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Abstract 

OBJECTIVES: The elite of Russian power and Russian society have never come to terms with 
the collapse of the Soviet Union. They also did not accept ta world order with the United States 
in the primary role. The purpose of this article is to examine the policy of the Russian Federation, 
which is aimed at rebuilding its superpower position, and to identify the reasons that clearly 
define Russia’s determination in this respect.

METHODS: Achieving the formulated goal will be possible by answering the question: Why 
does Russia strive to rebuild its status of global superpower and what actions does it undertake 
as part of its policy? This question is the main research problem, taken up by the authors. In 
order to solve the indicated problem, theoretical methods will be used in the form of: source and 
literature criticism, analysis, synthesis and inference.

RESULTS: Nobody denies that Russia is still one of the largest countries in the world. 
Nonetheless, it is much smaller and weaker than the USSR. By means of assertive, not to say 
aggressive and anti-western politics it demands to be recognised as a superpower eligible to decide 
on the international order. However, in the contemporary world, superpower status is to a much 
smaller extent decided by territory.

CONCLUSIONS: The foundations of the Russian superpower status are weak, and the popular 
anti-western narrative is not conducive to strengthening the Kremlin’s position internationally.
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Introduction

After the collapse of the USSR in 1991, Russia, its successor, was almost ¼ smaller, and 
the population of the Russian Federation was reduced by almost 150 million compared 
to the demographic resources of the USSR. Along with the demise of the USSR in 1991, 
Russia lost almost one fourth of its territory (The World Factbook 2016a)1 and almost 
150 million citizens (The World Factbook 2016b)2. For comparison – the territory of 
the European Union is more than 4 million km² in total, and has a population of 508 
million (European Union 2016). At the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s, 
the states of Central and Eastern Europe rejected the totalitarian communist regime and 
started to seek their new place in the new geopolitical reality. In Russia, the structural 
transformation was tedious and exhaustive. The breakup of the Soviet empire was  
a more complicated process, conditioned by the internal and external situation stemming 
from the international and legal position of the USSR in the world. The decline of the 
state took the elites by surprise, they felt helpless and lost. For these were the elites who 
had set the ideological tone of the empire and implemented the communist party’s 
policy in society and the economy. Unlike the elites in Central and Eastern Europe, and 
the Baltic States, who were in favour of integration with the Euro-Atlantic structures, 
the Russian elites experienced a lack of ideological orientation. The only idea that came 
to their minds was to strengthen the state in all spheres of its functioning and restore its 
position in the world. Such a way of thinking was strengthened by the financial crisis in 
1998 and Russia’s humiliation during the conflict in Kosovo.

There is a strong historical cult of statehood in Russia. Thus, at the beginning of the 
21st century, the concept of creating strong state capitalism gained popularity, with the 
energy sector and industrial-munitions complex as its core. The energy sector was to 
elevate the state to the position of an energy superpower (Orłow 2006), while new 
technologies were to become part of the national economy and to enable the creation of 
a strong army, capable, if necessary, of supporting the international policy. The influence 
of the defence industry on the economy is always present in Putin’s thinking. At the 
International Military-Technical Forum in 2015, he emphasised that ‘thanks to the 
implementation of the state armaments programme, the share of up-to-date armaments 

1  The area of the USSR was 22,402,200 km2 in total, the surface of Russia (without the Crimea) 
is 17,098,242km2.
2  The population of the USSR was 293,047,571, and the population of Russia is 142,355,415.
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will reach a level of 70%, and in some cases even 100% by the year 2020. This is 
a very ambitious plan. We anticipate that the infrastructure of the defence industry, 
research and design centres will spare no effort to implement the plans in due time 
and ensure high quality. Of course, the effective munitions industry is vital for the 
growth of the whole economy. What is more, this is the munitions industry that should 
set the technological and production standards and remain the driving force for the 
development of double use innovations to be used in such branches of the economy as: 
energy sector, communications, microelectronics, and others. It is important to improve 
the mechanism of private and public partnership in those sectors, disseminate positive 
experience of private entities offering parts and componentry for military production, 
and increase the participation of civilian companies, universities, research centres in the 
implementation of state defence orders (Speech at the ceremony… 2015). 

The purpose of this article is to examine the policy of the Russian Federation, which is 
aimed at rebuilding the superpower position of this state, and to identify the reasons 
that clearly define Russia’s determination in this respect. 

For the needs of this study, the following definition given by Alice Lyman Miller was 
adopted: “superpower” is a country that has the capacity to project dominating power 
and influence anywhere in the world and sometimes in more than one region of the 
globe at a time, and so may plausibly attain the status of global hegemon (Lyman Miller 
2005).

Achieving the formulated goal will be possible by answering the question: Why does 
Russia strive to rebuild its status of a global superpower and what actions does it 
undertake in its policy? This question is the main research topic to be taken up by the 
author.

The Visions of Russian Policy after the Demise of the USSR

In the foreign policy of the Russian Federation (RF) after the demise of the USSR, 
two constantly present and interweaving tendencies can be distinguished. The first one 
results from the assumption that the contemporary world is unipolar, with the US in 
the leading role. In such a situation, Russia should be as close as possible to the centre 
and part of the American-Russian duet deciding about the international order. Such 
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thinking was dominant at the time of the so-called honeymoon in relations with the 
West during Yeltsin’s presidency. Such an attitude was also convincing for Vladimir 
Putin at the beginning of his first term of office. His first ally was to be Tony Blair, with 
whom the Russian president intended to build friendly relations. Putin also believed 
that it was possible to have very good relations with the West, and especially with the 
USA. At the same time, he knew that the West did not understand Russian specificity, 
although he did not perceive it as an obstacle. He believed that it was necessary to 
meet, convince and explain the position of Russia and its problems. At that time, Putin 
accepted visits from every western leader and every minister of foreign affairs. He devoted 
more time to them than the protocol, and sometimes more than was common sense 
(Zygar 2016, p. 24). He adopted a similar attitude when the anti-terrorist coalition 
was being established after the 11 September attacks in 2001. Vladimir Putin was the 
first to declare support for the American effort in the fight against the terrorist threat 
by emphasising the availability of all the forces and materiel at the disposal of Russia. 
“General Karabilnikov’s, the Chief of the GRU (the Main Intelligence Directorate), visit 
to Washington in February 2002 was a confirmation of this commitment. During the 
visit, several important meetings were held, inter alia, with the Chief of the Joint Staff, 
General Richard B. Myers, as well as the director of the Defense Intelligence Agency, 
Vice-Admiral Thomas R. Wilson. During the meetings, the rules for cooperation in 
terms of military intelligence in the fight against terrorism were discussed. “In order to 
convince the Americans about Russia’s true intentions, the Chief of the GRU revealed 
some information vital for combating terrorism. The will to cooperate with the USA 
and the West was also visible during the presidency of Dmitry Medvedev who expressed 
the need for ta partnership for modernisation” (Gertz and Scarborough 2002).

Representatives of a different strand in foreign policy claim that the essence of the 
contemporary world is its multipolar character and Russia should play the role of 
an important centre in this configuration. “According to some representatives of this 
strand, the concept of ‘multipolar world’ should be used as a bargaining chip in relations 
with the West in order to obtain a more important position in a de facto unipolar world. 
Others, on the other hand, believe that the international reality is truly multipolar” 
(Khudoley 2016, pp. 389-390). The latter opinion started to prevail in the mid-1990s, 
when Yevgeny Primakov became the minister of foreign affairs, prior to which he was 
the director of the Foreign Intelligence Service of the RF. At that time, a shift in the 
philosophy of thinking about foreign policy took place. Two days after entering his 
ministerial office, in January 1996, he organised a press conference during which he 
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announced that he was taking office as ‘a necessity to intensify the activity of the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs in the defence of the Russian national and state interests’ (Mleczin 
2011, p. 1191). In May 1998, Boris Yeltsin visited the ministry of foreign affairs. In his 
speech, he supported Primakov’s activity, saying that ‘our diplomacy is taking a breath 
of fresh air, it is becoming more active, it is getting more principled and more skilful 
in attaining its goals. Russian foreign policy is currently enjoying great authority in the 
world, they reckon with us. I can guarantee, that I will do my best to enhance and assure 
the utmost professionalism of the staff of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ (Mleczin 2011, 
p.1198).

This was probably the first time that the president said that the world should be 
multipolar. He also asked for appreciation of the presidential diplomacy carried out 
without neckties, and ascertained – using an erotic comparison – that Russia did not lie 
under the United States (Mleczin 2011, p. 1198).

It seems that the shift was in line with Russia’s foregoing approach to foreign policy. 
For almost half a millennium, it was characterised by constant expansion which started 
during Ivan the Terrible’s reign. It was calculated that until the era of the USSR, the 
territory was enlarged by about 80 km² a day on average to cover over 1/6 of the globe. 
At the beginning of the 20th century, Russia was the fifth industrial power and the largest 
producer of agricultural produce in Europe. But at the same time, its GDP amounted to 
20% of Great Britain’s and 40% of Germany’s GDP (Kotkin 2016, pp. 2–3).

Several vital events decided the advantage and power of Russia. One of them was the 
defeat of the Swedish king Charles XII of Sweden by Peter the Great in the Battle 
of Poltava in 1709. The victory of the Russian army marked the demise of Swedish 
power as well as the beginning of the reign of Russia over the Baltic Sea. Over one 
hundred years later, the army of Tsar Alexander I drove Napoleon out of Russia and 
finally defeated him. The Russian army appeared on the streets of Paris, and as a result, 
Russia became the power which co-created the international order, sanctioned at the 
Congress of Vienna. In the 1940s, the Soviet Union was the winner of World War II. 
Soviet soldiers occupied Berlin and, after that, the empire was founded (together with 
satellite states) which played a key role in the shaping of the post-war order. Thus, it is 
not a surprise that the Russian authorities and Russian society could not come to terms 
with the loss of their superpower status after the demise of the USSR and – beginning 
with the mid-1990s – they strove to regain the position of an important global player. 
It should be emphasised that it was a long and slow process, it can even be described as 
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diffident, but the diffidence stemmed from the difficult political and economic situation 
of the USSR’s successor. When Moscow paid back its liabilities to the international 
financial institutions, it started to express its national interests more forcefully. Such 
practice by the Kremlin is perfectly explained by Roman Backer who rightly notices that 
no matter if it is a utopian dream of returning to superpower status or a more realistic 
strive to be one of the great players in the multipolar world, the imperial way of thinking 
is common in Russia (Backer 2007, p. 288).

Russian Feeling of Uniqueness 

A vivid signal of a shift in Russian foreign policy appeared at a security conference in 
Munich in 2007, when Putin clearly defined Russian interests and firmly stated that he 
accepted neither being preached at by the West nor by the unipolar world. The world is 
multipolar and Russia has its own interests in it, which must be taken into consideration. 

In this approach, reference is made to the concepts of Alexander Dugin, which enjoy 
the support of the Russian authorities. In his opinion, arguments of a historical, 
geographical, cultural or political nature indicate the superpower status of Russia.

One of the factors determining such assertive stance of the Russian leader is the conviction 
that Russian power is, to a much extent, determined by its territorial potential. The 
Russian Federation, which constitutes 10% of the surface of the globe, is convinced that 
it should have an influence on the situation in Europe, Asia, the Arctic, the Pacific and 
the Middle East. The territorial vastness reinforces Russia’s belief that it is stronger than 
the United States. 

The president of Russia also emphasises the civilisational uniqueness of his country, 
which can also be proved by the fact there are over one hundred different nationalities 
living on the territory of the RF. When Russia holds talks with the European Union, 
it presents itself as a European country, but during talks with, for example, China it is 
Asian. Such a feeling of uniqueness makes its mark on the activities of offensive and 
defensive character. On the one hand, it gives Russia a quasi-moral right to become 
engaged in all world affairs, all the more as it is a member of every important international 
organisation. On the other hand, it does not allow foreign ideologies to be adopted, 
including western democratic liberalism. 
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It seems that when Putin talks about Russia’s specificity, special situation and tradition, 
he means geographical legitimisation (Torbakov 2011). Geography exerts an important 
influence on the political and strategic culture. Russia boasts that on its territory, ‘the 
whole Periodic Table’ can be found. Such a situation not only determines the economic 
development and strengthens the feeling of its own power, but ialso builds relations 
with many other countries. Although for the West, and recently also for China, Russia 
is most of all a state with natural resources, according to Russia, is status of owner of the 
natural resources legitimates its uniqueness and power (Lo 2015, p. 42). 

Russian self-definition is also influenced by a demographic factor. On the east side of 
the Urals, there are only 30 million citizens, which means that over 100 million people 
living west of the Ural Mountains feel that they are Europeans, looking with admiration 
– in spite of the propaganda – at the West. It is proved by the character of the political 
structures and their functioning, the perception of economic processes, social and 
cultural norms, as well as self-identification. Even at a time of worsening relations with 
the West, during the Cold War and presently, these Russians would like to live, study, 
and invest in Western Europe and the United States.

Radical Turn in Russian Foreign and Security Policy

The assertiveness of Russian policy was slightly weakened during Medvedev’s presidency, 
but Putin’s next term of office, which began in 2012, is notable not so much for the 
return to the phraseology from the time of his second term of office, but rather by a 
radical twist. The Kremlin circle of power concluded that it was time to turn Russia into 
one of the centres of the multipolar world. There were several reasons for the change. 

The first reason was the belief that the distribution of power in the contemporary world 
had changed. The West, which aspired to a leadership role, the creator of a perfect 
political and economic system, found itself in trouble. This was proven, inter alia, 
by the financial crisis which began in 2008 and the economic problems faced by the 
countries of the Euro zone, which evoked disintegration tendencies dormant in some 
EU countries. The financial crisis in Greece constituted a strong basis for speculation 
that not only the Euro zone was in crisis but the whole EU. It was estimated that the 
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world centres of power were moving to the east, but at the same time the importance of 
BRICS3 as the new centre of the world economy was overestimated.

The second reason was the growing Russian confidence about its economic autonomy 
and independence. This was the result of almost complete control over the internal 
market by Russian resource monopolies and reducing foreign entities to a secondary role. 
Russian concerns wanted to be dominant not only in the post-soviet region, but also in 
the West. This resulted from the intervention of the state into contracts concerning the 
terms of the exploitation of the Russian deposits by western concerns. They were accused 
of not conforming to ecological norms, visa procedures for specialists were blocked, and 
the police carried out searches (The Guardian 2008). As a result, a forced sale of foreign 
shares to Russian economic entities took place. One of the most spectacular examples 
in this respect is the total takeover of the Russian-British company TNK-BP by Rosnief 
in 2012. After the takeover of TNK-BP, Rosnief became the largest oil concern in the 
world in the hands of a state (the Russian State Treasury owns about 75% of its shares), 
extracting about 4 million barrels of oil a day, which constitutes about 1/3 of the overall 
extraction in Russia (Rosnieft przejmuje w całości… 2012).

The third reason was an optimistic assessment of the integration processes which were 
supposed to be progressing successfully in the post-soviet sphere, and the countries 
located in the area were effectively attracted by Russia to join international institutions 
where Russia was the driving force and a leader. These included the Commonwealth 
of Independent States (CIS), the Eurasian Customs Union (EACU), the Collective 
Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO), as well as the Union State of Russia and 
Belarus. Cooperation in the framework of those organisations formed the basis for the 
establishment of the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), which took place in May 
2014. At the beginning, it consisted of Russia, Kazakhstan, and Belarus, and by the end 
of 2014, it was enlarged by Armenia and Kyrgyzstan.

Fourthly, Russian politicians were very disappointed with Medvedev‘s foreign policy. The 
support for his presidency resulted from the assumption that entrusting a representative 
of the younger generation, without a past in the KGB, with the top office in the state 
would bring about good relations with the West on terms acceptable for Russia (Trienin 
2015, pp. 4-7). At the beginning, there was every indication that the situation would 

3  A group of emerging national economies: Brazil, Russia, India, China, and the Republic of 
South Africa.
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develop in this direction. The West relatively quickly forgave Russia for the incursion 
into South Ossetia and Georgia by the Russian army during a conflict with this state in 
August 2008. Relations returned to normal, and there was the so-called reset in Russian-
American relations. In 2010, the START (Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty) was signed 
as well as the Partnership for Modernisation. However, despite those achievements, 
there was a common belief in Russia that the West had failed to grant Russia its proper, 
prominent place in the decision-making system in matters of international security and 
other global issues. The Russian power elite’s belief in this respect was confirmed by the 
Arab Spring and its consequences in the period of 2011-2012. Moscow interpreted the 
activities of the USA and the West, supporting the subversion of regimes, as meddling 
into affairs in regions close to Russia in terms of geography, politics and history. The 
ousting of Gaddafi and his humiliating death, as well as further development of the 
situation in Libya made a strong impression on Moscow. Higher ranking state officials 
and politicians believed that the actions of the West without asking for Russia’s opinion 
proved not only that Russia was ignored as a super power, but also affected Russia’s vital 
interests, which were connected with obtaining, in the eyes of the Arab world, the status 
of a credible and effective power capable of conducting an independent international 
policy. They took into account the possibility of creating a bloc of states able to oppose 
American politics in the Middle East. The last aspect was to obtain, for instance through 
arms contracts, a permanent instrument for influencing the foreign and domestic policy 
of these countries.

Fifthly, it was assumed that public demonstrations against the authorities during the Duma 
elections in 2011 and presidential elections in 2012 were inspired, directed and financed 
by the West, and in particular by the USA. The protests took place in Moscow, Saint 
Petersburg and in many other big cities. The Kremlin concluded that the participation of 
non-governmental organisations, financed by western countries, in the protests was one 
big non-informative operation of American secret services. Public demonstrations were 
quickly quelled, but they made a powerful impression on the authorities who were afraid 
of the dismantling of the existing political system. The events had a vital impact on foreign 
policy. They strengthened the anti-western beliefs of the governing elite which were spread 
to Russian society through state-controlled propaganda.

It was not the first time that the representatives of the Russian authorities assumed that 
the American secret services stood behind non-informative operations in this respect. 
The same assumptions were made during the so-called orange revolution in Ukraine 
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in 2004 and other colour revolutions in the states of the CIS region. It is important 
to be aware that Russia cares a lot about the stability of its political system as well as 
the systems of CIS states. This is where the presumption stems from that the colour 
revolutions are one of the most serious threats to this stabilisation. Such movements 
are perceived – contrary to the assessment of the West – not as the awakening of civic 
societies demanding democracy in the western style, but as coups. The opposition 
forces, with the help of western states and their secret services, simply want to overthrow 
legitimate governments and impose a political culture foreign to these societies. The 
Russian leader openly states that he does not accept any interference into these states’ 
affairs, emphasising with hypocrisy that they have the right to sovereignty (Putin Tells 
UN... 2015), forgetting that he himself violated the sovereignty of Ukraine in 2014. 
Combating colour revolutions is one of the challenges which are translated into the 
tasks for the armed forces, which is reflected in the Military Doctrine of the Russian 
Federation of 2014 (Wojennaja doktrina 2014). 

Coming back to the main idea, Russia has never accepted the unipolar international order 
which emerged after the breakup of the cold-war world. If it accepted and applied tips 
and advice from the West, it was the result of its weakness. It tried to resist ineffectively, 
but the resistance was only symbolic. Deploying commandoes from Bosnia to Kosovo 
at the time of conflict in this province did not dispose the West to change its course 
of action and the peace mission was continued. Protesting with France and Germany 
against the war in Iraq in 2003 did not prevent the US operation in the country, although 
there was no United Nations Security Council resolution clearly accepting the use of 
force. Putin’s speech in Munich, mentioned earlier, was a clear declaration that Russia 
would not accept the rules of conduct in international relations if they were established 
without its participation and agreement. War operations in Georgia were to show that 
the Kremlin’s attitude was invariant and Russia would not hesitate to use force to adhere 
to its beliefs and rules.

Characteristics of Russian Foreign and Security Policy 

After the presidential elections in 2012, Russian foreign policy totally changed. The 
changes are of qualitative character, which allows them to be classified as a new era 
in Russian foreign policy. It is proved by some vital traits which can be noticed with 
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ease. What is especially worth noting is the change of attitude towards the standards of 
international law. As a response to new, non-treaty tasks of the North Atlantic Alliance 
– the NATO operation in Kosovo, the war in Iraq in 2003 – Russia strongly emphasised 
that the West was breaching the standards. It was a priority of Russian politics – at least 
in the diplomatic rhetoric – which seemed to be unalterable. In accordance with those 
principles, no other entity but the UN Security Council has the right to make decisions 
on the use of force. After the annexation of the Crimea, the diplomatic language changed 
into a new form of narration, which cnotes the objectively existing moral standards. In 
accordance with this line of thinking, Russia had the right to defend the human rights 
and interests of the citizens of the Crimea of Russian nationality (Wstriecza s czlenami 
Sowieta… 2014). In this case, international law took up an ideological formula. In the 
era of Yeltsin and Putin, until 2008, as well as of Medvedev, what was emphasised was 
the pragmatism of Russian foreign policy.

Taking office in 2012, Putin not only stressed the necessity to make Russia one of the 
centres of the multilateral global order, but without any restraints he also began to 
articulate the need for a radical change of the rules of conduct in the international 
environment. Russia does not only want changes which it would find satisfactory. It also 
advocates the creation of new international institutions which would replace the existing 
ones, dominated by the USA and their allies. It seems that the present conflict between 
Russia and the West concerns not only the expansion of influence in the classical 
meaning, but the conflict among international organisations.

In the Russian power circles in the 1990s, the ideas ofor signing an international treaty 
appeared, with the aim of sanctioning the state of affairs which emerged after the end 
of the Cold War. In this context, there is a view that the lack of such a document is 
nowadays a source of many conflicts and tensions. This was expressed, inter alia, by 
Yevgeny Primakov who, in an extensive analysis of Russia’s place in the world after the 
end of the Cold War, advised the re-establishment of the international order in the 
formula of the new Yalta, with a clear division of the spheres of influence of Russia 
and the West (Primakov 2009). If such a solution was adopted, it would mean creating  
a kind of impassable red line along the border of the former USSR. But things developed 
differently. The Americans, who for forty years were afraid of the Soviet Union, now 
decided that it lost the Cold War and it should, in their opinion, pay for that. The West 
told Russia that it had lost the status of a superpower and, thus, it should behave in 
accordance with recommendations from the West. This caused Russian politicians to 
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protest and the whole society felt deeply humiliated. The evident proof of the latter was 
the bombardment of Yugoslavia.

Since Munich, the Russian authorities consistently maintained the then presented view 
concerning the place of Russia in international relations. This point of view was repeated 
by Vladimir Putin in October 2014 at the meeting of the Valdai Discussion Club4: ‘The 
Cold War had ended but not by signing any peace treaty which would clearly determine 
the observance of the existing rules or the creation of new rules and standards. Such a 
situation creates an impression that the so-called winners of the Cold War have decided 
to influence events and are changing the world to serve their own needs and interests. 
When the existing system of international relations, international law and balance 
becomes an obstacle on their way, the system is deemed worthless, obsolete and requiring 
immediate overthrowing’ (Meeting of the Valdai International… 2014). 

Although it is officially stated in Russia that the multipolar system is the ideal model, 
in fact it is about returning to a quasi-bipolar world, where only Russia and the United 
States count, and other states are a little lower in the international hierarchy. The 
Americans receive such signals at almost every occasion. In greetings sent to Obama on 
the national holiday in July 2015, Putin expressed his hope that the two countries could 
tackle the most complex international problems, effectively counteract global threats 
and challenges, observing the rules of equality and mutual respect for their interests 
(Congratulations to US President… 2015). 

Russia realises that it is far behind the USA in terms of the economy. Russia’s economy 
constitutes only 1.5% of the global GDP and one fifteenth of the US economic 
potential. What is more, taking into consideration the development based on the sale 
of raw materials, mostly fuel, the constant dynamics and technological achievements of 
the USA, the fast growing power of China and India, one can assume that the chances of 
catching up with the West and obtaining the status of a superpower are small. Therefore, 
Russia decided that its status should be ensured by the armed forces being capable 
of reacting rapidly in every corner of the world. This can be attained, inter alia, by 
programmes of modernisation of the Russian Armed Forces, multiple military training 

4  Valdai International Discussion Club is an annually organised meeting of experts during which 
the problems of Russian policy are discussed. The Club was created in 2004 at the initiative of 
several Russian magazines and the Russian Council on foreign and defence policy. The name comes 
from the first meeting which took place in Veliky Novgorod near Lake Valdai.
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courses run independently or as part of the Collective Security Treaty Organisation 
(CSTO), and Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO). 

One of the most important training undertakings in 2016 was the Strategic Command-
and-Staff exercise ‘Caucasus-2016’, which was mostly held in the region of the Southern 
Military District from 5-11 September. Parts of the exercise were carried out on four 
training grounds: Prudboy in Volgograd Province; Kapustin Yar – spaceport and rocket 
military training ground in the north-west part of Astrakhan Oblast; Ashuluk in 
Astrakhan Oblast near the Kazakh border; Opuk near Theodosia in the Crimea – as well 
as on the Black and the Caspian Sea. It involved the participation of about 120 thousand 
people (at different stages). About 12 thousand soldiers trained in the Southern Military 
District. During the exercise, brigade groupings were supported by aviation forces, air 
defence, maritime forces, missile troops and artillery. 

The largest exercises were held on the training grounds of the Southern MD, Central 
MD, and the Northern Fleet. Subunits of territorial defence were formed. They included 
700 soldiers of the reserve called up for military service from the Oblasts of Rostov, 
Novosibirsk, Arkhangelsk, and Murmansk. This way they carried out an experiment 
concerning the new system of operational readiness and mobilisation of the reserve forces 
for territorial defence. The special forces and land forces taking part in the experiment 
used the experience gained during the Russian campaign in Syria. In the training area 
of the Black Sea Fleet (Opuk), a hypothetical enemy, supported by aviation, carried out 
a landing of five assault groups from five landing ships. Prior to that, the enemy carried 
out engineering reconnaissance of the elements of the Russian defence and performed 
sabotage actions. The defence responded with strikes from the missile systems: Bal, 
Bastion, BM-21 ‘Grad’, and BM-27 ‘Uragan’ of tube artillery squadrons equipped with 
152mm gun-howitzer Msta-B, and Msta-S, as well as 122mm self-propelled howitzer 
‘Gvozdika’. Strikes on the landing groups of the enemy were also launched by the aircraft 
of the operational-tactical aviation. Communications were destroyed by the Khibiny 
radio-electronic countermeasures system installed on the deck of two fighters SU 27. 
The task of Ka-52 ‘Alligator’ and MI-28H ‘Night Hunter’ helicopters was to destroy the 
attacking subunits as well as sea targets. The air targets were shot down by the fourth-
generation surface-to-air missile systems S-400 ‘Triumf ’. As a result, the defence forces 
managed to take over the initiative. Supported by aviation, the second echelon brigades 
joined the fight, and after reaching the line of the attack, destroyed the landing forces of 
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the enemy and took defence positions along the coastline (Zavolokin and Khudoleyev, 
2016). 

Although Russia wants to demonstrate its military potential and operational readiness, 
as well as capability of fast reaction, not everything is ideal. According to Ukrainian 
intelligence, it was possible to observe many problems and mistakes during the 
manoeuvres. On the day when the exercise commenced, only one out of five artillery 
squadrons was partly prepared to perform the combat tasks on the Pruboy range. Among 
other things, the following were not prepared: the squadrons of the 291st artillery 
brigade of the 58th army (Vladikavkaz); the squadrons of the 244th artillery brigade 
from Kaliningrad (Northern Military District), as well as the squadrons of the 385th 
brigade of the 2nd army of the Central Military District (Rzeczywisty stan… 2016).

Ukrainian intelligence claims that the naval forces, including the Baltic Fleet (BF), 
also face problems. The audit carried out in May and June revealed certain negligence 
in terms of operational readiness of battleships and the poor technical condition of 
auxiliary ships. They also noticed the poor lodging conditions for soldiers as, inter alia, 
seventy officers’ families lived in wrecked buildings without hot water. As a result, the 
minister of defence, Sergei Shoygu, dismissed the commander of the BF, Vice-Admiral 
Viktor Kravchuk and the Chief of Staff, Admiral Sergei Popov (Wielka czystka we 
Flocie… 2016). The purge also entailed over fifty high-ranking officers of the fleet’s staff, 
commanders of squadrons, brigades and military units (Po aferze dymisje… 2016). Vice-
Admiral Aleksandr Nosatov was appointed the acting commander of the Baltic Fleet 
(Wiceadmirał Nosatow… 2016). 

At the same time, it can be seen that Russian security policy is strongly militarizsed. 
In the Military Doctrine of 2014, there is a strong emphasis on the importance of 
the armed forces in achieving the goals of foreign policy. Among the core external 
threats, the expansion of NATO’s military potential and the approaching of its military 
infrastructure to the RF borders through the enlargement of the Alliance and the 
allocation of military contingents in states that have friendly relations with Russia and 
waters bordering it were identified. The aim of such conduct is to exert political and 
military pressure (Wojennaja doktrina 2014, art 12 a, b, w). The doctrine includes  
a point 25 which is symmetric to Article 5 of the Washington Treaty, and reads: ‘The 
Russian Federation considers a military assault on any state – member of the CSTO 
as aggression against all states of the CSTO and in such a case it will take action in 
accordance with the Collective Security Treaty (Wojennaja doktrina 2014, art 25).
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In 2013, the Special Operation Forces were established. They will perform tasks on the 
territory of Russia and abroad. In this case, as in many other cases, Russia’s inferiority 
complex with regard to the United States shows. One of many justifications for the 
establishment of the forces involves a statement that such a formation has existed in the 
USA for over 40 years (Bował 2013). It was also decided that one of the best formations 
of this type in the world – GRU’s Spetsnaz – iwas not enough to fulfil all tasks. The 
assumption turned out to be prophetic during the annexation of the Crimea, when 
subunits of special forces without any badges performed military and non-military tasks. 
The militarisation of foreign policy is also revealed by the reservation of the right to use 
nuclear weapons in a conventional conflict if Russia considers that the existence of the 
state is endangered (Wojennaja doktrina 2014, art 27). 

In 2015, Russia totally withdrew from the Treaty on Conventional Armed Forces in 
Europe, claiming that it was a response to the enlargement of NATO’s potential and the 
escalation of exercises close to the border of the RF (Arlak 2015). Russian experts also 
advised that Russia should withdraw from the Treaty on Intermediate-Range Nuclear 
Forces of 1987 (Khudoley 2016, p. 395). In October 2016, Putin decided to withdraw 
from the agreement on reprocessing of old stores of plutonium, which could be used for 
military purposes, reasoning that the United States did not comply with the agreement.

Conclusions

Nobody negates the fact that Russia is still one of the largest countries in the world. 
Nonetheless, it is much smaller and weaker than the USSR. By means of assertive, not to 
say aggressive, anti-western politics it demands to be recognised as a superpower eligible 
to decide on the international order. However, in the contemporary world, a territory 
decides about its superpower status to a much smaller extent. What counts more is the 
dynamics of the economic development, the application of advanced technology, and 
the use of human resources. Russia’s domestic problems, one of the most important 
being the growing political radicalism of the followers of Islam, are also significant. 
This problem will not be easy to tackle since 15% of 142 million Russian citizens are 
Muslim. Thus, the foundations of the Russian superpower status are weak, and the 
popular anti-western narrative is not conducive to strengthening the Kremlin’s position 
internationally.
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