
Introduction: ‘we’ve moved on’

‘we’ve moved on.’ This apparently simple phrase, often uttered 
by officials and commentators on both sides since 1991, captures 
the evolving ambiguity of the relationship between the west and 
russia. one (early) interpretation offered the more positive view 
that both sides have moved on from the confrontation of the Cold 
war:  russia is very different from the USSr, the west is much 
changed, and the relationship between them greatly altered. despite 
numerous points of friction, there was no systemic ideological con-
flict with military confrontation – the west and russia ‘no longer 
peer at each other through binoculars’, as one western official 
observed in late 2013.1 Indeed, since the start of the 1990s, signifi-
cant cooperation has taken place between the west and russia in 
terms of business, but also in sensitive areas including in the mili-
tary and intelligence domains.

Another interpretation draws attention to the persistent friction 
between the west, particularly in its institutional forms such as 
the european Union (eU) and north Atlantic Treaty organisation 
(nATo) and russia, whether over questions of wider euro-Atlantic 
security, such as that caused by the Kosovo crisis in 1998/9 and 
the russo-georgia war in 2008, or bilaterally, such as the crisis in 
UK–russia relations caused by the murder of Alexander Litvinenko 
in 2006. The various ‘resets’ and ‘reloads’ conducted in relations, 
most recently between 2009 and 2013, reflect attempts to draw a 
line under these problems and ‘move on’ from them.

But at a deeper level, this simple phrase reflects a conceptual gap 
in how russia and the west interpret international affairs. when 
used by western officials and observers, this phrase has often indi-
cated russia fatigue: ‘we’ve moved on’ has meant that the west has 
moved on from the political and security priorities of the Cold war 
era, and russia, seen by many to be a declining power, is no longer 
among the new priorities – not least because it has not moved on 
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towards the hoped-for democracy and partnership with the west. 
even with the emergency in Ukraine continuing into 2015, and then 
the russian deployment to Syria, which together have led some 
senior military officials in the west to suggest that russia poses the 
main threat to nATo and the USA, consensus on prioritisation has 
been difficult to achieve. Secretary of State John Kerry, for instance, 
disagreed with the military analysis of russia, and suggested that 
russia is a state with which the USA has disagreements, but not as 
an existential threat,2 and there has been a tendency to focus instead 
on other problems such as Islamic State and counter-terrorism.

when the phrase is used by russian officials and observers, on 
the other hand, it is to suggest that the post-Second world war 
international architecture led by the west no longer works, that 
western political, economic and security frameworks are obsolete 
(and even create problems) and western, especially Anglo-Saxon, 
influence in international affairs is declining. Indeed, the asymmetry 
of ‘we’ve moved on’ is thus echoed by a different symmetry:  the 
west and russia view each other as declining and decreasingly rele-
vant powers that are morally bankrupt at home and pursue reckless 
and dangerous international policies abroad. This gap, set in the 
foundations of relations between the west and russia in the early 
1990s, has grown and is the font of the strong sense of strategic dis-
sonance that increasingly characterises the relationship.

The war in Ukraine that began in 2014, the most serious emer-
gency in relations for many years, threw the emphasis very much 
onto the dissonance inherent in this latter interpretation. But it also 
highlighted the inability to move on from the Cold war in terms 
of how both sides perceive the other. This book explores this gap, 
focusing on the western difficulties in interpreting russia.

This chapter sketches out the book’s underlying themes, begin-
ning by reflecting on some of the problems that are set in the foun-
dations of russia’s post-Cold war relationship with the west. The 
chapter then points to problems that emerge from linguistic and his-
torical ‘interpretation’, before laying out the structure of the book.

Russia’s post-Cold War emergence

Under Vladimir Putin’s leadership, russia has emerged from 
the rubble of the USSr, getting up ‘off its knees’ and become 
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increasingly active on the international stage. Moscow has reached 
out to establish or enhance relationships with states and multilat-
eral international organisations both in eurasia and further afield, 
from europe to China to Latin America, and sought to play a role 
in many of the major international questions of our time. At the 
same time, russian domestic affairs and foreign policies have often 
surprised western partners, officials and observers alike.

These surprises take different forms. They have come in ‘active’ 
forms, such as unexpected actions taken – the russo-georgia war in 
2008, the energy crises in 2006 and 2009, the annexation of Crimea 
in 2014, and russia’s intervention in Syria in September 2015 and 
then its partial withdrawal from Syria in March 2016 being per-
haps the most obvious examples. And they come in ‘passive’ forms, 
such as expected developments that did not take place, such as the 
anticipated rescinding of russia’s recognition of the states of South 
ossetia and Abkhazia, which came as a surprise to many in nATo 
and had a chilling effect on nATo–russia relations at the time 
of the nATo Chicago summit in May 2012.3 Such surprises often 
have important ramifications for the west’s relations with russia. 
Change comes where it is not expected, and does not come where 
it is, and russian policies and politics appear to change when they 
do not, and do evolve in ways that are not seen or anticipated – all 
creating dissonance in the relationship.

This sense of surprise is largely because post-Cold war russia 
is poorly understood in the west  – russia has not conformed to 
western expectations and hopes for its transformation, nor have 
senior western officials been able effectively to interpret russian lan-
guage and actions. often the interpretation of russia has been based 
on Western assumptions rather than russian ones. For much of the 
post-Cold war era, russia has not been a political priority either for 
organisations such as nATo, or for member states such as the USA, 
UK and others, and so official expertise on it has been wound down 
or dispersed, and a gap has grown between policy-making and what 
remains of expertise on russia in other areas such as academia.

This has allowed the emergence of a mainstream discussion 
about russia that tends to dominate western public policy and 
headlines but that suffers from numerous problems. It tends to be 
reactive and to focus on a small number of narrow and simplistic 
questions that are supposed to offer the skeleton key to unlock-
ing the puzzle of russia. These often focus on single issues and the 
crisis of the day, and offer a simplified binary picture that produces 
a one-dimensional discussion of russia, such as whether russia is 
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a democracy or authoritarian state, or whether russia’s relations 
with the west are cooperative or confrontational.

This is not new. In 1947, British author edward Crankshaw 
emphasised the ‘astonishingly limited and repetitive’ nature of ques-
tions in the USA and UK. These included ‘is russia out to dominate 
the world? Is russia a democracy or (always or) is Stalin a dictator? 
Is the n.K.V.d. really a gestapo?’4 The central questions today dir-
ectly echo those that Crankshaw sketches out, and the responses 
too often degenerate into a form of positional trench warfare, dom-
inated by partisan factual bombardments of lists of violations (such 
as human rights) and confirmations of known sins (for example 
corruption), and counter-bombardments of lists of extenuating 
contextual reasons and circumstances between those who are crit-
ical of russia and those who advocate greater understanding and 
cooperation respectively.

This has generated a discussion dominated by worn out clichés 
and stereotypes and exotic myths and fantasies about russian life, 
often bolstered by the repetition of quotes from western historical 
figures such as winston Churchill, george Kennan and the Marquis 
de Custine. Perhaps the most pervasive (and abused) is the refer-
ence to Churchill’s statement ‘I cannot forecast to you the action of 
russia. It is a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.’ The 
quote is usually incomplete, however, omitting the continuation 
‘but perhaps there is a key. That key is russian national interest.’

These clichés and stereotypes are amplified by speculative reflec-
tions and predictions that draw selectively on russian grapevine 
whispers about the informal and obscure aspects of russian 
political life. The resulting commentary is often dramatised and 
hyperbolic – and misleading – and, taken all together, the smoke 
and noise from the bombardments and speculation obscure our 
vision of already complex and difficult to understand develop-
ments in russia.

Partly as a result of these problems, much western analysis of 
russia seems to be locked into cycles of hope, optimism and antici-
pation, followed by disappointment, frustration and anger. Again, 
this is not new: Crankshaw noted this ‘dire and inflexible rhythm’ 
of the ‘monotonous and gloomy regularity with which the birth and 
recurrent rebirth of goodwill between [the UK and russia] has been 
succeeded by the resurrection of suspicion, hardening quickly into 
hostility open or concealed’.5

Such cycles have been visible throughout the post-Soviet era.6 
optimism about relations between russia and the west during the 
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early 1990s moved towards crisis, even towards breaking point 
during the nATo campaign against Serbia in 1999, but subse-
quently underwent an improvement over the next few years leading 
to the rome declaration in May 2002 and the establishment of the 
nATo russia Council. By 2008 and the russo-georgia war, how-
ever, relations had again reached crisis point before undergoing a 
series of ‘resets’ and ‘reloads’ in 2009 and 2010.

Similar cycles have been visible regarding hopes for russia’s 
development. with Boris Yeltsin came hope for russia’s change 
and transition to democracy. But, as russia faced numerous eco-
nomic and social problems and as Yeltsin’s own health deteriorated, 
including public displays of drunkenness, Yeltsin became a figure of 
mockery in the west. when Vladimir Putin came to power in 2000, 
he was hailed as a sober, effective, even reformist leader. But this 
too turned first to disappointment and then, in some sections of 
officialdom and the wider commentariat, to an almost visceral dis-
like from 2003. when dmitri Medvedev became president in 2008, 
he too was hailed by many as a figure who could modernise and 
liberalise russia. Yet with the announcement in September 2011 
that it would be Putin who ran for the presidency in 2012, the atti-
tude of many in the west was to write Medvedev off with a mixture 
of almost tangible contempt and disappointment. even though he 
moved to the position of prime minister, he was either spoken of by 
many western commentators in the past tense or ignored.

In 2012, with Putin’s return to the presidency, the cycle entered 
another downturn. Indeed some officials and observers suggested 
that it was worse even than before, and commentators pointed 
to the final death of the ‘reset’ as a bilateral meeting between 
Presidents obama and Putin was cancelled in autumn 2013 amid 
fractious debates over western intervention in Libya, the ongo-
ing civil war in Syria and another round of spy scandals  – this 
time Moscow’s offer of asylum to edward Snowden. Articles in 
high-profile media suggested that Putin’s third term as president 
was being defined by a newly confrontational attitude in Moscow, 
as the russian leadership was simultaneously increasingly in 
conflict with the west and aggressive at home. The Economist 
suggested that ‘hostility to the west’ had become a ‘hallmark of 
Putin’s third presidential term’ and was leading to a ‘cold cli-
mate’ of ‘ill-concealed’ mutual resentment between the west and 
russia.7 And all this came before the war in Ukraine that led to 
mutual recriminations, a suspension of partnership formats, and 
the imposition of sanctions first by the USA and eU on russia, and 
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then by russia on western states that support sanctions against 
it – effectively the start of economic war.

The result of these points is that the mainstream view of russia 
in the west among many political leaders and observers is nar-
row, simplistic and repetitive: with each new crisis, the same terms, 
phrases, analogies and images are repeated. A one-dimensional and 
increasingly automatic view of russia has thus emerged, empha-
sised by the often hyperbolic tone of the discussion.

The shadow of the Cold War

For many, the war in Ukraine has created a crisis in relations 
between russia and the west, one that is often presented as a new 
and deeply negative stage in relations, a ‘new Cold war’. The Cold 
war provides comfortable mental furniture, particularly when 
describing Putin’s russia, which many have described as ‘going 
back to the USSr’, or the establishment of the ‘USSr 2.0’. Strobe 
Talbott, deputy Secretary of State from 1994 to 2001 and special 
advisor to the Secretary of State for former Soviet affairs and now 
president of the Brookings Institute, has suggested, for instance, 
that the ‘defining theme’ of Putin’s presidency was ‘turning back 
the clock’.8

This ‘new Cold war’ theme is not new. Since the mid 2000s, 
observers have increasingly framed tensions between russia and 
the west in terms of whether or not they marked the start of a ‘new 
Cold war’. The debate was given lasting impulse when Vladimir 
Putin observed in a speech in 2005 that the collapse of the USSr 
was the ‘greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the twentieth century’, 
in the process providing a quote often casually (but wrongly) 
deployed ever since to illustrate his apparent desire to re-establish 
the USSr.9 This sense was enhanced by Putin’s speech at the 
Munich security conference in February 2007, widely reported as 
the russian leadership rekindling the Cold war, emphasised by 
russian moves such as its suspension of the Treaty on Conventional 
Forces in europe (CFe) and the resumption of russian strategic 
bomber flights in 2007.10

The Cold war also informs the discussion  – and policies  – in 
russia. In 2004, Vladislav Surkov, then first deputy head of the 
presidential administration, suggested that international groups 
continued to live with Cold war phobia and consider russia an 
adversary. during a speech in Berlin in June 2008, then president 
dmitri Medvedev stated that it was ‘hard to escape the conclusion 
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that europe’s architecture still bears the stamp of an ideology inher-
ited from the past’.11 he thus emphasised Moscow’s attempt to 
advance a new european security treaty to overcome this. Indeed, 
these proposals and other elements of russian foreign policy dur-
ing the Putin era can be understood as attempts to revise the results 
of the Cold war.12

But if the debate about a ‘new Cold war’ has increasingly fea-
tured in the discussion about the west’s relationship with russia, 
it is by returning to the end of the Cold war and early 1990s that 
we find the original gaps in the interpretation of events through 
which the current tensions have developed. The difference in 
understanding of the role of Mikhail gorbachev, the last general 
Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union, symbolises this gap. In the west, gorbachev is 
seen as an heroic figure, one who brought democracy and freedom 
to the USSr and first eased tensions in the USSr’s relations with 
the west, and then brought a ‘bloodless’ end to the Cold war. he 
was awarded the nobel Peace Prize in 1990. This positive (albeit 
only partially accurate) view echoes today, where his views are still 
treated with respect.

In russia, however, gorbachev is cast, even reviled, by many 
as the villain of the collapse of the USSr and russia’s subsequent 
problems. Catherine Merridale reminds us that the terms so appeal-
ing to the west – ‘glasnost’ and ‘perestroika’ – were interpreted very 
differently in the USSr. To some, in the wake of the Chernobyl acci-
dent, the openness of ‘glasnost’ represented the threat of an internal 
witch-hunt against incompetent managers through the exposure of 
their mistakes. To others, the restructuring involved in ‘perestroika’, 
represented a threat to the wages and benefits of the working class. 
So while the idea of reform appealed to all, the practicalities of 
what that meant did not. Thus, as Andrei grachev suggested, few 
ask about the number of coups d’état gorbachev actually man-
aged to avoid in six and a half years of reform.13 Today in russia 
he is broadly ignored, though feelings still run deep:  one retired 
counter-intelligence colonel even recently referred to him as ‘the 
number one german’: ie. a traitor,14 and others recently published a 
book entitled Gorbachev: Anatomy of Betrayal.15

Beyond this illustrative symbol, however, a series of found-
ing myths and misunderstandings began with the end of the Cold 
war that provide the basis for today’s dissonant relations. In the 
west, it was a time of optimism, excitement and hope that russia 
would enjoy a positive transition to democracy and return to the 
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western family of nations as a partner on the international stage. In 
russia, too, it was a time of optimism, though the russian leader-
ship sought recognition and greater assistance from the west for the 
sacrifices and contribution it had made to the peaceful ending of the 
Cold war.16 But a prolonged debate has raged about specific aspects 
of the post-Cold war era such as the lack of sufficient western help 
for russia (the failure to introduce a Marshall Plan for russia, 
for instance), and yet too much ineffective or damaging ‘help’ for 
russia (western advisers giving bad advice), and then whether 
russia’s development into a ‘normal country’ had stalled and who 
was responsible for this.17

here is not the place to reprise those arguments. Suffice it to say 
that from the first, misperceptions and disagreements were woven 
into the foundations of the relationship: both the west and russia 
believe that they ‘won’ the Cold war, and both sides blame the other 
for having missed opportunities after that to shape a more posi-
tive ‘post-Cold war’ environment. In the west, many see the 1990s 
as a dark era for russia, but nevertheless a missed opportunity in 
terms of russia’s transition to democracy. In russia, a narrative, 
officially promoted and supported but not without substance, has 
evolved that points to the disastrous 1990s and the negative role the 
west played in those years, both misleading russia with unfulfilled 
promises and inflicting damage on russian interests while russia 
was weakened after the collapse of the USSr.

A second important and long-lasting debate is over nATo’s 
alleged ‘no enlargement’ promise. This has become a central point 
of disagreement between the west and russia. This question was 
raised by Putin in his Munich speech in February 2007, and has 
regularly re-emerged, most recently and obviously during the war in 
Ukraine in 2014. Indeed, senior russian officials have long asserted 
that assurances were given by western leaders to the Soviet leader-
ship that any nATo enlargement following the Soviet withdrawal 
would be limited to the reunified germany. This has led to a pro-
longed series of exchanges in which western officials and observers 
have denied that such promises were made on one hand, and accu-
sations by russian officials and observers that nATo is an organi-
sation that says one thing but does another  – and so cannot be 
trusted. when there are moments of crisis or dispute, such as during 
the Libya and Ukraine crises, the nATo non-enlargement promise 
dispute resurfaces.18

But this disagreement again reflects the small gaps in the foun-
dations of relations caused by misinterpretation. As some have 



Introduction 9

pointed out, the question is more ambiguous. officials familiar 
with the discussions at the time suggest that spoken indications may 
have been given to Soviet officials – and then wrongly interpreted in 
Moscow as a promise. rodric Braithwaite, UK ambassador to the 
USSr from 1988 to 1992, has subsequently suggested that

The assurances which western politicians gave about the future of 
nATo were not binding, they were not written down, and they were 
given by people in a hurry, intent on achieving more immediate objec-
tives. They were not intended to mislead. But the russians inevitably 
interpreted them to mean that there would be no further expansion of 
nATo beyond germany’s new eastern boundary.19

Similarly, Mary Sarotte suggests that, contrary to the arguments of 
many in the west, the matter of nATo enlargement arose early and 
included discussions about both east germany and eastern europe. 
Senior western figures gave speeches and hinted that there would 
not be enlargement. however, contrary to russian assertions, no 
promise was given that nATo would not enlarge. She suggests that 
Bush’s senior advisors had ‘a spell of internal disagreement in early 
February 1990 which they displayed to gorbachev’, before uniting 
and not offering such a promise.20

These are some of the ‘original sins’ on which today’s relations 
between russia and the west rest.21 They are well known in the 
russia-watching community, and often remarked upon. But there 
are other important gaps that contribute to problems in relations 
and also western misunderstanding of russia that are less often 
remarked upon.

Linguistic ‘false friends’

The first is a strong linguistic dissonance, both in terms of transla-
tion and different interpretation of terminology. Swedish analysts 
have suggested that the Ukraine crisis has revealed that the west 
and russia are ‘speaking different dialects’ on security.22 And there 
are certainly visible gaps in terminology that reflect divergences: in 
western terms, for instance, Crimea was ‘annexed’ by russia, but in 
russian terms, Crimea was ‘reunified’ with russia. Similarly, nATo’s 
policy is one of ‘open door’ or ‘enlargement’, whereas the russian 
term is ‘expansion’.

As important are the similar sounding words and phrases that 
act as ‘false friends’ that appear to offer commonality of meaning, 
but that are understood differently in western capitals and Moscow 
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with important implications for how russia is understood in the 
west and also for the development of the relationship. western con-
cepts and terms are often imposed on the russian situation with 
misleading results. The rise of a russian middle class, for instance, 
was a central aspect of the mainstream western understanding of 
the protest demonstrations in 2011 and at the heart of hopes for 
russia’s transition towards democracy. In the west, the russian 
middle class is understood to be a driver of political change, part of 
an evolving entrepreneurial private sector and civil society increas-
ingly free and independent from the state. In russia, however, the 
middle class, while reflecting some of the trappings of a western 
middle class, is understood to be those who are ‘budjetniki’  – in 
other words, financed by the state budget and so not free from it. 
This changes the picture of the russian middle class and its role in 
important ways, and russian commentators suggest that ‘there is 
little reason to believe that the middle class will react to the ongoing 
financial and economic crisis with protests or renewed calls for 
change’.23

once again, such problems are not new. during the Cold war, 
there were numerous linguistic divergences in which the same 
words were very differently understood. For instance, there was 
dissonance between the understanding of peace, détente and deter-
rence: such terms created false expectations based on the assump-
tion that they meant something similar to both sides. As Peter Vigor 
observed, peace in the west has a positive connotation, embodied 
in the idea of freedom from, or cessation of, hostilities. The Soviet 
understanding, however, was different, having a more negative con-
notation, as ‘peace as the absence of war or conflict’. Vigor sug-
gested that these could be compared as western ‘peace and good 
will’ and Soviet ‘peace and ill will’. Similarly, in the west, deterrence 
was depicted as (mutual) vulnerability through the idea of mutu-
ally assured destruction. But in Moscow deterrence was understood 
as sufficiently strong war fighting capacity to impress an opponent 
and maintain strategic stability.

These differences had important ramifications as each side accused 
the other of hypocrisy when in fact they were acting within their 
own definitions. different understandings of peace were translated 
into how each side viewed the processes of ‘détente’ and ‘peace-
ful coexistence’, and defence. deterrence and defence were incom-
patible in the west, since improved defence would undermine the 
mutual vulnerability at the heart of deterrence, whereas in russia 
improved defence was entirely compatible with deterrence.24 As Ken 
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Booth noted, both westerners and Soviets failed to get the other to 
accept and understand their understandings of such concepts.25

Clumsy interpretation and consequent linguistic misunderstanding 
endures, and plays an important role in the relationship, as official 
meetings can embark on two separate, unintentionally conflicting 
discussions as a result of interpretation.26 one example was during 
a meeting in late 2011 between senior russian military officers and 
their western counterparts. during a question and answer session, 
western officers posed questions about russian counter-terrorism 
in Chechnya. The word ‘terrorist’ was interpreted as ‘rebel’,27 how-
ever, leading initially to confusion, then frustration, then increasing 
anger on the russian side, before the interpreter’s error was recog-
nised. Though on this occasion the misunderstanding was resolved, 
the linguistic gap here is important, and, as discussed in Chapter 2, 
these differences continue to resonate at the highest political levels 
in russia.

Problems in interpretation also reveal instances of ‘false friend’ 
differences. one example was the attempt in 2009 by the obama 
administration to place its relationship with russia on a better 
footing in the wake of the rising tension and the russo-georgia 
war. hillary Clinton presented a souvenir ‘reset’ button to russian 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, asking him if the russian was cor-
rect, and assuring him that her staff had worked hard to ensure it 
was. But instead of using the russian word for ‘reset’, the US inter-
locutors used the russian term for ‘overload’. The russian news-
paper Kommersant ran it as a front-page story, with a photo of the 
exchange of the souvenir, with the caption ‘difficulties in translation 
again hinder russo-American relations’.28

Beyond the embarrassment caused, this linguistic error reflected 
deeper conceptual divergences in how the two sides saw the ‘reset’. 
As Angela Stent noted, the question of the reset was both ‘a literal 
and a philosophical question … the metaphorical possibilities for 
interpreting reset were as extensive as the policy implications’. did 
the reset mean pressing the button and returning the relationship 
to the status quo ante? If so, which status quo? For the USA, it 
appeared that the reset was an attempt to improve relations – to 
stem the deterioration, and, despite ongoing disagreements, ‘revisit 
the many areas’ in which the USA could and should be working 
with russia.29

For Moscow, rather than offering an opportunity for cooperation 
on common issues, the ‘reset’ appeared as washington correcting its 
political course. Lavrov stated that the ‘deterioration of relations 
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was not russia’s choice’ and that it was the previous (george 
w.  Bush) administration which had soured relations through its 
pursuit of the ballistic missile defence programme, ‘unjustified 
nATo expansion’ and the refusal to ratify the Adapted CFe Treaty. 
Before any reset of relations could go ahead, ‘we must get rid of the 
toxic assets inherited from recent years’.30 And, as Stent has sug-
gested, the russians never took ownership of the ‘reset’, while the 
term ‘reset’ was neither in the russian style nor language.31

The publication of the russian military doctrine in 2010 offers 
another illustration of the importance of linguistic precision. The 
document was reported to suggest that nATo was seen as a ‘threat’ 
to russia. Yet this was to miscast the nature of a difficult relation-
ship. The doctrine actually posits nATo as a ‘danger’. It also clearly 
defines the distinction between ‘threat’ and ‘danger’:  a ‘threat’ is 
defined as the realistic possibility of an armed conflict arising, 
while a ‘danger’ is a situation with the potential under certain cir-
cumstances to develop into a threat. while Moscow certainly has 
problems with the Alliance, particularly on issues such as nATo 
enlargement, the 2010 doctrine did not define nATo in the cat-
egory of realistic possibilities of armed conflict; indeed it made the 
distinction clear.

Some might suggest that this definitional difference is merely split-
ting hairs, since russian officials often refer to nATo in terms that 
effectively equate to a ‘threat’ – and because in the west the terms 
‘threat’ and ‘danger’ are often used largely interchangeably.32 But 
this is to miss the point. First, in the wake of the publication of the 
doctrine, much effort was spent on both sides attempting to clarify 
that Moscow did not see nATo as a threat, or with senior western 
officials clarifying that nATo did not pose a threat to russia, and 
that Moscow was wrong to think that it might – in effect a dis-
cussion about something that was not said and thus muddying an 
already complex and contentious question further. Interestingly, 
despite the rhetoric, this terminology did not change in the revised 
military doctrine published in late 2014.

Furthermore, as Keir giles has pointed out, this distinction in the 
russian military lexicon points to a more subtle perception of inter-
national affairs – and allows russian officials to complain about 
nATo without being forced to do something such as re-orienting 
the military to counter the supposed threat posed by nATo.33 
Furthermore, by overlooking this subtle argument, the western 
audience becomes insensitive to alterations made by Moscow in 
either previous or future iterations of the doctrine.
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The wrong side of history?

The second strong dissonance relates to different understandings 
of history, and the way progressive understandings of history have 
underpinned western interpretations of russia. Swedish researcher 
gudrun Persson has correctly suggested that history is an impor-
tant element of state building in russia today, as suggested by 
official statements, in official documents, and moves such as the 
establishment of a working group to develop a single interpreta-
tion of russian history and the creation of a unit in the Ministry of 
defence (Mod) to combat the falsifications of history.

If the focus on the centrality of the great Patriotic war is explicit, 
the sense of dissonance with others in the international arena is 
unmistakable. The national Security Strategy and Foreign Policy 
Concept both state Moscow’s intention to counteract attempts to 
revise international history and russia’s place in it, and use history 
to provoke confrontation and revanchism in international affairs. 
Furthermore, Persson notes that while the russian approach to 
history – focused on greatness and military history – is not unusual, 
it reflects a nineteenth-century methodology and is at odds with the 
one prevalent in the west that adopts a ‘more critical approach to 
sources and historical events’.34

There is a tendency among many western observers and senior 
public policy  figures – implicitly or explicitly – to discuss russia 
in terms of being on the ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ side of history, of the 
‘progressive’ nature of history and applying certain methods of 
assumption and inference as a result. Again, there are echoes of 
the late 1980s and early 1990s, since this builds on an optimistic 
vision of Francis Fukuyama’s ‘end of history’ argument, the view 
that the end of the Cold war reflected the ‘triumph of the west, of 
the western idea’ in the victory of liberalism, and the ‘total exhaus-
tion of viable systematic alternatives to western liberalism’. (Many 
assumed that Fukuyama meant victory was complete. he did not, 
and stressed that it would be in the long run and that much of 
the world remained ‘mired in history’ – and, importantly for this 
discussion, ‘russia and China are not likely to join the developed 
nations of the west as liberal societies any time in the foreseeable 
future.’)35

on this assumption is based the view that russia – particularly 
under the leadership of Vladimir Putin – is on the ‘wrong side of 
history’ as ‘shown’ by the protest demonstrations in russia in 2011, 
and the russian state’s position regarding the war in Syria. The US 
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leadership returned to this theme after the russian annexation of 
Crimea in March 2014, with President obama stating that inter-
national criticism of russian actions placed russia on the ‘wrong 
side of history’, and John Kerry that Putin ‘may have his version of 
history, but I believe that he and russia … are on the wrong side of 
history’. ‘I must say I was really struck and somewhat surprised and 
even disappointed by the interpretations in the facts as they were 
presented by (Putin)’, he continued.36

russian points of reference in history are also different. This 
was well illustrated by a discussion that Vladimir Putin had with 
russian historians in november 2014. western reportage of 
the meeting emphasised Putin’s apparent ‘rehabilitation’ of the 
Molotov–ribbentrop Pact.37 Putin, however, pointed to the west’s 
unreliability towards, even ‘betrayal’ of, its eastern european 
allies, such as Poland in the Second world war, and contended that 
western historians ‘hush up’ the Munich agreement and, in focus-
ing on the Molotov–ribbentrop Pact and the division of Poland, 
overlook how Poland invaded and annexed part of Czechoslovakia 
when the germans annexed the Sudentenland in 1938.38

It is not surprising, therefore, that the russian leadership does 
not see ‘sides’ of history in the same way, not least because russia 
did not begin the same ‘end of history’ discussion that took place 
in the west. Lavrov has stated that ‘many politicians, particularly 
in the west’ enjoy using ‘bright slogans’ such as the ‘right side of 
history’, but these are ‘extreme’ and ‘emotional’. he then suggested 
that those who had followed russia’s role in the arrangements for 
the destruction of Syrian chemical weapons, would recognise that 
russia, with others, was on the ‘right’ side of history, while their 
(western) partners had ‘flip-flopped’.39

nevertheless, ideas of the ‘end of history’ and the assumption that 
history can be interpreted in a progressive form has underpinned 
much of the western understanding of russia in the post-Cold war 
era. The entwining of ideas of ‘progress’ in history, and the compari-
son of russian development with ourselves and russia’s ‘return’ 
to the western family of nations through transition to democracy, 
offers an easy, even irresistible, rule of thumb by which points of 
emphasis can be selected and rejected, and imposes a certain form 
in which a particular scheme of historic transformation emerges, 
allowing the classification of people into those who either furthered 
progress or tried to hinder it.

Those who oppose Vladimir Putin, for example, have been easily 
classified into recognisable agents of change, because observers see 
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similarities with a ‘modern’, western society – and can be catego-
rised as a ‘rising urban middle class’  – while the russian leader-
ship, especially Vladimir Putin, are categorised as those hindering 
progress.40 This frames the discussion in a series of false delinea-
tions and definitions of ‘liberals’ and ‘conservatives’:  some senior 
russian figures are understood to be ‘liberals’, it seems, mostly on 
the basis of what they are not, rather than what they actually are.

This emphasis on the principle of ‘progress’ standing paramount 
as the scheme of history encourages the drawing of simple lines of 
causation and change through events, in the search for a desirable 
trajectory.41 This generates an outlook which acts with a gravita-
tional pull on our inquiries – support is lent to those who appear 
to represent progress and is combined with the vilification of those 
who are seen to oppose it; and attention is focused on events, such as 
examples of popular protest against oppressive leaders, as a stage in 
the inevitable march of progress and liberty. on this basis observers 
adopt the role of participant and seek to deliver a moral judgement.

Second, this sense of transition builds on a series of abridg-
ments that strips events and people of complexity and nuance. 
Furthermore, abridgments are based on a liberal western perspec-
tive of progress. Conflicting context and detail are removed, on the 
assumption that the essentials can be told through a series of gen-
eralisations with apparently relevant examples. The abbreviation 
of complications and qualifications out of existence generates an 
unwarranted sense of certainty: abridgment builds on abridgment 
to oversimplify understanding, and, in doing so generates infer-
ences rather than inquiry and concentrates the focus on our own 
questions. But these inferences are from the organisation we have 
given to our knowledge, from a particular series of abstractions, 
rather than developments in russia. This serves to confirm and even 
imprison us in our biases, begging fewer questions about russia 
and only drawing out the things we are looking for, while remov-
ing troublesome elements in the complexity to make the crooked 
straight and the story fit.

The third point is the combination of these two features: with 
the sense of transition and the abridgment comes the concentration 
on and magnification of similarities and differences in reference 
to the west. There is a particular tendency to write – explicitly or 
implicitly – on the side of, or in praise of the opposition in russia, 
on the assumption that it is more analogous to the west’s own con-
ditions. This tends to load the evidence in one direction, making 
the opposition seem more prominent, united and ‘western’ than 
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it is. In drawing on the more accessible, more readily appreciable, 
western-oriented evidence, it is hard to keep in mind the differences 
and diversity in russia. It is easy to forget that opposition figures 
may oppose policies we support, or endorse policies we oppose, 
and to overlook or dismiss opposition forces that do not equate 
to our understanding of how developments should evolve. In sum, 
this ‘progressive’, transitional interpretation of russia from com-
munism to liberal democracy allows easy dramatisation with the 
pleasure of the apparent recognition of some of the participants and 
the plausibility of wider links and comparisons with an outcome 
that is earnestly desired.

Structure of the book

This book takes the form of an essay about russia and how it is 
understood in the west. The central theme linking these aspects is 
that mainstream western public policy and media views of russia 
are dominated by a strong blend of ethnocentrism and a ‘progres-
sive’ historical template, and that the expectation of russia’s con-
vergence with the west, its ‘return to the western family of nations’ 
as a democratic state that acts as a partner on the international 
stage, is both flawed and has distorted western understanding of 
post-Cold war russia.

The chapters each take one aspect of this theme, and examine it 
from different angles. while Chapter 1 reflects in depth on specifi-
cally western aspects of this question, Chapters 2, 3 and 4 initially 
link to the central theme of the west’s anticipation of russian tran-
sition, but each then turns towards more detailed exploration of 
the russian views of the international environment and domestic 
developments, and thus offer different ways of interpreting russian 
foreign policy and domestic politics.

Beginning with the idea of the prevalent sense of surprise, 
Chapter 1 looks first at the impact of russia’s decline as a political 
priority for the west since the end of the Cold war and the practical 
impact this has had. It then reflects on the rising influence, espe-
cially, but not only, in public policy and media circles, of ‘transi-
tionology’ (the conviction that post-communist states were moving 
towards democracy) as the main lens through which developments 
in russia were interpreted. Finally, it sketches out a series of prob-
lems such as the prevalence of ‘Putinology’ and historical analogies.

Chapter 2 examines the evolution of the west’s relationship with 
russia since the end of the Cold war, focusing particularly on the 
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nATo–russia relationship. Practical cooperation has taken place 
and a deep and wide institutional framework established, but disso-
nance has become increasingly obvious – and increasingly system-
atic. It sketches out some background, returning to the founding 
myths of the 1990s, especially the idea that russia will return to 
the western family of nations, before framing the chronological 
development of relations and the emergence of strategic dissonance 
from 2003.

Strategic dissonance refers to the increasing sense of disharmony 
and friction between the west and russia over major questions 
both in bilateral relations and in how the world is understood – a 
disharmony that reflected the trend away from hopes for a ‘strategic 
partnership’ that dominated the 1990s and even continued into the 
2000s, but that stopped short of being open conflict. It then explores 
the differing interpretations of international affairs that mean that 
‘common’ problems are are not ‘shared’ or even compatible.

Chapter 3 turns to look at russian domestic politics, particularly 
the western belief in and search for a particular kind of change in 
russia  – a transition to democracy. Taking as its focal point the 
election cycle of 2011–2012, the chapter begins by sketching the 
scene as often depicted in the west  – the emergence of a largely 
middle class, liberal ‘white ribbon’ opposition in ‘unprecedented’ 
demonstrations, and the essentially reflexive sense that the Putin era 
was coming to a close. The term ‘reflexive transitionology’ suggests 
that, in responding to the (unanticipated) protest demonstrations 
in december 2011, the western debate about russia was an auto-
matic return to the hopes, even ideals, of the earlier debates about 
russia’s transition to democracy: the rise of an affluent, technologi-
cally advanced and politically liberal urban middle class instigating 
progressive political change towards liberal democracy in russia.

The chapter explores the protest demonstrations, notes the ongo-
ing importance of the role of the political left in russia, and sets 
out the leadership’s response. Although many have emphasised the 
more repressive actions such as the imprisonment of protest lead-
ers, the focus is on other significant developments that took place, 
including the establishment of para-institutional organisations such 
as the All-russian Popular Front (onF).

Chapter  4 continues the exploration of domestic politics, but 
turns to address the theme of ‘Putinology’, the focus on Putin as the 
central figure in russian politics.42 Though he is undeniably impor-
tant, ‘Putinology’ and ‘Putin’s russia’ increasingly appears as a 
means of attempting to label Putin in the totalitarian tradition and a 
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vivid symbol of the development of russia in the ‘wrong direction’. 
Furthermore, many other figures, both well established and emergent, 
have been either ignored or blanked out into abstract groupings such 
as ‘siloviki’ (those from the power structures) and ‘liberals’ (those 
suggested to be more western leaning). They thus appear merely as 
ciphers, and, though subject to certain conditions and capable of cer-
tain desires, remain faceless, un-individualistic and asocial symbols. 
It has led to many errors in the general understanding of the nature 
of power and politics in russia, not least the generational aspects of 
the leadership, the difficulties of power creation and the emergence of 
new figures. The chapter explores the nature of ‘manual control’ and 
the need for effective managers, and offers a brief overview of some 
of the prominent and emerging figures and their roles.

The conclusion briefly draws the threads together. In sum, this 
book offers an appraisal of how and why russia has been misin-
terpreted in the west since the early 1990s and seeks to initiate a 
refocus. This is important because the next few years are likely to see 
the continuation of a dissonance and competition, the intractability 
of old problems and doubtless the emergence of new ones – whether 
they be on international affairs questions such as the ballistic missile 
defence programme and unresolved euro-Atlantic security questions 
(not least the consequences of the war in Ukraine), or disagreements 
over developments in russia itself, such as the parliamentary and 
presidential elections, scheduled respectively for 2016 and 2018.

Some caveats are necessary. First, the increasingly troubled nature 
of russia’s relationship with the west is such that certain terms 
have become politically loaded. The terms ‘understanding’ and even 
‘interpreting’ require clarification about what they do not mean in 
this book. discussion about russia has become more partisan as a 
result of the war in Ukraine, and in this context, ‘understanding’ 
is often equated with compromise with, and the appeasement of, 
Putin, and applied to apologists for him (‘Putin understanders’). 
To be clear from the outset, the terms ‘interpreting’ and ‘understand-
ing’ are not used here as synonyms for ‘accommodating’, ‘compro-
mising with’ or ‘accepting’ russia, nor are they used as basis for 
‘apologies for’ russia or arguing that western observers must be 
more politically ‘fair’ to russia by overlooking the many problems, 
or ascribing extenuating circumstances.

Instead, the focus is on exploring the linguistic and conceptual 
gaps that have emerged between the west and russia and how 
russia works. In other words, it asserts that the route to a bet-
ter understanding of russia and thus a better ability to decipher 
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russian politics and foreign policy takes into consideration russian 
history and political landscape and language, and a clearer under-
standing of the individuals and groups involved. This requires 
curiosity and empathy – the capacity to understand what another 
person is experiencing from within the other person’s frame of ref-
erence, in effect putting oneself in another’s shoes. But empathy is 
not synonymous with sympathy, and the book illustrates clearly the 
disagreements between russia and the west.

The second caveat concerns what is referred to in the book as a 
‘mainstream western’ view of russia that has interpreted russia in 
terms of ‘transition’ towards or away from democracy. This raises 
two points for clarification. First, the west is not as united as it was 
during the Cold war, and there are important distinctions within the 
west in terms of how russia is seen and relations with it. Therefore, 
to be clear, the primary focus of the analysis of western debate is on 
the debate in the Anglo-Saxon sphere. Thus attention is paid pre-
dominantly to US and British debates, though it also includes the 
debate at institutional level particularly in nATo, but also the eU.

Since there is also debate about what ‘transitology’ means, how 
it has evolved and the extent to which it dominated the academic 
debate, second, it is worth setting out what is meant here. Some, 
such as gans-Morse, have argued that ‘transitology’ had only very 
limited influence in russia studies. his analysis reflects a quanti-
tative and qualitative examination of specifically academic litera-
ture. however, he does not reflect on the public policy and media 
influence on this debate, where the transition paradigm was at 
its strongest. nor does he explore the deeper and more implicit 
influence of the transition approach that evolved into the ‘regime 
question’.43 Indeed, there is an extensive literature on post-Soviet 
transition, particularly relating to russia, but also to other former 
Soviet states, including georgia and Ukraine.44 This literature offers 
the core of what is understood here as ‘the mainstream’, prominent 
as it is in public policy, think tank and media circles. In attempting 
to delineate this from other political science and academic ‘transi-
tion’ paradigms, Stephen Cohen coined the term ‘transitionology’.45 
Although it is imperfect, given its linguistic clumsiness, ‘transitionol-
ogy’ is the term used below to describe the transition paradigm and 
the search for ‘progress’ in russia.

The third caveat relates to what the book does not attempt to 
address. despite its focus on transition and democratisation, the 
book does not directly address questions of russian democracy or 
authoritarianism. The various questions these themes raise have 
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been thoroughly examined by many others, indeed, it has been the 
central theme of analysis, though it is important to say here that cri-
tiquing the western transition paradigm does not imply that russia 
meets western democratic standards. equally, many other important 
issues are touched upon or raised tangentially, such as, in foreign 
policy terms, the russo-georgia war, the energy disputes between 
gazprom and naftogaz Ukraini (in 2006 and 2008–2009), or even 
the war in Ukraine, or domestically, flaws in the electoral process 
and corruption, but are not dealt with in depth. These, too, are 
covered elsewhere.

The fourth and final caveat is that the book focuses on russia, 
and it does not explore whether the criticisms made of western 
russia studies are comparable to western interpretations of other 
states or regions, either historically or currently, though there are 
some indications that they might be.46 Some fine work was carried 
out during the Cold war era on the lack of empathy and fallacies 
of imposing western conceptual, linguistic, political and societal 
frames of reference on to the USSr and the Middle east and mak-
ing the false assumptions that Soviet decision-makers were operat-
ing on much the same principles and much the same view of the 
strategic situation as their western counterparts.

Though they are not explored, many of the points made are also 
relevant in terms of western understandings of other states of the 
former Soviet Union – beyond small handfuls of experts, there were 
very few who could claim expertise on georgia or Ukraine until 
the wars in 2008 and 2014 respectively, and much of the discussion 
about them has been conducted along the lines of their transition 
to democracy. western policy-makers and observers were often sur-
prised by the responses of Tbilisi and Kyiv during these crises and 
misread their actions. Similarly, western capitals were surprised by 
the so-called ‘Arab Spring’, and the discussion and responses to it 
likewise showed the hallmarks of optimistic assumptions about a 
transition to democracy.

This has also been a theme in the context of the west’s military 
interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq, in which critics have argued 
that the west suffers from similar problems, including a lack of 
awareness of the environment in which they were operating – and 
the attempt to exercise influence without deeming it necessary to 
learn about those whom they are seeking to influence.47 It is sober-
ing to hear senior US and British officials observe that, even after 
such long experience at war in Iraq and Afghanistan there are still 
too few people who know the regions intimately enough to be able 
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to frame the questions clearly enough to learn appropriate lessons 
from them, and to reflect on the potential implications of the con-
trasting lack of resources dedicated to russia over the same period 
for the belated scramble to try to correct this from 2014. while 
additional resources are necessary, however, what is more impor-
tant is a fresh way of thinking about russia.
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