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IS RUSSIA A GREAT POWER?





THE WARSAW TREATY ORGANIZATION
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THE COLLAPSE OF THE SOVIET 
UNION





PROBLEMS OF THE 1990s

• Military Dismemberment
• Economic Collapse
• The “Health of the 

Nation” at Risk
• A Country in Need of Aid
• PERCEPTION: RUSSIA IS 

A WEAK STATE
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CHANGING COURSE
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RUSSIAN POWER UNDER VLADIMIR 
PUTIN

• Putin’s Perspective
– Correct the disaster of 1991
– Russia is a “Civilization”
– Russia is an “essential” power

• Defining Spheres of Influence
– Eurasia – neighboring states
– Europe – strategically important
– Beyond – situational (what is 

the purpose? Advantage?)
• Tools of Foreign Policy
– Information operations
– The “image of stability”
– Increasing use of the military 9





NATO AT THE RUSSIAN BORDER



MERCENARIES



RUSSIAN ARMS SALES
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S-400



SHAPING THE MEDIA SPACE



INFLUENCING EXTREMISTS AND 
SOWING DISCORD
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SUMMARY: RUSSIA’S FOREIGN POLICY 
AND WORLDVIEW

• Self-Perception: Russia is a Great Power
• Centralized Decision-making
– Small group of key leaders involved
– Public opinion does matter (within limits!)

• Resource Limitations are Known
• “Gerasimov Doctrine”
– Constant state of conflict (no “peace or war”)
– Use all means available

• Willing to Take Risks: Actions Abroad Have 
Consequences at Home



WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR THE 
UNITED STATES?

• Cooperation or Competition?
– European security
– Engaging China

• Ignoring Russia
– No real economic ties
– A “regional power” that is weak

• Periods of “Reset” with Russia
• Trump’s Admiration of Putin
• Biden Breaks the Cycle of U.S. Leadership 

on Russia? [No Reset?]



CASE STUDY 1: RUSSIA AND IRAN

• Bilateral Tensions
• Security Cooperation
– Arms sales
– Intelligence sharing

• Shared Concerns
– Transnational threats
– The U.S. as a rival

• An Alliance, Strategic 
Partnership, or Marriage 
of Convenience?
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THE JCPOA AND A “NUCLEAR IRAN”
• Russia’s Official Position on Iranian Nuclear 

Energy
– Assistance with the Bushehr nuclear facility
– Opposed to Iranian possession of nuclear weapons

• Perceived Value of the JCPOA
– The United Nations
– U.S. withdrawal in 2018
– Enhance Russia’s role?



CASE STUDY 2: RUSSIA AND SYRIA

• Support for Assad
– “Helping a friend”
– Russia as a regional actor

• Low-cost/High-return
– Combat experience
– Refining roles of 

mercenaries
– Arms sales

• Limiting the U.S. in the 
Middle East

• This Is Part of a Broader 
Russian Security Policy 22
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CASE STUDY 3: RUSSIA AND 
AFGHANISTAN

• Formal Ties
– Had tacit support for Ghani
– Support for the Taliban
– Russia as a “convener”

• The Withdrawal of NATO
– Perceptions before August 2021
– Collapse of the Ghani 

government
– The U.S./NATO departure

• Redefining Russia’s War of 
1979-1989 24
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CONNECTING OR BLOCKING OFF 
AFGHANISTAN?



WHAT ABOUT RUSSIA AND CHINA?



THE SHANGHAI COOPERATION 
ORGANIZATION (SCO)
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CHALLENGE OF 2022:  DEFENDING 
THE RUSSIAN HOMELAND

• Primary Security Focus Remains Russia
• Important to Understand Who is the ENEMY
• Expansion of What is Considered “Russia”
– The Arctic region
– Russians abroad

• Activities Within the Eurasian Region
– South Caucasus
– Central Asia
– Ukraine
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NAGORNO-KARABAKH (2020)

• Armenia and Azerbaijan
– National self-determination
– Territorial integrity
– First war in the 1990s

• Impact of the 2020 War
– Azerbaijan
– Armenia
– The role of Russia
– The role of the CSTO
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KAZAKHSTAN (JANUARY 2022)

• Sequence of Events
– Domestic unrest
– Leadership conflict
– External actors

• Russian Response
– Honor request of 

President Tokayev
– The role of the CSTO
– Beyond?



UKRAINE (2014-PRESENT)
• Ukraine is a Nation –

Apart from Russia
• Can It Join the EU and 

NATO?
• Russian Incursions Into 

Ukraine
– Crimean Takeover
– The Donbas Conflict
– The Military Build-Up
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TERRITORIAL DISPUTES
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GAS ROUTES AND GEOPOLITICS



RUSSIA’S INVASION OF UKRAINE

• Justification for the “Special Military 
Operations”

• What Are Russia’s Objectives?
• The U.S. Reactions
– Condemnation
– UN resolutions
– Sanctions
–Military support for Ukraine?



STATUS OF THE WAR TODAY



“STRATEGIC POWER COMPETITION:”
COMMON NARRATIVES

• Russia and China Oppose U.S. Goals
• Russia and China Oppose U.S. Presence
• Russia and China Always Cooperate
• We Are Looking at a “New Great Game”
• What Is the Reality?
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STRATEGIC POWER COMPETITION:
REALITY

• Russia, China, and the United States
– Areas of cooperation and competition
– Focus on their own vital national interests

• Interaction among the Three Powers
– Interests and capacity vary
– Be mindful of wishful thinking

• Regional Actors and Agency
– Regions are distinct priorities for outside powers
– Understand local interests and capacity



CONCLUSION

• Does Russia Remain an Important Country?
– As a regional actor
– As a global actor
– Russia’s “identity” in the future?

• What Challenges May Affect Russia’s 
Standing as a “Great Power?”

• What Factors Could Influence Russia’s 
Ability to Project Power?
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Thank you!

For additional information:

Dr. Roger Kangas
Near East South Asia Center for Strategic Studies

Tel.: (202) 685-3999
Email: kangasr@ndu.edu


