secondly, 
such an approach unjustifiably divorces politics 
from both history and morality: if Europe forgets 
Russia’s current aggression, as it has previous ex-
amples in Ukraine, Georgia and Chechnya, it risks 
signalling to the world that the West’s moral and 
political principles can be readily aligned with the 
interests of an aggressor whenever convenient.

No matter how strongly the European business 
lobby – the objectives of which, regrettably, may 
align with those of the Russian lobby – wishes 
to resume business as usual27, it is crucial to re-
member that this very principle has consistently 
steered Europe onto the wrong path. For exam-
ple, it ultimately culminated in the full-scale war in 
Ukraine in 2022, for which Europe was wholly un-
prepared. In this regard, the issue of pragmatism 
is not merely geopolitical, but fundamentally moral 
as well. A resumption of regular relations with Rus-
sia after the war would entail the erasure of moral 
memory, implying that war crimes such as the Bu-
cha massacre and the siege of Mariupol, as well 
as the abducted children and devastated cities 
were all consigned to history. They would be rel-
egated to the back pages, while attention shifted 
solely to ‘future-oriented’ negotiations focused on 
prices, tariffs, transit and joint business ventures. 
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Such economism would not merely be detached 
from the moral dimension, but would be actively 
hostile to it.

At the same time, this is not solely a matter of mo-
rality; instead, it represents geopolitical blindness 
in the form of a systemic error arising from the 
political myths and fads of the security-and-pros-
perity era, exemplified by slogans such as ‘Make 
Love Not War’ or the pragmatic stance reflected 
in ‘The Wall Street Journal’ headline, ‘Make Mon-
ey Not War’. German former chancellor Angela 
Merkel has come to symbolise these myths and 
fads precisely because she transformed them 
into a coherent ideology and policy embraced 
across much of Europe. However, the roots of this 
mindset run deeper, tracing back to the efforts of 
another former chancellor, Willy Brandt, to ease 
tensions with Moscow through economic engage-
ment and the political flirt of ‘Ostpolitik’. Even at 
that time, there existed a conviction that econom-
ism constituted the most effective political safe-
guard against the threat of war. That conviction 
endured beyond the collapse of the Soviet Union 
and has thrived in the 21st century as Berlin and 
its ideological allies propagated the political myth 
that Russia could be modernised through trade. 
Meanwhile, Russia has once again taken advan-
tage of the proliferation of ‘useful idiots’ within 
Europe’s political sphere, pursuing a markedly 
different agenda of modernising its military while 
profiting from Europe’s voluntary dependence.

In his book ‘The Technological Society’, Jacques 
Ellul observed that modern society has a tendency 
to subordinate all aspects of life to economic im-
peratives, including thought processes and dem-
ocratic decision-making28. Karl Polanyi offered a 
similar critique of economism, saying: “Nothing 
obscures our social vision as effectively as the 
economistic prejudice.”29 It is precisely this phe-
nomenon that has significantly facilitated the rise 
of the pragmatic paradigm in relations with Rus-
sia, initially in Europe and now in the United States.

Countering the influence of this paradigm requires 
both a new approach to Russia and a rethinking 
of the role of the economy in political life that de-
parts from the framework proposed by Locke’s 
political philosophy. A European policy grounded 
in economism and the pragmatic paradigm would 
render any post-war efforts to achieve justice in 

Ukraine not only challenging but ultimately futile. 
This is because it is impossible to implement, even 
in part, any course of action that contradicts the 
fundamental premise upon which it is based. This 
would cause justice to become unattainable, not 
merely because it is difficult to achieve, but be-
cause economism denies both the necessity and 
the very legitimacy of pursuing it.

Idealism and justice without  
the levers of power

While the pragmatic paradigm of relations with 
Russia poses a serious challenge to post-war set-
tlement options, the demand for justice – rooted 
not in geopolitical power nor the will to wield it, but 
in the idealistic paradigm – presents its own dif-
ficulties. This insistence on justice can act as an 
obstacle to providing effective aid and identifying 
a genuine path out of the bloody stalemate in war-
torn Ukraine, rather than serving merely as a living, 
ongoing European barrier against Russia. The pur-
suit via the idealistic paradigm of maximal justice 
for post-war Ukraine and Russia is rooted in the 
mistaken assumption that Russia can be defeated, 
punished and reformed in the manner of Nazi Ger-
many through an international tribunal to hold the 
instigators of war accountable. And while this max-
imalist approach may appear on the surface to be 
highly moral, it must nonetheless be recognised – 
following Machiavelli’s principle of verità effettu-
ale – that it is disconnected from reality. It rests 
on good intentions and lofty ideals rather than on 
any genuine political agenda; in other words, these 
principles have not been translated from political 
slogans into concrete political will and actionable 
implementation by any country or coalition. Max-
imalist calls for justice emanating from EU plat-
forms, positioned in opposition to the economism 
and pragmatism of the Trump administration, thus 
amount to little more than illusion and wishful 
thinking. As Machiavelli would put it, “for it is so 
far from how one lives to how one should live that 
he who lets go of what is done for what should be 
done learns his ruin rather than his preservation”30.

To grasp why the idealistic pursuit of maximal jus-
tice is failing, it is essential to recognise and care-
fully evaluate four key areas: the reality of Russia 
as a nuclear power; Russian society as a unique 
sociocultural entity that challenges Western value 



54

systems and epistemological assumptions; com-
plications arising from demonisation of the enemy, 
as analysed by Carl Schmitt; and, finally, Europe’s 
ambivalent position, in which a just war is being 
pursued, yet there is no genuine commitment to 
fighting for a just cause.

Firstly, in reference to ending the war, Russia can-
not be ‘defeated’ in the same manner as Germany 
in 1945. This fundamental distinction is frequently 
overlooked by those who adhere to the idealistic 
‘new Nuremberg’ paradigm. Nazi Germany, despite 
its aggression and totalitarian nature, lacked the 
capability to annihilate entire regions, or the entire 
world, in a single strike, even when its survival – 
or, more precisely, the survival of its regime, was 
at stake. As a nuclear state, Russia possesses the 
capacity to do precisely that, thus imposing clear 
limits on any maximal-justice initiative calling for 
regime change or the breakup of Russia – pro-
posals that, as Kallas publicly suggested not long 
ago, remain highly unrealistic. In other words, the 
type of justice that Western politicians and experts 
have been confidently proclaiming from high polit-
ical platforms since 2022 and grounded in an ide-
alistic paradigm is simply unattainable.

A second factor to consider, and one that is fre-
quently overlooked by idealist thinkers, is the dis-
tinctive nature of Russia’s social stratification. 
This structure renders society less akin to the ‘civil 
societies’ of democratic modernity and more com-
parable to a pre-modern class-based society – one 
that had already become atavistic in Europe during 
the first half of the 20th century with the advent 
of universal suffrage and economic democracy. 
Moreover, Russian society not only preserved its 
class-based character well into the 20th century 
but, as Richard Pipes notes, has always differed 
markedly from European societies, where law tra-
ditionally derived public authority from the people 
and the exercise of power was oriented toward jus-
tice: “Such ideas seeped into post-Roman Europe 
and distinguished its political institutions from all 
others in the world. A partnership was forged be-
tween rulers and ruled, a sense of common desti-
ny, that never disappeared from Europe. […] In Rus-
sia it never even appeared.”31

Following the Russian Revolution in 1917, the 
country merely grafted a new political leadership 
onto its societal structure, effectively dismantling 

the existing class-based elite and substituting 
it with an ideological elite. The new communist 
Russia provided its commoners with a notable 
product of the Age of Enlightenment – universal 
education – yet simultaneously denied them any 
meaningful political rights, thereby obstructing 
the development of a Western-style concept of 
civic spirit. Many contemporary Russian political 
scientists simply overlook this crucial fact, either 
because they do not recognise its significance or 
because they fail to perceive it altogether.

In this regard, Russian society – Putin’s essential 
war resource – should be understood less as a 
subject of political will or civic spirit, or as a col-
lective actor expressing public opinion, and more 
as a largely unthinking, nearly silent instrument. 
It resembles not the democratic societies of the 
West, but rather the old Soviet arms depots from 
which Moscow drew vast quantities of 20th-centu-
ry military hardware to supply the fronts in Ukraine. 
With respect to the so-called Russian society, the 
term ‘commoners’ is actually far more accurate 
than ‘society’. At this point, it is useful to return 
to Machiavelli’s perspective on political sociology 
and anthropology, conceiving society as sharply 
divided into two distinct strata: the nobility and 
the commoners, or the gentry and the ‘plebeians’. 
According to Machiavelli, the fundamental motiva-
tions guiding these two strata of society are entire-
ly distinct, with the upper classes seeking power 
and willing to make sacrifices and fight to attain it, 
while plebeians primarily desire to be left in peace 
and subjected to as little oppression as possible32.

Russian society remains class-based – not in a 
legal or formal political sense, but socially, anthro-
pologically and culturally – reflecting a pre-modern 
structure and the characteristics of its two compo-
nents as described by Machiavelli. It is predomi-
nantly comprised of what Machiavelli labels ‘com-
moners’, whose responses to government actions 
do not align with Western models of civil society. 
For Russian commoners, as for any commoners, 
what is termed ‘demobilisation’, or political apathy, 
is a natural condition. Like the plebeians described 
by Machiavelli, they simply wish to experience as 
little oppression as possible, preferring to be left 
alone rather than compelled into political partici-
pation. It is naive to expect such a depoliticised 
society to demonstrate the same level of political 
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responsibility typically demanded of democratic 
Western societies in relation to their choices, pref-
erences and allegiances – with commoners who 
remain loyal to their master or lord unable to be 
regarded as full subjects of political will.

In this regard, the notion of demanding justice 
from Russia as a society for the war in Ukraine also 
gives rise to legitimate doubts. Holding the entire 
nation responsible would be a mistake, closely 
linked to another misconception about Russia: 
that its society is capable of being democratised. 
The idealism asserting that  Russian society can 
be politically and civically responsible, with a voice, 
agency and political will – essentially designating 
it with the traits of a modern Western society and 
further assuming it can be democratised – is sim-
ply the product of an inability or unwillingness to 
truly understand Russia33.

The third and fourth elements of idealistic max-
imalism pertain to the concept of a ‘just war’ as 
a means for achieving true justice. On the one 
hand, it is essential to recognise the risks that may 
emerge from the practical application of this con-
cept – which, according to Schmitt, arise when one 
attempts to frame their cause as a holy war for ex-
alted ideals while simultaneously demonising the 
enemy. On the other hand, the European powers 
and the United States (until early 2025), despite in-
voking the principle of a just war in defence of fun-
damental values, have displayed little to no adher-
ence to that principle with regard to even a limited 
deployment of their forces in the conflict. Their de-
lays in supplying Kyiv with the requested essential 
weaponry contributed significantly to the failure of 
the Ukrainian counter-offensive in 202334.

Let us begin by considering Schmitt’s arguments 
against the demonisation of the enemy. According 
to him, this phenomenon occurs when war shifts 
from the battlefield and the sphere of politics into 
the moral realm of good and evil. He says: “Such a 
war is necessarily unusually intense and inhuman 
because, by transcending the limits of the political 
framework, it simultaneously degrades the enemy 
into moral and other categories and is forced to 
make of him a monster that must not only be de-
feated but also utterly destroyed. In other words, 
he is an enemy who no longer must be compelled 
to retreat into his borders only.”35 This idealistic 
logic of utterly destroying the enemy aligns with 

the perspective of European politicians like Kallas, 
who regard a future breakup of Russia as a desira-
ble objective. The notion of regime change, where-
by the West would export a democratic system 
to the country and, presumably, reinstate Putin’s 
currently exiled political opponents follows this 
same logic. Another European commissioner, c, 
has repeatedly stated publicly that Russia will not 
cease to be a threat to Europe unless it becomes 
democratic, framing democratisation as an aspi-
rational ideal36.

However, when Estonian or Lithuanian politicians 
openly call for war with Russia without proposing 
any territorial or other concessions, as Ukraine is 
being urged to do, this idealistic rhetoric appears 
to obscure the real conflict (Estonia against Rus-
sia, Lithuania against Russia) and replace it with 
an artificial one – humanity or humanism against 
Russia, democratic values against Russia, and so 
forth. Schmitt observed and criticised this tenden-
cy, noting how “value-oriented actors” attempt to 
conceal the true political dimension of the conflict 
and its real participants, substituting one of the 
parties with an abstract ideal, such as ‘for the sake 
of democracy’, ‘for the sake of justice’ and ‘for the 
sake of humanity’. “The justification of war does 
not reside in its being fought for ideals or norms of 
justice, but in its being fought against a real ene-
my,” says Schimtt37.

According to Schmitt, an entity such as humanity 
cannot wage war because it has no enemies, at 
least on our planet: “The concept of humanity ex-
cludes the concept of the enemy, because the en-
emy does not cease to be a human being. The fact 
that wars are fought in the name of humanity does 
not contradict this simple truth; on the contrary, it 
gives it a more intense political meaning. When a 
state fights its political enemy in the name of hu-
manity, it is not a war for the sake of humanity, but 
a war wherein a particular state seeks to usurp a 
universal concept against its military opponent. It 
tries to identify itself with humanity in the same 
way as one can misuse peace, justice, progress, 
and civilization in order to claim these as one’s 
own and to deny the same to the enemy.”38 Schmitt 
quotes Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, who argued that 
whoever invokes humanity wants to cheat. Both 
Proudhon and Schmitt would urge today’s ideal-
ists, who champion justice yet hesitate to take the 
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field in the name of their states’ policies, to con-
front their own enemy – not the enemy of abstract 
justice – under the banner of their own country, 
and to be willing to sacrifice themselves rather 
than others in pursuit of that cause.

Schmitt writes: “The present theory of just war 
aims to discriminate against the opponent who 
wages unjust war. War becomes an ‘offense’ in 
the criminal sense, and the aggressor becomes a 
‘felon’ in the most extreme criminal sense: an out-
law, a pirate.”39 The issue lies in the idealistic para-
digm, which condemns the aggressor and frames 
war within the context of criminal law; it does not, 
however, guarantee the presence of an authority 
to ensure the restoration of legality or to appro-
priately sanction those who breach the law. In the 
case of Russian aggression, therefore, the pursuit 
of justice serves less to discipline the offender 
and more to discredit the principle of justice itself, 
which cannot be guaranteed.

The argument, grounded in an idealistic paradigm, 
that Ukraine must fight until victory thus ultimately 
turns against itself and collapses. This is because 
if universal justice and other ideals truly demand 
this, then Europe’s role should be to help Ukraine 
achieve victory and not to assist in a protracted 
loss of lives and territory, merely at a marginally 
slower pace than would occur without its support. 
Yet the manner and extent of the region’s backing 
for Ukraine resembles cynical pragmatism more 
than idealism, as a human shield deployed at mini-
mal cost in money and arms rather than a commit-
ment inspired by the pursuit of justice.

In his book ‘If Russia Wins’, published in autumn 
2025, Carlo Masala describes a scenario in which 
an armistice agreement is reached in a form that 
is unacceptable to Moscow, leaving the front line 
as a mere demarcation line that represents a “Rus-
sian victory” and “Ukrainian capitulation”40. This 
raises a simple question: in the author’s view, who 
should and could secure such favourable condi-
tions for Ukraine, even if what happens to them is 
labelled a ‘capitulation’? Europe could bring about 
this outcome only if its countries were to actively 
enter the war and assist Ukraine in achieving victo-
ry on the battlefield. Yet European idealism and the 
rhetoric of justice seem to imply that Ukrainians 
must continue fighting alone, without even ade-
quate support in terms of money41 or weapons42.

Outline of the third path

An analysis of the two prevailing approaches 
to relations with Russia – the pragmatic and the 
idealistic – demonstrates that neither offers a ro-
bust foundation for a coherent European strategy 
towards Russia, whether in the present context or 
after the war in Ukraine. The pragmatic paradigm, 
which minimises ethical considerations and prior-
itises economic interests over political judgment, 
risks perpetuating the very mistakes that culminat-
ed in the 2022 outbreaks. By contrast, the idealist 
paradigm overlooks practical realities, reducing pol-
itics to a forum for moral pronouncements, where 
those who espouse lofty ideals possess neither the 
instruments of power nor the political determina-
tion to transform their declarations into a coherent 
and actionable strategy. In addition to these two 
‘blind spots’ – the moral and the political – exists 
an alternative, third path. This approach does not 
seek a compromise between the two extremes, but 
rather proposes a distinct, autonomous paradigm 
grounded in an analytical framework independent 
of conventional approaches.

The third path echoes Machiavelli, resting on the 
fundamental principle that politics must remain an-
chored in reality rather than subordinated to lofty 
ideals, while simultaneously retaining its moral di-
mension. It holds that justice should not be treated 
as an abstract alternative to an unpleasant political 
reality, nor should it be sacrificed to the dictates of 
pragmatic economic interests. In addition, Euro-
pean security cannot hinge either on fantasies of 
Russia’s collapse, fragmentation and democratisa-
tion, or on commercial priorities that would be best 
served by erasing the past by overlooking the ori-
gins of the war, the aggressor’s political character 
and the crimes committed, and approaching the fu-
ture as if starting with a tabula rasa. It is a path that 
compels Europe to confront the situation as it truly 
is, rather than as we might wish it to be, embodying 
a form of realism in which the demands of reality 
take precedence over ideals or Kantian imperative. 
Yet in the context of this realism, classical political 
science underscores that morality cannot be sepa-
rated from politics43.

A grounded, pragmatic understanding of justice 
is essential to this approach. This would acknowl-
edge that the maximalist ambitions of establishing 



57

a new Nuremberg-style tribunal and fully restoring 
Ukraine’s territorial integrity are not achievable at 
present due to the previously outlined objective 
constraints. However, a realistic approach to jus-
tice does not entail forsaking its principles alto-
gether; rather, justice must be grounded in political 
reality and based on what is feasible in the present 
moment, rather than on maximalist demands that 
the West lacks both the power and the political will 
to realise.

Until Russia undergoes a fundamental transforma-
tion of its imperial ambitions and mindset, the West 
must preserve the distance imposed by sanctions 
and maintain a regime of isolation from Moscow, 
entailing non-cooperation in numerous critical are-
as – much as was the case with the USSR following 
its invasion of Afghanistan, prior to the radical re-
forms introduced under Mikhail Gorbachev. In seek-
ing justice after the war, the West must prioritise 
the practical and political aspects of justice over its 
idealistic or psychological dimensions, with Europe 
and the United States pursuing a form of justice 
that eschews persecution, retribution, punishment 
or vengeance. This would not comprise a repetition 
of the Treaty of Versailles or the Nuremberg trials, 
but a process that aims for a practical, profound 
transformation in Moscow akin to the reforms initi-
ated by Gorbachev between 1985 and 1989.

Another crucial aspect of this alternative approach 
is the explicit recognition, precise identification and 
thorough understanding of Russia as a long-term 
strategic adversary of the West, both politically and 
intellectually. This approach rests on several signif-
icant assumptions and presents a series of consid-
erable challenges. At the heart of this perspective 
lies a thesis advanced by Edward Crankshaw, a 
20th-century British expert on Russia and former 
intelligence officer, in his book ‘Russia by Daylight’ 
during the early years of the Cold War: “The first 
thing to do in any conflict is to define the enemy. 
Only then can we decide what the conflict is about; 
and until we know what we are fighting, and why, 
we shall not get very far.”44 A more profound and rig-
orous analysis of Russia than has previously been 
undertaken must become a central intellectual and 
political priority for Europe, forming the foundation 
for a strategy towards the country grounded in a 
realist paradigm. The Western approach to Russia, 
shaped by liberal economic principles, has largely 

neglected such analysis, with a focus placed on 
material gains rather than on understanding and 
perception. Conversely, a moralising approach 
tends to frame Russia chiefly as a subject for con-
demnation rather than one for careful analysis.

The greatest challenge along this path lies in the 
fact that Russia has, for a long time, deliberately 
and skilfully misrepresented itself, constructing a 
self-image for the West that bears little relation to 
reality. Putin’s Russia is by no means the first, nor 
the most extraordinary, instance in which Moscow 
has successfully misled the West about its true 
nature and intentions, employing such deception 
repeatedly throughout history. That includes the 
period in the mid-20th century, immediately follow-
ing the Bolshevik Revolution, and even earlier – not 
merely under the Romanov dynasty, which began 
in 1613, but also during the Rurikid era marked by 
one of the most brutal periods of despotism in Eu-
rope45. As French scholar Alain Besançon demon-
strates in his book ‘Holy Rus’ ’, lying has been both 
the alpha and omega of the Russian political mind-
set, persisting from the 15th century to the pres-
ent day: “The art of lying is as old as Russia itself. 
Custine and Michelet likewise regarded lying as a 
defining characteristic of Russia.”46

One of the Kremlin’s most notable propaganda tac-
tics, grounded in lying, is the repeated portrayal of 
Russia solely as a ‘people’, culture, land or spiritual 
centre, while deliberately omitting its position as a 
state defined by the fundamental attributes of po-
litical organisation and governance. The political 
system is reduced to a mere formality, as a quiet 
epiphenomenon with little connection to the true 
nature of Russia that continually puts itself in a 
position of seeking Western approval. By relegat-
ing this system and the identity it embodies to the 
shadows, the Russian government presents itself 
to the West as little more than a ‘Potemkin village’, 
or a façade designed to hide undesirable character-
istics. Spirituality and culture are placed in the fore-
ground, as well as a professed affinity for the West, 
trade, friendship, and even a taste for waltzing in 
Austria. At the same time, the political regime, with 
all its crimes and corruption, remains obscured be-
neath this veneer. In Besançon’s words, “They re-
lied on lies to conceal their failures [...], beginning 
with foreigners, [...] until lying to foreigners became 
a profession.”47
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This entrenched practice of professional lying 
poses a significant challenge to the West when it 
comes to determining its strategy towards Russia 
after the war. This is heightened by the fact that 
both the Kremlin and certain émigré opponents of 
Putin, often referred to as ‘liberal opposition’, have 
for a while now sought to subtly pave the way for 
Russia’s reintegration into Europe, promoting the 
narrative of the country as a historical, civilisa-
tional and inseparable part of the region and the 
wider Western world. What risk does this portrayal 
of Russia pose for the unsuspecting Western au-
dience? Primarily, by promoting a model of recon-
ciliation based on a ‘shared history’, it functions 
in much the same way as the earlier concept of 
‘change through trade’ (Wandel durch Handel). Just 
as the economic approach ultimately served Rus-
sia more than the West – facilitating its imperial 
ambitions and fostering Europe’s energy and, thus, 
political dependence – the narrative of ‘Russia as 
part of Europe’ risks similarly ensnaring the region 
not through commerce this time, but through the 
manipulation and indoctrination of misled audi-
ences, societies and information consumers.

Russia is not, has never been, and is unlikely to 
become part of Europe or the West for the fore-
seeable future. This view is echoed by Keir Giles, 
a contemporary expert on the country who focus-
es on this view in his book ‘Moscow Rules: What 
Drives Russia to Confront the West’. In this work, 
he states, among other points, that: “The general 
conclusion, based not only on the history of the 
last twenty-five years, but on entire centuries, is 
that better relations with Moscow cannot be based 
on the assumption that it will change in the near 
future. The fundamental thing we must recognize 
in order to have a stable and realistic relationship 
is that Russia is not and never has been part of the 
West. It has no assumptions, goals and values in 
common with the West.”48 A comparable perspec-
tive – that Russia and its society, with their distinc-
tive political culture and mindset, constitute a polit-
ical entity entirely alien to the West, meaning they 
cannot be fully understood or analysed by Western 
standards – was articulated in the early years of 
the Cold War by both the aforementioned Crank-
shaw49 and Swiss thinker Gonzague de Reynold50.

Russia, which, in the words of Besançon, consist-
ently lies and repeatedly deceives Western intel-

lectuals and politicians, presents a challenge that 
the West has struggled to confront for centuries. 
In ‘Holy Rus’ ’, he recounts how French and other 
Western European intellectuals of the 18th centu-
ry were captivated by the allure of Russia, a trend 
that has persisted into the present. To confront 
this challenge, Europe must preserve not only an 
economic, political and moral distance from Rus-
sia, but also a clear intellectual separation. Peter 
Pomerantsev has warned of the risks associat-
ed with failing to maintain such distance, saying: 
“There is one fundamental difference between the 
propaganda of Soviet Russia and that of contem-
porary Russia. For the Soviets, the notion of truth 
still retained significance, even when they resorted 
to falsehoods. Soviet propaganda went to great 
lengths to ‘prove’ that the Kremlin’s theories or dis-
information narratives were grounded in fact.  [...] 
In contemporary Russia, by contrast, the very no-
tion of truth has become entirely irrelevant. [...] 
Having perfected the fusion of authoritarian con-
trol with elements of entertainment culture, the 
Kremlin has become particularly adept at crafting 
and disseminating its narratives. [...] The aim of 
this new propaganda [...] is not to change Western 
narratives but to destroy them.”51

In Pomerantsev’s view, Russia is effectively ex-
porting its own model of reality manipulation. 
Here, the West encounters an additional signifi-
cant challenge in the shape of the pervasive rel-
ativism that has taken hold across the public 
sphere, particularly within academia and the me-
dia52. The emerging Western notion that objective 
truth does not exist, that everyone has ‘their truth’, 
and consequently that Russia’s narrative is merely 
one among many, plays directly into the Kremlin’s 
propaganda strategy. “As the Kremlin’s propagan-
da campaign intensifies, the West is confronting a 
crisis of confidence in the very notion of ‘truth’ – 
a crisis that has been a long time coming,” says 
Pomerantsev. “When consensus on reality-based 
policy erodes, it creates a vacuum that is highly 
susceptible to exploitation. This is exactly the op-
portunity the Kremlin seeks to exploit.”53 

Amid the erosion of truth and the ascendancy of 
relativism, which Pomerantsev identifies as one 
of Russian propaganda’s most significant suc-
cesses in undermining the Western narrative, the 
necessity of a third path between idealism and 
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economism in relations with Russia, as explored 
in this chapter, becomes evident. If the West can 
no longer distinguish between objective truth and 
subjective opinion – each claimed as one of many 
‘truths’ – or between history and its politically mo-
tivated reinterpretations, it risks losing not only its 
guiding reference points, but also the very capaci-
ty to resist the Russia’s lie machine. Among other 
objectives, the third path must thus restore the pri-
macy of reality and truth by steadfastly advocating 
a conscious return to factual accuracy, historical 
memory and the Western cultural framework in so-
cieties increasingly influenced by relativism. This 
may appear merely a call to read books, which is 
indeed part of it, ideally encouraging engagement 
with the most rigorous and substantial texts availa-
ble; yet it is also a call to broaden our focus beyond 
geopolitical calculations and the complexities of 
international relations to encompass sources of 
intellectual resistance.

When Besançon observes that lying in Russia has 
evolved from a mere instrument into a cultural 
norm, he is offering more than a rhetorical com-
ment; it is a practical warning that uncritically 
trusting the cultural and political output of such a 
state without robust cultural safeguards can result 
in a premature ‘brain death’, as French President 
Emmanuel Macron once described NATO as ex-
periencing. One of the most striking distinctions 
between the realist paradigm and the other two 
approaches lies here, with the third path operating 
on the premise that notions of good, evil and jus-
tice can only function in politics when grounded 
in hard power, yet retaining their legitimacy over 
the elites and broader society solely if they remain 
anchored to a normative moral framework rather 
than drifting untethered. In other words, the moral 
compass must be firmly rooted in political reality 
and the practice of every European politician, rath-
er than existing fleetingly in rhetorical speeches 
or the transient emotions of voters, who either be-
lieve in or are disillusioned by such arguments.

This moral compass also entails a new approach 
to how narratives are shaped and understood 
within Western societies. The previously noted 
tendency to regard Russian culture and literature 
as a civilisational treasure, often divorced from its 
political context, is increasingly being wielded as 
a dangerous tool by the adversary. This romanti-

cised view of Russian culture allows the country 
to wield soft power with ease, seamlessly shift-
ing from the Kremlin’s disreputable policies to the 
more appealing realm of ‘spirituality’. The third 
path advocates a distinct approach, calling for the 
separation of culture from geopolitics not to in-
dulge, as the Kremlin would wish, in a world of au-
tonomous cultural enjoyment, but to preserve the 
capacity for a clear-eyed, rigorous and unromanti-
cised understanding of Russian politics unclouded 
by cultural sentiments. Culture can and should be 
international, yet it is crucial to recognise when it 
is manipulated as a pretext by the Kremlin to con-
struct ideological narratives of ‘our Europe’ within 
which Russia has always been an integral part.

Another fundamental principle of the paradigm 
under consideration demanded by the logic of the 
third path is a realistic evaluation of threats, serv-
ing as a prerequisite for the long-term and sustain-
able resilience of societies. The recent discussion 
by NATO commanders regarding a potential Rus-
sian attack within the next few years that may be 
aimed at testing the alliance’s solidarity, can be 
interpreted in two distinct ways. On the one hand, 
such statements serve to mobilise societies, jus-
tify an increase in defence spending, and encour-
age financial contributions; on the other, they risk 
inflaming public imagination, heightening fear and 
transforming a hypothetical threat into a perpet-
ual anticipation of war and persistent anxiety. In 
many respects, this serves to undermine both the 
political will to resist and collective determination 
instead of strengthening them. When people are 
repeatedly told that war is inevitable, they may be-
gin to feel that their efforts are futile and that any 
additional sacrifices they make are meaningless. 
The inclination to invest in defence may thus actu-
ally diminish rather than increase.

The third path entails a different approach, where-
by threat assessments should be dynamic and 
grounded in factual evidence, while also convey-
ing to the public that military build-ups represent a 
deliberate peacetime political commitment rather 
than a belated governmental response to an im-
pending crisis. The same holds when it comes to 
the objective of NATO countries to allocate 5% of 
GDP to defence, as well as usher in the potential 
reinstatement of conscription in states where it 
was previously discontinued. In other words, such 
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commitments should be integrated into the rou-
tine functioning of democracies, as they were in 
the birthplace of democracy, ancient Athens, rath-
er than serving as a reflexive response to alarmist 
talk of war.

At a time when economism tends to dangle a car-
rot before Russia, while idealism instinctively re-
sorts to a stick, the third-path paradigm balances 
both approaches. However, it is crucial to recog-
nise that the ‘carrot and stick’ policy should not be 
reduced to a simplistic mechanism in which every 
aggressive action by Russia is instantly punished 
and the slightest withdrawal from its imperial am-
bitions is automatically rewarded. Europe should 
base its actions not on isolated incidents or sym-
bolic gestures, but on overarching trends and the 
broader framework of political strategy. For in-
stance, if the Russian armed forces exhibit relative 
restraint after the war, yet the Kremlin persists with 
disinformation campaigns, hybrid attacks, the brib-
ery of European politicians and aggressive energy 
diplomacy, this should not be interpreted as peace, 
but rather as an ongoing offensive. Conversely, if 
Russia, even under a non-democratic system, be-
gins to cultivate a political culture aligned with that 
of the civilised world and the political expressions 
of imperial expansionism steadily diminish, this 
would signal the possibility of gradually normalis-
ing relations and cautiously exploring the restora-
tion of cooperation, at least in selected areas.

All of the strategic orientations outlined, along 
with their supporting arguments and evaluations 
of forthcoming challenges, would be incomplete 
without incorporating the morality dimension – a 
factor that has, until now, been largely overlooked 
and neglected in dealings with Russia. After all, 
from 2022 to the present day, hundreds of thou-
sands of Ukrainians have either lost their lives or 
endured immense suffering, largely because the 
West was both unable and unwilling to deter the 
aggressor in a timely and effective way. The third 
path would thus demand not only political maturi-
ty from Europeans, supplanting the infantilism that 
has often prevailed, but also a moral revival in the 
shape of a return to a form of politics informed by 
the ethical principles emphasised in classical po-
litical philosophy.

Conclusions
This article demonstrates how and why Western 
political thought has been caught between prag-
matism, which presents itself as neutral yet often 
favours the aggressor, and idealism, which claims 
moral authority in support of the powerless. The 
pragmatic approach to relations with Russia, root-
ed in the illusion of ‘change through trade’ and 
Locke’s concept of Homo economicus, has drawn 
Europeans into economic dependence on the ag-
gressor, deterred them from taking essential polit-
ical decisions and obscured the truth behind fears 
of questionable relevance concerning a potential 
Third World War. Conversely, idealistic politics has 
often relied on lofty rhetoric from speakers advo-
cating grand notions such as a reprise of Nurem-
berg, strict adherence to international law, Russia’s 
defeat and the restoration of Ukraine’s territorial 
integrity. These ideals are aimed at achieving max-
imal, yet at times almost incomprehensible justice 
with minimal resources and even less actual pow-
er. Furthermore, the idealistic approach largely dis-
regards the reality of Russia being a nuclear state 
and its regime’s capacity to absorb losses, implicit-
ly suggesting that Ukrainian soldiers should contin-
ue to perish on the front lines so that the West can 
claim a symbolic victory in the global contest be-
tween authoritarianism and democracy. The ideas 
behind both approaches have proved convenient, 
one enabling financial gain, and the other allow-
ing individuals to take pride in their moral stance. 
Neither approach, however, effectively safeguards 
Ukraine nor strengthens European security.

The realist paradigm – or Europe’s third path, the 
principles of which are outlined in the final sec-
tion of this article – calls for recognising past 
mistakes, rejecting the illusions fostered by both 
economic pragmatism and idealism in dealing 
with Russia as an aggressor, and urgently restor-
ing Europe’s military and industrial capabilities. 
This path does not align with attempts to integrate 
Russia into the community of democracies, as 
such efforts are futile in light of the distinctive, en-
during and historically deep-rooted nature of the 
country’s political tradition. Nor does this path rely 
on moral slogans, for in politics, morality without 
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the instruments of power amounts to little more 
than empty prayer. Rather than indulging in this, 
the realist paradigm advocates for the systemic 
isolation and deterrence of Russia, measures that 
would substantially diminish Moscow’s capacity to 
exert influence over the West. This approach also 
entails strengthening societal resilience through 
systematic, targeted education and cultural initi-
atives. Furthermore, it comprises candid dialogue 
with European citizens about the nature of Russia, 
what to anticipate from the country’s actions and 
why significantly greater investment in defence is 
essential, even if the likelihood of war remains low.

Europe must recognise that its future hinges on its 
capacity to remain firmly in tandem with the princi-
ples of Western civilisation. In this line of thinking, 
as in the era of classical political thought in an-
cient Athens, politics and morality operate in con-
cert with hard power and economic resources, yet 
do not become subservient to war54 or economic 

interests55. Neither do they become dependent on 
the ambitions of local führers, as in Russia, nor on 
the greed of domestic business, as exemplified 
by figures such as Angela Merkel and Gerhard 
Schröder in Germany. This means it is long over-
due to move beyond Fukuyama’s notion of the ‘end 
of history’ and embrace Machiavelli’s principle of 
‘effectual truth’, whereby politics and morality are 
not intended to be merely admirable in appearance, 
but also to operate effectively in practice. This 
thinking implies that European politicians, public 
intellectuals and other influential figures should 
abandon the idealisation of globalisation and the 
liberal order, whereby the ‘left’ – rooted in Kantian 
thought during the 20th century as liberal ideology 
gained ascendancy – steered the West towards 
overly idealistic ambitions and confined aspects 
of Locke’s tradition within the narrow confines of 
economism. The realist paradigm provides a path-
way beyond both of these deadlocks.
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“Diplomats make international life possible in much the same way as 
‘free-floating infinitesimal aquatic plants known as phytoplankton’ are 
responsible for a quarter of the oxygen we breathe. It is the activities 
of diplomats and consular officers around the world that ‘day in and 
day out, indeed hour in and hour out, get much of the world’s affairs 
rationally attended to.” (Smith Simpson in Paul Sharp (1999))

Paul Sharp, one of the most prominent scholars of 
diplomacy, with the help of practitioner and writer 
Robert Smith Simpson, has drawn the attention of 
his readers to the importance of diplomats’ every-
day work. The latter mostly tend to remain in the 
shadows of foreign ministers, premiers and pres-
idents, who, in the public eye, define foreign poli-
cy. Many diplomats think of themselves as ‘mere 
technocrats’ or simple ‘messengers’ of whatever 
their ‘Capitals’ tell them to say or do, humbly prac-
ticing ‘self-effacement’, as pointedly observed and 
conceptualised by Iver Neumann (2005). Diplo-
mats are the invisible agents who often remain 
forgotten when foreign policies are analysed and 
national interests assessed.

Meanwhile, it is diplomats, ambassadors, special 
envoys, mediators and negotiators who define the 
concrete wording of international agreements, look 
out for opportunities for cooperation and alert their 
governments about dangerous signs of conflict, 
acting as an interface with the international realm, 
embodying their own state in the eyes of ‘the other’ 
and depicting ‘the foreign’ to their domestic publics. 
Capable and respected diplomats often have the 
ear of politicians, ministers and presidents, and in-
fluence political decision-making, sometimes quite 
directly. When they have the trust of the Capital and 
knowledge of their field, they can expand possibili-
ties, achieve breakthroughs and constructively con-
tribute to the strengthening of their states.
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In the Baltic states, for example, from 1990 (and 
earlier in some respects), diplomats have been 
instrumental in communicating a tailored image 
of their states to European bureaucrats and US 
congressmen, confirming their worthiness to in-
tegrate Euro-Atlantic institutions (Kuus 2007). On 
the home front, they have actively convinced their 
parliaments, governments and societies to take 
action to live up to the standards necessary for 
Western eyes. In Russia, Yeltsin’s Ministry of For-
eign Affairs was run by the liberal-minded Andrei 
Kozyrev, who thought that Russia had to become a 
‘civilised’ country – that is, similar to nations in the 
Western world (Kozyrev 1992a). Although foreign 
policymaking in the Russian Federation of the ear-
ly 1990s was messy and it was difficult to meas-
ure the exact influence that the popularly called 
‘Westernisers’ (Light 1996, Arbatov 1993) had on 
the development of the Russian state, the country 
was mostly cooperative with the West as long as 
Kozyrev was in place, even in spite of strong inter-
nal pressure from the conservative and reaction-
ary camps.1 

The exposure of Soviet diplomats to countries 
in the West, where people exercise freedom and 
lead prosperous lives, resulted in the formation 
of a number of personalities who, after gaining 
prominence in decision-making circles, had a 
positive impact on developments within Russia. 
Many of Gorbachev’s reformers in the late 1980s, 
for example, were related in many ways to the lib-
eralising activities of the Problems of Peace and 
Socialism journal in 1960s Prague, or worked at 
research institutes with openings to foreign dem-
ocratic states, such as IMEMO (the Institute of 
World Economy and International Relations) and 
ISKAN (the Institute for US and Canadian Stud-
ies) (Momzikoff-Markoff 2020). Personalities like 
Andrei Kovalev, who worked in the Soviet Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs in the final years of its existence, 
contributed to many positive developments, such 
as pushing through the organisation of the CSCE 
(Conference on Security and Co-operation in Eu-
rope) Human Dimension Conference in Moscow in 
1991, when no one else in the capital seemed to 
care (Kovalev 2017).

The internalisation of diplomatic experiences and 
their transformation into policy effects is not au-
tomatic, of course, but what it illustrates for sure 

is that diplomats, as professionals in one of the 
key ministries of their governments, contribute a 
good deal not only to the way their states relate to 
the world, but also to state-building itself. Study-
ing contemporary Russian diplomacy can give us 
some insights into how this part of the country’s 
elite guides (or not) foreign policy, and how it en-
sures an interface between Russia and the rest of 
the world. Does it function as a flexible medium 
that facilitates mutual understanding with foreign 
entities, or is it simply a technical messenger for 
insulated decision-making within the Kremlin’s 
walls? Is it capable (and will it be in the future) 
to effectively translate the expectations that the 
outside world has for Russia to enable genuine 
interaction and subsequent adaptation, based on 
factual information and analysis, or will it simply 
strengthen the stereotypes born in decision-mak-
ers’ heads in Moscow?

Understanding Russia’s 
diplomatic service
The starting point of our analysis is the moment 
around and after Russia’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine in February 2022, giving a picture of the 
condition of the nation’s diplomacy after three 
decades of its reformed existence since the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union. At this crucial moment, 
it became clear that the Russian Ministry of For-
eign Affairs (MFA) was entirely cut out of the deci-
sion-making process in relation to the start of the 
war, proving to be ignored, if not despised by the 
Kremlin. Nevertheless, only a surprisingly small 
number of Russian diplomats quit the service in 
protest at such a turn of events, most of them en-
during a flood of criticism and isolation from their 
(mostly, but not exclusively, Western) peers, and 
later staunchly, sometimes aggressively, defend-
ing the Kremlin’s mendacious narrative, projection 
propaganda and covering-up of war crimes.

It is puzzling why Russian diplomats behave in this 
way – but what drives their unquestioning loyalty 
to their country’s government, and how did they ar-
rive at this situation? What can this teach us about 
the wider role that these diplomats play in the 
overall order of the Russian state and about their 
possible influence in future developments?
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To find possible answers to these questions, we 
should first look at general Russian diplomatic 
culture, examining what kind of training and ex-
periences have formed their identity and behav-
iour over the past decades. Also, who are these 
diplomats and how do they approach their profes-
sional tasks? Furthermore, we should investigate 
current Russian diplomatic activities, in terms of 
what they comprise during times of war, how they 
project their foreign policy narrative in various 
multilateral and bilateral diplomatic spaces, and 
what their role is at present, when much of the 
Western world has limited diplomatic cooperation 
with Russia?

Studying diplomacy is not an easy task, while do-
ing that for Russian diplomacy is even more com-
plicated, given that it is a highly closed system 
that is wary of academic solicitors and unwilling 
to share private insights with researchers. Some 
information does, however, enter into the public 
domain. There are a few academic studies about 
Russian foreign policy decision-making networks 
and the most influential personalities within Putin’s 
system (Kryshtanovskaya, White 2011), as well as 
about the organisation of the MFA and its place 
in the Russian institutional foreign-policy set-up 
(Obitchkina 2019; Terry et al. 2020). A few authors 
have attempted to find out who Russia’s diplomats 
are and what motivates young diplomatic recruits 
(Biberman 2011, Liik 2019). Martin Müller (2009) 
has written about the training of diplomats at the 
prestigious Moscow State Institute of Internation-
al Relations (MGIMO), while Victor Violier (2023) 
has studied the Russian policy of administrative 
personnel. There are also memoirs, perhaps the 
most interesting of which is Boris Bondarev’s ac-
count of his experience as a mid-level diplomat 
in Russia over the last 20 years (Bondarev 2023). 
This material is supplemented with interviews, 
mostly with Western diplomats who have worked 
with Russian colleagues and shared stories about 
their encounters. It is like studying Russian diplo-
macy in the mirror, in which hypotheses cannot be 
completely confirmed but intelligent and fairly ac-
curate guesses can be made. 

The Russian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs between 
continuity and change
The current iteration of the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs of the Russian Federation was established in 
autumn 1990, when Andrei Kozyrev, a liberal-mind-
ed young Soviet diplomat, offered his services to 
Boris Yeltsin. The MFA was small and employed 
a variety of professional diplomats and activists 
(such as human rights defenders Sergei Kovalev 
and Vyacheslav Bakhmin) (Kozyrev 2019). After 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Soviet Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs was merged with the Russian 
MFA and most of the diplomats were transferred 
under the aegis of minister Kozyrev. Even though 
numerous discussions were organised, articles 
written and speeches given about the ‘Trans-
formed Russia in the New World’, (Kozyrev 1992b) 
a truly new and consolidated foreign policy vision 
with a cooperative outlook towards the former ide-
ological enemy in the West did not emerge. The 
foreign policymaking was messy, with many new 
institutions responsible for coordination and de-
cision-making within the government, presidential 
administration and parliament (Arbatov 1993, Mal-
colm 1995). Many ideas, some liberalising, some 
conservative and reactive, were circulating, failing 
to produce a clear vision for Russia in the world. 
When Yevgeny Primakov took over the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs in 1996, he criticised Kozyrev as an 
amateur who had no understanding of national in-
terests (Gressani, Khilko 2017).

It is difficult to say what percentage of the Russian 
diplomats were reform-minded or conservative in 
the new foreign ministry, but some illustrative ex-
amples show that Soviet-style post-colonial think-
ing was still shaping the mindsets of many. In July 
1992, Trofimov, who was first secretary in the legal 
department, wrote an article on the Baltic states 
that accused them of ‘artificially’ constructing an 
image of Russia as an enemy and warning them 
not to anger the country because it was powerful 
enough to punish them (Trofimov 1992) – a vision 
that both regretted the disrupted colonial ‘friend-
ship’ and claimed the lasting domination of Rus-
sia over its ‘near abroad’. As special envoy for the 
resolution of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in the 
early 1990s, ambassador Vladimir Kazimirov cites 
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his uneasiness to treat Armenia and Azerbaijan as 
independent republics: “… the Azeris and the Ar-
menians were still our own fellow countrymen for 
us – our own lads were dying!” (Kazimirov 2014). At 
the same time, he expresses paternalistic ‘respon-
sibility’ for these newly independent republics and 
a refusal to recognise their sovereign identities. As 
late as 2014, the Baltic diplomats felt as if their 
Russian counterparts were treating their countries 
as ‘regions’ of the former Soviet Union, where the 
usual principle of equality between international 
partners does not entirely apply (Pundziūtė-Gallois 
2019). Nevertheless, diplomats, like everywhere, 
were adapting to the general thrust of Russian for-
eign policy while implementing it. In areas where 
strong negotiation positions were necessary, they 
were hard bargainers, and where friendly relations 
were to be promoted, they did not lack charm. 

In general, Western counterparts have often 
praised Russian diplomats, especially those work-
ing in international institutions and major Western 
capitals, as highly professional, capable and ef-
fective diplomats who were ‘real gentlemen’ and 
‘good negotiators’.2 It is not unusual among diplo-
matic peers to recognise competence, especially 
when the understanding of a profession is mutual 
(“they all call each other ‘my dear colleague’,” as 
a professor at the Paris Institute of Political Sci-
ence used to say). Many diplomatic exchanges 
are routine and, usually, if there is no conflict issue 
in question, constructive. Russian diplomats are 
known as hard negotiators, mastering the details 
of issues discussed, capable of pointing to precise 
citations in international legal documents, mas-
tering institutional memory and having a perfect 
knowledge of organisational working procedures. 
Discursive clashes have not been uncommon, with 
the Russians known to use ironic figures of speech 
(such as Vitaly Churkin calling the US ambassador 
to the United Nations “Mother Teresa” (BBC 2016)) 
or resort to tactics that destabilise their counter-
parts (such as demonstrating their superiority by 
giving long history lessons or opening negotiations 
with unexpected harsh criticism). Some Western 
diplomats recount meetings with the Russians 
during which both parties are “shouting at each 
other from the beginning to the end”, while others 
report perfect courtesy from the same Russian en-
voys (Pundziūtė-Gallois 2019). In spite of all these 
performative tactics and diplomatic snubs, Rus-

sian diplomats have still been respected by their 
peers as good professionals. The US ambassador 
Samantha Power called her Russian counterpart, 
Vitaly Churkin, “my friend” and a “diplomatic maes-
tro” (Power 2017). Sergey Lavrov has also been 
known as “one of the most knowledgeable and re-
spected foreign policy actors in the global village” 
(Herszenhorn and Gordon 2013), mastering the 
knowledge of international politics and smart (and 
vicious if necessary) negotiation tactics.

Not all Russian diplomats have been like that, with 
the most capable being those who are most vis-
ible – tending to be senior and high-ranking, and 
who are often posted to the most important loca-
tions, frequently in the West. Diplomats who work 
in less visible postings that are less important in 
terms of foreign policy, such as Asia and Africa, 
were reported by some to be less qualified. Mean-
while, a large majority of diplomatic personnel of-
ten remain invisible on the international stage, tak-
ing care of technical files in the offices of the MFA 
or in embassies, can frequently be reserved, do not 
readily socialise with their Western peers (proba-
bly for security reasons) and remain in the shad-
ows. In his memoirs, Boris Bondarev cites acts of 
incompetence, apathy and even rudeness (Bond-
arev 2023). Rejuvenation of the ministry’s ranks 
well into the 2010s has not been a very successful 
enterprise, with young people seeing the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs as “a deep structure character-
ised by nepotism, cronyism, and discrimination 
based on gender” (Biberman 2011), which did not 
encourage the best graduates of prestigious uni-
versities to join its ranks. An increase in salaries 
since 2012 (reaching around US$2000 per month 
in 2016) has helped the situation, but there is still a 
saying that to recognise whether a Russian diplo-
mat is working for the MFA or for the secret servic-
es, one has to look at his clothes – with the latter 
wearing a fashionable, expensive shirt with silver 
cufflinks and designer shoes, while the former will 
have much more modest attire.3

Since 2000, when Vladimir Putin became pres-
ident and started strengthening his ‘vertical of 
power’, the institutional position of the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs started changing as well. It was 
increasingly marginalised in decision-making pro-
cess, with the presidential administration taking 
on more responsibilities (Obitchkina 2019). While 



69

presidents in many countries have primacy in for-
eign policy-making, the division of labour with the 
MFA may still function in a cooperative manner. In 
Russia, however, the concentration of power in the 
hands of the president results in the insulation and 
exclusion of diplomats, depriving them of leeway 
for action, engagement in problem-solving, mean-
ingful analysis, advice and reflection on common 
interests. Negotiators working with the Russians 
have noticed that with time, and especially after 
the Russian occupation of Crimea, diplomats were 
increasingly tense, having less and less leeway in 
negotiations and being preoccupied with showing 
their loyalty to the Kremlin’s foreign policy line.4 

On those issues, which are the immediate focus 
of the president, it has been less and less possi-
ble for Russian diplomats to engage in creative 
work beyond acting as mere messengers. Even 
the latter function was increasingly compromised 
as the war in Donbass gained pace. A high-ranking 
Western negotiator exposed to Russian represent-
atives in talks over Donbass since 2014 has wit-
nessed that Western diplomats had less and less 
confidence that their Russian counterparts were 
even capable of transferring their messages up 
the chain of command to the decision-makers – 
with comments like: “Even Surkov had no such 
access.”5 This was corroborated by US diplomats, 
who said the Russians were almost useless when 
it came to the exchange of relevant information 
on bilateral relations with the country (Goryashko 
et al. 2023). This is a remarkable change with re-
spect to Soviet times, when important diplomatic 
figures such as Anatoly Dobrynin, the Soviet am-
bassador in Washington, could boast of having 
direct communication lines to the highest-ranking 
White House officials and significant influence in 
Moscow (Dobrynin 1995).

When the Kremlin does not prioritise an issue, 
diplomats are never sure if they will be overtaken 
and pushed aside as soon as the presidential ad-
ministration becomes interested in it. This is what 
happened in Armenia, for example, when it was 
planning to sign the Association Agreement with 
the European Union in 2013. It appears that the 
Russian embassy in Armenian capital Yerevan was 
kept informed about Armenia’s rapprochement with 
the EU, but did not express any concerns or objec-
tions to the process.6 The Armenians themselves 

were certain about their path towards stronger co-
operation with the EU – and, in July 2013, were still 
looking forward to signing the agreement in Vilni-
us later that year (Government of the Republic of 
Armenia 2013). However, in September 2013, the 
Armenian leadership received an invitation to Mos-
cow and was instructed to join the Eurasian Eco-
nomic Union instead, with little prior warning from 
Russian diplomats (Gardner 2013). Perhaps one of 
the most humiliating experiences of the margin-
alisation of diplomats by the Kremlin was that of 
Ambassador Anatoly Antonov in Washington. As 
late as 20 February 2022, he appeared live on the 
CBS television network and affirmed that Russia 
was not planning an invasion, ridiculing Western 
suspicions (CBS 2022). He was later isolated in the 
US capital (perhaps self-isolating?) and became 
known as ‘Lonely Anatoly’ (Toosi 2022). 

In response to their growing institutional margin-
alisation, diminishing influence in foreign policy 
decision-making and lack of creative freedom, 
some Russian diplomats are adopting a resigned 
and passive attitude, a phenomenon also evident 
among the general Russian public living under 
authoritarian conditions (Morris 2025). Bondarev 
quotes his former colleagues repeatedly asking, 
“What can we do?” in response to situations in 
which policies are imposed from above on the 
powerless MFA. In a 2019 study, Kadri Liik also 
noted that talented young graduates of university 
the Moscow State Institute of International Rela-
tions (MGIMO) saw few prospects for self-reali-
sation within the diplomatic service, becoming a 
‘Xerox’ before they became influential enough to 
weigh upon decisions (Liik 2019). 

Resignation and acceptance gradually become 
habits that form part of professional practice, sup-
pressing initiative and critical thinking in favour of 
lip service to official narratives or conviction in 
Kremlin discourse. While agents in any state ser-
vice are expected to demonstrate some degree 
of self-effacement to implement governmental 
policies, genuine private discussions among col-
leagues where they can voice their doubts or crit-
icisms are still possible. In Russia, however, es-
pecially since the annexation of Crimea in 2014, 
even informal conversations have become in-
creasingly marked by self-censorship (Liik 2019). 
On the morning of 24 February 2022, diplomats 
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at the Russian permanent mission to the United 
Nations in Geneva, shocked by the invasion of 
Ukraine, knew how to keep their opinions to them-
selves. Surprisingly, others joyfully discussed me-
dia reports from Ukraine, saying, “We will show 
those Americans once again” (Bondarev 2023). 
This reaction is a manifestation of another trend 
visible in a number of studies on the Russian ad-
ministrative elite. 

Scholars have noted the increasing inability or un-
willingness of Russian bureaucrats to critically en-
gage with the country’s mainstream vision of the 
West and the liberal-democratic world order, and 
to thoughtfully assess Russia’s role within this or-
der. These scholars are characterised by growing 
anti-Americanism (Werning Rivera, Bryan 2019), 
stereotypes relating to US hegemony and ‘double 
standards’, with an overwhelming sense of ressen-
timent (Malinova 2014) arising from a perceived 
‘betrayal’ by the West in not granting Russia ‘equal’ 
status or not keeping promises (real or perceived) 
of cooperation that Russia allegedly deserved (Liik 
2019). Victor Violier’s study of the Russian Presi-
dential Academy, established in 2010 to train civil 
servants, also reveals the unique relationship that 
the teachers of future bureaucrats have with the 
state. These people view the role of the Russian 
civil service as “fulfilling the political will of the gov-
ernment and the state”, but, unlike graduates of a 
similar French school for high-level officials (École 
Nationale d'Administration), the Russian state 
does not represent the ‘general interest’ or public 
good. In Russia, “service to the state is equivalent 
to service to the head of state and his team” (Vio-
lier 2023).

This particular kind of loyalty turns civil servants, in-
cluding diplomats, into soldier-like agents who rele-
gate thinking about public good to private spaces, 
and dutifully fulfil what they are told to. Practitioners 
interviewed by Kardi Liik confirm this observation: 
“Right now, there is a demand for soldier-diplomats 
rather than problem-solvers – for propagandists 
rather than empathetic minds… What we have is 
combative public diplomacy. Everyone aims just at 
personal results to avoid reprimands, and to stick 
out as a good soldier’ (Liik 2019). In several of his 
publications, Boris Bondarev also speaks about the 
way that Russian diplomats have recently reported 
to the authorities: not by giving thoughtful analysis, 

but by showing off their achievements in the fight 
for Russian greatness, and in inflicting damage on 
the West (Bondarev 2022).

Perhaps surprisingly, it is the youngest genera-
tions, who have not experienced the Soviet regime, 
that reproduce post-Soviet narratives most faith-
fully. As Martin Müller (2009) ably demonstrates, 
they are taught by MGIMO professors imbued with 
‘great power’ and neo-imperial logic. These people 
nurture sentiments of loss relating to the Soviet 
Union’s geographical vastness and political great-
ness, as well as antagonism with the West and an 
aspiration to affirm Russia’s strength and inde-
pendence (Müller 2008). Werning Rivera and Bryan 
(2019) have also shown that since the beginning of 
Putin’s presidency in 2000, anti-Americanism has 
grown among elites related to the Kremlin (“indi-
viduals whose livelihoods depend on reading and 
following its cues”, with diplomats typically being 
such agents) and among those exposed to official 
narratives in the mainstream media, the insolence 
and mendacity of which has grown exponentially 
over the last 10 years. 

This picture explains why the number of Russian 
diplomats who resigned in 2014 and 2022 was so 
small.7 Some Western diplomats attribute the loy-
alty of their Russian counterparts to financial and 
professional motivations. Many have families in 
which they are the only providers of income, and 
those who work abroad gain significant financial 
benefits. Furthermore, it is usually difficult for pro-
fessional diplomats to leave service and find an 
occupation corresponding to their very specific 
skills acquired throughout a career of representing 
a sovereign state (Ross 2007). As one former dip-
lomat has noted, “From one moment to the next 
you turn from a VIP solicited by everyone for all 
sorts of favours into an absolute nobody.” 8 These 
may be plausible explanations, but we have strong 
grounds to assume that a great number of Russian 
diplomats did agree to the Kremlin’s decision to 
invade Ukraine. Many who privately did not agree 
found it natural to defend this decision and further 
Kremlin actions in what they perceived as a contin-
uing Western ‘onslaught’ on their country. A quote 
by Anatoly Antonov, the Russian ambassador to 
the USA, in an interview given to RIA Novosti in 
September 2022, encapsulates this well:
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“The answer is simple – continue to work, support 
the army and navy in fulfilling the tasks set by our 
Supreme Commander-in-Chief. We have no doubt 
that we will achieve victory.

As for diplomats, especially those working abroad, 
we, despite threats and provocations, will contin-
ue purposeful activities to implement the foreign 
policy of our Motherland. The task is to achieve ce-
menting the foundations of a multipolar world order, 
throwing the American ‘rules-based order’ into the 
dustbin of history [author’s emphasis]” (Embassy 
of the Russian Federation in the USA 2022).

The new Russian 
diplomatic agenda
The immediate aftermath of the Russian invasion 
in Ukraine was not easy for the country’s diplo-
mats. In the early months, they were forced to suf-
fer a tremendous backlash from their international 
peers, especially those in international organisa-
tions and in Western capitals. Their country was 
admonished, sanctioned and excluded from many 
international bodies or their governing structures, 
the most prominent being the UN Human Rights 
Council, the Council of Europe and, most recently, 
the Executive Board of UNESCO for the first time 
since its creation. Western diplomats organised 
boycotts of Russian-sponsored diplomatic events 
and walk-outs when Russian diplomats or officials 
spoke, while avoiding politeness in their speeches 
by strongly criticising the country’s criminal behav-
iour in Ukraine. 

In response, some Russian diplomats practised 
avoidance, such as through sending lower-ranking 
colleagues to multilateral meetings or attending 
discussions online where restrictions related to 
the pandemic were still in place. However, in or-
ganisations such as the United Nations, at which 
the agenda is extremely wide and in which Russia 
plays a key role, it is impossible to remain isolat-
ed all the time. Younger, lower-ranking Russian 
representatives adopted a more aggressive rhet-
oric towards the West, denouncing a Western 
“orchestrated extravaganza of anger, slander, bile 
and hypocrisy, a parade of double standards and 
arrogance” (UNESCO 2022). They also made false 

accusations against Ukraine, denying Russian re-
sponsibility for war crimes and engaging in ‘whata-
boutism’ – the technique of deflecting criticism 
from Russia by pointing to past transgressions of 
Western states. Some diplomats have attributed 
the younger representatives’ zeal to their desire to 
advance their careers, while others have conclud-
ed that it “becomes clear that this is not only Pu-
tin’s war”.9

Over time, Russian diplomacy consolidated its 
ranks and refocused its efforts to continue the 
fight with brazen rhetoric in meeting rooms and 
on public media platforms, as well as through 
disruptive behaviour in diplomatic forums. In au-
tumn 2023, it attempted to gain re-election to the 
UN Human Rights Council, but failed to garner the 
necessary support. In September 2024, it tried to 
derail the adoption of the UN Pact for the Future 
by requesting a deferral of the vote and propos-
ing an amendment asserting domestic jurisdiction 
over several key issues in the pact (Wintour 2024). 
However, this was overwhelmingly rejected by the 
majority in the UN General Assembly. Russian dip-
lomats continue to participate actively in multilat-
eral forums to rally support and avoid isolation, 
with the latter objective also vigorously pursued 
on other diplomatic fronts outside the West.

In 2023, Russia’s MFA adopted a new Foreign Pol-
icy Concept that was different from earlier itera-
tions of the document. It was now explicitly con-
frontational and delimited very clear and concrete 
new foreign policy objectives, including turning 
away from the West and investing in relations with 
the rest of the world. If all earlier Russian foreign 
policy concepts and programmatic speeches un-
derlined the country’s great power status, the pri-
macy of sovereignty and international law, and the 
quest for a multipolar world order, while naming 
NATO enlargement and US arms development as 
being among the biggest threats to Russian se-
curity (Light 2015), the 2023 version goes much 
further. The latest document is Messianic and re-
visionist, assigning to Russia a “unique mission 
aimed at maintaining global balance of power and 
building a multipolar international system” (MFA 
of the Russian Federation 2023). It denounces the 
‘rules-based international order’ as a concept im-
posed by the West that does not correspond to the 
vision held by the majority of other states and clear-



72

ly identifies the US as a country that wants, using 
its support for Ukraine as a pretext, to undermine 
Russia’s right to existence. Among the notable is-
sues raised in this document is the reorientation 
of geographical focus in Russian foreign policy. It 
contends that if Western hegemony and US dom-
ination need to be fought, cooperation should be 
pursued with the ‘majority of humanity [that] is in-
terested in having constructive relations with Rus-
sia and in strengthening Russia's positions on the 
international scene as an influential global power’ 
(MFA of the Russian Federation 2023). 

While Russian representatives have brandished 
the threat of turning away from the West in the 
past (with mitigated results), what is significant 
this time is that the Foreign Policy Concept closely 
echoes another programmatic text drafted by the 
most influential Muscovite think tanks and repre-
sentatives of the diplomatic community, as well 
as members of the presidential administration. 
It is a policy paper edited in 2023 by Sergei Kar-
aganov, Alexander Kramarenko and Dmitri Trenin 
called ‘Russia’s Policy Toward World Majority’. The 
paper claims that in spite of Western efforts to 
contain Russia, the large majority of world states 
are friendly towards the country – meaning Rus-
sia should instead develop relations with these 
countries, thus circumventing the confrontational 
West and creating an alternative, multipolar world 
order. A method of network diplomacy is proposed 
that involves “creating open (and variable) ad hoc 
alliances based on shared interests” (Karaganov 
et al. 2023) and that has high potential because 
it is flexible, does not require much advance plan-
ning and opens up new opportunities. The idea is 
to cast the web of diplomatic relations as wide as 
possible and accept whoever is willing to respond. 

Although the MFA’s 2023 Foreign Policy Concept 
does not go into detailed specifics on how this 
network will be built, the Russian diplomatic ser-
vice has ample capacity to do that, maintaining 
representations in 145 countries worldwide. Many 
embassies in countries such as Cambodia or Ga-
bon, where diplomats have not had too many is-
sues on their daily agenda, could now be revital-
ised with new missions. In January 2025, a new 
Department for Partnership with Africa was creat-
ed in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, with Tatiana 
Dovgalenko at its head. Dovgalenko is a diplomat 

of a younger generation who was formerly deputy 
head of the Russian mission to UNESCO, having 
been among those who staunchly defended the 
Russian invasion in Ukraine.10 This new depart-
ment is in charge of boosting cooperation with Af-
rican countries, but also regional organisations on 
the continent, such as the African Union, the Eco-
nomic Community of West African States, the Eco-
nomic and Monetary Community of Central Africa, 
and the Alliance of Sahel States. The department 
is also responsible for preparing high-level meet-
ings and organising the Russia-Africa Partnership 
Forum established in 2020.

Meanwhile, serious diplomatic investment is being 
made into other regional organisations, such as 
BRICS, which has significantly enhanced its reach 
since 2022. From 2024 to 2025, Egypt, Ethiopia, 
Indonesia, Iran, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates joined the BRICS Forum, while Belarus, 
Bolivia, Cuba, Kazakhstan, Malaysia, Nigeria, Thai-
land, Uganda, Uzbekistan and Vietnam became 
partners. The forum’s BRICS Outreach and BRICS 
Plus programmes are there to invite additional 
countries to high-level meetings, either from the 
region of the country that ensures presidency, or 
from elsewhere in the world on any other basis. 
BRICS also has communications channels such as 
BRICS TV. Separately, the Shanghai Coooperation 
Organisation admitted Iran in 2023 and Belarus in 
2024, while it has acquired new ‘dialogue partners’ 
since 2022, in the guise of Egypt, Qatar, Saudi Ara-
bia, Kuwait, Maldives, Myanmar, UAE and Bahrain. 
The Russia–India–China (RIC) forum, born in the 
1990s and hardly functional since then, is being re-
vitalised if India and China are willing to overcome 
their differences, which is not necessarily unlikely 
(Murad 2025).

In these and similar diplomatic formats, an im-
pulse is given to expanding relations in areas 
such as economic cooperation, infrastructure de-
velopment, investment, and military and security 
assistance. In line with the worldview professed 
in the Foreign Policy Concept, in which the world 
is seen as captured by the dominant neocolonial 
West, one of Russia’s new foreign policy objec-
tives is ‘Fighting colonialism and neocolonialism’. 
There is a special page on this specific topic on 
the MFA’s website (Борьба с колониализмом и 
неоколониализмом), next to such topics as ‘Hu-
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manitarian cooperation’ and ‘Ecological problems’. 
The news in this section goes back to January 
2023, containing mostly articles analysing British 
and French colonialism, speeches by foreign min-
ister Sergei Lavrov and former president Dmitry 
Medvedev, and speeches by ministry spokesper-
son Maria Zakharova. There is also news on the 
organisation of the parliamentary forum ‘For Free-
dom of Nations!’ Even though elements of official 
diplomacy on this topic are not highly developed, 
the bulk of the work is carried out by the loyal 
Russian media outlets now overwhelmingly pres-
ent in Africa and rapidly expanding the Kremlin’s 
propaganda. Lexical terms related to ‘neocolonial-
ism’ and ‘anti-colonialism’ are massively exploited 
in the Russian strategic narrative (Audinet 2025), 
while references to the ‘multipolar world’ have also 
grown exponentially in the discourse of Vladimir 
Putin since January 2020 (Agafonov 2024). 

Many of the new cooperative initiatives, such as 
the Russia-Africa forum, are cited as having been 
inspired by President Putin, demonstrating an im-
portant high-level impulse for diplomatic undertak-
ings. In diplomatic services, which are hierarchical 
institutions, such presidential (high-level) impulse is 
usually very important and serves as a practical im-
perative to produce results, while a verbal reference 
to a presidential initiative is a sign of loyalty and 
demonstration of the efficiency of diplomatic work. 

The effectiveness of these efforts, nevertheless, 
remains to be measured, with not all the identified 
objectives receiving equal attention. However, the 
diplomatic connections nurtured by Russia may 
develop into a type of cooperative infrastructure 
that has the potential for policymaking on the in-
ternational stage, similar to something like the 
adoption of resolutions at the United Nations. 
Some such resolutions may be declarative, such 
as the popular Russia-sponsored ‘fighting neo-Na-
zism’ resolutions, which regularly garner support 
from the country’s allies, but others may be more 
substantial. For example, in November 2023, the 
United Nations General Assembly adopted a reso-
lution on the promotion of inclusive and effective 
international tax cooperation, which was voted 
for overwhelmingly by the states of the so-called 
‘Global South’ in defiance of opposition from major 
world economies such as the US, the UK, Canada, 
Japan, Australia, Israel, New Zealand and South 

Korea. This may be a sign of a shifting global pow-
er balance, whereby the most powerful and rich 
countries will increasingly have to listen to the less 
powerful but more numerous states. Additional ef-
forts by Russia to organise them should be close-
ly observed, with diplomats, as carriers of official 
Russian narratives, developing discursive affini-
ties with states traditionally opposed to the West 
and potentially accelerating the recycling of these 
ideas in wider global diplomatic discourse. Aside 
from creating propaganda, the Russian diplomatic 
network may be very useful for daily agenda-build-
ing, giving impetus to economic, cultural, scientific 
and educational cooperation (with a background 
of fighting ‘neocolonialism’ and proposing an alter-
native to the Western-centred world order).

Russia’s human resources capacity for carrying 
out such an ambitious foreign policy may still be 
an issue. The longevity of some senior diplomats, 
especially foreign minister Lavrov, who for long 
have been considered irreplaceable, has given the 
impression of an ageing service lacking compe-
tent replacements in high-level positions. The Kar-
aganov-Kramarenko-Trenin policy paper also indi-
cated that knowledge of regions outside Europe 
and North America, such as Asia, Africa and Lat-
in America, was lacking in Russian foreign policy 
elite circles and needed revamping. Nevertheless, 
state servants and diplomats of a younger gener-
ation are increasingly gaining high-level positions 
and attention from the Kremlin’s decision-makers. 
Victor Violier notes that among the new appoint-
ments since the instauration of prime minister 
Mikhail Mishustin’s government, a considerable 
proportion of high-ranking personnel in the gov-
ernment, federal agencies and regional governing 
institutions (10 of 16 regional governors, for exam-
ple) came from the ‘list of cadres’ (a kind of resur-
rection of the ‘nomenklatura’ list since 2010) and 
have undergone training organised by the Russian 
Presidential Academy – in other words, prepared 
for loyal service to the state and government (Vi-
olier 2023).

Among the new diplomatic appointments, the 
younger generations are becoming more notice-
able, while the older ones are gradually retiring. 
Alexander Kuznetsov, the former ambassador to 
UNESCO, retired in November 2022, while Mikhail 
Bogdanov, the influential long-term special envoy 
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for the Middle East and Africa, was dismissed 
in July 2025 (allegedly because of old age, even 
though his tenure had been prolonged for another 
year in January 2025). Meanwhile, Dmitry Kozak, 
although not a diplomat but having served as a 
Russian envoy in numerous mediation missions 
in Moldova and Ukraine, resigned in September 
2025. New arrivals of the younger generation in-
clude Tatiana Dovgalenko, the head of the new 
Department of Cooperation with Africa, who was 
born in 1974; and Maxim Oreshkin, deputy chief 
of staff of the Presidential Executive Office and 
head of the delegation to the G20, who was born 
in 1982. Meanwhile, Alexandre Volgarev, who 
was born in 1974, and is deputy permanent rep-
resentative of Russia at the OSCE and known for 
his vicious rhetoric, was awarded a presidential 
certificate of honour in 2024 “for a significant con-
tribution to the implementation of the foreign pol-
icy of the Russian Federation and many years of 
conscientious diplomatic service” (Nagradi Rossii 
n.d.). Young talent is being noticed and rewarded, 
while expertise in local affairs once a diplomat is 
posted to a country is quickly developed on the 
spot. Professionals know that the most precious 
diplomatic knowledge is not region-specific and 
that skills are acquired ‘hands-on’. For Russia, it is 
only a question of time – and if the loyal young dip-
lomatic servants of the state are given an opportu-
nity to show their zeal in multiple diplomatic tasks 
around the world, the expertise required might be 
accumulated rather quickly.

Conclusion: what should 
be expected?
Despite the Russian state’s numerous weakness-
es, the country has been able to consolidate a 
considerably strong administration of loyal serv-
ants in its current leadership and has been con-
sistently investing in its rejuvenation. As long as 
Vladimir Putin remains in power, this trend looks 
set to remain and diplomats will continue to be 
imbued with the Kremlin’s stereotypes of the ‘ag-
gressive West’ that wants to destroy their country 
and a Russia that deserves a leadership role in the 
world. By the time the war in Ukraine is over, Rus-
sia’s diplomats will have acquired the skills for dip-
lomatic combat with the West, while there will be 

deep alienation between them and their Western 
counterparts. Conditions for open-mindedness 
and critical thinking are unlikely to develop, not 
least because the diplomatic service is increasing-
ly isolated from the West and because the Russian 
educational institutions that form state servants 
are declaratively loyal to the Kremlin. 

The situation is drastically different from that in 
the Cold War. Certainly at that time, confronta-
tion between the West and the Soviet Union was 
ideological and uncompromising, with intentions 
and fears of mutual destruction. However, that an-
imosity played out mostly in the highest echelons 
of power and in the ideological discourse, in which 
people gradually stopped believing. Diplomats, on 
the other hand, were those who maintained the 
channels of communication and on whom rea-
sonable dialogue depended. Negotiations were 
not easy, but genuine conversations were possi-
ble and opened up opportunities for connections 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Travel to 
the West often opened the eyes of Soviet diplo-
mats and attracted them to the liberal democratic 
world, whereas today it is more difficult for Rus-
sian diplomats to be dazzled. Diplomacy then was 
also much less of a theatrical performance than 
it is now, whereby each statement by high-ranking 
and now, increasingly, mid-ranking diplomats is 
observed not only by their superiors, but also by 
the wider public. Public diplomacy messages are 
therefore much more about one-sided symbolic 
representation of states and point-scoring than 
about bridge-building – which requires quiet con-
versations, often behind closed doors.

It is difficult to say how a return to normal would 
be worked out if Russia decided to rebuild bridges 
with the West. There is no doubt that there would 
be willingness to do that (with the Russians ac-
tively pursuing a normalisation of relations with 
the United States after the positive telephone con-
versations between presidents Trump and Putin 
in early spring 2025), but will there still be people 
able to engage with one another as if nothing has 
happened? Diplomats who worked with their West-
ern counterparts before Russia’s full-scale inva-
sion of Ukraine will probably revert to constructive 
dialogue, but it will be more difficult to imagine se-
rious negotiation with Zakharova-type diplomats.
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In the meantime, Russia's diplomatic agenda of 
confronting, weakening and disrupting the West’s 
dominance on the world stage is in full swing. One 
element not mentioned in this article, due to the dif-
ficulty of providing academic proof, is the percent-
age of Russian spies working under diplomatic cov-
er in Western capitals and their potential to cause 
instability. As more and more Russian diplomats 
are expelled from democratic states and fewer 
positive initiatives remain, activities that its embas-
sies can still carry out are covert or hybrid – includ-
ing promoting Russia’s soft power, disseminating 
narratives, recruiting supporters and gathering in-
formation. It is no surprise, then, that the European 
Union issued travel restrictions for Russian diplo-
mats as part of its 19th sanctions package in Oc-
tober 2025, meaning they now have to inform their 
host country of their intention to travel to other EU 
member states. MFA diplomats do not necessari-
ly enjoy working alongside intelligence operatives 
at Russian embassies (referred to as ‘neighbours’ 
in Russian diplomatic slang), but since 2022, their 
agendas have almost entirely overlapped.

If the construction of networks with the ‘world 
majority’ appears to work, there is a possibility 
that Russia will continue playing a role in organ-
ising alternative ‘poles’ of global power, although 
these may acquire a life of their own if, say, China, 
is willing to take over the steering wheel. Unless 
a continuous strong will emerges from Moscow 
to pursue network diplomacy in Africa, Asia and 
Latin America, it is doubtful whether the diplomat-
ic apparatus will by itself be willing to continue 
investing in these distant regions or to convince 
the future Kremlin that it is worth it. It is difficult to 
see Russian diplomats coming from a largely xen-
ophobic society to develop deep emotional affini-
ties with the worlds with which it has been friendly 
only for instrumental reasons.

What will happen after Putin leaves office? De-
pending on his successor, diplomats and civil 
servants may have to adapt to new foreign policy 
directions. Nevertheless, a strong political impulse 
from the leadership will be necessary to dislodge 
entrenched stereotypes of a ‘hostile’ West and 
‘besieged fortress’ Russia (unless the new gov-
ernment is equally comfortable with these narra-
tives). If there is a revolutionary political change 
in Moscow, meanwhile, the most zealous Putinists 
will likely have to leave the service. However, the 
Russian administration, including its diplomatic 
service, could become guardians of reactionary 
ideas and limited worldviews in the future Russian 
state. As in the 1990s, they may reproduce the 
ideologues of Russia, who, to quote Andrzej Wal-
icki (1975), will continue practising ‘retrospective 
utopianism’ by building ‘imagined futures’ on ‘im-
agined pasts’.
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1	 Note, for example, Kozyrev’s 1992 ‘shock speech’ given at the OSCE ministerial meeting, at which he unveiled the degree of 
internal conservative opposition to Russia’s international cooperative outlook with regard to the most pressing European 
security issues (The Independent 1992).

2	 Interviews with an Austrian diplomat (spring 2022) and a French diplomat (spring 2021) respectively.

3	 Interview with a Western diplomat (spring 2017).

4	 Interview with a French diplomat with extensive experience of negotiations with the Russians (spring 2021).

5	 Interview with a high-ranking Western diplomat (May 2022).

6	 Interview with a Western diplomat (summer 2021).

7	 The number of ideologically motivated resignations is not known. Interviewees indicate several cases after the annexation of 
Crimea and tightening of internal censorship of opinions in 2014, and several dozen diplomats who quietly left in 2022. Only 
one diplomat, Boris Bondarev, considered it his duty to publicly denounce the criminal essence of Russian policy in Ukraine, 
which he did in May 2022 (Bondarev 2023).

8	 Interview with a former Russian diplomat who left the service in 1996 (spring 2018).

9	 Interview with a Western diplomat (spring 2023).

10	 The quote above on Western ‘hypocrisy’, ‘double standards’ and ‘arrogance’ is hers.



77

References
Agafonov, Iurii. 2024. Sources and Trends in Russian Foreign Policy Discourse: A Quantitative Text Analysis of Key Concepts. The 
Russia Program at GW online papers. https://russiapost.info/global_south/trends_fp

Arbatov, A. G. 1993. Russia's Foreign Policy Alternatives, International Security, no. 18, 2.

Audinet, Maxime. 2025. ‘Down with neocolonialism!’ Strategic narrative resurgence and foreign policy preferences in wartime 
Russia. European Journal of International Security. Published online.

BBC. 2016, December 14. Samantha Power at UN: ‘Are you truly incapable of shame?’ https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-mid-
dle-east-38312665

Biberman, Yelena. 2011. The Politics of Diplomatic Service Reform in Post-Soviet Russia. Political Science Quarterly, vol. 126, no. 
4, pp. 669-680.

Bondarev, Boris. 2022. The Sources of Russian Misconduct. Foreign Affairs. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/russian-federation/
sources-russia-misconduct-boris-bondarev

Bondarev, Boris. 2023. Im Ministerium der Lügen. München: Heyne.

CBS. 2022. Face the Nation, Full interview: Russian Ambassador to the U.S., Anatoly Antonov. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=0F4kSc4wBmM

Dobrynin, Anatoly. 1995. In Confidence: Moscow’s Ambassador to America’s Six Cold War Presidents (1962-1986). New York: Times 
Books, Random House.

Embassy of the Russian Federation in the USA. 2022, September 15. Ambassador Anatoly Antonov’s interview with RIA Novosti 
and news agency Sputnik. https://washington.mid.ru/en/press-centre/news/ambassador_anatoly_antonov_s_interview_with_
ria_novosti_and_news_agency_sputnik/ 

Gardner, Andrew. 2013, September 3. Armenia chooses Russia over EU. Politico. https://www.politico.eu/article/armenia-choos-
es-russia-over-eu/ 

Goryashko, Sergey, Elizaveta Fokht and Sofiya Samokhina. 2023, August 8. How Russian diplomacy lost its influence on Putin 
and failed to stop the war. BBC News Russian. https://bbcrussian.substack.com/p/how-russian-diplomacy-lost-influence-on-putin 

Government of the Republic of Armenia. 2013, July 10. Tigran Sargsyan Welcomes Stefan Fule. https://www.gov.am/en/news/
item/6798/

Gressani, Gilles, and Danylo Khilko. 2017. La doctrine Primakov. Le Grand Continent. https://legrandcontinent.eu/fr/2017/11/08/
la-doctrine-primakov/

Herszenhorn, David M., and Michael R. Gordon. 2013, September 16. Veteran Diplomat Fond of Cigars, Whiskey and Outfoxing U.S. 
New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2013/09/17/world/middleeast/veteran-diplomat-fond-of-cigars-whiskey-and-outfox-
ing-us.html 

Karaganov, Sergei, Alexander Kramarenko, and Dmitri Trenin. 2023. Russia’s Policy Towards the World Majority. Moscow: Higher 
School of Economics; Council on Foreign and Defense Policy; Russia in Global Affairs. Available at: https://www.mid.ru/en/for-
eign_policy/reports/1923234/. 

Kazimirov, Vladimir N. 2014. Peace to Karabakh. Russia’s Mediation in the Settlement of the Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict. Moscow: 
Ves Mir Publishers.

Kostanyan, Hrant. 2015, February 3. The Rocky Road to an EU-Armenia Agreement: From U-turn to detour. CEPS. https://www.
ceps.eu/ceps-publications/rocky-road-eu-armenia-agreement-u-turn-detour/

Kovalev, Andrei. 2017. Russia’s Dead End: An Insider’s Testimony from Gorbachev to Putin. Potomac Books.

Kozyrev, Andrei. 1992a. Russia: A Chance for Survival. Foreign Affairs, no. 2, vol. 71, pp. 1-16.

Kozyrev, Andrei. 1992b. Vystuplenie. Preobrazhennaya Rossiya v novom mire [Speech. Transformed Russia in the New World], 
Conference 26-27 February 1992, MGIMO, Diplomaticheskii Vestnik no. 6, 31 March 1992, pp. 33-36.  

Kozyrev, Andrei. 2019. The Firebird: The Elusive Fate of Russian Democracy. University of Pittsburgh Press.

Kryshtanovskaya, Olga and Stephen White. 2011. The Formation of Russia’s Network Directorate. In Kononenko and Moshes. Eds. 
Russia as a Network State. Palgrave Macmillan.

https://russiapost.info/global_south/trends_fp
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-middle-east-38312665
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-middle-east-38312665
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/russian-federation/sources-russia-misconduct-boris-bondarev
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/russian-federation/sources-russia-misconduct-boris-bondarev
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0F4kSc4wBmM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0F4kSc4wBmM
https://washington.mid.ru/en/press-centre/news/ambassador_anatoly_antonov_s_interview_with_ria_novosti_and_news_agency_sputnik/
https://washington.mid.ru/en/press-centre/news/ambassador_anatoly_antonov_s_interview_with_ria_novosti_and_news_agency_sputnik/
https://bbcrussian.substack.com/p/how-russian-diplomacy-lost-influence-on-putin
https://www.gov.am/en/news/item/6798/
https://www.gov.am/en/news/item/6798/
https://legrandcontinent.eu/fr/2017/11/08/la-doctrine-primakov/
https://legrandcontinent.eu/fr/2017/11/08/la-doctrine-primakov/
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/09/17/world/middleeast/veteran-diplomat-fond-of-cigars-whiskey-and-outfoxing-us.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/09/17/world/middleeast/veteran-diplomat-fond-of-cigars-whiskey-and-outfoxing-us.html
https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/reports/1923234/
https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/reports/1923234/
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/rocky-road-eu-armenia-agreement-u-turn-detour/
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/rocky-road-eu-armenia-agreement-u-turn-detour/


78

Kuus, Merje. 2007. Geopolitics Reframed: Security and Identity in Europe’s Eastern Enlargement. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Light, Margot. 1996. Foreign Policy Thinking. In Malcolm, Neil, Pravda, Alex, Allison, Roy and Light, Margot. Eds. Internal Factors in 
Russian Foreign Policy. Oxford University Press.

Light, Margot. 2015. Russian Foreign Policy Themes in Official Documents and Speeches: Tracing Continuity and Change. In 
Cadier, David, and Light, Margot. Russia’s Foreign Policy: Ideas, Domestic Politics and External Relations. Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, pp. 13-29.

Liik, Kadri. 2019. The last of the offended: Russia’s first post-Putin diplomats. ECFR Policy Brief, November 2019.

Malcolm, Neil. 1995. Russian Foreign policy decision-making. In Shearman, Peter. Ed. Russian Foreign Policy Since 1990. Boulder: 
Westview Press.

Malinova, Olga. 2014. Obsession with status and ressentiment: Historical backgrounds of the Russian discursive identity con-
struction. Communist and Post-Communist Studies, vol. 47, no. 3/4.

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation. 2023. The Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation. Available 
at: https://mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/fundamental_documents/1860586/. 

Momzikoff-Markoff, Sophie. 2020. Les hommes de Gorbatchev. Influences et réseaux (1956-1992). Paris: Editions de la Sorbonne.

Morris, Jeremy. 2025. Everyday Politics in Russia: From Resentment to Resistance. London: Bloomsbury Academic.

Müller, Martin. 2009. Making great power identities in Russia. An ethnographic discourse analysis of education at a Russian elite 
university. Zurich: LIT Verlag.

Murad, Muhammad. 2025, July 24. Is the Russia-India-China Troika Making a Comeback? The Diplomat. https://thediplomat.
com/2025/07/is-the-russia-india-china-troika-making-a-comeback/

Nagradi Rosii [Награды РОССИИ] n. d. Волгарев Александр Александрович ru.nagrady.by/persona/440088/

Neumann, Iver B. 2005. To Be a Diplomat. International Studies Perspectives, vol. 6, pp. 72–93.

Obitchkina, Evgenia. 2019. Le MID. In Vaisse, Maurice. Ed. Diplomaties étrangères en mutation. Paris: Pedone.

Power, Samantha. 2017, February 25. Samantha Power: My Friend, the Russian Ambassador. The New York Times. https://www.
nytimes.com/2017/02/25/opinion/sunday/samantha-power-my-friend-the-russian-ambassador.html 

Pundziūtė-Gallois, Emilija. 2019. Too big to shun? Baltic minimalist diplomacy with Russia. Doctoral thesis: IEP de Paris. 

Ross, Carne. 2007. Independent Diplomat. Dispatches from an Unaccountable Elite. New York: Cornell University Press.

Sharp, Paul. 1999. For Diplomacy: Representation and the Study of International Relations. International Studies Review, vol. 1, no. 
1, p. 33–57.

Terry, Jessica, Zachary Reeves and Jeremi Suri. ‘Russia’, in Hutchings, R. & Suri, J. Eds. 2020. Modern Diplomacy in Practice. Pal-
grave Macmillan.

The Independent. 1992, December 14. Diplomats Shocked by Kozyrev Ploy.

Toosi, Nahal. 2022, April 18. Lonely Anatoly: The Russian Ambassador is Washington’s least popular man. Politico. https://www.
politico.com/news/2022/04/18/anatoly-antonov-russia-ambassador-00025744

Trofimov, V. N. 1992. Rossiya – Pribaltika: kak budem zhit’ dal’she [Russia and the Baltic States: how will we continue to live?]. 
Diplomaticheskyi vestnik, no. 13-14, 15-31 July 1992.

UNESCO. 2022. Summary records (of the 7th special session of the Executive Board). March 15-16, 2022. 7 X/EX/SR.1-3.

Violier, Victor. 2023. L’Académie russe de l’économie nationale et de l’administration publique : au service de la modernisation 
autoritaire du régime de Vladimir Poutine. Étude 108, IRSEM. 

Walicki, Andrzej. 1975. The Slavophile Controversy : History of a Conservative Utopia in Nineteenth Century Russian Thought. Oxford 
University Press.

Werning Rivera, Sharon, and James D. Bryan. 2019. Understanding the sources of anti-Americanism in the Russian elite. Post-So-
viet Affairs, vol. 35, no. 5–6, pp. 376–92.

Wintour, Patrick. 2024, September 22. Russia isolated at UN summit after surprise bid to derail pact. The Guardian. https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2024/sep/22/russia-isolated-at-un-summit-after-surprise-bid-to-derail-pact 

https://mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/fundamental_documents/1860586/
https://thediplomat.com/2025/07/is-the-russia-india-china-troika-making-a-comeback/
https://thediplomat.com/2025/07/is-the-russia-india-china-troika-making-a-comeback/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/25/opinion/sunday/samantha-power-my-friend-the-russian-ambassador.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/25/opinion/sunday/samantha-power-my-friend-the-russian-ambassador.html
https://www.politico.com/news/2022/04/18/anatoly-antonov-russia-ambassador-00025744
https://www.politico.com/news/2022/04/18/anatoly-antonov-russia-ambassador-00025744
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/sep/22/russia-isolated-at-un-summit-after-surprise-bid-to-derail-pact
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/sep/22/russia-isolated-at-un-summit-after-surprise-bid-to-derail-pact


79

Key Factors Driving 
Russia’s Economic 
Resilience and Future 
Prospects
Vytenis Čipinys and Greta Kunauskaitė
Bank of Lithuania

Introduction
Russia’s full-scale aggression against Ukraine, 
which commenced nearly four years ago, has con-
stituted one of the most significant geopolitical 
and economic shocks of recent decades. Although 
war is primarily a geopolitical phenomenon, it inev-
itably carries substantial economic consequenc-
es, including significant implications for the eco-
nomic trajectory of the aggressor state, Russia. 
In the spring of 2022, following Russia’s launch 
of a full-scale offensive against Ukraine, the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF) projected that the 
aggressor’s economy would contract by 8.5%. Al-
though the growth of developing economies, Rus-
sia included, is often characterised by volatility, 
such a decline in GDP would be on a scale compa-
rable only to the 2009 global financial crisis or the 
challenging transition to a market economy fol-

lowing the fall of the Soviet Union. Unemployment 
was anticipated to increase to 9.3%, while the IMF 
projected inflation to surge from 6.7% in 2021 to 
21.3% – approximately five times higher than the 
rate forecast by the Central Bank of the Russian 
Federation. The European Commission offered a 
similar assessment in spring 2022, projecting that 
the country’s economy would experience a sharp 
decline in imports of 25.8%, accompanied by sub-
stantial reductions in both investment (‑22.0%) 
and private consumption (‑13.8%).

Pierre-Olivier Gourinchas, chief economist at the 
IMF, emphasised that spring that Russia’s econom-
ic outlook was being profoundly shaped by the im-
pact of Western sanctions1. By then, these meas-
ures already encompassed the disconnection of 
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major Russian banks from the SWIFT payment 
system, a freezing of the Central Bank’s reserves 
that undermined the rouble’s stability, a ban on coal 
imports into the European Union, and a range of re-
strictions targeting both companies and individu-
als. Western businesses started pulling out of the 
Russian market, while Gourinchas also noted that 
as sanctions intensified, the country’s economic 
outlook would need to be revised further down-
ward due to the anticipation of even more adverse 
outcomes. 

The reality, however, ultimately proved somewhat 
different. In 2022, the Russian economy contract-
ed by only 1.4%2, while inflation did increase, but 
remained below expectations by reaching just 
13.7%3. Also contrary to earlier predictions, the un-
employment rate declined to 3.9% in 2022, indicat-
ing that the Russian economy was functioning at 
near full employment. In the subsequent period of 
2023 to 2024, the country returned to a growth tra-
jectory that surpassed not only external forecasts, 
but also its own pre-pandemic performance. These 
developments prompt at least two key questions: 
what factors have been driving Russia’s economic 
resilience? And to what extent can this resilience 
be sustained over the long term, potentially signal-
ling a new phase of accelerated economic growth?

Overview of Russia’s  
pre-war economy
Before addressing the questions raised, it is essen-
tial to provide a brief overview of the key character-
istics of the Russian economy prior to the war. 

A first characteristic was that at that prior to the 
war, Russia’s economic growth was relatively slug-
gish, falling behind the average pace observed in 
other developing economies. Although it rebound-
ed quickly from the pandemic shock in 2021, with 
growth reaching 5.9%, it had expanded by only 
1.0% between 2015 and 2019, and 2.3% between 
2017 and 2019, according to IMF data. By com-
parison, overall developing economies expanded 
at a markedly faster rate of 4.4% during the same 
periods, yet this disparity had not always been 
the case. Between 2002 and 2012, Russia’s GDP 
growth generally aligned with the average of de-
veloping economies, including that of countries 

such as India and China4. However, its economic 
growth slowed significantly following the annex-
ation of Crimea in 2014, which resulted in partial 
international isolation, compounded by oil prices 
that were unfavourable for Russia. 

Secondly, the Russian economy has historically 
lacked diversified sources of growth. It remains 
heavily reliant on the energy sector, which ac-
counts for approximately 60% of Russia’s exports5 
and 10 to 15% of its domestic output. Unsurpris-
ingly, researchers at the Stockholm School of Eco-
nomics have noted a strong correlation between 
prices for energy commodities and key Russian 
economic indicators, including GDP growth, the 
rouble’s exchange rate against a currency basket, 
and returns on the country’s stock markets6. 

To achieve sustainable and balanced growth, 
countries typically aim to reduce reliance on a 
limited number of economic sectors to cultivate a 
broader foundation for success, as well as imple-
ment structural reforms. Even prior to the war, the 
IMF had repeatedly advised Russia to pursue this 
economic strategy, but the country did not follow 
this course.

A third characteristic of Russia’s pre-war economy 
was its reluctance to implement structural reforms 
aimed at reducing reliance on energy resources, 
opting instead to rely on fiscal and monetary poli-
cies to mitigate the adverse effects of this depend-
ence. Simultaneously, the country strengthened 
its resilience to shifts in the external economic 
environment. For instance, Russia’s fiscal policy 
followed a rule whereby any revenue generated 
from oil prices exceeding $40 per barrel7 was not 
spent, but instead allocated to its National Wealth 
Fund. One purpose of these reserves was the abil-
ity to deploy them during economic downturns to 
mitigate their severity. Furthermore, accumulating 
reserves during periods of high oil prices has en-
abled Russia to reduce its reliance on borrowing 
during downturns, when costs of this activity typi-
cally rise. This approach has helped the country to 
maintain a low public debt-to-GDP ratio by interna-
tional standards (20.3% in 2024) and lessened the 
need to issue foreign bonds. As a result, periods 
of rouble depreciation against a currency basket 
exert less strain on the domestic economy. Chang-
es in the implementation of monetary policy have 
also played a role in enhancing the economy’s re-
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silience, with Russia’s Central Bank shifting from a 
managed-float to a floating-exchange-rate regime. 
This change enabled the rouble’s exchange rate, 
rather than domestic financial conditions, to ab-
sorb external economic shocks, including fluctu-
ations in oil prices. Russia has been able to build 
larger foreign exchange reserves without needing 
to draw on them to defend the currency, as inter-
national financial markets have largely retreated 
from the country. By allowing exchange-rate fluc-
tuations to absorb much of the external shocks, 
the Central Bank was able to prioritise the man-
agement of domestic financial conditions and re-
inforce confidence that the medium-term inflation 
target of 4% would be met. This, in turn, fostered an 
environment in which businesses and households 
can plan spending more confidently and make in-
formed decisions on savings and consumption.

Three key factors driving 
Russia’s economic 
resilience
1. The state’s increasing involvement in econo
mic activities. It is important to note that Russia’s 
economic potential was not fully realised prior to 
the invasion of Ukraine, reflecting a negative out-
put gap8. For instance, in 2021, the country’s un-
employment rate stood at nearly 5%9, while the 
capacity utilisation rate was 70 to 75%. 

In times of war, however, the underutilisation of 
economic resources is unacceptable, prompting 
the state in most cases to take measures to mobi-
lise its resources. This is precisely what happened: 
once it became apparent that the conflict would 
be prolonged, with Russia starting to reorient its 
economy to support the war effort. The clearest 
illustration of this is reflected in Russia’s budget-
ary figures: its budgetary expenditure, which stood 
at ₽25 trillion in 2021, increased to ₽31 trillion in 
2022, equivalent to approximately 20% of GDP10. 
The rise was almost entirely due to increased mili-
tary expenditure, covering costs for armed forces, 
support personnel, government contracts with de-
fence industries and related allocations11, 12. 

The state’s growing influence on the economy has 
also been evident in the shifts observed in GDP 
by expenditure components. For example, growth 
in public consumption has accelerated relative 
to long-term trends13, while the imperative to ex-
pand war-related production has driven a notable 
increase in investment (gross fixed capital forma-
tion). It is also important to note that investment 
activity in Russia has had a smaller impact on 
imports than initially forecast by macroeconomic 
projections at the start of the war. For instance, in 
2022, imports declined by 15.0% – considerably 
less than the 25.8% drop projected by the Euro-
pean Commission that spring – while investment 
increased by 3.3%, contrary to the 22% decrease 
predicted. This indicates that the Russian econo-
my was able to identify domestic substitutes for 
imports and had strategically stockpiled essential 
goods prior to the outbreak of war. 

Changes in Russia's GDP and its components
GDP

Forecast

Forecast

Forecast

Forecast

Trend

Trend

Trend

Trend

Trend

Private consumption Public consumption Gross fixed  
capital formation

Exports of goods and services

Source: European Commission, May 2025 forecast. Note: The trend represents the average annual growth from 2005 to 2020.
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The extent to which the Russian economy has 
been subordinated to the war effort is also evident 
from a sectoral analysis. According to an analysis 
by the Bank of Finland Institute for Emerging Econ-
omies (BOFIT)14, the public administration sector – 
which encompasses the military and other security 
institutions – experienced the strongest growth in 
added value between 2021 and 2024, at around 
20%, driven by rising wages and increased employ-
ment in the sector. Value added in the construction 
sector, which covers projects such as developing 
transport links with China and other ‘friendly’ coun-
tries, and building fortifications in temporarily oc-
cupied areas of Ukraine, rose by around 19% over 
the same period. Meanwhile, the manufacturing 
sector, which represents the largest share of val-
ue added in Russia (12.9%), saw an increase of 
approximately 14%, largely driven by demand for 
goods required to support the war effort15.

Finally, soon after the outbreak of the full-scale 
war against Ukraine, legislation was enacted re-
quiring Russian banks to provide concessional 
loans to companies supporting the country’s war 
effort. It is estimated that a substantial portion of 
these concessional loans – approximately half – 
has been directed to companies supplying the de-
fence sector, covering a wide range of goods and 
services, from electronics, chemicals and metal 
products to vehicles, engineering and informa-
tion-technology services. For example, evidence 
suggests that electronics manufacturers can ac-

cess loans at interest rates as low as 5%, signifi-
cantly below the current market average of around 
19%, with the state ultimately assuming the credit 
risk of these loans16.

2. The country’s ability to secure new foreign trade 
partners. Prior to the invasion of Ukraine, Russia’s 
trade was predominantly oriented towards West-
ern markets, particularly the European Union. For 
instance, oil and gas exports to the EU accounted 
for approximately 49% and 74%, respectively, of 
Russia’s total revenue from these commodities on 
international markets17. As Russia launched a full-
scale war, established trade relationships began 
to deteriorate, with Western countries withdraw-
ing from the country’s raw-material markets. This 
posed a threat to the stability of the Russian rouble 
and its foreign currency reserves, particularly as 
identifying and establishing new foreign markets 
typically takes considerable time. However, Russia 
managed to rapidly secure new foreign markets for 
its raw materials. Data from Brussels-based eco-
nomic think tank Bruegel18, for instance, indicates 
that average revenue from energy exports to India 
increased eightfold between 2021 and 2022, while 
exports to China have also risen. Russia’s success 
in securing new export markets can be attribut-
ed to two main sets of factors – firstly, price-re-
lated factors. In 2022, China was paying around 
$100 per barrel of oil to suppliers such as Brazil 
and Saudi Arabia, whereas Russia’s price was low-
er, at approximately $90. Secondly, oil is a basic 
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commodity and access to it underpins the supply 
of a wide range of higher-value-added goods and 
services. It also has few substitutes, making it rel-
atively straightforward to redirect exports when a 
particular market closes.

The capacity to reorient foreign trade has thus 
played a major role in maintaining Russia’s mac-
roeconomic stability. For example, revenue from 
energy exports accounted for roughly 40% of the 
country’s federal budget revenue in 2022 and 
about 30% in 2023. It is worth noting that due to 
rising public finance demands, Russia’s budget – 
traditionally in surplus before the full-scale onset 
of war – has shifted towards showing a deficit. 
However, without oil and gas revenues, as well as 
adjustments to the country’s expenditure struc-
ture, the budget deficit would have reached ap-
proximately 8 to 10% of GDP in 2022 to 2023 rath-
er than 2%19. This implies that sustaining military 
aggression while keeping the economic burden on 
Russia’s private sector relatively low would have 
been considerably more difficult without these en-
ergy revenues. Additionally, the ability to sell en-
ergy resources in new markets has bolstered the 
Russian rouble, helping to reduce inflationary pres-
sures and support faster growth in real wages. Fi-
nally, the capacity to redirect commodity exports 
has helped maintain Russia’s current account sur-
plus, a crucial factor for macroeconomic stability, 
especially given its restricted access to external 
debt markets.

The impact of Russia’s changing import geogra-
phy on its economy should also not be overlooked. 
With the outbreak of war and Western sanctions 
limiting trade with the country, technology and oth-
er goods have been entering Russia through two 
primary channels: directly from China or indirectly 
via countries in Central Asia. According to Bruegel, 
between January 2022 and July 2025, Russia’s im-
ports of sanctioned goods increased by approxi-
mately 205% from Kazakhstan, 81% from India 
and 13% from China.20 It is also estimated that 80 
to 90% of the microchips and electronic compo-
nents used by Russia’s military industry between 
2022 and 2025 were sourced via China21. The geo-
graphical shift in trade partners has thus not only 
supported Russia’s economic stability22, but has 
also facilitated the continuation of its aggression 
in Ukraine. 

3. Prudent decisions by the Central Bank of the 
Russian Federation. Although Russian institutions 
are plagued by corruption and institutional weak-
ness, the Central Bank has demonstrated a high 
level of competence, helping to cushion the Rus-
sian economy by taking proactive measures at the 
outset of the war. With the West freezing roughly 
$300 billion of Russia’s foreign currency reserves, 
the Central Bank’s capacity to implement stabili-
sation policies has been significantly constrained, 
resulting in it implementing alternative measures 
to stabilise the rouble’s value. Firstly, the Central 
Bank blocked financial outflows from the country 
by imposing strict capital controls, achieved by re-
quiring exporters to convert their foreign earnings 
into roubles and by restricting the conversion of 
large sums of roubles into foreign currencies. Sec-
ondly, just days after Russia’s large-scale invasion 
of Ukraine, the Central Bank raised the key inter-
est rate from 9.5% to 20%, thereby enhancing the 
appeal of rouble-denominated financial assets. Its 
swift response not only helped maintain the liquid-
ity in the Russian banking system that is a crucial 
factor for financial stability, but also contributed to 
stabilising the rouble’s value. After containing the 
initial shock, the Central Bank gradually began to 
ease capital controls and normalise the key inter-
est rate23.

What is the current 
economic outlook for 
Russia? 
The economy’s realignment to meet wartime de-
mands, along with the establishment of new for-
eign trade partnerships and the Central Bank’s 
effective management both facilitated stability at 
the outset of the war and created the conditions 
for Russia’s swift economic expansion in 2023 
and 2024. 

By 2025, however, the economy had started los-
ing steam, exhibiting clear indicators of a slow-
down: in the third quarter, GDP rose by just 0.6% 
compared with the same period the previous year. 
Economic analysts in Russia, including the Central 
Bank, anticipate GDP growth of approximately 1% 
between 2025 and 2026. This slowdown is not a 



84

short-term fluctuation but rather a continuation 
of Russia’s prolonged and persistent economic 
slowdown. For instance, in 2013, prior to the an-
nexation of Crimea, long-term forecasts anticipat-
ed that the Russian economy would expand at an 
annual rate of approximately 3.5%. The annexation 
of Crimea, combined with prevailing low oil prices, 
led to a downward revision of these forecasts to 
around 2%. Following the onset of the full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine, these forecasts have been 
further downgraded to between 1% and 1.5%24. In 
this context, it is worth emphasising that Russia’s 
economic slowdown is not inherently surprising: a 
range of structural factors, such as geoeconomic 
fragmentation and adverse demographic trends, 
mean that the global economy is no longer ex-
pected to sustain the rapid growth rates of the 
past. For example, long-term growth in developing 
economies, including China and India, is expected 
to decelerate from 4.4% prior to the pandemic to 
around 4.0%. However, the question of momen-
tum is crucial: Russia is decelerating more rapidly, 
meaning its relative share of the global economy 
is set to continue diminishing. 

The rapid growth observed between 2023 and 2024 
should therefore be understood as a cyclical surge 
rather than the start of a sustainable long-term tra-
jectory. Over the longer term, supply-side factors, 
such as an expanding labour force, a breakthrough 
in productivity, accelerated capital investment, or 
a combination of these, would be necessary to 
maintain the robust growth experienced previous-

ly. However, these trends are not presently appar-
ent and the prospects for significant change in the 
near term remain highly constrained.  

Numerous economies are encountering structur-
al limitations as a result of adverse demographic 
trends. For instance, in many of these economies, 
particularly in developed countries, businesses are 
grappling with labour shortages. What is particu-
larly distinctive about Russia, however, is that the 
transition to a war-focused economy intensifies 
these types of challenges. For example, the con-
tinuing war, coupled with the intensification of do-
mestic repression, is making it increasingly chal-
lenging to attract foreign labour. Currently, only 
around 3 to 3.5 million legal migrant workers are 
employed in the country, compared with roughly 
4.5 million before the pandemic and 5 to 7 million 
between 2012 and 2013.25 Furthermore, with ris-
ing public expenditure on the military and sluggish 
economic growth, it is unlikely that sufficient re-
sources will be allocated to enhancing the quality 
of human capital. In the 2025 budget, for instance, 
allocations for health and education rose only in 
nominal terms to account for the higher costs of 
the war, meaning that once inflation is consid-
ered, there has effectively been no real increase in 
spending26.

Estimates of growth in productivity differ, yet the 
prevailing view is that this was relatively slow in 
Russia prior to the full-scale war in Ukraine27. 
Since 2022, heightened international isolation and 

Comparison of actual GDP growth and forecasts for Russia and developing countries 

Russia Developing European countries (e.g., Albania, Moldova, Serbia) Developing countries around the world (including China, India, etc.)
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Source: International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
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restricted access to advanced technologies have 
made a substantial productivity breakthrough in 
the country increasingly improbable. 

Russia’s long-term growth trajectory has not been 
fundamentally adjusted by the country’s reorient-
ed trade relationships. For example, the develop-
ment of economic relations between Russia and 
China since 2022 indicates that these ties are 
likely to remain cautious and narrowly focused, 
largely because China has shown limited interest 
in substantially deepening its engagement. The 
country’s customs data shows that in 2024, Rus-
sia accounted for just 3.2% of China’s total exports 
and 5.0% of its imports28. From China’s perspec-
tive, Russia’s significance lies primarily in its role 
as a supplier of raw materials. It is worth noting 
that China deliberately avoids overreliance on any 
single supplier, sourcing substantial quantities of 
oil from countries such as Saudi Arabia (14%) and 
Malaysia (13%), among others29, even when these 
suppliers do not offer discounted prices. Russia’s 
capacity to expand its energy exports to China is 
thus constrained by the latter’s deliberate strategy 
of supply diversification. 

Within the context of the Russia–China partner-
ship, it is important to emphasise that China cur-
rently holds the world’s largest current account sur-
plus in absolute terms. From Russia’s perspective, 
this is significant because, should China choose 
to direct its savings – the current account balance 
being the difference between domestic savings 
and investment – towards Russia, it could help 
offset the adverse effects of Western sanctions, 
expand Russia’s capital base (the aforementioned 
third supply-side factor identified as a long-term 
driver of GDP), and thereby enhance the econo-
my’s growth potential. However, China remains 
cautious about deepening broader investment 
links with Russia, with investment in the country 
representing just 2.2%30 of China’s total outward 
direct investments in 2024. China’s portfolio in-
vestment in Russia is similarly limited31. Over the 
long term, its investment in Russia is expected to 
increase only modestly, at around 1% annually32. 

Another factor indicating that trade between Rus-
sia and China is unlikely to see substantial growth 
in the future is Russia’s existing reliance on the 
Chinese market. In 2024, China accounted for ap-

proximately 30% of Russia’s total exports and 41% 
of its imports. These figures raise questions about 
whether Russia would be willing to further deepen 
its trade with China. Beyond potential trade prefer-
ences, it is also crucial to recognise the objective 
constraints, with Russia remaining less economi-
cally developed than China. Accordingly, Russian 
producers may struggle to supply goods that align 
with the demands of the Chinese market. This is 
clearly reflected in the current composition of its 
exports to China, which are overwhelmingly fo-
cused on energy and other raw materials. 

Finally, the outlook for Russia in terms of achieving 
economic diversification and lessening its struc-
tural reliance on oil remains bleak. This is largely 
due to the growing influence of geoeconomics, 
which increasingly ties economic decision-making 
to geostrategic considerations. Russia accounted 
for 3.5% of global GDP in 2024, measured by pur-
chasing power parity33, while its ranking fell from 
47th to 100th between 2000 and 2023 in Harvard 
University’s Atlas of Economic Complexity34. The 
export of raw materials thus remains Russia’s sole 
major economic instrument for projecting geopo-
litical power and influencing the policy choices of 
other nations. Alongside geopolitical factors, Rus-
sia’s reliance on energy exports is likely to persist 
due to its comparatively low production costs. 
Extraction, transportation and taxation costs for 
Russian oil companies keep the production cost at 
roughly $10 to $15 per barrel of oil. This is marked-
ly lower than the $40 to $50 per barrel incurred by 
US oil companies and only marginally above Saudi 
Arabia’s Aramco, which has production costs of 
just under $10 per barrel. The IMF notes that the 
Russian oil sector is well placed to endure an ex-
tended period of low oil prices. Even in the event of 
a prolonged global recession combined with sus-
tained low prices, the Russian oil industry would 
probably remain capable of operating profitably. 
This implies that the structural incentives for the 
country to pursue alternative sources of growth 
are constrained. 

Conclusion
The Russian economy's resilience at the onset of 
the war in Ukraine was underpinned by the econo-
my’s reorientation towards wartime demands, the 
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swift establishment of new foreign trade partner-
ships, and the Central Bank’s effective mitigation of 
the shock’s adverse impacts. However, there is little 
evidence to suggest that Russia’s short-term resil-
ience will translate into a new phase of accelerated 
economic growth. Russia is expected to continue 
relying on an unbalanced growth model heavily 
dependent on energy extraction and exports. The 
new trading partners established following the out-
break of war have provided a short-term boost to 
the Russian economy, yet there is limited potential 

for these economic relationships to expand further. 
To a significant extent, the constraint lies within the 
Russian economy itself, which can supply trading 
partners with raw materials but lacks the capacity 
to provide higher-value-added goods and services. 
Finally, Russia’s future development will be limited 
by structural challenges such as adverse demo-
graphic trends and sluggish productivity growth 
that are not unique to the country. 
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