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Abstract

This thesis aims to analyze the strategic behavior of the Russian Federation during the initial phase of
the 2022 invasion of Ukraine through the lens of strategic culture. In doing so, it investigates how
deeply embedded beliefs, institutional narratives, and doctrinal traditions shaped the Kremlin’s
perception of the conflict and informed its military planning. The research is based on a qualitative
methodology, relying on discourse analysis of primary sources such as public speeches by Russian
political and military elites, official doctrinal texts, and strategic planning documents. Secondary
academic literature is used to contextualize the findings and triangulate the interpretation of strategic
choices. Particular attention is given to the period between February and early March 2022, when the
Russian military faced its most visible operational failures. The aim is to identify how Russia’s
strategic culture—understood as a socially transmitted and historically constituted set of beliefs—
contributed to the misalignment between political intentions and operational outcomes. Emphasis is
placed on the persistence of imperial narratives, the role of autocratic governance, and the internal
structure of the security elite. By doing so, this thesis highlights the relevance of ideational factors in

understanding Russia’s conduct in war, moving beyond material or personalist explanations.

Abstrakt

Cilem této prace je analyzovat strategické chovani Ruské federace v pocatecni fazi invaze na
Ukrajinu v roce 2022 prostifednictvim optiky strategické kultury. Zkouma, jak hluboce zakotfenéné
viry, instituciondlni pifibéhy a doktrinalni tradice formovaly vnimani konfliktu Kremlem
a informovaly o jeho vojenském planovéani. Vyzkum je zaloZen na kvalitativni metodice, kterd se
opirda o diskurzivni analyzu primarnich zdroju, jako jsou vefejné projevy ruskych politickych
a vojenskych elit, oficidlni doktrindlni texty a strategické planovaci dokumenty. Sekundarni
akademicka literatura se pouzivéa k kontextualizaci ndlezl a triangulaci interpretace strategickych
rozhodnuti. Zvlastni pozornost je vénovana obdobi mezi inorem a zacatkem biezna 2022, kdy ruska
armada celila svym nejviditelnéjSim opera¢nim selhanim. Cilem je zjistit, jak ruské strategicka
kultura — chapana jako spolecensky pienasena a historicky konstituovana sada piesvédceni — ptispéla
k nesouladu mezi politickymi zdméry a operacnimi vysledky. Dlraz je kladen na pietrvavani
imperialnich ptib&hd, roli autokratické vlady a vnitini strukturu bezpecnostni elity. Tato prace tak
zdiraziuje vyznam idedlnich faktort pfi pochopeni ruského chovani ve valce, ptrekraCovani

materidlnich ¢i personalistickych vysvétleni.

III



Keywords
Russia, Strategic Culture, Ukraine War, beliefs, military strategy
Klicova slova

Rusko, strategicka kultura, ukrajinska vélka, presvédceni, vojenska strategie

Title

Beliefs, Doctrine, and War: The Role of Strategic Culture in Russia’s 2022 Invasion of Ukraine
Nazev prace

Vira, doktrina a valka: Role strategické kultury v ruské invazi na Ukrajinu v roce 2022

1A%



Acknowledgments

First and foremost, I want to thank my parents, Lorella and Danilo, for allowing me to spend two
wonderful years here in Prague, for their practically unconditional support, and for their patience—

which will now be put to the test since I’'m back home. Thank you!

A special thank you goes to my supervisor, Mgr. et Mgr. Tomas Kucera, Ph.D., for having provided

me with guidance during the writing of this thesis.

Thanks also to all the friends I made over these two years—without them, I would be talking about a
very different experience. In particular, thank you to my flatmates, Brieuc and Andrej; the Flora

Republic will always have a place in my heart.

And how could I not mention that wild bunch of Marcello, Panzer, Claudio, Davide, Giovanni,
Michele, Riccardo (and the list could actually go on for quite a while), for showing me that there’s a

whole life waiting after your thirties—and nothing’s stopping it from being a hell of a lot of fun.



Table of Contents

INEEOAUCTION. ...ttt ettt et e st et e et e e bt e s be e bt e eabeesseesnbeenseeenbeesseesnseenneaans 1
LEETALUIE TEVIEW....eutiiiiiiteiiettet ettt sttt ettt sae e b e bt et e st e ateeb e e sb e e bt e st e entesatesbee bt enbeentesntenaeenaeens 2
Historical overview of the traditional approaches to Russia’s international behavior.............cccccevevveenveeenn. 2
The STrAtEZIC CUILUIE.......cuviiiiiieiiieciee ettt et e ettt e e et e e eetbeestee e ebeeesseeessseesssaeessseessseeensseesssesansseenssennn 6
GAPS 1N The [IEETALUTE. ... .ccctiiiiiieie ettt et e et e e s eesbeeetaeestaeesbeessseesssaessseeasseeessseessseessseesssens 10
Theoretical fraMEWOTK........ccoiiiiiiiiee et 10
The relevance of the social dimension in strate@ic STUAIES. .......ceeouirirriiieiieie et 11

A definition of Strate@ic CUITUTE. ........cc.eiiiiiiiie ettt sttt e be e b e e 12
The importance of Strategic Culture in defining Russian military thinking............ccoccoeiiiniiininniiinnnn. 16

A 11 0 016 (0] (o o PSSP 18
Justification for the Qualitative Approach and the Use of Primary and Secondary Sources..............cc...... 18
RESEATCH DIESIZN. ..ttt ettt ettt et e et e et e e bt et e et e et e e b e e sse e st e st e bt esseesseesseesneanseeseas 19
Case StUAY JUSTHTICALION. ....c.uietieieeieete ettt ettt ettt et e bt et et e e eateeateeabeeabeemseenseentesneeenseeas 19
Data Collection and ANalysis Strat@Zy.......ccerierierierieiieiierteeie ettt ettt ettt ee e teeteebeebeeneeeneeeneeeaneeas 20
Validity, Reliability, and LImitations..........cceeeeiieiienienieniesiesieeeicese sttt ettt sbee st e st e saeesaeesaee s 20
(070731e] 11 5 0] 4 OO OSSP PTUURUPRUPRRRRONt 21
ANALYLICAL SECTIOMN. ....eieiiiieiiieeiie ettt ettt et ee et e e st e e et e e etaeeetaeeensaeesnsaeeasseeensseeenssaeensseeenseens 21
RUSSIAN Strate@ic CUITUTE. ......oouiiiiiieiietiiitet ettt ettt ettt et bt et b e sbt et bt eaenaes 21
The RUSSIAN SECUTILY CIITC.....euieiireieii ettt te sttt et et ettt e et e st e st e seeseessessaesseenseseensenseensenseensenseanseeneansennes 21
Formation of ideational homogeneity within the SECUrity €lite..........ccccverieriirciiiieriieiecieeee e 25
Russia’s security elite dominant DELIETS..........cceviiriiiiiiiiicie ettt s e s 28
APPTOACH 10 UKTAINE. ...c.eeeiiiieitieiete ettt sttt s h et b e et e et st e b e s bt et e bt estenteeseentenees 41
Political-Strate@iC APPIOACH. ... .ceeriieeiiiiciecte ettt ettt ettt et e e se e beestesaeesaesaeesbeeraenseetaenseeseenseeraenns 41
Strategic-MilItary APPIOACKH. ......cc.eiiiiieiiitieiee ettt ettt et e te e b e te e b e eseebeesaesseesaessaessesseessesseensenseenns 46
IMITIEATY FAIIUTES. ....veevieiieiecie ettt et e et e et e et e esbeesbesssessbeesseasbessseasseassesssesssasssessseassesssesssenssensses 51
RUSSIAN INVASION PLANL....c.uiiiiiiiiitiiieiieceete ettt et steete st esteeaesteesbeesbesseesaeessesseesseesseessesseesseessesssesseessesssesseessas 52
Failure 0 the TPW ..o ettt et b e bt bttt e b et e st e e et et e e et et eseeseeneeneas 54
Failure in Command and CONLIOL.............co.iiiiiiiiiiieeeiee ettt ettt eb e bt e st e be e beeetesbeenaeas 57
COMCIUSION. 1.ttt ettt et e a e b et e bt e s bt et sh e e sbeeab e e st e s bt et e eatesbe e beentenbeenbeeneenee 60



Bibliography

VII



Introduction

In February 2022, the conflict in Ukraine—originally sparked in 2014 with the Russian annexation of
Crimea and the subsequent Kremlin-backed insurgency in the eastern regions of the country—entered
a new, dramatic phase. The second protocol of the Minsk Agreements, signed on 12 February 2015,
had managed to establish a ceasefire, albeit a fragile one, between Ukraine and Russia along with its
allies from the Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR) and Luhansk People’s Republic (LPR), laying the
groundwork for what was hoped to be a diplomatic solution to the conflict. This, however, did not

happen.

In a televised speech broadcast on 24 February 2022 at 5:30 a.m., Russian President Vladimir Putin
denounced the situation in Ukraine, where, according to Moscow’s perspective, Russian-speaking
and ethnic Russian citizens “have been subjected to abuse and genocide by the Kiev regime for eight
years.” He went on to declare: ““... I have decided to conduct a special military operation with the
approval of the Federation Council of Russia and pursuant to the treaties on friendship and mutual
assistance with the Donetsk People’s Republic and the Lugansk People’s Republic...” (Putin, 2022).
That same day, the Russian Armed Forces (RUAF) crossed the border, turning back the clock of

European history by nearly seventy years.

Following the invasion, analysts, academics, and media outlets renewed their focus on the Russian
Federation, its armed forces, and its political system in an attempt to understand the deeper reasons
behind such a momentous decision. Some examined Russia’s decisions through the lens of realism,
others through liberalism, while still others focused on the figure of Vladimir Putin as the supreme
authority of the state. However, these approaches manage to grasp only certain aspects of Russian
strategic thinking and how it perceives Ukraine. The aim of this thesis is therefore twofold. First, it
seeks to fill the gaps in traditional literature by focusing on an often-overlooked element: Russian

strategic culture (SC). In doing so, it aims to answer the following research question:

- What are the defining features of Russia’s political and strategic approach toward Ukraine,

and how do they reflect the country’s strategic culture?

While understanding the political-strategic roots of Russia’s behavior toward Ukraine is a crucial first

step, it is equally important to examine how these ideational foundations shaped the Kremlin’s
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military conduct and contributed to the operational shortcomings observed during the initial phase of
the conflict. Although the war is, regrettably, still ongoing — now in its third year —it is possible to
assess its initial period, which, as will be further elaborated in the dissertation, constitutes a
particularly critical moment in Russian military strategy. This phase spans from 24 February 2022, the
launch of the full-scale invasion, to around end of End of February, when the Battle of Kyiv ended and

with it the chance for a rapid collapse of Ukraine.

In fact, the Russian offensive of February 2022, far from achieving its declared objectives—namely,
the overthrow of the Ukrainian government, the rapid occupation of territory, and the neutralization of
the Western threat at Russia’s doorstep—instead revealed serious shortcomings in the performance of
the Russian military apparatus. Several studies (e.g. Galeotti, 2022; Kofman & Lee, 2022) have
highlighted how structural deficiencies, doctrinal rigidity, and centralized command impaired the
effectiveness of Russian forces on the ground. These shortcomings, this thesis argues, were not simply
tactical or logistical issues but manifestations of deeper cultural assumptions within the Russian

strategic community. Hence, the second research question:

- In what ways did Russian strategic culture influence the Kremlin’s approach to the 2022
invasion of Ukraine, and how did this contribute to the operational shortcomings observed

during the initial phase of the conflict?

This research will seek to fill the gap in the literature as it aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of
Russian strategic culture and its political and military effects, thus offering a deeper and more
coherent interpretative key to the behavior of the Kremlin. Understanding these dynamics is essential
not only to explain the current conflict but also to assess future trajectories of European and

international security.

Literature review

Historical overview of the traditional approaches to Russia’s international behavior

Traditional interpretations of Russia’s international behavior have largely relied on Western-centric

frameworks —frameworks that have limited resonance with the way Moscow interprets global affairs



and makes strategic decisions. Scholars and public debates have, in fact, attempted to explain
Moscow's behavior either through the lens of (neo-)realism, arguing that the Kremlin aggressive
behavior in the former Soviet space was explained by the logic of relative gains, driven by an atavistic
fear for its security or through liberalist assumptions, which on the other hand focused on the peculiar
and authoritarian structure of Russia internal regime. A third widespread tendency focuses on
personalist narratives on the figure of Vladimir Putin, regarded as the ultimate decision-making
authority in Russia; Russia’s behavior is then a result of his personal agenda. While these perspectives

offer useful insights, they often obscure the internal logic guiding Russian strategic choices.

Attempts to understand Russian conduct through the lens of (neo-)realism have been the most
prevalent. Realist scholars argue that Russia’s foreign policy stems from structural insecurity—
especially in response to NATO’s eastward expansion (Mearsheimer 2014). According to this view,
Moscow intervenes in its “near abroad” to preserve regional hegemony and balance against Western
encroachment (Mearsheimer, 2014; Lynch, 2001). However, this deterministic logic fails to explain
the timing, methods, and symbolic dimensions of Russia’s interventions. While material factors are
undoubtedly important, the possibility of an action happening does not necessarily imply that it must
do so. If that were the case, once the context in which a particular dynamic unfolds is established,
there would be no need for further inquiry, as the choices of actors—regardless of who they are—
would be deterministically prescribed, leaving no room for alternative outcomes. In addition, not all
great powers respond identically to similar constraints. Consequently, realism helps outline Russia’s
strategic environment but does not account for its uniquely coercive style or deeply ideological

framing of threats.

Liberalist interpretations, on the other hand, ultimately view Moscow’s actions on the international
stage as an attempt to “make the world unsafe for democracy” (Diamond 2016). In contrast to the
neorealist approach, Russia’s decision to intervene within its former sphere of influence is not driven
by material gains but instead by the fear that neighboring countries would embrace democracy, and
that from them it would spread to Russia, thus threatening the regime. However, this interpretation

proves to be inaccurate.

First, Russia is not the only autocratic regime in the world, yet it is the only one to behave in a
particular way; therefore, focusing solely on the characteristics of the regime is insufficient to grasp
the real factors that influence its decision-making. Moreover, when examining historical trends since

2000, it becomes clear that greater integration of Russia into the global economy and sustained
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dialogue with Western institutions — at least until 2014 — did not lead to any fundamental change in
how Moscow perceives and interprets the world. The case of Georgia is emblematic in this regard.
The international response to Russia’s military campaign was remarkably muted, with Moscow
suffering few tangible consequences. EU leaders’ calls for a ceasefire ultimately served Russian
interests, while the newly elected Obama administration opted to pursue what would later become
known as the “Russian Reset” policy (Dickinson, 2021). Notably, the invasion of Georgia took place
under the presidency of Dmitry Medvedev, a figure who, at the time, was considered relatively liberal
by Russian standards and in comparison to his predecessor and successor. Since 2014, liberal
interpretations have shifted their narrative, framing Russia—West dynamics as a confrontation
between Good and Evil, with Russia cast in the role of the latter (McCallion, 2023). However, by
rejecting any approach that does not conform to Western liberal-democratic norms, such
interpretations dogmatically exclude the possibility of understanding the perspective of a geopolitical
rival — a process that is essential not only for scholarly analysis but also for fostering meaningful

dialogue and strategic engagement (Gunitsky & Tsygankov, 2018).

A prevalent alternative interpretation presents Vladimir Putin as the sole architect of Russian foreign
policy. Common phrases like “Putin’s war on Ukraine” or “Putin’s war machine” or simply is
nickname, the Zar, reflect this mindset, suggesting that he acts independently of institutional or
bureaucratic checks at all levels of decision-making. This perspective is a distorted version of a more
valid argument that emphasizes domestic sources of Russia’s foreign conduct (Borozna, 2022, pp.
221-265). The fact that Putin exerts a great degree of influence on the strategic choices of the country
is undeniable, also given the centralized structure of the Russian political system. However, research
indicates that Russia’s foreign policy has remained notably consistent regardless of whether Putin was
formally in office (Nalbandov, 2016).

Specialist literature has extensively investigated the role of the "clans" that collectively hold power in
Russia. Among them, the best-known are the clan of Saint Petersburg, which emerged in conjunction
with the rise of Putin, and the former Yeltsin Family, based on blood networks and linked with
Moscow’s elite (Pribylovsky, 2013). The existence of such networks of power is further evidence that
Putin is not the sole architect of Russia’s political and strategic decisions; these decisions result from
the interaction of a collective leadership, which is driven by structural dynamics and interests that

transcend individual wills. These dynamics constitute what this thesis defines as SC.

Since the annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the beginning of hostilities in eastern Ukraine, the

academic literature has shown a growing interest in the analysis of Russia’s typical operating modes,
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developing interpretative approaches that break away from traditional frameworks. These new lines
of research focus more on the strategic and cultural specificities of Russian behavior in military and
political fields, trying to understand it within its own logics, instead of filtering it exclusively through
established Western models such as hybrid warfare.' For example, Cimbala (2014) described Russia’s
action in Ukraine as a case of military persuasion, defined as “threat or use of armed force in order to

obtain desired political and military goals" (p. 360).

Among the main advantages of these approaches, there is, first of all, a greater attention to the Russian
context, both historical and political, which allows a reading closer to the reality of the actions
undertaken by Moscow. The systematic use of primary sources in the Russian language, often
overlooked in previous studies, represents an additional strength: this significantly reduces the risk of
cultural projections or distorted interpretations arising from analytical categories foreign to the
Russian framework. In addition, the use of unified theoretical frameworks helps to strengthen the
internal coherence of the analysis and to give more depth of interpretation, favoring a more structured
and less fragmented understanding of Russian strategic behavior. However, these contributions are
not free of limits. The most obvious is the tendency to neglect a broad and well-defined conceptual
framework. Although the importance of broader socio-political dynamics — such as the relationship
between state power, strategic culture and Russian society — is often recognized, these elements
remain marginal or only sketchy. For example, Adamsky (2018) rightfully pointed out that there is a
shortage of cultural studies on Russian deterrence and suggested using SC to bridge the gap. However,

this assertion was not supported in the following pages, where very few references to SC can be found.

In other words, while offering both empirically rich and contextually informed analyses, these studies
struggle to systematically link Russian operational behavior with broader theories of war, power or
geopolitical identity. The result is an interpretative panorama that is effective in the description but

less robust in the general conceptualization of the phenomenon.

! Many scholars have focused on the term hybrid warfare following an article published by the Russian Chief of
General Staff Valery Gerasimov in 2013 and later described by Mark Galeotti as "the new Russian approach to war".
However, as pointed out later by Galeotti himself, the term was not sufficiently nuanced and it did not fully capture the
complexities of Russia’s actions. Gerasimov himself in his article pointed out the characteristics of hybrid warfare but
described it as a Western and not a Russian prerogative. This is a typical example of the problems arising from adopting
Western concepts and ideas to areas that are not.
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The strategic culture

This section aims to provide a general overview of the debate on the definition of SC and the main

authors that contributed to it.

Although the term strategic culture (SC) was not used at the time, its conceptual roots can be traced
back to Basil Liddell Hart’s critique of the Napoleonic model of warfare in The Napoleonic Fallacy.
Despite the author never used the term SC, in the book Hart criticized the notion of “waging absolute
war... against the enemy’s main force” (Danchev, 1999, p. 317). The author attributed the mass
slaughter of World War I to a rigid adherence among European generals to the ideal of decisive battle
against the enemy’s main force. Instead, he championed Britain’s traditional preference for the
“indirect approach,” later formalized in The British Way in Warfare (1932). The development of
mechanized forces, strongly advocated by the author in the final chapters, was seen has the way to link
the technological development of the time with a renewal of the British traditional approach to
warfare, in order to build up a “... a more promising alternative in the future to such stagnant yet
costly warfare” (Liddell Hart, 1965, pp. 222-223). Though Liddell Hart never wrote another dedicated
monograph to any other country’s way of war, his work influenced later theorists who sought to define

national ways of war, paving the way for SC scholarship (Danchev, 1999, p. 313).

In fact, in 1973 Russel Weigley published The American Way of War, which was the first work of its
kind dedicated to the United States, in which the author provided a comprehensive analysis of the US
approach to armed conflict from the revolution, when Washington for the first time conducted a
defensive war of attrition, which would then shape Ulysses Grant’s war of annihilation approach
during the Civil War and American strategy during World War II and the Vietnam War (Weigley,
1973).

The term Strategic Culture first appeared in the literature in 1977, when Jack Snyder used it in the
RAND Corporation report The Soviet Strategic Culture: Implications for Limited Nuclear
Operations. This report is significant for two reasons. First, it provides the initial definition of
strategic culture, articulated as: “The sum of the total ideas, conditioned emotional responses and
patterns of habitual behavior that members of a national strategic community have acquired through
instruction or imitation” (Snyder, 1977, p. 8). Second, the report’s conclusions suggest the existence
of a distinctly Soviet strategic culture, different from that of the West. Snyder diverged from the
dominant American strategic thinking of the time, which was heavily based on game theory and

viewed the Soviets as the superpower most likely to resort to non-strategic nuclear weapons. Instead,
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he asserted that “Soviet leaders and strategists are not culture-free, preconception-free game theorists”
and that their decisions were in fact guided by a peculiar way of thinking shared across the strategic
community as the product of a process of socialization. Based on this assumption, Snyder argued that
the Soviet Union's SC was less inclined to prescribe the use of nuclear weapons in a limited or tactical
manner; indeed, he believed that the United States was more likely to resort to nuclear weapons in

such contexts, thus departing from the mainstream thinking of the time.

Despite its originality, the concept of strategic culture was not immediately embraced by political
scientists, historians, or military strategists for several reasons. First, at the time of writing the RAND
publication, Snyder was only twenty-six years old and still far from being regarded as an authoritative
author in the field of political science, which he would only become years later. This led to his work
being largely overlooked in academic circles (Sondhaus 2006, p. 4). Second, the definition contained
in the report was considered too broad and vague to be analytically meaningful or to possess any
predictive power. Moreover, Snyder had stated in his publication that: “The content of strategic
culture is not cast in concrete for all time” (Snyder, 1977, p. 40), a statement that further weakened the

applicability of the concept.

This was particularly frustrating for American scholarship, which at the time was grappling with the
consequences of the Vietnam War. Mainstream opinion advocated a realist approach as the most
reliable method for military powers to avoid similar debacles in the future, and realist theories
received renewed interest with the publication of Kenneth Waltz’s Theory of International Politics,
effectively inaugurating the neorealist era. According to neorealism, states are portrayed as unitary
and undifferentiated entities whose actions—especially the inclination toward self-reliance and
balancing behavior—are determined by the structural constraints of the international system. In
addition, in Strategy and Ethnocentrism, Ken Booth argued that “the fog of culture has interfered with
the theory and practice of strategy” (Booth, 1979, 9). He urged future strategists to develop greater
awareness of how their own cultural backgrounds shape their strategic thinking. Booth ultimately
called for a shift away from ethnocentrism and intellectual complacency, advocating instead for a

more nuanced realism and a culturally sensitive approach to strategy (Booth, pp. 16, 181).

Despite the initial criticisms, SC garnered important endorsements that ensured its continued
relevance beyond Snyder’s original formulation. Among its most influential proponents was Colin S.
Gray, who drew heavily on Snyder’s insights. Gray, who later served on the President’s General
Advisory Committee on Arms Control and Disarmament during the Reagan administration,

significantly contributed to refining and expanding the theoretical foundations of SC. Gray adapted

7



Snyder’s notion of SC to the US, arguing that it also possessed its own distinctive SC and that a key
premise of its nuclear doctrine—that nuclear war had no winners—was uniquely American. This
perspective, they contended, was not shared by the Soviets, who had never fully accepted the concept
of mutual assured destruction (MAD) (Snyder, 1977, pp. 38-39; Gray, 1981; A.I. Johnston, 1995, pp.
36-39). Gray’s position, which was shared at the time shared by other theorists, was accepted by the
Reagan administration that consequently started to consider alternatives to MAD strategy; these
efforts ultimately culminated in the proposal of the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), popularly

known as “Star Wars.”

Thanks to the prominence given to it by Colin Gray, the concept of SC managed to survive the
neorealist wave and subsequently went on to inspire other scholars. Their works on SC have been
classified in the literature into three “generations,” spanning from the 1980s to the 2000s. These
generations broadly agree on a core understanding of SC as a set of enduring assumptions and
preferences regarding security and the use of force, shaped by the accumulation of shared historical
experiences and perceptions. These cultural frameworks influence what decision-makers perceive as
legitimate, rational, and ultimately "natural" courses of action. However, notable intergenerational

differences remain within the literature.

The first generation, pioneered by Snyder, Gray, and Carnes Lord (1985), focused on culture as a
historically grounded "context" that shapes strategic behavior over time. These scholars emphasized
continuity, arguing that enduring beliefs, symbols, and narratives guide national approaches to
security and military doctrine. However, this approach has been criticized for its conceptual looseness
and limited empirical rigor; in particular, it struggles to distinguish clearly between the causes,

contents, and consequences of SC (Gray, 1999).

The second generation, by contrast, is marked by its critical stance toward the concept of SC itself.
What sets this generation apart from the other two is that its key contributors—such as Robin
Luckham (1984) and Bradley S. Klein (1988) — reject the explanatory value of the concept of SC
itself. In their view, SC is reduced to a rhetorical tool employed by elites to legitimize and conceal the
true motivations behind their actions, which lie in the pursuit and accumulation of power. Strategic
choices, therefore, are not driven by the aforementioned set of cultural assumptions, but rather by self-
interest. As noted, since these authors do not attribute any operational impact to SC, this line of

thought will not be further addressed.



The third generation, emerging in the 1990s, brought a methodological turn to SC studies by aiming to
operationalize the concept in more analytically precise terms. Leading this effort was Alastair lain
Johnston, whose Cultural Realism: Strategic Culture and Grand Strategy in Chinese History (1995)
examined Ming China's strategic behavior, identifying a “parabellum” culture that consistently
favored coercive and offensive doctrines. Unlike first-generation scholars, Johnston sought to test SC
as an independent variable affecting observable behavior. Other prominent figures such as Elizabeth
Kier (1995) and Stephen Peter (1995) contributed by examining how SC is produced and transmitted
through military institutions, strategic discourse, and organizational culture. On the other hand,
Yitzhak Klein had developed a definition that placed more emphasis on the operational use of force.
According to his words, SC is "the set of attitudes and beliefs held within a military establishment
concerning the political objective of war and the most effective strategy and operational method of
achieving it." (Klein, 1991, p. 5). While the third generation maintained the core premise that culture
shapes strategy, it did so with a greater emphasis on hypothesis testing and comparative analysis, thus

enhancing the theoretical maturity of the field.

While the debate between the first and third generations often revolves around epistemological and
methodological questions, it is possible to reconcile elements of both. This has been the attempt
carried out by the self-proclaimed fourth generation. As noted in interdisciplinary work by Neumann
and Heikka (2005), and later by Hamati-Ataya (2018), there exists a cyclical relationship between
beliefs and behavior. Strategic culture, in this view, both informs and is reinforced by action: beliefs
shape what is considered legitimate or effective strategy, while strategic behavior, once enacted,
serves to validate and reproduce those underlying beliefs. Such a dynamic conception of SC —

neither wholly deterministic nor entirely malleable — may serve as a useful foundation for further

inquiry.

A recent notable addition to fourth-generation scholarship is Dmitry (Dima) Adamsky’s The Russian
Way of Deterrence: Strategic Culture, Coercion, and War (2024), which offers a thorough
exploration of how strategic culture informs Russia’s approach to deterrence, escalation, and hybrid
war. Adamsky’s book is interesting in that it operationalizes Russian SC through a set of rich
empirical case studies, ranging from nuclear doctrine evolution during the Cold War to deterrence
practices in today’s Ukraine and Syria. He makes the case that Russia’s deterrence rests on a
distinctive cultural matrix that combines a Soviet military legacy, Russian Orthodox civilization
myth, and a coercive logic of victory based on escalation across domains. In lieu of a Western-drawn
war-versus-peace dichotomy, Adamsky demonstrates how Russian SC sees the conflicts’ spectrum as

inherently ambiguous, with deterrence and compellence closely fused. His book serves as both a
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third-generation methodological exemplar and a fourth-generation constructivist one, demonstrating

how cultures of belief and practices of strategy mutually constitute each other over time.

Gaps in the literature

Differences between the different scholars involved in CS, both inter and intra-generational, have as a
consequence that, to date, there is no generally accepted definition of the concept. This is because
first, the concept is ambiguous: scholars from different disciplines interpret it in ways that are not
always compatible. Some see it as a stable set of convictions rooted in the history and political culture
of a state, others as a fluid and changing construct. In addition, there is a variety of theoretical
approaches. Realists like Gray consider strategic culture a fixed and enduring component, while
constructivists like Johnston describe it as socially constructed and potentially changeable. This
disagreement reflects opposing views on how much strategic behavior is determined by culture or
material factors. The nature of "culture" is also problematic: it includes norms, symbols, ideologies
and practices that make it difficult to isolate its "strategic" dimension. On the methodological level, it
is difficult to identify solid empirical evidence of its influence, and there is a risk of relapsing into a
deterministic vision that neglects contingencies and rational choices. Moreover, the strategic culture
is not necessarily uniform within a state: often there are competing subcultures (e.g. between armed
forces and political class). Historical changes — wars, political transitions, crises — can alter it over
time, further complicating the analysis. These various challenges have contributed to the

underutilization of strategic culture in empirical research, despite its significant explanatory potential.

This thesis aims to suggest a definition that combines the main ideas from the first and third
generations of research (not including the second for reasons already mentioned), while providing a

way to clearly explain the strategic behavior of the Russian Federation.

Theoretical framework

The next section of this thesis will be dedicated to the theoretical underpinnings used in this master’s
final research. As outlined by Crotty (1998) and Creswell (2014), a theoretical framework in the field
of research represents the lens through which the researcher interprets the world and constructs
meaning. Crotty (1998) points out that "every investigation is based on a well-defined epistemological
and ontological understanding" which guides all stages of the research process. Similarly, Creswell

(2014) points out that the theoretical framework "constitutes an indispensable conceptual map to

10



connect theory, research questions and methodology". Therefore, this section is a crucial element as it
establishes the theoretical and conceptual bases on which the entire knowledge base of scientific work

1s built.

First, it will briefly address why a more social-focused approach can bolster the understanding of
Moscow’s strategic choices. Second, the definition of SC to be adopted in the analytical section of this
thesis will be introduced. This definition will be constructed on the basis of the most significant
contributions discussed in the literature review but reformulated in such a way as to allow for its
effective analytical application. Then it will be examined the relationship between SC, military

thinking and why the reliance on the concept of SC particularly fit with the Russian case.

The relevance of the social dimension in strategic studies

As mentioned in the previous section, there has been a general tendency on the part of scholars of
strategic studies to underestimate the social dimension in their analyses to concentrate on the rational-
materialist one. The trend is exemplified by the use of analytical tools that are developed and
borrowed from hard science.

However, that shouldn’t be necessary the case.

Although long underestimate, the importance of the socio-cultural dimension in the field of strategic
studies and military theory emerges both from empirical historical analysis and from the works of the
first theorists of war. Regarding the first point, it is impossible not to mention how the social and
political earthquake caused by the French Revolution profoundly revolutionized the way war was
conducted in Europe. The end of the Ancient Régime and the consequent transformation of subjects
into citizens—thus endowed with rights but also duties such as defending the homeland—allowed
Revolutionary France to deploy many more soldiers than its enemies and to implement new tactics
(Paret, 1986). The possibility of dividing armies to execute complex maneuvers derived precisely
from a different conception of the role of the individual, now freed from the previous feudal hierarchy.
Certainly, the opposite is also true: the dysfunctionality of the Austro-Hungarian army during the First
World War was nothing more than a reflection of the same ethnic fractures affecting the empire at
large, which resulted in incoherent strategic choices and a general inability by the political authority to
set targets achievable by military power. Since its elite were fragmented, the army’s performance was

a direct consequence.
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Building on these evidences, M. Howard (1979) and C.S. Gray (1999) identified four dimensions that
can influence military strategy: operational, logistical, technological, and social. The latter, according
to the two authors, encompasses the broad social, political, and cultural context in which the conflict
takes place. Starting from this premise, they called for a more sociological approach to military

studies.

Although never directly mentioned, the existence of a Western socio-cultural model has emerged
more recently in Victor D. Hanson’s book The Western Way of War (2009). In this work, the author
identifies a continuity in the ways European societies conduct war, traceable back to the Greek poleis.
Given the fact that these societies were based on a structure of citizen-soldiers, it followed that war
could not be prolonged for too long, otherwise there was a risk that the fields would be abandoned, and
the entire society would consequently suffer. Hence the preference for battles of annihilation, as
opposed, for example, to Eastern tactics which instead relied on ambushes conducted by lightly

armored infantry and cavalry in order to ensure mobility.

Kier (1995) identified an even stronger links between SC and military matters. In his words, “military
doctrine is rarely a carefully calculated response to the external environment”; conversely, strategic
and military “[p]references are endogenous; they must be understood within their cultural context”.
So, the relevance of the socio-cultural factors to strategic and military matters has been assessed by
the academic community appears evident, despite the lack of many case-based analysis. In this thesis |
do not want to diminish the importance of material factors, such as technology or geography, but to
emphasize how socio-cultural ones were first underrepresented and according to which they
constitute the ontologically prior to that of other variables and actually shapes the way the latter are

considered by decision-makers.

A definition of Strategic Culture

Through the literature review, the limitations of traditional approaches to the Russian case have also
been identified. It also provided an overview of the main scholarly contributions on SC has been
provided, highlighting it as the analytical tool best suited to address the existing gap. Furthermore, at
this point in the dissertation, the relevance of the social dimension has been established as a factor that
can enhance clarity in strategic and war studies. However, as previously noted, the lack of an agreed

definition of SC offers the chance to work on the concept, in order to construct a definition that is both
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universally applicable and capable of offering analytical depth to the specific focus of this thesis—

namely, Russia’s strategic posture toward Ukraine.

The definition of strategic culture I propose here is as follows:

- Strategic culture is the historically constituted and socially transmitted set of dominant beliefs,
(symbols, and habitual practices) within a state’s security elite that shapes its understanding of
security, legitimizes the use of force, and guides its political-military behavior over time by
informing attitudes toward the political aims of war and the operational methods deemed most

effective to achieve them.

I will now explain the various elements that compose the proposed definition, with the aim of
demonstrating how it overcomes some of the shortcomings found in the interpretations of strategic
culture offered by the different scholarly generations and why it is thus capable of addressing the

theoretical gap identified in the chapter dedicated to the literature review.

First of all, it is necessary to clarify the meaning of that "socially transmitted". In my research I have
identified that the medium through which CS is transmitted lies in the process of socialization.
Socialization is the process through which individuals and groups acquire and convey the cultural
norms, values, and patterns of behavior of a given society, ensuring their continuity across different

times and contexts (Burke, 1982, pp. 74-82; Bagnasco, Barbagli & Cavalli, 2004, pp. 107-108).

Most notably, secondary socialization, described as the learning of specific roles and codes in
specialized institutional contexts, such as the state apparatus, academic or military, where norms are
learned and internalized according to role-functional logics (Goffman, 1961, pp. 15-40; Durkheim,

1912, pp. 340-345) is particularly realevant to the SC and its relationship with military theory.

The socialization process manifests itself through different mechanisms. First, the internalization of
normative contents produces what Pierre Bourdieu has defined as habitus, that is mental and bodily
patterns that automatically orient behavior without conscious reflection (Bourdieu, 1977, pp. 72-95).
Secondly, the ritual repetition of practices and interactions consolidates social norms and roles,
according to the theory of structuring elaborated by Anthony Giddens, for which structure and action
co-produce themselves over time (Giddens, 1984, pp. 24-28; 162-169). In addition, there are forms of

surveillance and social sanctions, which reinforce collective adherence to standards, and mechanisms
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of modelling and imitation, as highlighted by Albert Bandura, that individuals tend to replicate

behavior observed in authoritative or recognized figures (Bandura, 1977, pp. 22-35).

On a systemic level, socialization plays a crucial role in the symbolic reproduction of the social order.
Institutions — understood as lasting structures of meaning and power — operate as vehicles through
which the dominant normativity is perpetuated, adapting it to historical changes but without altering
its underlying cultural establishment. Louis Althusser conceptualized these mechanisms using the
term Ideological State Apparatus (ISA), which refers to institutional devices such as schools, the
army, media, and religion that produce subjects who conform to the dominant ideology and contribute

to the stability of the sociopolitical system (Althusser, 1970, pp. 89-103).

In the context of SC, Johnston (1995) clarified that SC is "socially constructed and transmitted,
particularly through professional military education and institutional memory," emphasizing that
reproduction takes place within closed epistemic communities, such as military or bureaucratic
apparatus. Similarly, Kier (1997) asserts that military organizations are not mere executors of
strategic directives but active agents in the transmission and cultural selection, filtering external

norms through already existing structures.

Once established how SC is transmitted, it is then it necessary to focus on the term “dominant beliefs.”
The adjective dominant is used here to clarify that multiple subcultures may coexist alongside the
prevailing SC within a given strategic community. In this sense, the formulation aims to address the
longstanding debate over whether SC is inherently immutable or subject to change. There are, in fact,
two main schools of thought that hold diametrically opposed views on this issue. The first school
advocates for the immutability of SC and includes, primarily, authors associated with the first
generation of strategic culture studies. As noted by Howlett (2005), many definitions treat strategic
culture as a “concept [that is] complex and deterministic, impermeable to change,” grounded in deep-
rooted variables such as geography, climate, and resource distribution, and heavily emphasize the idea
that culture is intrinsically embedded in national identity. Snyder (1977) refers to strategic culture as
possessing “semi-permanence”: it is not entirely rigid but evolves only very slowly, preserving a

strong degree of continuity despite changes in the external environment.

The fact that the SC is instead fluid is mainly supported by representatives of the second and fourth
generation. However, this approach suffers from the same limitations as mentioned in the literature

review as to why the second generation is not considered in this thesis. If strategic culture were
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conceived as a phenomenon in constant change and shaped by the contingent choices of the actors, it
would lose much of its analytical utility, since it would be unable to offer stable interpretative
categories, and would also see any predictive function compromised, unable to provide reliable

indications about the future orientation of strategic behavior.

In this dissertation, therefore, I tend towards a theorization more in line with what Snyder says: as SC
1s socially necessary, institutionally transmitted and cognitively ingrained, it tends to maintain inertia
and thus resist change. In order to change, the event that causes the change must be of such magnitude
to disrupt the socio-cultural structure of a society as a whole — so not only of its elite — such as a
revolution. So, a non-dominant SC can exist in parallel, but until it doesn’t reach the dominant status

its impact on strategic behavior is limited.

Let us now turn to the term “beliefs.” As stated in the previous section, material factors, regime type,
and individual agency might have variable influence on policymaking, but they do so in subordination
to beliefs. In the context of culture and strategic studies, beliefs can be divided into three macro-

categories:

- Constitutive beliefs (politico-strategic component): These are beliefs that define the identity
of the actor and its foundational values (Katzenstein, 1996, p. 5; Wendt, 1999, p. 224). They
constitute the interpretive framework through which all other strategic elements are
understood. Constitutive beliefs include the ontological beliefs — beliefs about who we are as
strategic actors and what our role in the international system is — and the scientific beliefs —
which are about global mechanics and the variables governing the functioning of the world.

- Intentional beliefs (military-strategic component): These are beliefs related to goals,
perceived threats, and the intentions of other actors. They disclose how the world works in
terms of means and ends and which states or scenarios should be regarded as threats. They are
empirically shaped, often based on past traumatic experiences (Jervis, 1976).

- Operational beliefs: These are beliefs concerning how to act in practice: which tools to use,
which doctrines to follow, and what institutional roles should be respected (Katzenstein, 1996,
p. 5). They inform the concrete conduct of strategic operations. Within this category the most
notable one is constituted by the doctrinal beliefs, which refer to shared visions on how war
should be planned.

These three categories will be used to describe the Russian case, and particularly its relationship with

UKkraine.
15



Finally, it is necessary to define what is meant by security elite. The concept of a security elite refers
to a limited segment of individuals who, due to their specialized knowledge and institutional roles
within the societal hierarchy, hold direct influence over the formulation and execution of security
strategies and military decision-making (Putnam, 1971, pp. 651-681). The decision to focus on the
elite is motivated by several considerations. First, this group represents only a small portion of the
overall population, which allows this analysis to move away from the realist conception of the state as
a monolithic unit whose internal organization is irrelevant to strategic decision-making. At the same
time, the elite is not reducible to a single individual; by definition, it is a broader group. This approach
aims to avoid the “trap” into which many scholars have fallen—namely, focusing exclusively on the
head of state and a narrow circle of close advisors. This is particularly important in the Russian case
for the reasons discussed in the previous section. By virtue of their superior hierarchical position,
elites possess the capacity to influence the broader population. Although strategic culture does not
emerge from nothing, it is first internalized by elite actors, who—thanks to their structural control
over the main institutions of cultural transmission and their access to greater symbolic and
communicative resources—are able to disseminate it widely. Moreover, elites hold not only political
power but also epistemic authority, meaning the capacity to define what is considered true, scientific,
or normal. In doing so, they can delegitimize alternative interpretations of social reality. This process
then reinforces itself through repetition and institutionalization.

While every state possesses its own security elite, the peculiar characteristics of the Russian case will

be examined in the analytical section of this thesis.

The importance of Strategic Culture in defining Russian military thinking

The proposed definition of SC allows to determine how SC not only orients the perception of the
threat and the legitimacy of the use of force, but guides operational and strategic choices over time,
informing both the political objectives of war and the means deemed appropriate to pursue them

(Johnston, 1995; Glenn, Howlett & Poore, 2004).

The SC can be understood both as a social construction transmitted in time — through norms,
doctrines, military training and historical narratives — as a collective cognitive tool that allows
decision-makers to orient themselves in an environment characterized by uncertainty and antagonism.
In complex situations, the strategy is not based solely on objective analysis of available data but relies

on internalized and shared interpretive patterns that help select what is relevant, plausible, legitimate
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and feasible. These schemes act as cognitive filters that shape the strategy itself: from the perception
of enemy intentions to the definition of one’s own objectives, from the identification of threats to
acceptable modes of response. In this sense, strategic culture is what makes it possible to think

strategically before acting (Gray, 1999; Snyder, 1977).

To grasp the way in which SC translates into operational conduct, it is useful to conceive of it as a
multi-level structure, each of which affects the other. At the political level, it helps to define the
general aims of the conflict and the normative-legitimizing horizon for the use of force. At the
strategic level, it elaborates on how to use military resources and tools to achieve these goals. Finally,
at the operational level, the strategic culture is translated into concrete practices — doctrines,
postures, plans, tactics — which constitute the final articulation of the strategic vision. A coherent
strategic culture manifests itself in the internal consistency between these levels: when policy
objectives are translated into appropriate strategies and strategies into operations consistent with
existing resources and constraints. On the contrary, misalignments between levels can lead to

inefficiencies, tactical errors or even strategic failures (Heuser, 2010; Klein, 1991).

Military operations, therefore, should not be seen as purely technical acts: they reflect a culturally
structured vision of war, threat and force. The choice between, for example, a nuclear deterrent
strategy, a low-intensity conventional conflict or a hybrid approach is not only based on cost-benefit
assessments, but incorporates historical representations of the enemy, collective memories of past
wars, regulatory expectations and perceptions of identity. SC, in other words, determines "how" a
state fights, regardless of "how much" it is capable of fighting (Gray, 1999; Johnston, 1995).
Operational postures, rules of engagement, and the approach to asymmetric warfare or conventional

coercion are all expressions of entrenched beliefs and institutionalized practices.

Understanding the SC of an actor means, therefore, anticipating its military behavior in crisis or war
situations, assessing the coherence between political intentions and operational capabilities, and
identifying possible cognitive or ideological vulnerabilities that could lead to strategic errors. In
addition, the study of strategic culture allows us to go beyond the analysis of material capabilities by
including variables normally excluded from rationalist models, such as national identity, historical
experience, and the role of mythological and symbolic narratives in the construction of strategy

(Snyder, 1977; Glenn et al., 2004).
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SC therefore represents the interpretative bridge between political intentionality and concrete military
action. It integrates social construction and strategic rationality, providing actors with the necessary
guidance to face the complexity and uncertainty of war. Far from being a mere ideological
epiphenomenon, strategic culture constitutes a structuring factor of operational conduct, with direct
implications on the success or failure of a military campaign. For this reason, any analysis of war
strategy and action must necessarily incorporate a cultural dimension; otherwise the risk of neglecting

one of its deeper determinants.

Methodology

This research is based on a qualitative analysis to have an interpretive and theoretically based analysis
of the strategic relations of the Russian Federation with the war in Ukraine. The use of qualitative
methods is a direct response to the need to examine the strategic and cultural environment like SC, a
concept that is by its very nature, difficult to visualize quantitatively but is rather illustrated through
the creation of meanings, symbols, belief systems, and the practice of institutions, alongside other
cultural manifestations. According to Crotty (1998) and Creswell (2014), qualitative research is most
effective in situations where the researcher tries to find social shared meanings and symbolic

constructs that influence human behavior—the case of the Russian security elite.

Justification for the Qualitative Approach and the Use of Primary and Secondary Sources.

The qualitative method is a match for the study of strategic culture because it gives the possibility to
tap into the meanings, stories, and symbolism that are hidden from the view of quantitative tools. As
Denzin and Lincoln (2018) put it, qualitative studies are necessary ways of finding out how social
actors interpret their world and give reasoning to their deeds—this is precisely the intention of this

study of the Russian security elite and their presentation of strategic visions.

In addition, the fact that the employment of primary and secondary sources is the key to the
achievement of empirical depth and analytic triangulation, which thus leads to the increased internal
validity of the research (Yin, 2017). Primary sources, for example official documents, public
speeches, and doctrinal texts, give a direct signal into Russian strategic thinking and enable the
researcher to gain privileged access to the formulation of institutional beliefs and narratives. These
texts are the means through which the researcher can comprehend the discursive and symbolic logics
which SC culture (Neumann 2008). But since such sources could be influenced by rhetoric or

propaganda intentions, it is still mandatory to complement them with secondary sources, among those
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scholarly literature, think tank reports, and comparative studies on strategic culture, which will not
only provide a broader theoretical framework to Russian discourse but also function as instruments of

triangulation (Beach & Pedersen, 2019).

The qualitative analysis of textual sources allows for the use of different instruments such as thematic
coding, content analysis, and discourse analysis that open the way for patterns recognition, the
conceptions made, and the ideologies instilled (Gee, 2010). It perfectly matches the nature of the
object under study: strategic culture, which is communicated through normative texts, historical
metaphors, identity representations, and enemy conceptualizations. In the case of the Russian
Federation, which is known to be characterized by little institutional transparency and frequent
strategic messaging that is used in a propaganda manner, qualitative triangulation among public
declarations, formal doctrines, and independent analyses is even more necessary. As a result, the
researcher becomes able to deduce the underlying meanings and shared cognitive frameworks
(George & Bennett, 2005). According to the view of Snyder (1977) and Johnston (1995), the research
of strategic culture is a thorough investigation of texts and symbolical practices, which do not cause

linear effects but are the main drivers of strategic choices from state actors.

Research Design

The research design spans two levels, reflecting the focus of the two main research questions of the
study. At the first level, the study investigates the key features of the Russian strategic culture and how
it influences the understanding of the war with Ukraine in political and military terms. The aim of the
second level is to establish to what extent this strategic culture has shaped the ways of the war
execution in the period from February 24" to early March 2022 and if it has been responsible for the
observed military failures. The chosen design here is definitely not looking for direct cause-and-effect
relationships but at the same time it provides a culturally grounded interpretation of strategic
behavior, recognizing the concept of SC as a link between the political-military structure and the

implementation of specific actions.

Case Study Justification

The focus on Russia—and more specifically on the 2022 invasion of Ukraine—is motivated not only
by the fact that it is a matter of geopolitical significance but also because it provides a great example
for the study of strategic culture. The first is that the impact of SC might be more noticeable in cases
where there are less restrictive institutional conditions (such as in pluralist democratic environments)
and the Russian example, however, here provides a much clearer picture of the gaining and the

application of the main strategic beliefs throughout a centralized and very ideological political
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system. Moreover, the fighting in Ukraine can be viewed as the most characteristic instance where a
gap between strategic expectations and basic operational facts can at least partly be interpreted
through the SC lens and not merely by material or institutional factors. Only the initial period of the
war is the locus of the analysis which is limited to a period that allows the assessment of political

decisions, operational choices and military performance to be assessed with consistency.

Data Collection and Analysis Strategy

The research relies on a structured corpus of primary and secondary sources. Primary sources include
official documents issued by the Russian Federation (e.g., Military Doctrine, National Security
Strategy, presidential speeches, acts of the Duma and Security Council), as well as public statements
from key members of the security elite (such as Vladimir Putin, Sergei Shoigu, Nikolai Patrushev, and
Valery Gerasimov). These sources help identify and map the constitutive, intentional, and operational
beliefs that compose Russian SC, as defined in the theoretical framework. Particular attention is given
to recurring linguistic expressions, the use of moral and historical categories (e.g., “genocide,”

“Russian World,” “defensive war”), and symbolic references to the Soviet and imperial past.

Secondary sources include specialized academic literature on SC (e.g., Snyder, Gray, Johnston, Kier),
studies on Russian security policy (e.g., Galeotti, Kofman, Adamsky, Tsygankov), and analyses from
Western think tanks and institutions (e.g., RUSI, RAND, ISW), which will be used to contextualize
the findings and validate the interpretation of primary data. The integration of secondary sources also

allows the Russian case to be situated within a broader and more comparative theoretical framework.

The analysis follows a deductive-interpretive approach: starting from the operational definition of SC
developed in the theoretical framework, three types of beliefs (constitutive, intentional, operational)

will be identified and their empirical indicators sought in the selected materials.

Validity, Reliability, and Limitations

Although qualitative methods do not aim for universal generalizations, it is possible to ensure validity
and reliability through source triangulation and methodological transparency. All official statements
and documents will be analyzed in their political, temporal, and rhetorical context to reduce the risk of
distorted interpretations. The centralized nature of Russian power makes it particularly important to
distinguish between political rhetoric and actual strategic content; for this reason, each source will be
critically assessed, including by comparison with independent or academic sources. An inherent
limitation of this research lies in the confidentiality of military information and the selective nature of
official Russian communications, which are often constructed for propaganda purposes. Moreover,

the conflict in Ukraine is ongoing, and developments may influence the evaluation of the analyzed
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events. However, focusing on the initial phase of the invasion allows for the isolation of a specific
timeframe and the formulation of interpretive hypotheses consistent with the adopted theoretical

approach.

Conclusion

In summary, this research employs a structured qualitative approach to explore Russian SC as an
interpretative key to the political-military behavior of the Federation in the context of the war in
Ukraine. Through the analysis of primary and secondary sources, and with a focus on an empirically
relevant yet theoretically generalizable case, the proposed methodology seeks to fill an important gap
in existing literature, moving beyond the limitations of purely materialist or personalist approaches.
The goal is not merely to describe Russian actions but to understand the system of beliefs that makes

them possible and intelligible to those who carry them out.

Analytical section

Russian Strategic Culture

During the Cold War, Western scholars and policymakers devoted significant attention to
understanding the Soviet approach to strategy and warfare—commonly referred to as the Soviet ‘way
of war.” However, after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Western governments prematurely
concluded that Russia no longer warranted sustained strategic attention. The dissolution of the
Warsaw Pact and Russia’s struggles throughout the ‘90s led to a dramatic reallocation of resources
and priorities, with a shift in attention toward emerging crises in the Balkans, the Middle East, and
Africa. This strategic neglect, which may have seemed justifiable in the context of the 1990s, has
proven increasingly short-sighted in hindsight. Over the past two decades, Russia’s reassertion on the
world stage has posed complex challenges that cannot be fully understood without considering
Russia’s strategic worldview and self-perception. This section will focus on the analysis of Russian
SC in order to bridge, at least partially, this gap. First, the Russian’ security elite will be identified,
since its composition and structure is peculiar and different compared to its Western counterparts.
Then the previously identified macro-categories of beliefs are going to be used to describe Russia’s

strategic behavior.

The Russian security elite
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Based on the provided definition of the security elite, it is possible to identify four institutions that
concentrate the majority of individuals belonging to this category. These are: the President of the
Russian Federation (PRF), the Presidential Administration (PA), the Security Council (SeC), and the
Russian General Staff (GS). Although these institutions are not the only ones actively involved in
shaping and transmitting the SC — a role also shared, for example, by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
(MoFA) and the Ministry of Defense (MoD) — the role of the latter is more easily explained.

They are, in fact, the most important among what can be termed the “power ministries,” and they
contribute directly to the protection and promotion of Russian national interests on the international
stage, including through (military) security instruments and the use—or threat of use—of force.
Furthermore, the previously mentioned institutions are entities that may also exist in other states, but
due to their unique structure and/or function, they stand out as peculiar features of the Russian system

and therefore deserve greater attention.

The PRF does not hold a merely ceremonial role but, in accordance with the Constitution, is endowed
with extensive powers. According to Article 80, the president is not only the head of state but also the
guarantor of Russia’s sovereignty, independence, and territorial integrity, as well as responsible for
ensuring the coordination of the functioning of the state apparatus as a whole, in accordance with
Article 85. The President also holds the prerogative to determine the basic guidelines of domestic and
foreign policy, which can then be directly influenced and shaped through the issuance of legal
regulations and through organizational and regulatory actions (e.g., decrees and executive orders). His
significance in this realm is highlighted by the fact that one of the most effective
tools/sources/instruments for understanding the direction of Russian policy is the annual address to
the Federal Assembly, which is regarded as a primary strategy-setting document (Art. 84). And his
prerogatives do not end there.

The President is also responsible for appointing the country’s top officials (Art. 83), thereby ensuring
either continuity or change within a given institution and has the authority to issue binding decrees and
executive orders across the entire Federation (Art. 90). In this way, the president can directly influence
the lives of the population, ensuring continuity in legislative action in a manner consistent with the
values of the strategic culture (SC). Moreover, pursuant to Article 87, the President is the Supreme
Commander-in-Chief of the Russian Armed Forces (RUAF). He is thus authorized to issue military
directives, contributes to the formulation of defense policy, and appoints the top leadership of the

RUAF.
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In this way, the president can directly shape and influence Russia’s strategic posture. In a country
where the president holds such powers—and considering that the office has been held by the same
individual for the past 25 years, aside from the period of the so-called tandemocracy—it becomes

clear why the presidency plays such a crucial role in shaping and transmitting the strategic culture.

The PA and the SeC have the task of advising and supporting the PRF. The SeC represents the highest
inter-ministerial institution focused on security issues. Its members include, among others, the
Minister of Foreign Affairs, the Minister of Defense, the Chief of the General Staff, and the Directors
of the FSB and SVR. Each of these figures naturally defends the particular interests of their respective
organizations, with the president acting as a mediator among these competing interests. In this task, he
1s assisted by the Secretary of the SeC, a position currently held by Sergej Shoigu, former MoD from
2012 to 2024. Previously, the role was occupied for sixteen years by Nikolai Patrushev, former KGB

agent, FSB Director and member of Putin’s closest inner circle.

The Secretary of the Security Council plays a central role in doctrinal and strategic synthesis, often
more significant, in practice, than that of many ministries (Galeotti, 2019, pp. 11-12). The Russian
Security Council then acts as a central mechanism for harmonizing Russia’s security-related policy
across ministries, serving as a forum for ideological alignment and strategic consensus among
Russia’s key power ministers and agencies (Renz, 2018, pp. 21, 54). This role is confirmed by the acts
that the Council is entitled to issue: the SeC is in fact called upon to draft policy proposals on
defending vital interests against internal and external threats, to help determine a uniform state policy
on security and to draw up crucial documents defining conceptual approaches to national security

(2010 Law on Security).

The case of the PA is particularly noteworthy. Created in 1991 by Yeltsin, it was later reformed in
2004 by Putin. It constitutes the president’s executive office, responsible for everything from drafting
laws to briefing the press, monitoring government activity, and overseeing presidential
representatives to the regions (Galeotti, 2016). It thus functions as a membrane between the PRF and
the external world, acting in two directions. On the one hand, it filters the information that reaches the
PRF, thereby reinforcing pre-existing beliefs. On the other hand, it enables the PRF’s widespread
influence on the politico-institutional life of the country. Considering the previously mentioned role
of the President in shaping strategic culture, this function alone would be enough to qualify the PA as

a key institution within the Russian system.
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However, there is an additional element. On 9 May 2000, the newspaper Kommersant published a
document called Revision Number Six, containing a reform project of PA aimed at transforming the
administration into the only center for management of all political processes in Russia under the new
president of Russia Vladimir Putin. At the time, the country’s socio-political institutions were labelled
self-regulatory and self-administrated; this was deemed unacceptable and had to change. How?
Through the strengthening of the secret services and law enforcement agencies, with the goal of
transforming Russia into a “counter-intelligence state (or a guided democracy)”. This condition was
to be achieved by creating conditions under which independent media could no longer operate,
controlling elections to ensure the victory of pro-Kremlin candidates, creating civil society
organizations independent on paper but actually directed by the services, and finally, discrediting the
opposition and creating an informational and political barrier around Putin. On 7 May 2016,
Kommersant published an article by Ilya Barabanov and Gleb Cherkasov hat analyzed how the rules
of Revision Number Six were being followed, and they concluded that, overall, the rules were being
implemented (Barabanov & Cherkasov, 2016). In a state where the central power and its associated
elites exercise such control, it follows that the emergence—Iet alone the affirmation—of a sub-

strategic culture is nearly impossible.

Lastly, there is the General Staff (GS), which represents the highest professional military authority in
Russia. It consists of a caste of professional planners for handling operational-strategic matters (Grau
& Bartles 2016). In this sense, it aligns more closely with the traditional Prussian model of the GS,
distancing itself from the Western conception, which assigns it a much more limited role. It is
responsible for strategic planning, operational doctrine, mobilization, military intelligence (GRU),
and the execution of operations. The Chief of GS does not merely implement political decisions but
actively participates in their formulation. In peacetime, together with the MoD, he is responsible for
the implementation of reforms, whereas in wartime, he retains supreme authority over the forces

engaged.

With regard to the role of the ministries, a clarification is necessary. They are relevant to shaping the
Russian Way of War because in Russia, unlike many Western democracies, there is no clear
separation between internal policy and external strategy. Internal threats are often considered
"external by proxy" (and vice versa), which makes the security apparatus a cohesive and
interdependent community in which foreign policy, intelligence, defense and executive power act as
one elite. This configuration stems from an imperial and Soviet historical tradition, in which the unity

of strategic command is a fundamental organizational principle (Wilde & Sherman, 2023). The
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management of power and war has therefore always been the prerogative of a narrow,
professionalized, and self-reproducing circle, of which the power ministries are an important

component, acting both on the internal and international level.

Formation of ideational homogeneity within the security elite

The analysis of the process of formation of strategic thinking within the Russian security elite reveals
a highly coherent and structured system, where ideological homogeneity is not the result of chance but
the result of a double dynamic: selection a priori and socialization a posteriori. This process
constitutes the epistemic basis of the dominant strategic culture in the Russian system, strongly

shaped by logics of co-optation and internal reproduction.

A priori selection: loyalty, value affinity, and common training

Those who reach the top ranks of the security apparatus do not represent a random sample of Russian
society. On the contrary, it is the result of a careful recruitment process based on ideological,

biographical and institutional criteria.

Very few members of today’s Russian security elite are true political newcomers. Most had prior
experience in the Soviet government. Around 40% of post-Soviet ministers had previously held
national-level roles within the Soviet nomenklatura. More than half had been active in regional
politics during the Soviet period. Similarly, over 60% of regional governors had served in high-
ranking local or regional positions under the USSR, and approximately 26% were members of the
national nomenklatura (Semenova, 2012).

So basically, the high-ranking figures were primarily replaced, but still with people who were part of
the Soviet system. Even fewer changes occurred at lower levels of the political hierarchy, reinforcing
a stable bureaucratic and ideological core. So, the continuity of personnel ensures a continuity of
worldview. And in strategic terms, this deeply ingrained ideological inheritance can help explain why
certain policies and threat perceptions in Russia appear static, even in the face of empirical

contradictions or strategic failure.

The thresholds imposed on those who wish to join the elite facilitate this continuity. Admissions occur
among individuals who already share founding principles of the post-Soviet Russian state: the idea of

strategic sovereignty as a sacred principle, the primacy of the strong state (gosudarstvennost’), and a

25



conservative interpretation of the social order. These values are not merely accepted but internalized

as guiding principles of political action.

These beliefs are not superficial: they are embedded in the institutional mechanisms and processes of
elite formation. The education provided by institutions such as the Military Academy of the General
Staff, the FSB Academy, and, previously, the Higher School of the KGB is a crucial element in the
formation of the Russian security elite and contributes significantly to the construction of a uniform
epistemic field. These are not simply technical or operational training courses, but real ideological
matrices within which not only analytical tools and professional skills are transmitted, but also shared
languages, doctrinal references, strategic concepts and historical narratives consistent with the vision
of Russian sovereign power. Military academies and training centers linked to the security services do
not limit themselves to educating specialists but reproduce a real professional and cultural habitus,
oriented towards the preservation of internal order and external perception based on rigidly structured

categories, such as the hostility of the West or the centrality of the strong State.

This cognitive homogeneity is also the result of the relational context in which it develops: within
these institutions, students establish personal and professional networks that last over time and
strengthen the cohesion of the management group. The result is a class of officials and officers that not
only shares the same principles but is also linked by bonds of trust, belonging and mutual recognition,
thus promoting a high level of internal stability. This dynamic translates into a strong coherence of
strategic thinking and a widespread resistance to reformist impulses or alternative interpretations,

even when they come from academic or international contexts.

Empirical data confirms the strength of this process. According to the research of Olga
Kryshtanovskaya, up to 78% of high-ranking Russian officials in the 2000s had a background in the
security or military services, particularly in the KGB or FSB (Akram, 2024). Many prominent figures
in the current leadership were trained within institutions such as the KGB Higher School or the FSB
Academy before moving on to hold top positions in federal agencies—such as Sergei Naryshkin,
Director of the SVR, and Aleksandr Bortnikov, Director of the FSB—in government ministries—such
as Alexei Dyumin, former Deputy Minister of Defense—or in state-owned enterprises—such as
Sergei Chemezov, CEO of Rostec, and Igor Sechin, CEO of Rosneft. The reproduction of power
within families further testifies to the pervasiveness of this system. As a former FSB general put it, “A
Chekist is a breed... A good KGB heritage—a father or grandfather, say, who worked for the service
—is highly valued by today's siloviki. Marriages between siloviki clans are also encouraged” (The

Economist, 2007).
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The systematic repetition of common educational paths, combined with the co-optation of individuals
already ideologically oriented, contributes to cementing a highly cohesive strategic culture,
impervious to change and characterized by a rigid and self-reinforcing worldview. Ultimately,
educational uniformity constitutes not only a technical tool but a symbolic and operational device for

the ideological reproduction of the Russian security elite.

Socialization a posteriori: Strategic Conformism and Cognitive Discipline

Once integrated into the security elite, individuals are subjected to a process of institutional
socialization that further reinforces ideational homogeneity, inducing a convergence of strategic
thinking. This process develops through dynamics typical of closed and hierarchical organizational
systems, in which learning is not oriented towards innovation but rather towards the reproduction of
consolidated behaviors and cognitive discipline. The repetition of routine decision-making practices —
such as briefings, formal consultations and Security Council sessions — consolidates mental
automatisms that transform procedures into real institutional rituals. In this sense, the decision-
making process becomes increasingly formalized and ritualized, progressively losing the ability to
generate alternative visions or to adapt to environmental changes, according to the well-known theory

of historical institutionalism developed by James G. March and Johan P. Olsen (1995).

One of the most relevant mechanisms in this context is that of path dependency, according to which
decisions taken in the past have a binding effect on future decisions. As highlighted by Paul Pierson
(2004), the initial adoption of certain strategic narratives — including the idea of NATO encirclement
or the perennial hostility of the West — tends to consolidate over time, generating a cognitive inertia
that is difficult to overcome. Such narratives, even in the face of evident tactical or strategic failures,
are rarely called into question, since changing them would imply incurring high costs in cognitive,
institutional and reputational terms. The very existence of these representations gives coherence to the
action of the state, thus contributing to the internal stability of the elite, but at the same time reducing

its adaptive capacity.

A further factor that strengthens ideational convergence is the normative pressure exerted by the
internal context of the security apparatus. Dissent, although not always formally repressed, is strongly
discouraged through informal practices of exclusion and marginalization. Officials who express
divergent interpretations from the dominant line risk professional isolation or removal, thus creating

an environment in which doctrinal conformism is encouraged, and any form of heterodoxy is

27



systematically penalized. This mechanism fuels an ethics of consensus that acts as a selective filter

against the circulation of innovative ideas.

Finally, the process of socialization contributes to the construction of a rigid epistemological
framework, within which the elite interprets reality according to ideologized categories that are
resistant to empirical falsification. Concepts such as “Western decadence”, “redemption of the
Russian world” or “defense of tradition against globalism™ are not only configured as propaganda
slogans, but act as structuring cognitive lenses, through which the evolution of the international
context is interpreted. As Marléne Laruelle (2016) observes, this epistemic closure produces an effect
of ideological self-immunization, in which pre-existing beliefs are never subjected to verification but
are instead systematically strengthened even in the presence of contrary elements. Ultimately, the
strategic thinking of the Russian elite is not simply the product of vertical coercion but rather the
outcome of a systemic and stratified process of socialization, in which strategic conformity and

cognitive discipline represent central devices in the reproduction of the dominant strategic culture.

Russia’s security elite dominant beliefs

This section unbundles the intricacies of Russia’s self-perception and worldview as emerging from

strategic documents and the narratives of key members of the security elite.

Constitutive Beliefs

The following section outlines the constitutive beliefs that form the bedrock of Russia’s strategic
identity. These beliefs concern how the state defines itself, its historical mission, and its place
within the international system. They provide the normative and symbolic framework through

which all subsequent strategic decisions are filtered.

Russian imperial nature

At the beginning of the XXI century, Russia’s elite thought that the chaos of the 1990s was over and
that the economic situation was considered good enough to allow Russia to claim back what its elite
consider its rightful status. For Russia this means to get recognition as a world power, as one of the
main centers of global influence on the development of international relations and as a cardinal player

in the formation of the foundations of the modern world order. All these claims are justified in the eyes
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of Russian security elite since rooted in the beliefs rooted in the belief that Russia has always been,

and will always be, an empire.

From a theoretical perspective, signs of an imperial policy are: the idea of the greatness of the nation;
the practice of building up and using force as a tool to spread its influence;? the idea of domination
over other political actors (Andriianova, 2024). And Russia’s current policy is showing all these

elements.

Historically, Russian imperialism develops as an identity trajectory that links together three eras: the
pre-1991 tsarist empire, the Soviet Union and the Russian Federation. In each of these phases, Russia
conceived itself not as a delimited nation-state, but as a sovereign civilization carrying a historical
mission - first religious (Third Rome), then ideological (international communism), finally
geopolitical and cultural (the defense of the "Russian world"). This vision is what Mikhail Suslov
(2024) calls derzhavnost', that is the principle of Russia as a great civilizing power, entrusted with the
task of protecting and ordering a space larger than the national one, inhabited by populations
"fraternal" or "compatriots". This idea is from 31* May 2023 made explicit by official government
documents by the new Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation, where point 4 of the

general provisions states that:

More than a thousand years of independent statehood, the cultural heritage of the preceding era,
deep historical ties with the traditional European culture and other Eurasian cultures, and the
ability to ensure harmonious coexistence of different peoples, ethnic, religious and linguistic
groups on one common territory, which has been developed over many centuries, determine
Russia's special position as a unique country-civilization and a vast Eurasian and Euro-Pacific
power that brings together the Russian people and other peoples belonging to the cultural and
civilizational community of the Russian world.

In that, Russia’s imperial nature differs from that of other states since it doesn't see its empire as in the
past. It wants to regain the territories that it lost (O Beachain, 2025). Due to geographical reasons,
Russia stands apart from other former colonial powers since its empire was territorial and contiguous.
Unlike Spain, France, or Britain — whose overseas colonies were geographically and psychologically
more detached — Russia’s former dominions were perceived as integral parts of its homeland. As a

result, their loss carried a far deeper emotional and symbolic weight. Thus, the Russian elite was

2 This element will be analyzed later in the dissertation since, according to the previously established categories of
beliefs, it better fits within the intentional beliefs categories. However, its ambiguity between constitutive and
intentional beliefs is pivotal to show how the political-strategic level and the military-strategic one are deeply
interconnected and the borders between them blurred.
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shocked by the possibility that the countries of the former Russian sphere might have started an
independent path, and once the politico-economic situation made it possible, took measures to reverse
the process.

According to Ted Hopf (2002), this imperial narrative has taken on a renewed centrality in Russian
public discourse since the 2000s, when political and intellectual elites began to reject liberal-minded

paradigms of the nineties to rediscover a statist, authoritarian and hierarchical vision of power.

Within this narrative, the ideology of Eurasianism fits coherently as a conceptual and cultural
justification for Russian imperialism. Born in the 1920s among intellectuals in exile and revived in the
late twentieth century by thinkers such as Aleksandr Dugin, the Eurasianist ideology argues that
Russia does not belong to the West but constitutes an autonomous and superior civilization, born from
the interaction between Slavia and Asia. Its historical destiny would be to lead an alternative
geopolitical bloc, "Eurasia", under a unified center of power: Moscow. This vision implies a radical
rejection of the unipolar order dominated by the U.S., a critique of liberalism and a reactualization of
the Russian imperial identity. Although Eurasianism is not formally the official ideology of the
Kremlin, it is tolerated and promoted in academic and military circles, and it is used as a legitimation

paradigm for Russian expansionist ambitions (Laruelle, 2008).

Eurasianism results often combined with the ideologeme of the “Russian world” in the Russian
official discourse. “Russian world” is invoked to legitimize the notion of an imperial sphere and to
assert the distinctiveness of Russian civilization, positioning it in deliberate opposition to Western—
particularly European—civilization. This ideological framework reinforces a longstanding mindset
within Russian imperial thought: that of a “besieged fortress,” which compels the state to maintain an
active and multi-directional defensive posture around its geopolitical domain. Vladimir Putin firstly
introduced the “Russian world” ideology into the socio-political discourse in 2006-2007 during his
speeches to the Russian diaspora. In 2010, the metamorphosis of the “Russian world” from a doctrine
to a political course that could be used to win political struggles within the Russian Federation began

(Goltsov, 2015)

Russia’s policy is consequently based on a policy of “rebirth” of Russia, first as a “hegemonic
country” in the post-Soviet space, then as a “world leader”, a carrier of “sovereign democracy”, a
“country-civilization” that actively opposes the West, and has been gradually formed and

implemented in geopolitical practice
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The concept of "near abroad" (blizhnee zarubezhe), widely used in Russian political language,
represents the geographical extension of Russia’s hegemonic sphere: a zone of exclusive influence

where external interference is seen as illegitimate and potentially existential.

The identification of the post-Soviet space as a “region of privileged interests,” which should
therefore fall within Russia’s sphere of influence, has its roots in the Primakov Doctrine of 1998—
1999. Among other things, it stated that “Russia should insist on its primacy in the post-Soviet space
and lead integration in that region.” (Rumer, 2019, p. 1). This vision was later reaffirmed by President
Medvedev in what became known as the Medvedev Doctrine, a set of five key principles outlining
Russia’s approach to international relations, formulated at the end of the 2008 Russo-Georgian War.
The fifth principle explicitly states: “As is the case of other countries, there are regions in which
Russia has privileged interests.” (Medvedev, 2008). This demonstrates that Russia’s conception of its
relationship with the “near abroad” did not emerge merely as a reaction to the color revolutions, nor is
it the product of a specific institution or individual. Rather, it is a long-standing belief rooted in the
very foundations of the modern Russian state. Such a view is fully consistent with the core

characteristics of strategic culture previously discussed.

In this framework, the political independence of the former Soviet states - particularly Ukraine,

Georgia and Belarus - is not lived as an acquired fact, but as a temporary break in the natural order of
things. The sovereignty of these countries is often subordinated to an imperial conception of security,
where control of post-Soviet space is considered essential for the survival and prestige of Russia itself

(Hill & Gaddy, 2013, p. 533).

So, imperialism is not a contingent tactical choice but a cognitive device underpinning the Russian
strategic identity. It acts as a lens through which threats, opportunities and geostrategic priorities are
assessed. In fact, imperialism prevents the Kremlin’s security elite from seeing agency — to be
understood as the ability to make one’s own decisions — in others. From an external perspective this
results in a denial of sovereignty of neighboring countries. As such, it is an essential element to
understand the choices of Moscow, especially in relation to Ukraine, where the stakes are not only

strategic but also identity.

Autocracy
Autocracy is a fundamental constitutive belief of Russian strategic culture. It is not just a historically

established form of government or a functional response to conditions of instability but an identity
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principle that deeply informs the way in which the Russian state conceives of itself, political power

and the use of force.

Russia has developed as an empire/state characterized by strong centralization of power since the
tsarist era. The tradition of the "orthodox autocracy" (camodernisoicavue), established in the sixteenth
century with Ivan IV, represented a model in which the state was not the product of a social contract,
but a sacralized and hierarchical entity, guarantor of the order and survival of the collectivity. As
Richard Pipes (1974) observes, Russia has not developed a contractualist conception of political
power; on the contrary, the state has historically been perceived as a morally superior entity, which
does not represent but embodies the collectivity. In this context, autocracy is not simply a means to

maintain order but a way by which the state affirms its existential legitimacy.

The centrality of autocracy in Russian SC is further strengthened through a historical reading based on
the perception of vulnerability. The lack of natural barriers and the numerous invasions suffered by
the country — from the Mongols to Napoleon and Nazi Germany — have helped consolidate the idea
that the only antidote to instability and chaos is strong, centralized leadership. Therefore, according to
Suslov (2014), the legitimacy of the state is based not on consensus, but on the ability to maintain
order and project strength. This logic is also explicitly present in recent official documents, such as the
National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation (2021), which identifies internal unity and
stability of the political system as fundamental pillars of national security, contrasting them with

Western political and ideological pluralism, which is considered a vehicle of destabilization.

This concept infuences the very structure of the Russian political system, which can be described as a
low-information system, where the flow of information is predominantly bottom-to-top and strongly
filtered. In this context, the absence of horizontal feedback and the widespread presence of censorship
towards the population — accompanied by forms of self-censorship among officials and members of
the state apparatus — minimize the circulation of alternative ideas. This strengthens the reproduction
of the dominant SC, which crystallizes as common sense and becomes extremely resistant to change.
In a closed and hierarchical system, constitutive beliefs not only persist but are internalized and

projected as a univocal vision of the real.

Finally, the very legitimacy of the modern Russian state deeply intertwines with autocracy. Vladimir
Putin’s recurring claims that the chaos of the 1990s was caused by excessive liberalization are part of

a broader narrative that political pluralism and social fragmentation represent existential threats
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(Putin, 2012, 2023). The strength of the state, on the contrary, is conceived as a necessary condition
for national unity, social stability and international standing in Russia. In this sense, autocracy is not
only a political fact but a deep belief that guides the worldview, the perception of threats and the

definition of strategic priorities.

This logic is also reflected in the Russian military, where the verticality of command is not only a
functional choice, but a direct extension of the political structure. Unlike Western models oriented
towards decentralization of command and tactical autonomy (mission command), Russia maintains a
rigidly vertical structure, in which the chain of command is highly centralized and the personal
authority of the political-military is decisive. This reflects the assumption that operational
effectiveness comes from control, not flexibility. As observed by Taylor (2018) and Renz (2017, pp.
283-300), this model is a coherent expression of a strategic culture that privileges discipline over
innovation, obedience to discretion, uniformity over autonomy. This is why the Russian military has
never empowered NCOs, expected them to show initiative, or trained them to serve as a bridge
between officers and enlisted men to mentor the former and teach the later. Due to this deficiency and
the centralized nature of command, the Russian military has traditionally relied on conscripts being
trained to perform basic battle drills and on field officers strictly following top-down orders.
Operational planning was typically carried out at the highest possible levels, where individual

initiative was discouraged, as it risked disrupting the overarching intentions of senior commanders.

Holism

A deeply holistic orientation to war, security, and the vision of international relations represents a
third distinctive element of Russian SC. This approach is based on a belief that the geopolitical and
social reality is made up of interconnected, indivisible and interdependent elements, not isolated parts.
This vision, shared by much of the Russian security elite, integrates determinism and holism into a
perceptual dyad. No field — political, economic, cultural or military — can be analyzed
independently but only in terms of the connections that bind it to others. Within this reality, each
element exerts some degree of influence on multiple others, answering to clearly identifiable cause-
effect dynamics. Chance, in this conception of the world, does not exist.

"In the world as in a good cotton mill, every cog clings to another," wrote emblematically Vladimir

Odoyevsky, accurately capturing the essence of that Weltanschauung.

This worldview is consistent with the Eastern (East Asian) holistic interpretation of reality, which sees

the world as a complex system rather than a sum of discrete elements (Nisbett 2004). As noted in the
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article The Russian Mindset and War (2022), this perspective leads to a dissolution of the
compartmentalizations between policy areas: the distinction between domestic and foreign policy is
blurred, as well as that between military and cultural threat and between economic pressure and
political subversion. And Russia, despite its constant oscillation three east and west, in terms of world

view has always been closer to the former

Russian strategic documents — which place national security at the intersection of individual, social
and state security, and between military and non-military measures, both internally and externally
(Strategii, 2009, §6; Doktrina, 2010, §6a, 8-10, 12a; Doktrina 2014, §8, 12-14, 15a) — clearly reflect
this approach.

Strategic competition is therefore made up of interconnected, indivisible and interdependent
elements. In this framework, each event or threat is interpreted not as an isolated fact but as the
product of a complex system of causal relationships. There is, in the Russian strategic perception, no
clear distinction between time of war and time of peace, between internal and external threats, or
between political, military, economic and information domains. The world is seen as an organic
whole, within which each dimension influences the others, according to a strictly deterministic causal
logic. Chance, in this view, does not exist; every event has a recognizable cause, and often a

deliberately hostile one.

This mentality is reflected in the way in which the Russian members of the security elite articulate
their thinking: digressions on seemingly distant themes are then retraced, through sometimes opaque
logical links but presented as necessary, at the starting point. The interview given by Putin to Tucker
Carlson (2024) on the reasons for the war in Ukraine is emblematic in this sense. While widely
ridiculed by Western observers, this approach, however, does not stem from a lack of argumentation
but from a profoundly holistic worldview in which each phenomenon is part of an intelligible and

finalized whole.

The holistic nature of the Russian SC not only influences the way in which Moscow interprets internal
and international dynamics but also determines a cognitive projection on how the rest of the world -
particularly the West - is supposed to perceive geopolitical confrontation. In the Russian view, if each
field is intrinsically interconnected, then any act, even apparently technical or neutral, is charged with
strategic significance. It follows that Western actions considered normal or purely defensive - such as
NATO enlargement, support for NGOs, or simple military exercises - can be interpreted as part of a

coherent, systematic and deliberate aggressive design.
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This phenomenon, well documented in the works of Colonel Chekinov and General Bogdanov
(2013), both leading figures of post-Soviet Russian military theory, and Giles (2016), explains why
the Russian response may consist of asymmetric measures, often drastic, such as cyber interference,
disinformation campaigns or even military actions. From the Western point of view, such reactions
appear disproportionate or even irrational; however, in Russian logic they are perfectly consistent
with a deterministic causal model, in which nothing is accidental, and every threat is only the visible
manifestation of a deep and hostile intention. As Andrew Monaghan (2016) observes, this creates a
"perceptual asymmetry" in which the actors speak different strategic languages: while the West tends
to compartmentalize spheres of action and separate intention from effect, Russia bases its strategic
calculation on an integrated and wary interpretation of reality, which includes the suspicion that other

actors are doing the same.

Intentional beliefs

This section examines the intentional beliefs that shape how the Russian strategic community
interprets threats, adversaries, and strategic objectives. These beliefs are informed by past experiences
and dominant strategic narratives and play a key role in determining the perceived likelihood and
nature of future conflicts. In their analysis special attention will be given to the strategic documents

(Military Doctrine, National Security Strategy and Concept of Foreign Policies)

Force as a legitimate tool to manage international relations

Coherently with the holistic and imperialist view of international relations, for Russia military means
are just among the tools the state can rely on to achieve its political goals both in peacetime and
wartime. The resort to violence is for Russia a political act no less than sitting at the discussion table

with diplomats or enforcing economic accords (Robinson, 2016).

In this logic, the use of force does not require exceptional justification. It is treated as normal
statecraft, much like diplomacy or trade agreements. Russia may deploy coercive tools without the
same level of constraint or moral reservation typical in Western democracies. Still, this doesn’t mean
Russia is reckless or constantly seeks military confrontation. Rather, its use of force is understood as
part of a political strategy, embedded in broader national objectives and ultimately controlled by

political logic.
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For example, the interventions in Ukraine 2014 and Syria 2015 were propaedeutic, the former to serve
Russia’s imperial pretexts to gain recognition as a necessary subject of global affairs and the latter to
present itself as a great power, necessary to ensure world stability. So, in both cases the military
success was subordinated to a greater political-imperial goal, deeply rooted in Russian leadership’s
mindset. One crucial aspect of Russian strategic behavior lies in the primacy attributed to recognition
and identity construction over the immediate material consequences of action. In other words,
ensuring that the external world perceives Russia in the same way as it is imagined and narrated by its
own security elite often outweighs the cost-benefit logic typically associated with Western strategic
reasoning. Even actions that risk international isolation or provoke economic sanctions are understood

as symbolically coherent within the constitutive worldview of Russia’s ruling class.

This dynamic highlights a significant epistemological gap: what may appear to external observers as
irrational or self-defeating decisions — such as initiating a high-cost military intervention or violating
international norms — are in fact deeply consistent with the internal SC and ideational structure that
guide Russian elite thinking. These actions serve to reaffirm a self-image of Russia as a sovereign,
powerful actor resisting Western encroachment and preserving its rightful status in a multipolar world

order.

In this light, Russia’s willingness to incur reputational and economic costs must be understood not as
irrational stubbornness but as strategic behavior rooted in a constitutive logic. Its foreign policy seeks
not only to alter material balances of power but also to shape discourses of legitimacy, sovereignty,
and recognition. The consequence is that Western deterrence strategies based solely on punishment
and material disincentives may fall short when confronted with an actor for whom symbolic

affirmation and ontological security are paramount.

Perception of the West as a systemic and existential threat
The decision to seize Crimea in 2014 and to invade in 2022, although targeting Ukraine, has to be

intended, in the eyes of Russia’s military-political elite, as directed as well as against the West, with
which they believe to be in a life-and-death struggle. Russia has historically viewed the West — most
notably the US and NATO’s country — as its main rival. Rooted in a shared history amongst Russia’s
elite — the series of wars with European powers (Napoleonic Wars, World Wars, Cold War) have
reinforced a sense of caution and mistrust — this idea has had major consequences not only for

Russian foreign policy in the broad sense, but also for its strategic thinking, doctrine and practice.
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This view is in fact widely reflected by Russia’s strategic documents. In describing the most imminent
military risks (a situation in interstate or intrastate relations characterized by factors that could
potentially lead to a military threat) and military threats (a period when, as a result of an intensifying
crisis or a sharply worsening of the military-political situation, there is a high chance of war), the 2014
Military Doctrine devotes ample space to describing the West as the first cause of the emergence of
such situations. The main external military risks then are:

- build-up of the power potential of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and vesting
NATO with global functions carried out in violation of the rules of international law, bringing
the military infrastructure of NATO member countries near the borders of the Russian
Federation, including by further expansion of the alliance (Doktrina, 2014, §12a);

- deployment (build-up) of military contingents of foreign states (groups of states) in the
territories of the states contiguous with the Russian Federation and its allies, as well as in
adjacent waters, including for exerting political and military pressure on the Russian
Federation (Doktrina, 2014, §12b);

- establishment of regimes, which policies threaten the interests of the Russian Federation in the
states contiguous with the Russian Federation, including by overthrowing legitimate state

administration bodies (Doktrina, 2014, §12m).

The 2021 National Security Strategy also confirms the centrality of the West as a perceived threat to
Russian national security, in continuity with the approach already outlined in the 2014 Doctrine. In
particular, the document explicitly denounces the growing military infrastructure of NATO along the
Russian borders, which, together with the intensification of large-scale exercises and intelligence
activities, is represented as a direct risk to regional strategic stability (NSS RF, 2021, p. 10). At the
same time, there are attempts by "some states" — implicitly the US and members of the European
Union — to weaken Russia’s bilateral and multilateral relations with its historical partners, thus

impeding its projection of influence in the post-Soviet neighborhood and beyond (NSS RF, p. 11).

Radically hostile perception of the West is deeply entrenched among military and politico-military
elites. Chekinov and Bogdanov asserted in 2017 that “the West will only be able to reassure itself
when [Russia] and its people will be reduced to a state worthy of mockery and contempt”. (Chekinov
& Bogdanov, 2017, p. 83). The West, which has “preciously nurtured” a historic “hatred” against
Moscow, (Korabelnikov, 2009, p. 198.) would like to see the Russians “walking with outstretched
hands, selling their natural resources [and] their intelligence” (Kirillov 2007, paragr. 17.) But the aim

is not only to seize Russian resources and territory, but Shoigu’s advisor Il'nickij also believes; in
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2022 he stated that the West simply wants the “eradication of the Russians as a people and a
civilization”. (Il'nickij n/d).

In the eyes of Russia’s security elite, the idea of being involved in a broader struggle against what they
called “the collective West”, has been reinforced by the West’s hostility to Moscow’s expansionist
designs in Ukraine. In order to pursue its alleged goal, notably “complete world domination”
(Serzantov, Smolovyj & Terent'ev, n/d), the West is using Ukraine to wage a “proxy war” against

Russia, so as to weaken its fiercest adversary (Sevcov, 2021)

This idea has been reinforced by the 2023 Foreign Policy Concept, which explicitly identifies the
West - and the US in particular - as the main strategic threat. In paragraphs 59-64, the document states
that Washington and its allies "use a full range of political, military, economic and information tools
to put pressure on Russia" in order to weaken it, isolate it and hinder its sovereign development (para.
59). The United States is defined as "the main source of security risks for the Russian Federation" and
the organizer of a "hybrid war" against it (para. 60). In addition, it is stressed that NATO’s military
activities near the Russian borders constitute a direct threat, justifying the need for Moscow to take

countermeasures to protect its own security (para. 61).

In the eyes of Russia’s military elite, the invasion of Ukraine constituted a “logical response” to the
West’s initiatives in the former USSR and against Russia. Reestablishing control over Kyiv was only
part of a bigger fight, in which Russia would have constituted the “vanguard” of the struggle against
the “colonial” unipolar world led by Washington (Nogin, 2022, pp. 41-42.)

Operational beliefs
Within the framework of operational beliefs — which concern how strategic objectives are
translated into concrete action — the Russian concept of active defense represents a paradigmatic

case.

Active defense

Current military strategy has been described as one of ‘active defense’ by Chief of GS Gerasimov in a
speech given at the annual military-scientific conference hosted by the Academy of Military Sciences
(Gerasimov, 2019). In its view of inter-state power relations, Russia still perceives itself as a great
power. Consequently, the security elite considers a conflict with another great power — particularly
the United States and the NATO bloc — as the most probable scenario, as highlighted in the strategic

documents mentioned in the previous section. However, they realistically recognize that, mainly
38



because of the setbacks from the 1990s, Russia is not the Soviet Union anymore and therefore does not
have the military strength to launch an offensive strategy focused on taking territory, at least in the

early stages (Kofman et al. 2021, 14).

Active defense outlines what the RUAF should do to deter a war before it begins and provides guiding
principles for confronting a militarily stronger adversary if war breaks out. The strategy can be
described as “a strategic concept integrating preemptive measures to prevent conflict, and wartime
concepts of operations that seek to deny an opponent a decisive victory in the initial period of war.
(IPW), degrading and disorganizing their effort, while setting the conditions for a counteroffensive or
attaining war termination. The strategy privileges a permanent standing force, arrayed as high
readiness operational formations in each strategic direction, prepared to execute operations jointly.”
(Monaghan, 2020, p. 7). Gerasimov highlighted its tenets as “achieving surprise, decisiveness, and
continuity of strategic action.” He then continued, arguing that by “Acting fast, we must preempt the
adversary with our preventive [preventivnymi] measures, engage in the timely discernment of his
weak spots and create threats of inflicting unacceptable damage. This allows the capture and the
continued possession of strategic initiative.” (Sviridova, 2019).

Within broader Russian national security thinking, these measures fall under “strategic deterrence,”
which is divided into forceful and non-forceful approaches. The military oversees the forceful

dimension, which includes both nuclear and non-nuclear means.

In the eventuality of a conventional war, special attention is dedicated to the Initial Period of War
(IPW). The IPW represents a crucial, if not the most critical, phase of modern warfare. According to
Russian military thinking, in its modern iteration and usage today, the term signifies a period that may
prove to be decisive for the outcome of the war, when opponents are likely to leverage the bulk of their
available military power to achieve maximum results or outcomes (Tyutyunnikov, 2018, pp. 32-33).
In order to win a conflict quickly, during the IPW — which, although not defined temporally, is
quantifiable in days or at most weeks — the damages inflicted on the enemy have to be so massive as

to prevent any further mobilization or at least make it considerably slower than the Russian one.

How, then, is it possible to inflict “unacceptable damage” on an adversary without prioritizing the
conquest of their territory? Before illustrating how, in practice, active defense aims to achieve this
objective, it is necessary to take a step back and examine the evolution of Russian military science —
understood as” a system of knowledge about the laws of war, military-political nature of war, how to

prepare the armed forces for war, and methods for the conduct of armed confrontation” (Leontiev et
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al., 2017, p. 111). A branch of military science is constituted by military art, which is the theory
(military doctrine) and practice (strategy, operations, and tactics) of preparing and conducting combat
operations in all domains (Leontiev et al., p. 112). The highest form of military art is military strategy,

under which active defense falls.

By the 1970s, and especially after 1977 when Marshal N. V. Ogarkov was appointed Soviet Chief of
the General Staff, nuclear weapons were mostly considered to have lost their strategic utility.
According to Ogarkov, his view was shared on the other side of the Atlantic too; in 1979 he noted that
the United States entertained the possibility of protracted military action with the use of only
conventional weapons." (Ogarkov ,1979, p. 563). As a result, the Red Army was compelled to
reassess its force structure and operational doctrine to prepare for the possibility of a protracted
conventional conflict. Particular attention was devoted to the development of long-range conventional
weapons. From the perspective of Soviet strategists, such weapons not only made a return to
conventional war possible but also fundamentally altered its nature. Their ability to strike far beyond
the front line, combined with the advancement of reconnaissance systems, made it virtually
impossible to mass large concentrations of troops and rendered concepts like “front” and “rear”

obsolete.

Although the Soviets — mainly for economic reasons — never had the opportunity to implement
these conclusions at the strategic-operational level, the Russian Federation, starting from 2000s, had
the resources to build a warfighting machine allegedly capable of operating effectively in a modern
war, as conceived by its theoretical framework. Active defense represents the strategic-level
application of these ideas. It rests on two foundational components: maneuver defense and non-

contact warfare.

The first refers directly to Ogarkov’s vision of the battlefield, which, being fragmented, does not
allow for positional defense. Instead, by employing highly mobile units, the objective during the IPW
is to trade space for time and to expose enemy forces and supply lines to the risk of counterattacks.
Meanwhile, fire systems (at the tactical level) and strike systems (at the strategic level) are tasked with
degrading enemy forces to the point where the cost-benefit ratio of continuing the war becomes
unsustainable. In this sense, war takes on the characteristics of non-contact warfare: it is driven by
information, command and control (C2) systems, and precision-guided means of destruction — these,

therefore, become the primary targets.
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Active defense is then defensive in the sense that during the IPW, the main task for RUAF is to
organize a defense against an opponent’s massed aerospace attack targeting Russian forces and
infrastructures, while of course it’s trying to do the same regarding enemy’s assets. Active on the other
hand clarifies that although Russian military strategy doesn’t envision to start a war with an initial
offensive, it does consider counteroffensive operations, retaliatory strikes and efforts to disorganize
and suppress an opponent’s efforts. That means that despite the premise of deterrence and defense,

RUAF is prepared to conduct offensive operations if that is what the political aim dictates.

Approach to Ukraine

Political-strategic approach

This section aims to answer the first research question of this dissertation, through an
examination of the core political and strategic assumptions underpinning Russia’s posture
toward Ukraine, and to highlight how these assumptions reflect the country’s broader strategic
culture. By analyzing public discourse, historical narratives, and policy behavior, it becomes
evident that Russia’s approach to Ukraine is rooted in an imperial worldview and shaped by
the internal logic of its autocratic system. Far from being a contingent or reactive posture,
Russia’s stance emerges as a coherent product of long-standing ideational structures,

embedded in how the state conceptualizes sovereignty, space, and identity.

Consequences of an Imperialist and holistic SC

“It cannot be stressed enough that without Ukraine, Russia ceases to be an empire, but
with Ukraine suborned and then subordinated, Russia automatically becomes an empire”
(Brzezinski, 2013)

In 1991 the Soviet Union collapsed, and fifteen new states emerged from its dissolution.
Consequently, for the first time since 1547 Russia ceased to be an empire. Among the most painful
losses for the Russian leadership was Ukraine—not only for geopolitical reasons but also for
historical and cultural ones. Kyiv had been the capital of Kievan Rus, the first East Slavic state, and

thus regaining influence over Ukraine became a priority as soon as circumstances allowed.

Public pronouncements on Ukraine clearly reveal the imperial mindset of the Russian security elite. A

close analysis of statements by the Russian government and its close associates shows that Russia
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does not regard Ukraine as a proper state. This perception predates the breakdown in bilateral relations
between Russia and Ukraine, thus demonstrating that the narrative adopted by the Kremlin post-2014
does not respond to contingent needs but is rather the reflection of a well-rooted forma mentis.
Already in 2008, at the NATO Summit in Bucharest, Vladimir Putin stated that “Ukraine is not even a
state! What is Ukraine? A part of its territory is [in] Eastern Europe, but a[nother] part, a considerable
one, was a gift from us!” (Kommersant, 2008). This statement exemplifies the Russian view: Ukraine

1s seen as nothing more than a part of Russia’s extended self.

However, although the subordination of Ukraine from Russia has never been questioned by Russian
elite, in order to reestablish control over Kyiv military violence hasn’t always been see as the right
mean to fulfil this objective. As long as relations between the two countries remained friendly — that
is, with ups and downs, until 2014 — so as long as the Russian side remained convinced that
Ukraine’s westward drift could still be reversed, and Russia’s interests considered safe— the
preferred narrative was that of the so-called “brotherly peoples.” Within this view, Russians and
Ukrainians are framed not as distinct national entities, but as members of a single civilizational whole,
sharing a common Slavic and Orthodox heritage, and united by a profound spiritual and historical
bond. Eurasianism and the concept of Russian world were central to this framing—Ukraine was
considered an inseparable part of the latter, whose cultural and political destiny could only be fulfilled

under Russian leadership.

Irina Khaldarova, who examined Russian media portrayals of Ukraine by analyzing Channel One’s
broadcasts coverage from 2012-2014, concluded:

“prior to Euromaidan, Ukrainians were portrayed as a ‘little brother’, dependent on
Russia’s guidance and support, but with shared origins and values. This narrative,
emphasizing Ukraine as a fraternal but subordinate partner, was part of Russia’s response
to the identity crisis that was caused by the fall of the Soviet Union and aimed at
reinforcing Russia’s position among neighbouring and post-Soviet countries. The
transformation of this image began with the narrative of betrayal, wherein any political
choice that did not favour Russia was interpreted as irrational or misguided”
(Khaldarova, 2021, p. 16).

The last sentence is crucial as it highlights how even when the narrative was, on paper, all based on
commonalities and a shared past, in reality the relationship was in the Russian perspective always
hierarchical, as an older and a younger brother, with Russia in the role of the former. While Russians
view Ukrainians as an ethnically related people, they still perceive a certain level of otherness — often

associated with traits like backwardness, ignorance, corruption, or inclinations toward fascism —
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which hinders the notion of complete shared identity (Kuzio 2019). A’Beckett notes that the
“brotherly nations” metaphor “often becomes a carrier of Russian expansionist efforts exemplified by

trade wars, separatist activities, military operations and various forms of political pressure”

(A’Beckett, 2012, p. 172).

However, Russian strategic thinking before 2014 did not require an overt rejection of Ukraine’s
existence but rather rested on a subtler form of denial: treating Ukraine as a space, not a state. This
civilizational framework, deeply embedded in Russian SC, is imperial at its core. Ukraine was not so
much viewed as a foreign country, but rather as a temporarily misaligned part of Russia’s rightful
sphere. The denial of Ukrainian statehood was not always explicit—it was embedded in assumptions

about hierarchy, dependence, and cultural subordination.

Indeed, the Russian narrative underwent a shift when gradualist means failed, particularly after the
Euromaidan uprising and the subsequent pivot toward NATO. Ukrainians were no longer portrayed
— at least many of them — as brotherly people to be guided but as a tool that the West was using as a
proxy to threaten Russia. This evolution, however, did not abandon the imperial logic; it intensified it.
Ukraine’s assertion of independence was no longer a tragic misunderstanding—it became a betrayal,

a rebellion against the natural civilizational order that justified Russian leadership.

At that point, the narrative began to aim to erase Ukraine as an independent and Ukrainians as a nation
from the information space and public perception. This was carried out primarily through a rewriting
of history, intended to portray Ukraine’s very existence as a mistake. The “new story” started after the
partition of Poland, in which "the Western ends of the Russkiy mir fell under the Austrian crown."
(Project «Ukraine», 2014) In order not to let the population of those territories gravitate towards
Russia, the Austrians decided to invent an alternate identity: Ukrainian. This is how the idea to create
Ukrainian history was born: "It is the answer to the question of how to make Ukrainians out of

Russians - it's necessary to write the history of Ukraine for them." (Project «Ukraine»)

In addition, authorities and propagandists emphasize that before 1917, a Ukrainian state had never
existed. In this sense, they accuse the Bolsheviks of creating the internal rupture within the Russian
world—first by establishing the Ukrainian SSR, and later, in 1954, when Khrushchev transferred
Crimea from the Russian SSR to the Ukrainian SSR to commemorate the 300th anniversary of
Ukraine's union with Russia. Just days before the invasion, President Putin asserted ‘that Ukraine

actually never had stable traditions of real statehood’. Instead, “modern Ukraine was entirely created
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by Russia or, to be more precise, by Bolshevik, Communist Russia’. In Putin’s view, it ‘can be
rightfully called “Vladimir Lenin’s Ukraine.” So not only Ukraine is nothing more than a Russian
decision, but this decision was extremely against Russia’s interest. Putin continued his speech “Lenin
and his associates did it [creating Ukraine] in a way that was extremely harsh on Russia — by

separating, severing what is historically Russian land” (Kremlin, 2022).

Since the unified Russian world collapsed with the breakdown of the Soviet Union, several actors
have begun to try to capitalize on the consequences of this "vile decision", by using Ukraine as a tool
to weaken Russia. For example, in August 2015, Sergey Glazyev, at the time advisor to the president
of the Russian Federation, averred that "Today Ukraine is an occupied territory. There is no legitimate
power, there is no one to talk to, and there are no people who can take responsibility for the
implementation of political agreements. There are only servicemen of American aggressors who
receive instructions from the American embassy, from there they receive funding and, in fact, serve

American interest in Ukraine” (Glazyev, 2015).

The change of rhetoric also served a broader logic: conflicts with Ukraine are not perceived as a mere
bilateral conflict, but as a symptom of a broader systemic process, part of a deliberate strategy to
contain and destabilize Russia (Putin, 2018; Chekinov & Bogdanov, 2013). The use of the military
instrument against Ukraine, also thanks to the experience gained in 2014, is therefore seen not only as
acceptable (holism) but also preferable, as a mean to "break the western encirclement" (intentional
belief). So, the decision to invade Ukraine is fully coherent with an imperial and holistic view of the
world, that put Russia involved in a greater struggle to regain its rightful place in the world. The
imperial mindset led to the flawed belief that Ukrainians lacked autonomy, the capacity to make
independent choices, or even the legitimacy of nationhood. As a result, it was assumed they would
offer no resistance if surprised before the “collective West” could organize support.

This assumption was further reinforced by the autocratic nature of the Russian political system. In
Russia, communications must conform to the viewpoints of the ruler. Russian historian Vasily
Kliuchevsky wrote that “the people had no right to a will of their own, but were obliged to think in
accordance to the will of the authorities that represented them” (Tibor, 1974). He traced back this
trend to the reign of Ivan IV, thus reinforcing the assumption that imperialism and autocracy in Russia

go hand in hand.

Within this closed and hierarchical structure, the security elite functions as a self-reinforcing system,

insulated from critical feedback and alternative viewpoints. The incentive to confirm existing beliefs

44



outweighed the need for empirical analysis or dissent. As a consequence, no institutional actor—
including the intelligence services—stepped forward to challenge these assumptions with objective
data or contradictory evidence. This epistemic closure led to the institutionalization of misjudgments
and the entrenchment of a flawed strategic outlook. The February 22, 2022 national security meeting
demonstrated that even if many members of the security elite cultivated private reservations about
war, they publicly conformed to the broader consensus around the invasion. The two who showed the
slightest signs of doubt or independent thinking, deputy Kremlin chief of staff Dmitry Kozak and
foreign intelligence chief Sergey Naryshkin, were interrupted and publicly humiliated by Putin
(Galeotti 2022). On the other hand, other prominent figures appeared to be genuinely enthusiastic.
FSB Director Alexander Bortnikov contribution to the meeting was a surreal report of alleged
Ukrainian provocations and violations, Nikolai Patrushev, then Security Council Secretary, framed
the whole issue in positively eschatological terms, facing down those whose “goal is the destruction of
Russia”, and Federation Council Speaker Valentina Matviyenko harped on the supposed “genocide”

being visited on ethnic Russians and Russian-speakers in Ukraine (Galeotti).

This demonstrates both the pervasiveness of the idea that Ukraine was nothing more than Russian land
and that an eventual conflict with it was to be framed in the perspective of a wider conflict with the

West.

This generated a spurious consequence. From a military perspective, Ukraine was not regarded as a
peer or even a near-peer adversary. This perception was bolstered by the largely unopposed
annexation of Crimea and by the poor performance of the Armed Forces of Ukrainian (AFU) in
Eastern Ukraine in 2014.

This element created a short circuit between the political and military levels. As explained earlier,
according to the principles of active defense, territorial conquest is subordinate to the degradation of
the enemy’s military potential. However, in Ukraine, Russia initiated the war with a swift, decisive
strike—a coup de main. While this approach is part of the traditional Russian/Soviet military
playbook, it doesn’t reflect current doctrine and military strategy. Since resistance was not expected,
the conflict was anticipated to be brief, avoiding the need for societal or industrial mobilization. A
quick victory would also preempt Western involvement or assistance to Ukraine. These
miscalculations stemmed from a self-reinforcing cycle of misinformation and flawed analysis,

symptoms of a deeply interiorized autocratic SC, that created a distorted policy vision.
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Conclusion

The political-strategic layer of Russia’s strategic culture reveals a state driven not by narrow
geopolitical calculations alone, but by a historically embedded vision of itself as a civilizational
power. This imperial self-conception, coupled with the belief in autocracy as both a stabilizing force
and a legitimizing principle, shapes how Russia understands its role in the international system.
Ukraine, in this view, is not simply a neighboring state, but a symbolically charged space whose
alignment has existential implications for Russia’s identity and status. Thus, the decision to escalate
politically and ultimately militarily stems not from a purely rational assessment of costs and benefits,

but from deeply internalized beliefs about sovereignty, order, and historical destiny.

Strategic-military approach

Having clarified how SC dictates Russia’s beliefs on Ukraine and on the nature of the conflict that it
thought would fight, it is necessary to focus on clarifying how this has affected the strategic-
operational planning of the campaign. This is intended to answer the first part of the second research
question; namely how Russian strategic culture influenced the conduct of the 2022 invasion of
Ukraine. The invasion of Ukraine in 2022, formally classified by the Russian government as a Special
Military Operation (SMO), offers a compelling case study of how terminology, doctrinal categories,
and culturally embedded assumptions converge to shape operational planning and strategic
messaging. This section examines how the concept of SMO is situated within Russian military
taxonomy, exploring the doctrinal distinctions between war and armed conflict, and evaluating the
strategic and operational implications of such classification. Special attention is paid to how the term
SMO interacts with Russia’s established theoretical categories, notably Active Defense, and how
internal debates within the Russian military elite reflect broader issues of conceptual innovation and

strategic continuity.

Why does the choice for a Special Military Operation matter?

At the eve of the full-scale invasion, Russian security elite was persuaded that Ukraine, whose
autonomy of thought and action they deny, would have paradoxically occupied a secondary place in
the campaign, which was part of a broader confrontation with the West.

Regarding Ukraine, the declared goals of the invasion were, and still are, identified with the
“denazification” and ‘“demilitarization” of the country, but very little was said regarding how to
realize these objectives. However, it is important to underline that in the mind of the Russian security

elite, in this campaign the military-strategic and the military-political goals coincided. Since Ukraine
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was not labelled as an independent entity but just a puppet maneuvered by external masters, it was
thought that once the RUAF would have crossed the border, the AFU was expected to collapse,
deemed both unwilling and incapable of confronting the “big brother.” In doing so, the process of
demilitarization would be effectively completed. Consequently, once deprived of its protective shield,
the government—seen as the main enabler of the “Nazis” and of Western influence in the country—
was expected either to flee or to be eliminated. The population would then have gladly come back to
be a part of the Russian world. In their minds the campaign would be short, and the forces deployed on
the border more than sufficient to carry out the task. This assumption would have had serious

consequences in the planning and execution of the campaign.

In fact, according to Russia’s military terminology, there exists a substantial difference between war
and armed conflict. While both fall under the category of military conflict — defined as “a form of
resolving inter-state or intra-state contradictions with the use of military force” (Doktrina, 2014, §8d)
— the two differs in the magnitude of the armed clash. It is considered armed conflict "an armed clash
of a limited scale between states (international armed conflict) or between opposing sides in the
territory of one state (internal armed conflict) (Doktrina, 2014, §8¢). The use of the term limited is
however subject to multiple interpretations, since for example the Soviet troops in Afghanistan,
although officially called "Limited contingent of troops", included on average almost 50 thousand

men (De Gaetano, Lopreiato, 2023, p. 149).

On the other hand, there is war which is in turn divided into three subcategories by the 2014 Doctrine.
Local war, which represents the lowest recognized level of war, implies the following conditions:
limited political-military objectives, operations conducted only within the states concerned and only
their economic, political and territorial interests are affected (Doktrina, 2014, §8f). Regional war, on
the other hand, takes place when several states in the same geographical region conduct military
operations alone or within a coalition to pursue relevant political-military objectives (Doktrina, 2014,
§8g). Finally, at the highest level there is the large-scale war, in which two or more coalitions
compete to safeguard vital interests; such conflicts can arise from the escalation of a local or regional
war (Doktrina, 2014, §8h). In this contest the doctrine provides for the general mobilization of all

material and moral resources of the country.

In this framework, many analysts unambiguously place active defense as a strategy within the realm
of interstate warfare — be it local, regional or large-scale — and not in the lower levels of armed

conflicts. This distinction is based on several operational and doctrinal criteria. First, active defense is
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conceived as a systemic operational strategy, which requires the coordinated use of conventional
forces, non-strategic nuclear capabilities, long-range precision weapons and computer and cognitive
tools (Kofman et al., 2021, pp. 11-14). This complexity is incompatible with the restricted and limited
nature of armed conflicts, which involve neither the full mobilization of the state nor the simultaneous

use of multi-domain strategic tools.

Secondly, the doctrine links Active Defense to the Strategic Operation of Forces of Destruction
(SOFD), an initial preventive phase based on the use of massive, conventional and potentially nuclear
strikes, whose purpose is to neutralize the opposing capabilities before the expansion of the conflict
(Kofman et al., 2021, p. 13). This type of operation is conceivable only within a formal context of war,
where the symmetrical confrontation between powers makes plausible the full use of national military
potential. Therefore, the strategy of Active Defense should be interpreted as an operational response
to an existential strategic threat and not as a doctrine applicable to limited or undeclared conflicts,

such as those formally categorized as armed conflicts.

Why does this matter? Because on 24™ February 2022, Russia did not declare war on Ukraine; it
declared the start of a Special Military Operation (SMO). Although the term was initially dismissed—
and in some cases ridiculed—by much of the Western press and even by segments of the military
establishment, as it was perceived merely as a euphemism for “invasion,” its use is far from
accidental. Given the importance that Russian military thinkers assign to terminology and conceptual

precision, the choice of wording carries strategic and operational implications.

From a politico-strategic perspective, the implications of the term are coherent with the conclusion
reached in the previous section. As noted by Kostia Gorobets, associate professor at the University of
Groningen, unlike war, the term SMO positioned Ukraine as a colony of Russia, denies it equal
standing as a sovereign state, and uses the "language of policing". Gorobets says that the implication
of the term is imperialistic, "because it assumes that Russia is using force within its own domain, of
which Ukraine [in their view] is but a part." (Gorobets, 2022). This view is coherent with the political

approach discussed in the previous section.

From a military-strategic perspective, the classification of the invasion as a SMO had a major impact
on how the invasion was conducted, being much more tactically focused, and hence unlikely to
employ the IPW concept. Although even among Russians the term SMO has not been analyzed as

much as others, to date there is already a debate between members of the security elite regarding the
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nature of such operation. The first definition of SMO appeared almost immediately after the invasion.
On March 28, 2022, Colonel Vladimir Kvachkov — a retired GRU colonel and GRU Spetsnaz
brigade commander with combat experience in several conflicts — published an open letter to the
Russian General Staff, which was supervising the conduction of operations in Ukraine. In his letter,

Kvachkov proposed a first analysis of the concept of SMO:

What is the difference between a special military operation, its goals and objectives, and other
operations of the Armed Forces and other troops of the Russian Federation? The main difference
is that the course and outcome of a special operation are directly related to military-political goals
and objectives, in contrast to the combined-arms offensive and defensive operations of operational

and operational-strategic formations (during the Great Patriotic War - armies and fronts), as well
as other independent and joint operations of branches of the Armed Forces and combat arms. This
statement is also true for the strategic actions of the Armed Forces. True, in some cases military-
strategic and military-political goals may partially coincide. As an example of such exceptions,
one can cite the operations to liberate Bulgaria by the troops of the 3rd Ukrainian Front and the
liberation of Romania by the troops of the 2nd Ukrainian Front in September 1944 and the change
of power in these states. Thus, military-political goals and tasks in special operations are lowered
to the level of tactical actions of formations, units and even battalions (battalion tactical groups).
The officially declared goal of the ongoing special military operation is the demilitarization and
denazification of Ukraine. The negotiations that took place during the month showed the
fundamental impossibility of reaching any agreement with the existing Ukrainian leadership.
(McDermott, Bartles, 2023).

The most interesting element highlighted by Kvachkov lies in his identification of how a SMO differs
from other strategic operations; this is in the way of how military force is used to achieve its military-
political goal. Russian traditional operations during a war aim to achieve, firstly, a military-strategic
goal (e.g. the destruction of an opponent’s military capabilities or occupation of its territory) to further
force a military-political goal (e.g. the transfer of a part of its territory, making political concessions).

To do that, multiple strategic operations are required to achieve success.

On the contrary, a SMO employs a more direct approach, where the strategic aim (end) is
accomplished solely through the combined arms formations accomplishment of a military-strategic
goal, which in this case coincides with the military-political one. Consequently, success can be
achieved through a single decisive operation. Kvachkov interprets the SMO launched by Russia in
2022 as a combined arms campaign designed to swiftly accomplish specific military and political

objectives—namely, the “denazification” and “demilitarization” of Ukraine.

The second contribution to the debate on the nature of SMO was published by Colonel (retired) Viktor
Litvinenko on Army Digest — the monthly publication of the RUAF — in July 2022. Litvinenko
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offered a slightly different interpretation of the terms compared to Kvachkov, but for the most part,

they seem to have the same understanding.

Litvinenko’s reasoning and definition are relevant for two reasons. First, he assessed that the MoD
shares his definition, thus making it the most authoritative one. SMO is hence defined as: “a special
operation of troops (forces) that involves the special actions of troops (forces) coordinated in
objectives, tasks, place and time, carried out according to a single plan to achieve specified goals”
(McDermott, Bartles, 2023).

Second, he underlines how a SMO falls into the categories of armed conflict rather than war. This
happen because the goal of SMO is to defeat only the enemy’s military.> As such, the operational
activities—such as strikes and engagements—are conducted with the explicit purpose of fulfilling this
objective within a defined timeframe. This type of military action is more targeted and constrained in
scope compared to the broader and more expansive concept of war. Kvachkov also shares the view

that the SMO falls below the level of war.

Nevertheless, the two authors disagree regarding their understanding of the SMO as a new concept or
not. For Kvachkov the special operation it’s just a less common form of armed conflict; on the other
hand, Litvinenko posits that the special military operation is in fact a new category on the spectrum of
military conflict. The theoretical debate on the definition of SMO, which could potentially settle the
matter, is still ongoing and will likely continue for a long time; however, regardless of how the debate

concludes, this distinction is not relevant for the purposes of this dissertation.

Conclusion

The Russian Armed Forces had extensively developed the IPW model to conduct comprehensive
offensive and defensive strategic operations. This concept emphasizes the use of synchronized
massed air and missile strikes, alongside electronic warfare and cyber operations, to neutralize enemy
air defenses and command-and-control systems. However, because the SMO framework did not

incorporate IPW, these capabilities remained largely unutilized during the 2022 invasion of Ukraine.

3 In my view, the fact that Litvinenko’s definition identifies the destruction of the adversary as the ultimate goal of the
SMO—and that this definition appears to have been accepted by the General Staff—is compromised by the failure of the
initial coup de main on Kyiv. Since the political decapitation strategy failed, the concept had to be reformulated in such a
way as to justify the transition to a war of attrition, aimed at wearing down Ukrainian forces. Tellingly, Kvachkov’s earlier
definition makes no mention of this element. Nevertheless, I considered it appropriate to include Litvinenko’s account,
both because he remains an authoritative figure in the field and because the debate over the nature and objectives of the
SMO is still ongoing.
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Thus, RUAF were effectively inhibited by its political leadership from unleashing the full

conventional combat power that would have been the case in the application of the IPW concept

As aresult, the underperformance of Russian forces in the initial phase of the conflict cannot be solely
attributed to military planners’ failure to implement IPW principles. Rather, the responsibility rests
with senior political and military leadership, the security elite as a whole, who chose the SMO
framework as the operational approach for achieving Russia’s stated objectives of “demilitarization”
and “denazification.” Had Russian leadership accurately assessed Ukrainian military capacity and the
will to resist—acknowledging Ukraine as a capable and determined adversary—Moscow might have
opted for a full-scale operation grounded in IPW. Such a decision could have significantly increased
the likelihood of early strategic success instead of resulting in the setbacks and reputational damage

witnessed in the campaign’s initial stages.

Military failures

What the RUAF was supposed to do on February 24™ was a daunting task. According to the initial
plan, a 190.000 men strong force, despite heavily equipped with tanks and vehicles, was expected to
advance through multiple axes — most of them unable to effectively coordinate with the others — in
order to seize Kyiv and other major cities within the first days of the invasion.* All of this was to occur
in the middle of winter, a factor that limited both air support and the effectiveness of reconnaissance

operations.

Further complicating the situation was the decision to maintain operational secrecy until the very last
moment: to preserve the element of surprise, soldiers were not informed of their actual objective until
the invasion had already begun (Jankowicz, 2022). This factor, combined with the classification of the
campaign as a Special Military Operation, led the Russian GS to forego a full-scale strategic operation
aimed at degrading and destroying Ukraine’s air defense and command-and-control systems. From
the standpoint of Russian military theory, if the special military operation was truly intended to

implement the principles of IPW, then its execution deviated significantly from those doctrinal

4 Although the much-discussed phrase “Kyiv in three days” was never actually uttered by Putin or any official sources,
it was widely repeated by propagandists and public figures who were not part of the security elite. Nevertheless, several
indicators suggest that—while perhaps not in exactly three days—Russia did indeed expect a swift victory. On February
26, 2022, the state news agency RIA Novosti published an article—likely prepared in advance—whose opening line
stated: “The Russian military operation in Ukraine has ushered in a new era. Ukraine has returned to Russia.” This
opening was quickly deleted, but not before it circulated widely (Grozev 2022). Furthermore, a timetable retrieved from
a fallen Russian soldier revealed a detailed movement schedule for airborne troops departing from Belarus and expected
to reach the outskirts of Kyiv within just a few hours—between 13 and 15.

51



foundations. Simply put, the expected features of IPW—such as noncontact operations and rapid,
overwhelming “shock and awe” strikes—were conspicuously absent. As a result, Russian forces in
Ukraine immediately had to diverge from the military strategy they had been theoretically trained and
equipped to carry out.

Instead, the Russian elite opted for a high-risk, high-reward strategy that relied entirely on surprise
and on the assumption that the Armed Forces of Ukraine (AFU) would not resist. The Russian
leadership, captive to its own preconceptions about the nature of Ukraine, revealed itself to be

entrapped by its own constitutive beliefs and historical legacy.

Russian invasion plan

Russian decision-making at the eve of the invasion was almost entirely top-down. Only a small circle,
even for the Russian standard, of members of the strategic elite was informed of the planned invasion.
As a result, soldiers and field commanders deployed in Belarus weren’t expecting to be ordered to
march on Kyiv; most of them truly believed they were there for a military exercise until a few hours
before the invasion. Nevertheless, the insistence on secrecy came with a cost cost: there was no
opportunity for critiquing the invasion plan and no consideration of fallback strategies should
something go wrong. Due to this lack of critique, “The plan itself, while theoretically plausible,
compounded optimism bias in each of its stages. ... There is no evidence in the Russian planning that
anyone had asked what would happen if any of its key assumptions were wrong.” (Zabrodskyi et al.,

2022).

In fact, the plan planification completely relied on the intelligence provided to the top Russian
authorities. Russia’s Foreign Intelligence Service (SVR) relied on a broad network of pro-Russian
sympathizers within Ukraine, but their reports were ultimately unreliable and misleading. They
presented a scenario where the Ukrainian government would offer minimal resistance, the population
would remain largely passive, and numerous collaborators would greet Russian forces with
enthusiasm. None of these assessments proved accurate, but at the same time these was exactly what
the Russian leadership was expecting to hear. This reveals the pervasive and rigid nature of SC. Even
when confronted with evidence contradicting prevailing assumptions, members of the security elite
within the intelligence community—were unable to share such information. Doing so would have
meant challenging the dominant official narrative, a move that could result in professional

ostracization and replacement for those who assumed the risk of dissent.
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Another significant issue was that top Russian authorities were misinformed about the actual state of
readiness of their armed forces. On paper, the RUAF outperformed the AFU in every military
category. However, within an authoritarian system, where success is rewarded and failure penalized,
the upward flow of information tends to be distorted. As a consequence, reports on force readiness
were routinely exaggerated. Many Russian units—from platoons to battalions—were in reality

critically undermanned.

The planning process itself reflected the centralized, top-down command and control (C2) culture
inherited from the Soviet era. It systematically violated all five principles for effective command
outlined by military theorist Martin van Creveld.” Moreover, the plan disregarded the personnel
guidelines set forth in Russian military doctrine. According to the standard figures of a 3:1 numerical
advantage, the Ukrainian military—with 196,600 active-duty troops—would have required an
attacking force of at least 590,000 soldiers. Instead, the Russian operation was launched with only
190,000 troops, fewer than the total number of Ukrainian forces (Jones, 2022).

If calculated based on standard occupation metrics—20 occupying troops per 1,000 civilians—Russia
would have needed approximately 880,000 personnel to control a country of 44 million people. This
figure corresponds to the size of Russia’s entire military. By contrast, the actual force deployed would
have yielded a ratio of just 4.5 soldiers per 1,000 inhabitants, grossly insufficient for occupation or

stabilization (Merkx, 2023).

Despite these limitations, Russian military planners chose to divide their forces across six operational
axes: from the southeast via the Black Sea, from Crimea in the south, from the Donbas region in the
east, from Belgorod toward Kharkiv, from Kursk toward Kyiv, and from Gomel, Belarus, also
heading toward Kyiv. The assumption was that the scale, speed, and psychological pressure of the

operation would lead to a rapid collapse of the Ukrainian state.

> () the need for decision thresholds to be fixed as far down the hierarchy as possible, and for freedom of action at the
bottom of the military structure; (b) the need for an organization that will make such low-decisions possible by
providing self-contained units at a fairly low level; (c) the need for a regular reporting and information-transmission
system working both from the top down and from the bottom up; (d) the need for the active search for information by
headquarters in order to supplement the information routinely sent to it by units under its command; and (¢) the need to
maintain an informal, as well as a formal, network of communications inside the network (van Creveld 1985, p. 270).
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Failure in the IPW

Despite everything, the plan might have worked. However, the decision to classify the invasion as a
SMO resulted in the parallel failure to implement the concept of IPW. Had Russia employed
overwhelming missile and air strikes aimed at disabling the adversary’s command-and-control
systems and air defense infrastructure, the Russian Armed Forces could have engaged an already
disorganized and demoralized opponent. Under such conditions, the invasion might have had a higher
chance of success. But it didn’t happen: in the early days of the SMO, Russia did make use of long-
range conventional weapons, but preliminary damage assessments conducted by both Ukranian and
US intelligence revealed that systemic damage to Ukraine’s defense infrastructure was relatively

limited. As a result, the country preserved a significant portion of its capabilities.

According to US. intelligence, on the first day of the invasion Russia launched over 100 missiles—
mostly short-range ballistic missiles (SRBMs), but also cruise missiles. The bombing continued,
reaching a peak on 27 February with the launch of approximately 320 missiles (Rustman 2022).
Despite the large number of vectors used and the successful targeting of certain critical assets, the
Russian missile campaign lacked coherence. As McDermott and Bartles noted, “Instead of employing
an integrated fires approach that would have prioritized targets to achieve the invasion’s objectives,
the Russians appear to have simply allocated missiles to various commands, and let the commanders

decide target priority based upon their particular missions.”

In the Kyiv sector—where initial strikes were most concentrated—priority targets included the city’s
three airports (Hostomel, Boryspil, and Kyiv International) and the Vasylkiv air base. These missile
strikes were followed by air raids carried out by the Russian Aerospace Forces (VKS), aimed at
suppressing residual SAM systems and destroying Ukrainian aircraft on the ground. However, under
the direction of Lieutenant General Anatoliy Kryvonozhko, then-head of Ukraine's Central Air Force
Command, portions of Ukraine’s aviation assets and SAM systems stationed at Vasylkiv were
covertly relocated in the days leading up to February 24 (War Archive, 2023). The failure in noticing

that constitutes one of the earliest and most serious Russian intelligence failures of the war.

In fact, despite the damage sustained by the airfield, and thanks to a mix of initiative and luck, all 16
MiG-29s belonging to the 40th Tactical Aviation Brigade managed to avoid destruction. Their role in
the defense of the skies over Kyiv would soon prove to be vital, as demonstrated by the fact that all the
fallen of the squadron received the title of Heroes of Ukraine and the Golden Star Medal (Ibidem). In
addition, Ukrainian intelligence later captured aerial images of destroyed—but empty—hangars,
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printed the photos onto fabric, and used them to camouflage new shelters housing surviving aircraft,

thereby successfully deceiving Russian forces (Merkx, 2023).

Nonetheless, this did not prevent Russian military command from declaring the opening strike a
success. According to Major-General Igor Konashenkov, spokesperson for the Ministry of Defense,
“air defense facilities, military airfields” and Ukrainian military aviation had been “disabled” by
“massive strikes” using “high-precision missile systems.” He further claimed that “as a result of
strikes by the Russian Armed Forces, 74 ground facilities of Ukraine’s military infrastructure were put
out of action, including 11 air force airfields, three command posts, a base for Ukraine’s naval forces,
and 18 radar stations of the S-300 and Buk-M1 anti-aircraft missile systems.” In addition, he reported
the downing of “a combat helicopter and four Bayraktar TB-2 attack unmanned aerial vehicles.”

(Mukhin, 2022)

These declarations, however, proved more damaging to the attackers than to the defenders, as they
contributed to a false sense of security for Russian pilots operating in contested airspace. The failure
to achieve air superiority, combined with the fierce resistance mounted by Ukraine’s National Guard,
doomed the airborne assault on Hostomel to failure. The first Russian contingent deployed was
supposed to be reinforced by a second wave, transported via 18 I1-76 aircraft. However, these
reinforcements never arrived: losses suffered by the VKS and by the initial assault group—including
three Ka-52 Alligator helicopters and one Mi-8—combined with the failure of ground forces to link
up with the airborne troops, ultimately led to the abortion of the mission, marking a turning point in

the Battle for Kyiv (Kofman & Lee, 2022).

It was not only the non-contact component of active that was poorly implemented during the IPW; the
application of maneuver defense was, to be generous, equally flawed. While the organizing principle
of maneuver defense dictate to preserve one’s forces and sustain a defensive posture while
maximizing attrition inflicted on the enemy the RUAF initiated the campaign with offensive actions.
This choice, however, is explainable given the nature and political objectives of the SMO. Active
defense doctrine does not exclude the possibility of offensive actions during the IPW, nor of
preventive strikes—provided they serve the purpose of degrading the adversary’s military
capabilities. Nevertheless, such operations must be conducted while simultaneously preserving one’s

own forces and avoiding decisive engagements.

In the probable plan devised by the General Staff, this principle was to be reflected in the decision to

bypass major urban centers—such as Sumy in the northeast—in order to prioritize a rapid advance on
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Kyiv. Urban combat, which is typically slow, casualty-intensive, and limiting for mechanized and
armored units, was regarded as an unnecessary risk that could derail the broader campaign. Yet, by
avoiding cities, Russian forces left their overstretched supply lines vulnerable to constant harassment

by Ukrainian territorial defense units, that ultimately led to the collapse of the northern offensive.

Between 24 February and 1 March 2022, the RUAF lost 69 main battle tanks (MBTs), mostly various
variants of the modern T-72 and T-80 tank. A week later, by 7 March, losses had risen to
approximately 140 MBTs (Oryx 2025). For comparison, during the entirety of Operation Iraqi
Freedom—an operation that lasted 27 days and successfully achieved its declared political objectives
—the U.S. Armed Forces lost a total of 80 tanks, of which only 17 were destroyed and 63 disabled and

later recovered.

If one extends the count to other equipment categories, the equipment attrition figures for the RUAF

in the same period show:

* 120 infantry fighting vehicles (125 by 7 March)
+ 20 infantry mobility vehicles (80)

» 25 armored fighting vehicles (80)

* 10 armored personnel carriers (50)

* 35 command and communications posts

» 25 air defense systems (30)

+ 5 fixed-wing aircraft, and

+ asignificant number of helicopters, as previously noted (War Spotting 2025).¢

In percentage terms, open-source analysis of Russian forces deployed at the border suggested that the
main assault force was composed of approximately 120 Battalion Tactical Groups (BTGs)—Russia’s
standard high-readiness combat formation—fielding an estimated 1,440 tanks, 4,800 infantry fighting
vehicles (IFVs), and 720 air defense systems (The Guardian, 2022). This means that, in just the first
two weeks of the SMO, RUAF losses amounted to 9% of its tanks, 2.6% of its IFVs, and 4.2% of its air
defense systems. These are extremely severe losses, especially when one considers that during the
First Battle of Grozny—which lasted over two months and, until Ukraine, widely labeled as the worst

modern military performance in Russian history—the RUAF lost a total of 225 armored vehicles.

6 These figures are the result of the outstanding work carried out by two OSINT initiatives—Oryx and War Spotting—
which have geolocated visually confirmed equipment losses on both the Russian and Ukrainian sides since the beginning
ofthe conflict. The numbers reported refer exclusively to vehicles for which photographic or video evidence of destruction
exists. As such, they should be understood as representing the minimum number of losses incurred during the specified
period, since the actual total is likely to be higher.
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Taken together, these operational and material losses highlight the flawed implementation of Russian
military doctrine. Having lost the opportunity to eliminate the Ukrainian government through a coup
de main (SMO) and having forfeited the element of surprise necessary to decimate Ukrainian forces in
a single strike (active defense) — as Ukraine began mobilizing and thus rendering further strike

campaigns ineffective — Russian forces were forced to alter their strategy mid-operation.

Failure in Command and Control

The historic Russian phobia toward decentralized decision making manifested itself in all its
problematicity. Autocratic systems produce armed forces that, like those of democratic states, follow
orders—but unlike in democracies, qualities such as decentralization, open communication, and
individual autonomy are not only discouraged, but perceived as existential threats to the regime. An
autocracy cannot function if its military culture is fundamentally at odds with the political system it
serves. During the initial phase of the SMO, the historic phobia toward decentralized decision making

manifested itself in all its problematicity.

To the soldiers marching on Kyiv, the invasion was presented as a cake walk. Biased by their SC,
members of the security elite within the GS weren’t expecting almost any resistance. But when

casualties started to rise, as result of such mentality officers on the ground had no idea how to react.

The Russian army, despite the modernization efforts attempted between 2008-2012, continue to show
the pervasiveness of SC in the military sphere. The RUAF operate under a C2 paradigm inherited
from the Soviet era—highly hierarchical and centralized; this structure is based on a rigid top-down
principle, where operational decisions flow strictly from the General Staff down to the tactical units,
severely limiting local initiative. Russian commanders rarely delegate operational authority to their
subordinates, who in turn do not gain crucial leadership experience. Junior commanders, lacking both
decision-making autonomy and adequate training, often found themselves unable to act proactively,

waiting for orders from higher levels even in situations that required immediate response.

When the operation failed to unfold as anticipated, chaos spread within the RUAF, given that junior
officers were ill-equipped and insufficiently flexible to adapt to rapidly changing conditions on the
battlefield. As a consequence, senior commanders didn’t know their units were, or what was their
combat capability. Then, in an attempt to re-establish command and control, senior officers were

drawn onto the battlefield to take personal leadership of operations. However, the forward
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deployment of commanders exposed them to significant risk, leading to high casualties among
Russian officers. This dynamic further undermined Russia’s C2 capabilities (UK MoD 2022). Fallen
officers were often replaced by the very same junior officers who, having already demonstrated a lack
of adaptability and competence at lower levels, were even less effective once promoted to positions of

greater responsibility.

Moreover, in instances where senior officers did manage to reach the front lines and exercise direct
command over their units, overall performance did not significantly improve. While junior officers
suffered from a lack of training and initiative largely shaped by the autocratic nature of Russian SC,
their superiors were similarly constrained—though at a deeper level. Influenced by rigid constitutive
beliefs embedded within the SC, high-ranking officers tended to dismiss intelligence reports that
contradicted pre-established assumptions. The notion that Ukrainian forces could mount a serious and
prolonged resistance was, in their view, simply inconceivable. As a result, field assessments that
deviated from the dominant narrative dictated by central authorities were routinely ignored or

downplayed, reinforcing strategic blind spots at the highest levels of command.

Adding to this, the lack of automated command and control systems prevented Russia from
implementing network-centric warfare, resulting in slow decision-making cycles and a poor ability to
adapt to rapidly changing battlefield conditions. Compounding the issue was the absence of a unified
command for the "Special Military Operation" in Ukraine. For extended periods, it was unclear who
held overall responsibility for the operation, as various military districts acted independently within
their respective areas, without coordination. Even after command was formally assigned to figures
such as Surovikin and later Gerasimov, management continued to suffer from overlapping roles and

operational ambiguity.

At the tactical level, BTGs’ performance exposed all these weaknesses: these formations,
theoretically autonomous, were structurally deficient. First, the very principle of employing BTGs
solely for combat tasks meant that their internal cohesion was weak. Since these groups were
assembled ad hoc, commanders often had limited familiarity with their subordinates, impairing their
ability to predict unit effectiveness or ensure coordination under fire. Second, BTGs proved
particularly vulnerable to combat losses compared to more traditional formations. For instance, in
April 2022 near Kurakhove, the BTG of the 136th Separate Motorized Rifle Brigade was rendered
combat-ineffective after losing 240 personnel, 11 IFVs, four MBTs, three self-propelled artillery

58



systems, and three BM-21 Grad multiple rocket launchers. Although this constituted only about 30%
of its nominal combat strength, the disproportionate loss of key assets and sub-units made the group
incapable of fulfilling its operational tasks. Lastly, efforts by Russian command to consolidate the
remnants of depleted BTGs with other units further exacerbated disorganization, increasing

operational chaos and degrading command cohesion (Semenova, 2022).

So, once realized the impossibility to make adjustment on the ground, Russian forces near Kyiv were
pulled back and redirected to the Donbas region to execute an again centrally designed and dictate
from above plan. Once there, the approach devolved into attritional warfare conducted through direct
frontal assaults—an approach requiring little tactical adaptation or advanced preparation. This
approach differs from both active defense and SMO concepts, forcing once again the RUAF to adapt

under fire instead of following a structured plan.

A new war then started, a war closer to the categories of local or regional war rather than SMO.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the military shortcomings observed during the initial phase of the invasion cannot be
fully understood without accounting for deeper ideational dynamics. Rather than being mere tactical
errors or organizational dysfunctions, these failures reflect the operational consequences of a rigid
strategic culture—one grounded in vertical coercion, doctrinal uniformity, and imperial self-
perception. The persistence of ingrained mental frameworks and institutionalized practices hindered
adaptability on the battlefield, leading to unrealistic expectations and a critical underestimation of
Ukrainian resilience. The collapse of the blitzkrieg plan thus carries not only military significance but
also epistemic weight: it exposed the limitations of a worldview shaped by symbolic and historical
constructs that distorted strategic planning. In this sense, the analysis of Russia’s early military
failures reveals how strategic culture does not simply influence the “when” and “why” of war, but—

perhaps more crucially—the “how” it is waged.

Conclusion

This thesis set out to answer two main research questions: (1) What are the defining features of
Russia’s political and strategic approach toward Ukraine, and how do they reflect the country’s

strategic culture? And (2) In what ways did Russian strategic culture influence the Kremlin’s
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approach to the 2022 invasion of Ukraine, and how did this contribute to the operational shortcomings

observed during the initial phase of the conflict?

In response to the first question, the research has shown that Russian strategic culture is not a mere
byproduct of geopolitical circumstance or authoritarian governance. Rather, it constitutes a deeply
entrenched system of beliefs—constitutive, intentional, and operational—reproduced within a tightly
knit and ideologically homogeneous security elite. At the constitutive level, two core assumptions
stand out: the belief in Russia’s imperial identity as a civilizational power, and the centrality of
autocracy as the most legitimate form of political authority. These assumptions shape not only

Russia’s identity as a state, but also its normative framework for interpreting international order.

At the level of intentional beliefs, the Russian security elite exhibits a deeply ideological threat
perception: the West is portrayed as inherently antagonistic, while the post-Soviet space is seen as a
zone of natural influence, where sovereignty is viewed as conditional and revocable. Operational
beliefs, in turn, reflect doctrinal rigidity and a continued reliance on escalation-based coercion, rooted
in Soviet-era traditions and institutional path dependency. Together, these beliefs form a strategic
culture that legitimizes force, prioritizes centralized control, and systematically delegitimizes

alternative worldviews.

The second research question focused on the operational consequences of this culture during the 2022
invasion. The findings suggest that the initial failure of the Russian campaign in Ukraine—
particularly in the Battle of Kyiv—can be traced not merely to material shortcomings, but to a deeper
cultural misalignment within the strategic system. In particular, a disconnect emerged between the
dominant intentional beliefs and the actual threat environment. Russian planners continued to imagine
a future conflict primarily with a peer competitor (i.e., NATO), and thus oriented their doctrine—
especially the “active defense” concept—around that possibility. However, the actual conflict that
unfolded was with a mid-sized, former Soviet state—one with extensive knowledge of Russian

capabilities, a highly motivated defense posture, and substantial Western support.

According to SC framework, strategic cultures are most effective when their constitutive, intentional,
and operational layers are coherently aligned. In the Russian case, this alignment was absent.
Constitutive beliefs demanded the reassertion of control over Ukraine; yet Ukraine was not perceived
—intentionally or doctrinally—as a primary threat. As a result, the operational level did not follow

established doctrine. This misperception translated into operational beliefs and doctrinal expectations
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—most notably, the strategy of active defense and related concepts — that were never fully applied in
the Ukrainian theater. Russia’s campaign diverged from its established doctrinal playbook, failing to
implement core concepts such as IPW and sustained strategic coordination. In doing so, the Russian
Armed Forces abandoned their own doctrinal strengths, exposing themselves to severe attritional risks

without the compensatory benefits of coherent strategic application.

This doctrinal deviation created a feedback loop: as operations faltered, other constitutive elements of
strategic culture—particularly the centralized and autocratic nature of the Russian command system
—exerted even greater influence, further eroding battlefield performance, suppressing adaptation and
reinforcing cognitive rigidity. Junior officers lacked initiative, while senior commanders, shaped by
rigid ideological convictions, ignored intelligence that contradicted preordained narratives. Thus, the
failure was not merely one of execution, but of conceptual design deeply embedded in Russia’s

strategic culture.

This dissonance between strategic assumptions and operational reality reveals the central risk
associated with incoherent strategic cultures. Political goals became disconnected from military
means; command structures proved brittle; and the cultural lens through which the enemy was
interpreted led to dangerous underestimations. Intelligence that contradicted high-level assumptions
was disregarded or suppressed, and senior officers, shaped by ideological convictions, proved

incapable of recalibrating in the face of mounting evidence.

Therefore, this thesis concludes that strategic culture must be studied not only in terms of its content,
but in terms of its internal coherence and responsiveness to changing realities. In Russia’s case,
strategic culture shaped both the why and the how of the invasion—but when that culture is built on
misaligned or outdated assumptions, it becomes a strategic liability. Understanding strategic culture
in this way offers a more nuanced and predictive framework—one capable not just of explaining a

war, but of understanding why it was fought that way, and why it failed.

The findings of this thesis have broader implications for the study of strategic behavior in
authoritarian states. They suggest that misaligned strategic cultures—particularly those shaped by
rigid ideologies and centralized decision-making—can produce not only strategic miscalculations,
but also operational self-sabotage. As such, analysts and policymakers should pay close attention to
the internal coherence of belief systems within security elites, rather than focusing solely on material

indicators of power.
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Future research could extend this framework by applying the same analytical lens to other cases where
autocratic systems interact with modern warfare. Comparative studies may help refine the explanatory
power of strategic culture as both a conceptual and diagnostic tool—capable not only of interpreting

behavior, but of anticipating its likely strengths and vulnerabilities under pressure.
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