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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report examines how expertise on contemporary Ukraine developed in Russia, what
institutional and professional characteristics shaped it, and what role Russian experts play in the
production and dissemination of narratives about Ukraine. Its conclusions are supported by
evidence from several sources, including archival material, expert directories, dissertation records,
bibliometric data from the Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus, and analysis of Ukraine-related
publications and books. Among the study's key findings is the concept of a neo-imperial discursive
matrix, an analytical tool for tracing how a persistent set of narratives about Ukraine has radicalised
across different stages of Russia's post-Soviet history.

The Russian expert system is poorly equipped to produce independent, Ukraine-specific knowledge.
The field has remained institutionally underdeveloped, heavily dependent on state structures, and
shaped by a state-centric corporate culture. Russian experts often lack specialised competencies
for studying Ukraine. Many prominent commentators have backgrounds in American studies,
international security, or other broad fields rather than Ukrainian affairs. Knowledge of Ukrainian
is exceedingly rare, limiting direct engagement with Ukrainian-language scholarship, media, and
primary sources. Russian analysis consequently relies heavily on Russian-language information. As
a result, it tends to reproduce the Russian information agenda rather than critically engage with
Ukraine's own intellectual and informational environment.

The Russian expert community treats foreign-policy expertise primarily as a service to the state
rather than as an independent professional activity. Archival evidence indicates that neo-imperial
and revanchist thinking dominated within Russia's foreign-policy and security establishment from
the very earliest days of post-Soviet Russia, targeting Ukraine specifically. Russian experts serviced
this line intellectually, dressing it up in the language of analysis and justification. They placed
greater weight on loyalty and usefulness to the Kremlin's agenda than on methodological rigour.
This is borne out by the near-total absence of genuine reflection on decades of expert failure on
Ukraine.

Knowledge about Ukraine produced in Russia is systematically ideologised, which is evident across
different forms of scholarly output, namely academic journal articles, dissertations and books. The
Russian book market likewise shows a persistent presence of openly propagandistic and pseudo-
historical titles, with 'Z-literature' emerging as a distinct subgenre after 2022. At the same time,
Russian authors remain marginally involved in the global production of knowledge on Ukraine.

Russian experts generally do not appear to play any role in strategic foreign-policy decision-making.
Rather, their primary task is to interpret, legitimise, and operationalise a course set by the Kremlin.
Across decades, expert debate has revolved not around whether Ukraine should be drawn back
into Moscow's orbit of influence, but how to do so most effectively. The solutions they proposed
fall into three main approaches: revanchist neo-imperialism, pragmatic neo-imperialism, and a
Yalta-style bargain with the west. Disagreements between proponents of these tactical approaches
are persistent, and western observers frequently mistake them for a strategic split, or even dissent
from the Kremlin's line.

Institutionally, Russian expertise has been structured around three Ukraine-related functions: (1)
to undermine Ukrainian sovereignty through information warfare and political interference; (2) to
reshape western public debate in ways favourable to the Kremlin, among other means, exploiting
the very platforms western universities provide them, and learning from Hamas's messaging
tactics; and (3) to legitimise Russia's policy towards Ukraine for domestic audiences. Although
some organisations tend to specialise in a particular form of influence, these functions largely
overlap.
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Taken together, these findings show that the state-aligned Russian expert milieu on Ukraine
functions, in effect, as a factory of propaganda and disinformation. Hence, engagement with the
Russian expert community creates specific risks for western institutions. These include mistaking
rhetorical distance for moderation, giving Russian narratives institutional legitimacy, lending
academicauthority to unqualified voices, overlooking propaganda cloaked as legitimate scholarship,
and allowing perceived insider access to distort expert assessment.

For western institutions engaging with Russian international-relations experts, the report

recommends:

e presume institutional affiliation with the Russian state unless meaningful autonomy can be
demonstrated;

e assess the substance of experts' positions rather than their rhetorical distance from the Kremlin;

¢ treat claims of insider access with extreme caution;

¢ verify actual subject-specific expertise and publication records;

¢ strengthen methodological scrutiny of ostensibly academic material.

RUSSIAN EXPERTISE ON UKRAINE VII
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INTRODUCTION

Since the Soviet period, Russia has had
an extensive ecosystem of government-
adjacent organisations producing expertise on
international relations. Experts in this field are
commonly referred to as ‘mezhdunarodniki’
(mexcdyHapooHuku). Western studies of the
Russian expert community have most often
examined it through broad surveys of the
institutional structure of its most publicly
visible organisations and analyses
of their participation in debates on
key areas of Russian foreign policy,
where Ukraine is just one of many
topics.! This approach reveals some
broad institutional and ideological
differences, but offers little insight
into the substantive characteristics of
their work. This gap can be addressed through
a rigorous, in-depth analysis of the narratives
that Russian experts promote on a narrowly
defined topic such as Ukraine. This report
undertakes such an examination.

Even a cursory look at Russian expertise
on Ukraine has led the few observers who
have studied it to identify three particularly
problematic  issues: a  near-complete
absence of Ukrainian-language skills among
experts, the absence of specialised research
structures, and a shortage of substantive,
professionally  written literature.?  This
report begins by testing the extent to which
these observations correspond to reality. It
analyses the competencies of Russian experts,
systematises data on the main centres of
Russian expertise on Ukraine, and examines

t Carolina Vendil Pallin and Susanne Oxenstierna,
Russian Think Tanks and Soft Power (FOI,
Totalforsvarets forskningsinstitut, 2017).

2 Yaroslav Hrytsak, “Ignorance Is Power,” Ab Imperio,
no. 3 (2014): 218-228.

the publication record both quantitatively and
qualitatively. It further assesses the extent
to which the expert community influences
political decision-making in the Kremlin.

Researchers have already established that the
promotion of particular strategic narratives
is a central component of Moscow’s foreign
policy.> To this end, the Kremlin employs a
wide array of instruments, including efforts
to influence western expert communities,
academic discourse, and intellectual elites in
‘unfriendly countries’. Understanding how
Russia’s expert community is structured and
how it operates on Ukraine-related issues can
help identify the risks of engaging with actors
whose work may also serve to reproduce or
transmit Russian strategic narratives, improve
tools for countering Russian disinformation,
and strengthen resilience against information
manipulation. It further contributes to a more
nuanced understanding of Russian strategic
culture.

Understanding how Russia's expert community
is structured and how it operates on Ukraine-

related issues contributes to a more nuanced
understanding of Russian strategic culture

This report identifies the narratives about
Ukraine most actively articulated by Russian
authors and traces their evolution through
a periodisation developed in the course
of this work. It examines not only these
narratives individually, but also how they
interact to produce a broader interpretation
of Ukraine’s place in relation to Russia and
the wider international order. The findings
show that these narratives are interconnected
and form part of a broader hierarchical
conception of international relations in which
Russia is represented as a major centre of
power with special interests and rights in its
neighbourhood. On this basis, the report
develops the concept of the ‘neo-imperial
discursive matrix’ as an analytical tool that
may also prove useful for further research on
the Russian expert community.

3 Barttomiej Gajos and Ernest Wyciszkiewicz, Narracje
polityczne w duchu rosyjskiej propagandy [Political
narratives in the spirit of Russian propaganda]
(Centrum Mieroszewskiego, 2025), 222.

RUSSIAN EXPERTISE ON UKRAINE 1
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METHODOLOGICAL
REMARKS

This report approaches Russian expertise
not as an autonomous professional field,
but as a field structurally embedded within,
and closely oriented towards, government
policy needs. In his classic book, Oded Eran
showed that the Soviet regime treated its
foreign-policy scholarly establishment as a
service provider to the state rather than an
independent professional community, drawing
on it for three related functions: the training
of qualified personnel, the application of
specialised knowledge to policy problems, and
the legitimation of the regime’s official line.*
All three functions run through this report.

Throughout this report, the terms ‘Ukrainian
studies’ and ‘expertise on Ukraine’ are used
in a narrow sense, referring specifically to
engagement with contemporary Ukraine.
The study also does not examine in detail
the Ukraine-related activity of Kremlin-
adjacent spin doctors such as Gleb Pavlovsky’s
Foundation for Effective Politics, since
Ukraine was not the object of their systematic
professional work. Although Russian political
technologists occasionally took part in
Ukrainian election campaigns before 2004,
they were engaged for their expertise in
electoral technology drawn from Russian
experience, not as experts on Ukraine as such.
Their activity was tied primarily not to Ukraine,
but to running electoral and propaganda
campaigns within Russia and building large-
scale information projects.

The analysis draws on a combination of
sources: articles, essays, and reports by
Russian experts; video recordings of their
lectures and conference presentations;
archival materials; and the author’s own
ethnographic observations from inside the
Russian expert community. The databases
used include Web of Science, Scopus, and
the elLibrary portal, as well as the electronic
catalogues of the National Library of Russia
(NLR) and the Russian State Library (RSL).

4 Oded Eran, Mezhdunarodniki: An Assessment of
Professional Expertise in the Making of Soviet Foreign
Policy (Turtledove Publishing, 1979), 1-2.

Access to Russian archival materials relating to
Ukraine posed a particular difficulty. Formally,
access to this part of the collections is not
closed, but in practice, since the invasion
of Ukraine began, archives have frequently
reported that the requested folders are
‘currently in use’ by their own staff. In fact, this
practice serves as a way of restricting access
to sensitive materials without a formal denial.

A separate source consisted of published
abstracts (aemopegepamer) of candidate
and doctoral dissertations in political science
and history dealing with contemporary
Ukraine, as well as the full texts of some of
these dissertations. Avtoreferats present, in
condensed form, the methodology and
structure of a study and are required to contain
the key theses submitted for defence, which
makes them usable as a compact source of
data on a dissertation’s content. Analysing
their substance and the changing number of
avtoreferats and dissertations reveals not only
arise or decline in interest in the topic but also
shifts in which questions and conceptual
approaches are considered most significant in
the field. It also provides insight into which
organisations actually serve as centres for
training expert personnel on Ukraine.

The report deliberately avoids using the
term ‘think tank’ for Russian analytical
organisations,  since  functionally  and
organisationally, they differ substantially
from the western think-tank tradition. First,
independent think tanks — like civil society
in general — depend on a favourable cultural
and political environment that permits a
certain degree of autonomy, whereas Russian
expert organisations operate within an
undemocratic system of coordinates in which
public competition of ideas is not encouraged
and the process of political decision-making is
closed and hyper-centralised. Calling Russian
analytical organisations think tanks implicitly
attributes to Russia institutional features it
does not possess. Second, as Diane Stone
has written, the policy focus of think tanks
presupposes a two-way “dynamic between
knowledge and policy-making.”® In the case
of Russian expert organisations, this type
of dynamic is highly constrained. Third, the

> Diane Stone, Capturing the Political Imagination:
Think Tanks and the Policy Process (Frank Cass, 1996),
14-16.
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funding of Russian expert organisations
is excessively dependent on the state and
state-affiliated structures and is opaque in
character.b Fourth, their public purpose lies
not in contributing to open public debate,
but in promoting a prescribed position to a
specific target audience, maintaining visibility
among decision-makers, or demonstrating
loyalty. Fifth, when Russian expert
organisations themselves openly
declare their task to be “promoting
Russian foreign policy in the world,””
this seriously calls their intellectual
independence into question.

Accordingly, there is insufficient basis for
treating Russian expert organisations as think
tanks in the conventional western sense.
Other designations may therefore be more
appropriate, including GONGOs or influence
tanks.

1. HISTORICAL CONTEXT

In the Soviet period, Ukrainian studies,
constrained by communist ideology and state
censorship, were cultivated almost exclusively
at universities and the Academy of Sciences
in Ukraine itself. Outside Ukraine, the largest
centres of Slavic studies in the USSR were
Moscow State University (MSU), Leningrad
State University (LSU), and the Academy of
Sciences, but Ukrainian studies as such were
almost absent there. A basic course on the
history of Ukraine could be taken only at LSU.®
Consequently, after the collapse of the USSR,
Russia had virtually no established institutional
capacity for studying contemporary Ukraine.®

& Pallin and Oxenstierna, Russian Think Tanks and Soft
Power, 17.

7 Dmitri Trenin, interview by Elena Chernenko, “Mbi -
HaLMA cCamoepsKaBHasn: HU Mo, KEM He XOAUM U He
naem ynacte mupy” [“We Are an Autocratic Nation:
We Answer to No One and We Won't Let the World
Fall”], Kommersant, 3 April 2026.

& WUckycctBo TB (@iskusstvotv), “IMpod.TaTbaHa
TanpoBa-fAkoBneBsa, AMpeKTop LleHTpa No u3yyeHuo
ncropum YepanHol CM6IY. UHTepsbio, 2011”7 [“Prof.
Tatiana Tairova-Yakovleva, Director of the Centre for
the Study of Ukrainian History at SPbU. Interview,
2011”], YouTube, 1 March 2020.

° Vladimir Volkov, “Poccuiickoe cnasaHoBeagHMe:
BYepa, cerogHs, 3aBTpa” [“Russian Slavic Studies:
Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow”], in M.A. Robinson (ed),
UNHCcmumym cnasaHosedeHus u 6anKkaHUCmMuKu. 50
sem [The Institute of Slavic and Balkan Studies: 50
Years] (Indrik, 1996), 7-32.

In effect, Ukraine was terra incognita for post-
Soviet Russia.®

The personnel shortage was compounded by
a sharp deterioration in the financial position
of state universities and Russian Academy of
Sciences (RAS) institutions. Real wages fell
several-fold. Budgets for conducting research,

After the collapse of the USSR, Russia had

virtually no established institutional capacity
for studying contemporary Ukraine

holding expert events, publishing, and
maintaining contacts with foreign partners
were severely cut. Trips abroad were financed
mainly by the host side, by chance donors, or
even out of researchers’ own pockets. Delays
in paying scholars’ salaries were widespread.
In the early 1990s, monthly salary allocations
fell short of the required level by almost
30-40%."

Academic institutions sharply reduced staff
positions. At the Institute of Slavic Studies of
the Russian Academy of Sciences (ISS RAS),
for example, the number of full-time research
staff had fallen by a third by the late 2000s.
In reality, however, the number of people
actually working may have been smaller. The
practice of maintaining ‘dead souls’ on the staff
became widespread. Researchers who had
started their own businesses, unsure of their
success, remained formally listed as Academy
employees. Their salaries were informally
redistributed, ‘common-pot’ (0bwak) style,
to cover bonuses and unforeseen expenses.?
The practice of multiple affiliations also
spread widely, with employees taking
fractional positions at several organisations
simultaneously.

10 Konstantin Zatulin, BoliHa u mup: npobaemsi u
nepcnekmussi [War and Peace: Problems and
Prospects] (SPbGUP, 2022), 7.

11 |nstitute of Slavic Studies RAS, Omyem VHcmumyma
bankaHucmuku u cnassaHosedeHus PAH o Hay4Hol u
HQY4YHO-0p2aHU3ayUoHHOU pabome 8 1993 2. [Report
of the Institute of Balkan and Slavic Studies, RAS, on
Scientific and Organisational Work in 1993] (ISS RAS,
1993), 23.

12 pyotr Cherkasov, “Bpems sbixusanusa” [“Time of
Survival”], MnpoBas s3KOHOMMKa U MeKAyHapOoAHble
oTHoweHua [World Economy and International
Relations], no. 3 (2014): 98-110.
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Preoccupied with their own survival, most
researchers and lecturers simply had no
incentive for professional development.®
Young, promising scholars were among those
most likely to leave or lose their positions.*
The sharp slowdown in staff turnover meant
that by the early 2010s the average
age of Russian professors was already
close to retirement age.®

Unable to adequately fund science,

the state’s capacity to exercise
administrative  control over the
academic sphere weakened
precipitously and, until the late 2000s,

educational institutions enjoyed considerable
latitude in choosing their own survival
strategies. Centralised administrative control
over the allocation of resources was preserved
only within the Russian Academy of Sciences,
which in turn became independent of govern-
mental agencies in making such decisions.®
The monopoly of the Moscow State
Institute of International Relations
(MGIMO) as the sole university
training specialists in international
relations was also broken.’

3 Uckyccto TB (@iskusstvotv), “Mpod.TatbaHa
Tauposa-flkosnesa” [“Prof. Tatiana Tairova-
Yakovleva”]; Grigory Golosov, “Monutonorva s
Poccuu: He oueHb pafocTHbIl tobunein” [“Political
Science in Russia: A Not-Very-Joyful Anniversary”],
Tpouukuli eapuaHm. Hayka [Troitsky Variant.
Science], 15 November 2016; Volkov, “Poccuiickoe
cnasaHoseaeHue” [“Russian Slavic Studies”].

14 1SS RAS, “Otuet MHCTUTYTa BaNIkaHUCTUKM U
cnaBaHoBegeHMA PAH 0 HayYHOW U Hay4YHO-
opraHusaumoHHon pabote B 1993 r.” [“Report of
the Institute of Balkan and Slavic Studies, RAS, on
Scientific and Organisational Work in 1993”], 23.

Tatiana Klyachko, “O6pa3soBaHue B Poccuiickoi
depepaunm: npobaembl U TEHAESHLUN Pa3BUTUA

B Hayane XXI Beka” [“Education in the Russian
Federation: Problems and Development Trends at
the Start of the 21st Century”], Mup Poccuu [Russia’s
World], no. 1 (2011): 88-124.

Mikhail Sokolov et al., Kak cmaHosamcsa
npogheccopamu: akademu4eckue Kapbepbl, PbIHKU

u 81acmo 8 namu cmpaHax [How One Becomes a
Professor: Academic Careers, Markets, and Power in
Five Countries] (Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2015),
480-482.

Konstantin Khudoley, “®akynbreT mexxayHapogHbIxX
oTHoLwWeHMI CaHKT-MNeTepbyprckoro rocyAapcTBeHHOro
YHUBEPCUTETA: OCHOBHbIE BEXW Pa3BUTUS,
OOCTUXKEHMA 1 BbI30BbI (K 30-1eTuto cosaanua)” [“The
Faculty of International Relations at St. Petersburg
State University: Key Milestones, Achievements,

and Challenges (on the 30th Anniversary of Its
Founding)”], BecmHuk CaHkm-llemepbypacko2o
yHusepcumema. MexOyHapoOHble OMHOWeHUs
[Bulletin of St. Petersburg University. International
Relations] 17, no. 4 (2024): 391.
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The diffusion of institutional autonomy across
the academic sector created a temporary
window of opportunity for grassroots
educational and research initiatives in
Ukrainian studies to emerge. Although new
pockets of the field subsequently appeared,

The diffusion of institutional autonomy
across the academic sector created a

temporary window of opportunity for
grassroots initiatives

they mostly rested on the efforts of individual
enthusiasts. Centres for Ukrainian studies were
created only as formal subdivisions of history
faculties (e.g., at MSU and St Petersburg
State University, SPbU) or as NGOs (e.g., the
Scholarly Centre for Ukrainian Studies in Ufa in
the 1990s). They had almost no full-time staff.
At the same time, the status of a specialised

Interest in the post-Soviet space in general,

including Ukraine, remained extremely low

university subdivision made it possible to
approach various authorities and, to some
extent, eased the search for external funding.

The existence of university departments and
centres of Ukrainian studies depended to
a considerable degree on student demand
for the subject. Interest in the post-Soviet
space in general, including Ukraine, remained
consistently extremely low. For example, of
all 13 master’s programmes at the School of
International Relations of SPbU, “International
Relations in the Post-Soviet Space” attracted
one of the smallest numbers of applications.
In 2011, of 217 applicants, only 4 (the lowest
figure) listed the programme as their top
priority. In the last two years — 2024 and
2025 — the programme ranked worst among
all master’s programmes of the SPbU School
of International Relations by the average
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admission score of enrolled students.®
Programmes in PR in international relations,
diplomacy, world politics, and American
and European studies traditionally enjoyed
the highest student demand. Thus, the
“International Relations in the Post-Soviet
Space” programme was largely filled, on
a residual basis, by the least motivated
applicants.

Another example is Russia’s first department
of Ukrainian studies, established at Belgorod
State University (BelSU) in 2003. Between
the 2004/05 and 2007/08 academic years,
its teaching load fell by 39.3%.% All of the
courses it offered were electives, suggesting
low student demand for Ukrainian-
studies courses. The university’s
rectorate tried to solve this problem
by increasing the number of faculties
commissioning Ukrainian-studies
courses, but the department was
ultimately closed in 2012 all the same.

The 2000s nevertheless saw attempts to
consolidate and institutionalise the community
of Ukrainianists in Russia. In 2003, for example,
at the initiative of the Russian Academy
of Sciences and the National Academy of
Sciences of Ukraine, a joint Russian—Ukrainian
Commission of Historians was established to
study disputed questions of the past. In the
autumn of 2009, an attempt was made to
unite Russian Ukrainianists into a single non-
profit organisation, the Russian Association of
Ukrainianists (RAU). Its first conference took
place in 2010 at the Russian State University
for the Humanities (RGGU), where 12 papers

18 SPbU, “UHdopmaLma o pesynbratax npuema
Ha obyyeHue B CM6IY no obpasoBaTe/ibHbIM
nporpammam marucrpatypbl 8 2024 roay”
[“Information on Admission Results for SPbU
Master’s Programmes in 2024”], 2024, accessed in
September 2026; SPbU, “UHdbopmalims o pesynbratax
npuema Ha obyyeHue B CM6IY no obpasoBaTesibHbIM
nporpammam marumctpatypbl 8 2025 roay”
[“Information on Admission Results for SPbU Master’s
Programmes in 2025”], 2025, accessed in September
2026.

Nikolay Oleynik, “U3 onbiTa geatenbHoCcT Kadeapbl
YKpauHoBeaeHus Benropoackoro rocyaapcTBeHHOro
YHUBEPCUTETA MO YKPEnIeHUto ApYKObl Mexay
POCCUICKUM U YKPAaUHCKUM Hapogamu” [“From

the Experience of the Department of Ukrainian
Studies at Belgorod State University in Strengthening
Friendship between the Russian and Ukrainian
Peoples”], in H. Skrypnyk (ed), VIII MixcHapodHuli
KOHepec ykpaiHicmis. YkpaiHo3Hascmeo. Ocsima
[VII International Congress of Ukrainian Studies.
Ukrainian Studies. Education] (IMFE im. M.T.
Rylskoho, 2017), 8-14.

-
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were presented, only 4 of which concerned
contemporary Ukraine.?°

From the late 2000s, conditions for the
development of Ukrainian studies in Russia
began to deteriorate sharply. First, as rapidly
rising energy-export revenues began to refill
government coffers, the state began restoring
centralised control over the higher-education
system, with the natural sciences, rather
than the humanities and social sciences,
prioritised for development. Second, after
Ukraine’s Orange Revolution of 2004, the
Russian government became increasingly
affected by Maidanophobia — a persistent fear
that the Ukrainian scenario of mass protest

After Ukraine's Orange Revolution, the
Russian government became affected by

Maidanophobia and suspicious of any
organised activity related to Ukraine

could be replicated inside Russia — and grew
increasingly suspicious of any organised
activity related to Ukraine. From this point on,
pressure by Russian authorities on activists of
the Ukrainian cultural-educational movement
intensified,? blanket inspections of Ukrainian
diaspora organisations were carried out,?
and a deepening penetration by the security
services into the institutional environment
associated with promoting Ukrainian culture
was recorded.?® Third, tendentious and
aggressively propagandistic media coverage of
developments in Ukraine further contributed
to the devaluation of political science as a
discipline in Russia and of specialist knowledge
of contemporary Ukraine in particular. Russian

20 “NepBan KoHbepeHLMa Poccuitckoi accoumaumnm
yKpauHucTos. Otuet” [“First Conference of the Russian
Association of Ukrainianists: Report”], BocmoyHas
Espona. lMepcnekmusel [Eastern Europe. Prospects],
no.1(2011): 135-138.

Irina Tumakova, “Kak B bubavoTteke nobexaanm
VKpauHckmi HaumoHanusm” [“How Ukrainian
Nationalism Was Defeated in the Library”], Fontanka.
ru, 29 October 2015.

“YKpaunHcKas auacnopa B Poccuu 3asBseT 0 KeCcTKoM
nonutuyeckom gasnennn” [“Ukrainian diaspora in
Russia claims to be facing severe political pressure”],
UNIAN, 17 May 2010.

Zoya Svetova, “Hatasba LapuHa: Koraa
rocyfiapcTBeHHas MalivHa HayMHAeT PacKkpPy4mBaThCa,
OT Ma/IeHbKOr0 Ye/10BEKa HMYero He ocTaetca”
[“Natalia Sharina: When the State Machine Starts
Spinning, Nothing Is Left of the Little Person”], Open
Russia, 3 July 2017.
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University subdivisions dealing with post-Soviet
studies continued to work on Ukraine within

media often used the label ‘political scientist’
for people with no relevant expertise or
educational background, so long as they
articulated theses that did not contradict the
Kremlin’s official position.

Russia’s annexation of Crimea and the start of
the war in 2014 severely disrupted contacts
between Ukrainian and Russian experts. The
Russian—Ukrainian Commission of Historians
effectively ceased operating.?* In April 2014,
the third RAU conference took place, but it was
held not as a stand-alone event but as part of
the Russian International Studies Association
(RISA) convention hosted at MGIMO, without
the participation of Ukrainian scholars. No
further separate RAU conferences were
held. Individual panels on Ukrainian topics
continued to appear within RISA conventions
until 2019, after which RAU became entirely
inactive.

the Kremlin's ideological framework

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022
marked the final stage of this institutional
decline. In 2022-23, the centres for Ukrainian
studies at MSU, SPbU, and the Institute of
Europe at the Russian Academy of Sciences (IE
RAS)—structureswhose work had rested mainly
on the enthusiasm of individual researchers —
ceased operating. In other cases, university
subdivisions dealing with post-Soviet studies
continued to work on Ukrainian topics mostly
within the ideological framework set by the
Kremlin’s dominant framing.

% Viktor Mironenko, YKpauHCKui TpaH3uT. OnbIT

CUTyauMoHHoro aHanusa [Ukrainian Transit: An
Exercise in Situational Analysis] (IE RAS, 2020),

12; Elizaveta Surnacheva, “HeussectHble cocean”
[“Unknown Neighbours”], Kommersant, 19 May
2014; Alexander Shubin, interview by Alexei Sakhnin,
“Mopa noHATb, 4To XX Bek 3akoHuuaca” [“It’s Time to
Understand That the 20th Century Is Over”], Moskvich
Mag, 21 March 2022.

2. COMPETENCIES,
IDENTITY, AND
INFLUENCE

The character of Russian expert work on
Ukraine is shaped by a range of factors — both
those bearing on its substantive quality and
those bearing on its place within the policy
process. The most important of these appear
to be: (1) the professional culture of Russian
mezhdunarodniki — the community of which
these experts form part —that has taken shape
over nearly a century; (2) the particularities
of their educational background; and (3) the
possession of skills specific to the study of
Ukraine, including command of the Ukrainian
language — all three of which bear directly on
the quality of the resulting analysis. A fourth
factor, the degree to which Russian expertise
is actually sought out by its key recipients
— that is, government structures —
by contrast determines the place
this expertise occupies within the
policy process itself, irrespective of
its quality. These four factors are
examined in turn below.

2.1. ETHOS

Russian mezhdunarodniki share broadly
similar views on the nature of international
relations, their relationship with the state,
and their own role as experts. Taken together,
these ideas constitute a professional ethos
that is largely neo-imperial in character and
structurally rooted in Soviet and Russian
political culture. Within this ethos, the primacy
of might over law in international relations
is taken for granted. Analytically, this
understanding is structurally analogous to the
logic of Almond and Verba’s subject political
culture transposed into the realm of
international relations.?® Just as citizens are
expected to rely on the state rather than claim
political independence, neighbouring
countries are expected to accept Russia’s
dominance as a centre of power. These and
other characteristics of the ethos are outlined
below.

% Gabriel A. Almond and Sidney Verba, The Civic Culture:
Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations
(Princeton University Press, 1963), 19.
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Russia is positioned as a natural centre of
power and as a 'distinct civilisation' embodying

major-power status, an irrevocable historical

2.1.1. INTERNATIONAL ORDER AS A
HIERARCHY OF GREAT POWERS

For the most part, Russian international-affairs
experts perceive international relations not
as a system of equal sovereign actors, but
as a hierarchical order in which only ‘great
powers’ enjoy full sovereignty and set the
rules for smaller states. In this picture, Russia
is positioned as one of the natural centres of
power and as a ‘distinct civilisation’ embodying

mission, and special rights to a sphere of
influence

major-power status, an irrevocable historical
mission, and special rights to a sphere of
influence. Russia’s sphere of influence is
conceived chiefly as encompassing the post-
Soviet space. Claims to it are presented as
deriving from Russia’s civilisational, historical,
and cultural ties to the region, as well as from
its status as the heir to Soviet influence.?®

The loss of this influence is perceived not
as the normal result of historical change or
an exercise of national self-
determination, but as an anomaly
requiring correction. Accordingly, the
strengthening of independence and
sovereignty among post-Soviet states
is framed as a loss of Russian influence

% Anastasia Naumova, “Mo3uuma Poccuun B xoae
‘opaHxeBoi pesontoummn’ B Ykpanre” [“Russia’s
Position during the ‘Orange Revolution’ in Ukraine”],
in Galina Lesnaya (ed). ‘JusunusayuoHHo-
KynibmypHble ceéAa3u Poccuu u YKpauHel. Bmopaa
KOH@pepeHyusa Pocculickoli accoyuayuu yKpauHucmos:
mamepuasnesl MexOyHapoOHoU Hay4YHO-Npakmu4eckol
KOHpepeHyuu. Mockea, 1-3 0ekabps 2011 e.
‘YKPAUHCKaa ucmopus, Kysaemypa u HayUoHAAb6HAA
MbICab 8 Hacaeduu Tapaca LLlegueHKo: onbim
nepeocmoicsieHus om XIX eeka 0o Hawux OHel’.
Tpemeos KoHgepeHyus Pocculickol accoyuayuu
YKPAUHUCMO8: Mamepuassl Hay4Ho-npakmu4eckoli
KoHgpepeHyuu. Mockea, 25 anpena 2014 2 [“Russia—
Ukraine Civilizational and Cultural Ties.” Second
Conference of the Russian Association of Ukrainian
Studies: Proceedings of the International Scientific and
Practical Conference. Moscow, 1-3 December 2011.
“Ukrainian History, Culture and National Thought in
the Legacy of Taras Shevchenko: Reconsidering the
Experience from the 19th Century to the Present.”
Third Conference of the Russian Association of
Ukrainian Studies: Proceedings of the Scientific
and Practical Conference. Moscow, 25 April 2014]
(MGIMO-Universitet, 2015), 138-144.

and a contradiction of Russia’s national
interests. The enlargement of NATO or the EU
is described not as the sovereign choice of
states, each acting in accordance with its own
interests and historical experience, but as an
‘advance’ or ‘expansion’ of outside hostile
forces. The agency of the post-Soviet states
themselves is virtually absent from this
picture.

Within this worldview, the west — most often
embodied by the United States — has
always been considered the main
obstacle to establishing Russian
influence within its ‘legitimate’ sphere
of interest. Distrust of the west has
therefore long been considered
an acceptable and even expected
position within the Russian expert
milieu, and has extended almost
automatically to the analytical judgements
of those few colleagues whose engagement
with western NGOs, as well as analytical and
academic institutions, is deemed excessively
active.”

2.1.2. EXPERTISE AS SERVICE TO THE
STATE

Unlike western think tanks, where institutional
independence from the government is

A large, centralised power with vast

geopolitical ambitions ensures that loyal
experts are always in demand

generally treated as a condition of professional
legitimacy, Russian expert circles regard
dependence on it as the norm and even as
an advantage. A large, centralised power
with vast geopolitical ambitions ensures that
loyal experts are always in demand, while
public funding provides institutional stability.
Renouncing an aggressive foreign policy and
decentralising authority are, conversely,
perceived in this milieu as threats to one’s own
status. This is partly why, in the late 1980s, not
all Moscow-based international-affairs experts
welcomed Gorbachev’s perestroika, preferring
a ‘firm hand’ that would guarantee the familiar

27 Anatoly Korobeynikov (ed), Poccus e Hogom seke:
sHewHenonumuyeckoe usmepeHue [Russia in the New
Century: The Foreign-Policy Dimension] (Federation
Council of the Russian Federation, 2006), 456.
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Most

type of client-patron relationship between the
expert and the state.?®

More broadly, Russian experts place little
value on open competition among ideas or
on independent expertise. Instead, there has
long been strong demand for reintegrating
expert organisations into the state system
of personnel training and foreign-policy
administration, along the lines of how things
worked in the USSR.?® In other words, Russian
experts tend to gravitate towards being a cog
in a large state ‘power vertical’ rather than an
independent adviser.

Despite the seemingly diverse composition of
the Russian expert community, the majority
have always been so-called pragmatic loyalists
(mpaemamuku-oxpaHumenu) — those who, for
pragmatic reasons, see their function as
defending state policy, however
confrontational it may be.*® They
regard direct criticism of the official
course as harmful, since it creates
domestic tension, causes problems in
the expert organisation’s relations
with the state, and complicates career
prospects, as dissent is perceived by
the Kremlin as an indirect sign of political
disloyalty.

None of this means that discussion and debate
within the Russian expert community are
absent. They occur constantly and are often
genuinely sharp. However, the boundaries of
these debates are, as a rule, set in advance.

expert debates have revolved

around which instruments would bring
Ukraine back into Russia's orbit

Means and tactics are discussed, but not the
strategic goals of Russian foreign policy. The
effectiveness of the course is analysed, but not
its legitimacy. On Ukraine specifically, most

28 Ruslan Grinberg, “[lo v nocne nepectpoiikn” [“Before
and after Perestroika”], in Igor Orlik (ed), “3mo 6bin10
HedasHo, amo bbls10 0asHo...”: BocnomuHaHus [“It
Was Recent, It Was Long Ago...”: Memaoirs] (Institute
of Economics RAS, 2010), 55-79.

» Lidia Kosikova, “KoHconnaaums nocTcoBeTCKoro
npoctpaHctea” [“Consolidation of the Post-Soviet
Space”], Mup nepemen [World of Change], no. 3
(2007): 33.

30 Lilia Shevtsova, “Oxpaxutenv” [“The Guardians”],
Paduo Ceoboda [Radio Freedom], 27 August 2017.

expert debates have revolved around which
instruments would most effectively bring
Ukraine back into Russia’s orbit of influence.
The underlying premise —that Russia is a great
power entitled to its own spheres of influence
— has rarely been questioned.

This conception of the expert as a civil
servant naturally extends to work with foreign
audiences as well. If the expert’s function
is to serve the state rather than to produce
independent knowledge, then legitimising
the official course before a foreign audience
is perceived as a natural extension of that
function.?! This logic is structurally similar to
that underlying the work of a diplomat. Russian
international-affairs experts can therefore
most accurately be described as diplomats
in civilian clothes or, more broadly, as state
agents of influence in expert camouflage. They

Russian international-affairs experts can
be described as diplomats in civilian clothes

or state agents of influence in expert
camouflage

readily take on a role structurally unavailable
to official diplomacy: skewing western expert
debate and the political agenda in formats
that presuppose independence and trust.*

2.1.3. LOYALTY AS AN ATTRIBUTE OF
PROFESSIONALISM

The quality of expertiseininternational
relations is assessed differently in
Russia than in the western world.
The value of expert output is
determined not by the objectivity and
methodological rigour of the analysis,
but by how closely its conclusions correspond
to the political line set by the Kremlin and how
effectively the expert works towards the tasks
formulated by the state.

One of the main markers of professional
success is approval from the Presidential

31 Korobeynikov, Poccus 8 Hosom seke:
sHewHenonumuyeckoe usmeperue [Russia in the New
Century: The Foreign-Policy Dimension] (2005), 253.

32 Korobeynikov, Poccus 8 Hosom seke:
8HewHenonumu4eckoe usmepeHue [Russia in the New
Century: The Foreign-Policy Dimension] (2006), 324.
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Serious, professionally grounded coverage of

Ukraine is virtually absent from the Russian
media

Administration or the leadership of the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. If a forecast was
correct from the standpoint of the state line
but turned out to be factually wrong, this is
not a problem for one’s career or reputation.
On the contrary, an inconvenient forecast can
become a career dead end evenifit later proves
to have been entirely accurate. Accuracy here
is more dangerous than inaccuracy.

In such an environment, the pathology
known as positive reporting is systematically
reproduced. Experts do not necessarily
analyse reality but instead confirm the
authorities’ expectations. This explains why,
even amid obvious failures of Russian foreign
policy, expert discourse remains stable and
is not falsified from within. Setbacks on the
international stage are, as a rule, explained by
the machinations of third parties, and counter-
evidence is reinterpreted as further proof that
the Kremlin was right all along.

2.2. BACKGROUNDS

Serious, professionally grounded coverage
of Ukraine is virtually absent from the
Russian media environment.** What stands
out, however, is the extent to which public
commentary on Ukraine is provided by experts

trained in American studies or by generalists
whose declared specialisations — ‘international
security’, ‘world politics’, and the like — are so
broadly defined that they do not indicate any
particular country or region.

This is partly a legacy of a structural imbalance
that took hold in Soviet political and military
circles during the Cold War, when the
United States was perceived as one of the
two ‘superpowers’ and Moscow’s principal

3 UckycctBo TB (@iskusstvotv), “Mpod. TaTbsaHa
Tanposa-Akosnesa” [“Prof. Tatiana Tairova-
Yakovleva”]; Viktor Mironenko, “YkpavHa. 2021 rog.
Lekabpb” [“Ukraine. Year 2021. December”], IE RAS, 4
January 2022.

adversary.®* That imbalance persists in the
Russian expert milieu today. By institutional
and intellectual inertia, foreign affairs continue
to be viewed chiefly as an arena of great-power
struggle for global influence. And since the
United States is still regarded as the dominant
major power, a background in American
studies is widely considered sufficient grounds
to comment publicly on virtually any subject in
this field, including Ukraine.

A telling illustration of this structural bias can
be found in the Russian International Affairs
Council’'s (RIAC) 2016 reference directory
of 1 000 experts and 100 organisations in
the field of international relations.*® The
community of Russian mezhdunarodniki is, of
course, larger than this, but according to the
directory’s compilers, the selected segment
‘objectively reflects’ the potential of the entire
Russian international-affairs expert milieu and
conducts the most extensive and prominent
research.%

The directory was published ten years
ago, but given the low turnover within the
Russian expert community, it reflects three
observations that are almost certainly still
relevanttoday.First, the production of expertise
on international politics is concentrated
predominantly in Moscow (Figure 1).
Second, the majority of declared
specialisations are formulated in
excessively broad terms, such as
‘international security’ and ‘world
politics’; among those with a clear
regional specialisation, Americanists
dominate (Figure 2), including several
figures who frequently appear in prime time
on Russian television. Third, the directory lists
only five experts who indicated Ukraine as
their area of professional specialisation, which

3+ Artem Malgin, “EBponeiickas noantuka Poccum.
Mpobnema Ko-3BOMOLUN MEKAYHAPOLHOTO KOHTEKCTA
1 BHELIHEeNoAUTUYECKMX noaxogos” [“Russia’s
European Policy: The Problem of the Co-Evolution
of the International Context and Foreign-Policy
Approaches”], in W. Grabowski, A. Malgin, and M.
Narinsky (eds) EBponeiickue cTpaHbl CHI: mecto
B ‘bonbwol Espone’ [European CIS Countries:
Their Place in ‘Greater Europe’] (Mezhdunarodnye
otnosheniya, 2005), 60-61.

Igor lvanov (ed), MexdyHapooHele uccnedosaHus
8 Poccuu. 1000 skcnepmos u 100 opeaHu3zayudi.
CrnpasoyHuK [International Studies in Russia: 1 000
Experts and 100 Organisations. A Directory] (RIAC,
2016).

3¢ lvanov (ed), MexOyHapoOdHsble uccnedosaHus
Poccuu [International Studies in Russia], 27-28.
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e Affiliated with Moscow-based Russian organisations
Affiliated with non-Moscow-based Russian organisations

Affiliated with foreign organisations

85

Japan

5.4%

Qa;o
o

Figure 1. Professional affiliation of Russian
international-affairs experts, by location of
employing organisation, 2016.
Source: Author’s calculations based on:
Igor Ivanov (ed) (RIAC, 2016).

5 5 5
Republic
of Korea France .

Figure 2. Number of Russian international-affairs experts by country of declared specialisation, 2016.
Source: Author’s calculations based on: Igor Ivanov (ed) (RIAC, 2016).

may indirectly confirm that Ukraine remains
a marginal field of research and expertise in
Russia.

2.3. LINGUISTIC COMPETENCE

Russian Ukraine experts have an extremely
poor command of the Ukrainian language.
Even those who claim proficiency often
switch to Russian after only a few
phrases in conversation.®” Of the five
Ukraine specialists listed in RIAC’s
2016 directory, only one declared
proficiency in Ukrainian, and among
all 1 000 experts, only eight did so.3®
Unsurprisingly, before 2022 Russian
experts with sufficient command of Ukrainian
were exceedingly rare on Ukrainian-language
television programmes.

37 Hrytsak, “Ignorance Is Power,” 219.

3 |vanov (ed), MexdyHapoOoHble uccnedosaHus e
Poccuu [International Studies in Russia].

Russian analyses of Ukraine also tend to
rely predominantly on Russian media,
supplemented by Russian-language Ukrainian
outlets.® In this way, elements of the Russian
information agenda and official Kremlin
narratives can be reproduced through what is
presented as expert commentary. Direct use of
Ukrainian-language sources is correspondingly
limited, and critical engagement with them is
particularly uncommon.

Elements of the Russian information agenda
and official Kremlin narratives can be

reproduced through what is presented as
expert commentary

39 Nikolay Rabotyazhev, “CounanbHo-3koHOMMYECKas
CUTyauusa Ha YKparHe HakaHyHe HOBOro
3neKkTopanbHoro umkna” [“The Socio-Economic
Situation in Ukraine on the Eve of a New Electoral
Cycle”], Poccus u Hosble 2ocyoapcmea Espasuu
[Russia and the New States of Eurasia], no. 4 (2018):
30-41.
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Onereason forthis state of affairsisa dismissive
attitude towards Ukrainian as a language
supposedly easy to understand without
dedicated study.*® Moreover, pointing to the
sheer volume of Russian-language literature
published even in Ukraine itself, some Russian
intellectuals and experts concluded that
Ukrainian was increasingly “losing cultural
ground to Russian” and that Ukraine could
enter the global cultural process only through
the Russian language and a shared “all-Russian
identity.”*!

This worldview helps explain why Russia
never developed either sufficient demand
for studying Ukrainian or a corresponding
system of language training at universities. At
MGIMO, training in Ukrainian for students was
introduced in 1996-97, but only as a ‘third
foreign language’.*> This meant that classes
began only in senior years, as an elective, and
were allotted fewer hours than the first and
second foreign languages. In practice, such
training generally provided no more than text
comprehension and basic communicative
ability. Put differently, a third foreign language
is rarely brought to a level of fluency.

The training of philologists specialising
in Ukrainian in Russia also did not begin
immediately. At MSU, for example, this process
began only in 1999 and faced a shortage of
teaching materials of its own.® It was only in
2010 that Russian universities produced their
first Ukrainian-language textbook at the Al
level.*

40 Galina Lesnaya, “CtaHOB/AeHME U pa3BuTHE
YKPauHUCTMKM B coBpemeHHon Poccun” [“The
Formation and Development of Ukrainian Studies
in Contemporary Russia”], BocmoyHas Espona.
Mepcnekmusel [Eastern Europe. Prospects], no. 1
(2011): 127-134.

4 Alexander Tsipko, “Akcrioma Tpe3Boro noaxoaa K
POCCUICKO-YKPaUHCKMM oTHoweHuam” [“The Axiom
of a Sober Approach to Russian-Ukrainian Relations”],
BecmHuk aHanumucku [Bulletin of Analytics], no. 3
(2001).

42 Lesnaya, “CTaHOBAEHME M Pa3BUTUE YKPAUHUCTUKKN”
[The Formation and Development of Ukrainian
Studies], 128.

4 Oksana Ostapchuk, “Ykpainictka 8 MAY: icTopis Ta
npobnemu po3suTky” [“Ukrainian Studies at MSU:
History and Problems of Development”], in A.A.
Skrypnyk (ed), YkpauHucmuka e Poccuu: ucmopus,
cocmosHue, meHoeHyuu pazeumus [Ukrainian Studies
in Russia: History, Current State, and Development
Trends] (Ufa Branch of the Sholokhov Moscow State
University for the Humanities, 2010), 180-182.

4 “Mepsan KoHdepeHuma” [“First Conference”],

BocmoyHas Espona. lepcniekmusel [Eastern Europe.
Prospects], 136.

2.4. INFLUENCE

The extreme secrecy surrounding foreign-
policy decision-making in Russia makes it
difficult to establish whether experts exercise
direct influence on policy.* Nonetheless,
debate about their place in this process
continues. It is sometimes acknowledged,
for example, that although Russian experts
generally do not exercise direct influence on
decision-making, in periods of crisis the ideas
they have previously developed may acquire
instrumental value for the Kremlin.*®

Formally, many Russian experts sit on advisory
and academic bodies attached to institutions
such as the Security Council, the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, the Federation Council,
and the State Duma. This adds a veneer of
status and indicates connections in the upper
echelons of officialdom, but it hardly amounts
to definite evidence of any involvement in
shaping foreign policy.

Under President Vladimir Putin, foreign-policy
decision-making remains concentrated within
an exceptionally narrow circle. According
to Sergey Lavrov, Putin determines Russia’s
foreign policytothe same degree asthe Russian
emperor once did.*” Even the Russian Foreign
Ministry does not set strategy but merely
executes what has been ordered from the
Kremlin.®® Influencing this process therefore
requires direct contact with the president.
Yet the only format in which Putin regularly
meets with international-affairs experts is the
Valdai Club, and he goes there once a year not

4 Felix Riefer, Russlands Aufenpolitik unter Putin
2000-2018: Welchen Einfluss haben russische Think
Tanks auf die auswadrtige Politikgestaltung des Kremls?
[Russia’s Foreign Policy under Putin, 2000-2018:

What Influence Do Russian Think Tanks Have on the
Kremlin’s Foreign Policy-Making?] (Springer VS, 2020),
160.

4 Anton Barbashin and Alexander Graef, Thinking
Foreign Policy in Russia: Think Tanks and Grand
Narratives (Atlantic Council, November 2019), 38.

47 Sergey Lavroy, interview by RBC editorial team,
“NHTepBblo MUHUCTPA MHOCTPaHHbIX Aen Poccumn
C.B./laBpoBa 06beanHEHHOM pegakumnm “PBK”
[“Interview of Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov
to the Joint Editorial Board of RBC”], Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 6 June 2019.

“B CM6IY npowia OTKpbITas Nekuma npeactaButens
MWA Poccum B CaHKT-MNeTepbypre Makcmma
[onetaesa” [“An Open Lecture by Maxim Poletaey,
Representative of the Russian Foreign Ministry in

St. Petersburg, Took Place at SPbU”], Faculty of
International Relations, St. Petersburg State University,
6 April 2026.

48
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to solicit advice but to articulate his position.
Russian experts, for their part, treat what
he says there not as an invitation to debate,
but rather as the general line, which they are
subsequently expected to interpret for a wider
audience.

Moreover, the Kremlin does not seem to trust
the expert community enough to involve it
in discussing foreign-policy strategy. This is
consistent with the professional culture of
Russia’s security services (Chekist mindset),

The Kremlin does not seem to trust the

expert community enough to involve it in
discussing foreign-policy strategy

which presumes that any exchange of
information is inherently aimed at shifting the
other party’s worldview and is therefore itself
a form of influence. Contacts with outsiders
may accordingly be viewed not simply as an
exchange of professional knowledge, but as
a potential channel for hostile recruitment or
disinformation.

It is therefore unlikely that the substance of
Russian experts’ analytical materials reaches
its intended recipient. More likely, it simply
remains lodged within the multi-layered
filtering system at the level of academic
and expert councils. There it may well
serve separate localised objectives. Sergey
Karaganov, for example, takes great pride in
the fact that the term ‘world majority’, which
he coined together with Fyodor Lukyanov, was
picked up by the Russian Foreign Ministry,
allowing it to avoid, in its official rhetoric, the
need to invoke the ‘non-west’ or ‘developing
countries’.*

Russian experts themselves are keenly aware
of this distrust, acknowledging that the
Kremlin relies on information from the security
services, while the analysis experts submit

4 “Zoom-CemuHap ‘Munposoe 60NbLNHCTBO :
KOHLLeNTya/lbHOE OCMbICNEHME W NOTEeHUMaN
nonynspm3aumnmn B NpUOPUTETHLIX cTpaHax” [“Zoom
Seminar ‘World Majority’: Conceptual Understanding
and Potential for Popularisation in Priority Countries”],
HSE, 25 April 2025.

goes unused.>® Even in cases where individuals
from the Russian expert community
simultaneously serve as members of
parliament and enjoy the support of the
foreign minister, their initiatives fail without
the Presidential Administration’s approval,
which forces them to openly acknowledge
their powerlessness to influence foreign-
policy decision-making.>!

There is a further indication that Russian
experts do not exert significant influence
on strategic policy decisions. If they
did, one might expect at least some
shifts in the Kremlin’s course to follow
changes in Russian analysts’ views. In
practice, the direction of adaptation is
more often reversed: experts adjust
their positions to the zigzags of the official
line. Alexander Dynkin, for instance, evolved
from editing a report in 1992 that named
China among new sources of uncertainty and
threat for Russia’s security,® to claiming in
2024 that China’s presence in the sanctions-
battered Russian economy was insufficient.>®

The same pattern is visible in the case of
Timofei Bordachev. When the Kremlin urgently
needed technology and investment from
the EU, he wrote favourably of a ‘Norwegian
model’ for Russia—EU relations, maintaining
that “some form of integration between Russia

0 Katarzyna Kaczmarska, Making Global Knowledge in
Local Contexts: The Politics of International Relations
and Policy Advice in Russia (Routledge, 2020), 207;
Igor Istomin, “BHelwHenonnTMYeckas akcnepTmnsa
1 KOHCTPYMPOBaHWE MeXAyHapoaHon cpeabl”
[“Foreign-Policy Expertise and the Construction of
the International Environment”], MexdyHapodHeble
npoyeccel [International Processes], no. 3 (2012): 69.

“BalUMHITOH rybuT YkpanHy” [“Washington

Is Destroying Ukraine”], BockpecHbiit Beuep ¢
Bnagumupom Conosbesbim [Sunday Evening with
Vladimir Solovyov], Rossiya 1, 19 December 2021;
Ksenia Veretennikova and Anastasia Kornya, “Mpo3a

o poccuiickom nacnopte” [“Prose about the Russian
Passport”], Kommersant, 10 January 2022; Konstantin
Zatulin, “3aKOHOMPOEKT O rpakaaHCTBe — COBCEM He
TO, Ha 4YTo Mbl Hageanuck” [“The Citizenship Bill Is Not
at All What We Hoped For”], Tsargrad, 29 December
2021.

IMEMO, under the direction of V. Martynov, A. Dynkin
(ed), “Poccusa 1 BbI3oBbI coBpemeHHocTH” [“Russia and
the Challenges of the Present”], Muposas akoHomuKa
u mexoyHapoOHele omHoweHus [World Economy and
International Relations], no. 4 (1992): 102.

Alexander Dynkin, interview by Sergei Bolotov,
“Akagemunk AnekcaHap AblHKWMH: HoBbIN Nnopasok
YCTAHOBWUT MUP Ha YKpanHe 1 OTMEHUT NpaBwuAa,
yctaHoBneHHble CLLIA” [“Academician Alexander
Dynkin: A New Order Will Establish Peace in Ukraine
and Overturn the Rules Set by the US”], Pocculickas
2azema [Russia’s Newspaper], 24 June 2024.
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and Europe is inevitable.”* Later, Bordachev
came to argue that, from the standpoint of
Russian interests, it would be good if the EU
fell apart.>

Another prominent Russian expert, Dmitry
Danilov of IE RAS, followed a similar trajectory.
At the start of Putin’s rule, he approved of the
course towards rapprochement with Europe
and lamented that the west had allegedly
failed to respond to Russia’s outstretched
hand.>® In 2022, Danilov prepared an analytical
memo advising Russian authorities on how the
Kremlin could most effectively provide a legal
basis for the ‘illegitimacy’ of western arms
supplies to Ukraine, invoking the narrative
of ‘genocide’ and ‘war crimes by Ukraine’.>”
To this end, he proposed appealing to EU
legal restrictions on arms supplies related to
the risks of human rights and international
humanitarian law violations, and actively
accusing Ukraine of ‘genocide’, ‘internal
repression’, and ‘war crimes’. Assuming that
the EU would remain highly sceptical of
Russian accusations against Ukraine, Danilov
recommended promoting these narratives
from within EU member states, primarily
through civil society institutions capable
of influencing decision-makers, as well as
through international NGOs.

* Timofei Bordachev, “EBponelickuit Bbibop Poccumn”
[“Russia’s European Choice”], in Andrew Kuchins
and Dmitri Trenin (ed), Poccus: 6auxcaliwee
decamunemue [Russia: The Near-Term Decade]
(Carnegie Moscow Center, 2004), 123-124.

% Timofei Bordachey, interviewed by Vadim Bondar,
“Tumodert bopaayes: ‘loBONBLHO [/1yNno cenyac
MeyTaTb O KAKOM-TO Komnpommcce ¢ 3anagom. Ero He
bynet’” [“Timofei Bordachev: ‘It’s Rather Foolish to
Dream of Any Compromise with the West Right Now.
There Won’t Be One’”], Biznes Online, 19 May 2021.

6 Dmitry Danilov, “Poccus v 3anaz 6oblie He Bparu... a
KT0?” [“Russia and the West Are No Longer Enemies...
So What Are They?”], BecmHuk Esponbi [Bulletin of
Europe], no. 7 (2002).

Dmitry Danilov, “MocTaBku EBpocoto30m BOOPYKEHUI
Ha YKpaunHy. CooTHeceHMe C MeXayHapoaHbIM
npasom” [“EU Arms Supplies to Ukraine: Correlation
with International Law”], in Kirill Gusev (ed),
EBponelickas aHanuTuKa 2022 [European Analytics
2022] (Institute of Europe RAS; Art-Print, 2022),
14-26.
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3. INSTITUTIONAL
LANDSCAPE

Expertise on Ukraine in Russia is produced
by analytical organisations, institutes of the
Russian Academy of Sciences, and specialised
university subdivisions. These are summarised
in Table 1 below. Individual researchers
working on the subject can also be found, for
instance, at Peoples’ Friendship University of
Russia (RUDN), Higher School of Economics
(HSE), Lobachevsky State University of Nizhny
Novgorod, and some other institutions, but
since their work on contemporary Ukraine
is either sporadic or takes place outside any
dedicated unit specialising in the topic, they
are not included in the table.

Table 1 likewise omits discussion platforms
such as the Valdai Club, the Council on Foreign
and Defence Policy (SVOP), or RIAC. These
essentially have no pool of their own full-
time experts on Ukraine or relevant research
subdivisions. Their work is built around a set of
recognisable public figures acting as frontmen,
together with a core of administrators, event
organisers, and media managers, who draw on
staff from academic and expert organisations
to take part in their projects and programmes.

The presence of individuals close to the
Kremlin, alongside former and current
senior Foreign Ministry officials, among the
leadership of these discussion platforms
lends them an aura of respectability. This
attracts many Russian and foreign experts,
who see participation in their projects as a
way to expand their connections with people
close to Russian power or to gain, through
informal contact, an insider sense of what
is really happening in the Kremlin. Such
involvement, in turn, broadens the Russian
discussion platforms’ pool of participants and
contributors, which serves two purposes: first,
it gives the platforms the appearance of an
independent expert community rather than a
state mouthpiece, and second, it boosts their
brand recognition by expanding their reach on
social media and in the press. Both, in turn,
serve the platforms’ central aim — to amplify
the Kremlin’s voice and deliver the Russian
government’s messages to an international
audience more effectively.
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Organisation

Primary unit addressing Ukraine

Researchers working on Ukraine
Mikhail Krivoguz

CIS Countries

IMEMO RAS Centre for Post-Soviet Studies Nikolay Rabotyazhev
Elena Tsedilina
Institute of Alexander Dudchak

Ukraine Department

Ivan Skorikov
Kirill Frolov

Institute of
Economics RAS

Centre for Post-Soviet Studies

Leonid Vardomsky
Boris Shmelev
Maksim Borodenko

Department of Post-Soviet

Alexander Gushchin
Elena Kosovan

RGGU Foreign Countries Alexander Levchenkov
Tamara Guzenkova
RISS _ Oleg Nemensky

Sergey Yermakov

Table 1. Russian research and expert organisations working on Ukraine, 2026.
Source: Compiled by the author from the official websites of the organisations listed.

Beyond those shown in Table 1, which form
the core of Russia’s institutional infrastructure
on Ukraine, the sections below also examine
other organisations that attempted to build
research capacity on contemporary Ukraine.
Though most such efforts proved short-lived,
they nonetheless merit closer attention, both
for what they reveal about the conditions
under which Ukrainian studies developed
in Russia and for what their eventual fate
suggests about the field as a whole.

3.1. EXPERT ORGANISATIONS
3.1.1. INSTITUTE OF CIS COUNTRIES

The Institute of Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS) Countries is, formally,
an autonomous non-commercial organisation
founded by Konstantin Zatulin in 1996
with the active support of the Moscow city
government, after he failed to win re-election
to the State Duma. In the early 1990s, he was
part of the inner circle of Moscow Mayor Yuri
Luzhkov, who viewed Crimea and Sevastopol
as “historically Russian lands” and opposed
the recognition of Ukraine’s borders.>® From
1997 until Luzhkov’s departure from office in
2010, Zatulin served as his staff adviser.

58 “JlyyKKOBa 3anoA03pWUauM B NOMbITKE aHHEKcMn”
[“Luzhkov Suspected of Attempting Annexation”],
Interfax, 12 May 2008.

The Institute of CIS Countries has always had
its own sharply defined ideological agenda,
grounded in  great-power  revisionism.
The institute became a magnet for radical
nationalists and Orthodox ultraconservatives.
Its leadership proclaimed the restoration
of the influence of a “single and indivisible
Russia” in the “near abroad” as its main
goal.’® Zatulin considered Russian—Ukrainian
relations the key issue across the entire post-
Soviet space. In his view, “the supreme state
form for realising the deep national interest
of the Russian people [...] is Empire, whoever
heads it — emperor, general secretary, or
president.”® Zatulin liked to quote Zbigniew
Brzezinski’'s remark that Russia is not an
empire without Ukraine, which he interpreted
as implying that Moscow must, in one form
or another, restore control over Ukrainian
territory.®* His favourite slogan was: “Fight
against Ukraine, for Ukraine.”® This was, in

% Institute of CIS Countries, CmpaHs! CHI. Pycckue u
PYCCKOA3bIYHbIE 8 HOBOM 3apybexcoe [CIS Countries:
Russians and Russian Speakers in the New Abroad],
no. 22 (2001): 59.

80 Konstantin Zatulin, “Tpucta n TpuaLaTh /et cnycra:
no nytv Poccurickon nmnepun” [“Three Hundred
and Thirty Years Later: Following the Path of the
Russian Empire”], Mockosckuli komcomoney, [Moscow
Komsomolets], 8 December 2021.

51 Institute of CIS Countries, CmpaHs! CHI. Pycckue u
pyccKoA3bIYHble 8 HOsoM 3apybexcbe [CIS Countries:
Russians and Russian Speakers in the New Abroad],
no. 22 (2001): 59.

62 “KoHcTaHTUH 3aTyaurH o byaywem Poccum 1 YkpanHbl”

[“Konstantin Zatulin on the Future of Russia and
Ukraine”], Institute of CIS Countries, 20 February 2022.
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The Institute of CIS Countries functioned less
as a research centre than as an instrument

of large-scale non-military intervention in
Ukraine's internal affairs

effect, an endorsement of Russian expansion:
the first “Ukraine” evidently denoted the
independent state, while the second meant
merely a territory.

The institute pursued this goal through
the most active possible interference in
Ukraine’s domestic political processes, the
merciless exploitation of vulnerabilities, the
exacerbation of social tension, and the creation
of a consolidated conglomerate of pro-Russian
political forces inside Ukraine under the guise
of ‘compatriot’ organisations. In effect, the
Institute of CIS Countries functioned less as a
research centre than as an instrument of large-
scale non-military intervention in Ukraine’s
internal affairs.

From the very beginning, the Institute of CIS
Countries opposed the recognition of Crimea
as Ukrainian territory. Tellingly, the institute’s
subdivision responsible for Ukraine was
originally called the “Department of Ukraine
and Crimea.” Its first heads were Alexander
Sevastyanov, an ideologue of radical Russian
nationalism, followed by A. V. Kovalev, a
former Russian diplomat who had served at
the mission in Lviv, and then Kirill Frolov, an
ultra-nationalist activist with an Orthodox-
imperial worldview, who, after 2014, began
actively popularising the odious term “Ukro-
Reich” in reference to Ukraine.®?

The Institute of CIS Countries’ ties to the
mayor of Moscow gave it access to resources
needed to scale up its activities. This enabled
it to quickly ramp up publication output,
expand its staff, launch its website, and, from
2002, regularly produce its own socio-political
programme on TVTs, a television channel
controlled by the Moscow city government. In

8 Institute of CIS Countries, CmpaHsi CHI". Pycckue u
PYCCKOA3bIYHbIE 8 HOBOM 3apybexcbe, no. 1 (2000):
32; Kirill Frolov, Pycckas npasocnasHas uepkoss
— rocnedHsAs Kpenocme ucmopuyeckoli Poccuu. K
cmosiemuro 803poxcdeHus Pycckoeo nampuapwecmea
[The Russian Orthodox Church — the Last Fortress of
Historical Russia: On the Centenary of the Revival of
the Russian Patriarchate] (Aleteyya, 2018), 24-25.

addition, the institute’s experts were regular
participants in conferences organised with the
involvement of the Moscow mayoralty, as well
as in round tables and hearings in the Russian
parliament.

The Institute of CIS Countries evidently
prioritised identifying and establishing
contacts with Ukrainian communities, NGOs,
and politicians sympathetic to the pro-Russian
agenda. As aresult, its staff had a fairly detailed
picture of the balance of political forces in
Ukraine, down to the level of individual regions
and cities. Among the Russian analytical
organisations examined in this study, it is
the only one that actively developed its own
network of representative offices in Ukraine.
From 2005, it became considerably
more active in intervening in Ukraine’s
political life, taking a direct part,
through specially created branches
in Kyiv and Sevastopol, in the political
struggle then unfolding on the side of
pro-Russian political forces.5

The institute’s subversive activity did not go
unnoticed by the Security Service of Ukraine
(SBU), which regularly declared its staff
personae non gratae and eventually shut down
its offices on Ukrainian territory. Konstantin
Zatulin himself was repeatedly barred from
entering Ukraine, under both Presidents
Leonid Kuchma and Viktor Yushchenko.®
However, after Viktor Yanukovych won the
2010 election, the ban was officially lifted,
and Zatulin was even able to take part in
Yanukovych’s inauguration events.®®

For a time, the Institute of CIS Countries was in
a state of public confrontation with the Russian
MPFA over the tactics of Russia’s Ukraine policy.

8 |nstitute of CIS Countries, MHcmumym duacriopsl u
uHmeapayuu (MHcmumym cmpaH CHI) 1996-2021
[The Institute of Diaspora and Integration (Institute of
CIS Countries), 1996—-2021], booklet (Institute of CIS
Countries, 2021), 70.

5 “Tnasbl cTpaH CoapysKecTsa AayT OLLEHKY pelleHnam
Lymbl” [“The Heads of the Commonwealth States
Will Assess the Duma’s Decisions”], Kommersant,

22 March 1996; Matvei Nikitin and Elena Golovko,
“PoccuincKkoMy AenyTaTy 3anpeTuamn Bbess Ha
YkpauHy” [“A Russian Deputy Has Been Barred from
Entering Ukraine”], Kommersant, 6 June 2006.

% Taras Kozub, Oleg Andreeyv, Kirill Zheleznov, and Kirill
Bilun, “UHayrypauma AHYKOBMYA: YTO OCTA/IOCh 3a
kaapom” [“Yanukovych’s Inauguration: What Was Left
Off-Camera”], Komsomolskaya Pravda v Ukrainie, 26
February 2010.
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Konstantin Zatulin believed that “Crimea had
been stolen from Russia” and that ratifying
the 1997 ‘Big Treaty’ with Ukraine closed off
the path, if not to its return, then at least to
its use as leverage against Ukraine. He called
the Russian Foreign Ministry’s participation
in signing and ratifying the treaty “criminal
negligence.”®”

Russia has always used a broad array of tools
to undermine Ukrainian sovereignty, but in
the 1990s and early 2000s specifically, the
Kremlin’s red line was any action that risked
creating problems in relations with the west
— a strategic source of desperately needed
technology and investment. Therefore, the
Foreign Ministry’s response to Konstantin
Zatulin’s openrevisionism and anti-westernism
often went beyond diplomatic restraint.
Foreign Minister Igor lvanov, for example,
guestioned the competence of the Institute of
CIS Countries’ analysis of Ukraine, accusing it
of manipulation and biased misrepresentation
of materials.®®

The mutual animosity continued even after
Ivanov left the ministerial post for RIAC. Zatulin
continued publicly calling lvanov a coward.®
For its part, RIAC’s directory of experts and
analytical organisations working on foreign
policy and global issues included neither
Konstantin Zatulin himself nor his Institute of
CIS Countries.”

By 2004, however, the relationship had
changed sharply. The Russian Foreign Ministry
began to publicly defend the institute and its
experts, regularly describing them as ‘scholars’
whenever its staff were expelled from Ukraine

7 Konstantin Zatulin, “PoccuiiCKO-yKpanHCKU fOroBop:
obmaH Beka” [“The Russian-Ukrainian Treaty: The
Deception of the Century”], Hezasucumas 2azema
[Independent Newspaper], 26 January 1999.

“CTeHorpamma copoK BToporo 3acegaHua CoseTa
bepepaunn” [“Transcript of the Forty-Second Session
of the Federation Council”], Federation Council of the
Russian Federation, 27 January 1999.

Konstantin Zatulin, “4106b1 HUKTO He mellan Poccuun
CTpouTb cBOE byayuiee (0 noanTuke PO B HoBom
3apybexbe)” [“So That No One Hinders Russia in
Building Its Future (On Russian Policy in the Near
Abroad)”], lecture delivered to students of the Faculty
of Law, Sochi State University, 21 May 2016 (Institute
of CIS Countries, 2016).

0 Ivanov (ed), MexdyHapoOoHble uccnedosaHus e
Poccuu [International Studies in Russia].

6
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as personae non gratae.”* Sergey Lavrov gave
flattering assessments of the institute’s work,”?
and its staff were regularly honoured with top
ministerial and state awards.”

After2014,thelnstitute of CISCountriesopened
an office in occupied Crimea’ and continued
its anti-Ukrainian activity, positioning itself as
a defender of Russian-speaking residents in
Ukraine. According to Konstantin Zatulin, it
was the institute that proposed Putin’s 2019
decree” providing for a simplified procedure
by which residents of the Luhansk and Donetsk
People’s Republics (LDNR) could obtain
Russian citizenship.”® Under this decree, more
than 600 000 Ukrainian citizens were issued
Russian passports.”’

1 “KommeHTapuit JenaptameHTa nHdbopmaumm v
nedyatn MU Poccuu B €BA3M C BblABOPEHNEM C
Tepputopun YrpauHsl K.A. dponosa” [“Commentary
by the Information and Press Department of the
Russian Foreign Ministry on the Expulsion of K.A.
Frolov from the Territory of Ukraine”], Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 28 January
2006; “KommeHTapuit JenapTameHTa MHbopmaLmm
v neyatn MW Poccun B cBA3m ¢ Bonpocom CMU o
3aKPbITUM YKParHCKoro dpuamnana UHCTUTyTa CTpaH
CHI™” [“Commentary by the Information and Press
Department of the Russian Foreign Ministry Regarding
a Media Inquiry on the Closure of the Ukrainian
Branch of the Institute of CIS Countries”], Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 17 October
2008.

Sergey Lavrov, “BbicTynneHve Ha BcemmnpHoi
KOHbepeHL MM cooTedecTeeHHMKOB” [“Address to the
World Congress of Compatriots”], Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the Russian Federation, 31 October 2008.

73 “KoHcTaHTMHY ®énoposumyy 3atyaunHy — 5517
[“Konstantin Fyodorovich Zatulin Turns 55!”], Zatulin.
ru, 7 September 2013; “Poccua Harpaamna MHCTUTYT
NPOBOKATOPOB 33 aHTUYKPAUHCKYIO AesATeNbHOCTb?”
[“Has Russia Awarded an Institute of Provocateurs
for Anti-Ukrainian Activity?”], YKpauHckas lNpasaa
[Ukrainian Truth], 31 October 2008; President of
the Russian Federation, O HazpaxcdeHuu opoeHom
Lpyxcbel 3amynuHa K.@. [“On Awarding Konstantin
F. Zatulin the Order of Friendship”], Decree No. 747
(President of the Russian Federation, 24 July 2006).

74 “UncTnTyT cTpaH CHI OTKpbIA CBOE
npeacrasutenscteo B Kpbimy” [“The Institute of CIS
Countries Has Opened Its Representative Office in
Crimea”], Institute of CIS Countries, 10 July 2014.

7> President of the Russian Federation, 06 omodesibHbix
Kame20opusax UHOCMPAHHbIX 2pax0aH U auy, 6e3
2paxcdaHcmea, uMerouux Npaso obpamumecs ¢
3048/1eHUAMU 0 npuemMe 8 epaxdaHcmeo Pocculickol
®edepauyuu 8 ynpoueHHom nopAadke [On Certain
Categories of Foreign Citizens and Stateless Persons
Entitled to Apply for Russian Citizenship under a
Simplified Procedure], Decree No. 187 (President of
the Russian Federation, 29 April 2019).

76 “KOHCTaHTMH 3aTynnH o byayuiem” [“Konstantin
Zatulin on the Future”], Institute of CIS Countries.

“Bonee 600 Tbicay kuteneit JIHP u IHP noay4mau
poccuiickme nacrnopta” [“Over 600,000 Residents of
the LNR and DNR Have Received Russian Passports”],
Interfax, 14 July 2021.
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Although only 2 people are formally listed as
working in the Ukraine department, nearly
half of the institute’s experts continue to
provide regular commentary on Ukraine in the
Russian media.

3.1.2. RISS

The Russian Institute for Strategic Studies
(RISS) is a state institution that existed in
the Soviet era as the Committee for State
Security (KGB) Scientific Research Institute
of Intelligence Problems. Under President
Boris Yeltsin, it was reorganised and placed
under the authority of the Foreign Intelligence
Service (SVR). In 2009, the institute became
subordinate to the Presidential Administration,
then headed by Sergey Naryshkin, who later
became the head of the SVR. Since then, its
principal institutional clients have been the
Presidential Administration’s Directorate for
Foreign Policy and its Directorate for Cultural
and Humanitarian Cooperation with CIS
Countries.”

The post-Soviet space has consistently
remained one of RISS’s priority areas of
activity. In the early 2010s, at least 17 of RISS’s
roughly 100 experts worked in the Centre
for Studies of the Problems of Neighbouring
Countries, the institute’s largest subdivision,
long headed by Tamara Guzenkova.”®

In 2013, RISS began publishing an initially
non-public analytical bulletin, Russian Vector
(Pocculickuli sekmop), exclusively for the
Security Council, the Ministry of Defence,
the Foreign Ministry, and the Presidential
Administration. Marina Yanglyaeva served
as its editor-in-chief. The bulletin contained
policy briefs and surveys of the foreign press
to track ‘strategic information operations’
against Putin as well as foreign reactions to

8 Leonid Reshetnikov, interview by Marina Perevozkina,
“Noes MUHCKUX cornalleHnii poansiach B
duHnauann” [“The ldea of the Minsk Agreements
Was Born in Finland”], MockoBckuit Komcomonel,
[Moscow Komsomolets], 10 February 2015.

% Leonid Reshetnikov, interview by Evgenia Pyadysheva,
“POCCMICKOMY UHCTUTYTY CTPATErmyeckmx
nccnenoBaHnit - 20 net. AHaIMTUYECKUI LEHTP,
M34aTeNbCKUIA OM U aaxe KuHoctyaua” [“The
Russian Institute for Strategic Studies Turns 20.
Analytical Center, Publishing House, and Even Film
Studio”], MexdyHapodHas #u3Hb [International
Affairs], no. 2 (2012): 180-190.

Russian foreign policy.® For this purpose, RISS
compiled its own ‘aggressiveness index’ — the
ratio of western media publications critical
of Russian foreign policy to the number of
neutral or positive ones. Publications for
analysis were selected using the tag ‘Russia’
and translated by staff of the Inosmi.ru portal,
affiliated with the state-run Rossiya Segodnya
information agency, after which they were
processed by RISS staff. An index value above
5 was interpreted as indicating an information
war against Russia.

From February 2014, Russian Vector was
published more frequently, appearing once
every one to two weeks with the stated
purpose of alerting Russia’s leadership to
what the bulletin called a global “information-
psychological operation” aimed at convincing
foreign populations of the Russian leadership’s
“supposedly aggressive intentions” towards
Ukraine. Its editors proceeded from the
premise that Russia was simultaneously the
target and an active participant in a global
information war waged through news and
analytical content to shift mass sentiment in
a desired direction.®! They defined countering
the Russian information agenda and its
narratives as the west’s efforts “to hinder to
the maximum extent possible the revival of
the Russian state as a superpower, or even
to call its continued territorial integrity into
guestion.”®

After 2018, the Centre for Studies of the
Problems of Neighbouring Countries was no
longer mentioned on the RISS website. This
change appears to have followed the 2017
dismissal of Leonid Reshetnikov, the institute’s

80 “Kak Poccuma cpaxaerca B UHPOPMaLMOHHOM
BOVHe, unu Moyemy y focaena Kuwka ToHka” [“How
Russia Fights the Information War, or Why the State
Department Doesn’t Have What It Takes”], RISS, 17
December 2015.

81 Marina Yanglyaeva, “Poccuitickve HappaTuBbl B
amepuKaHcKom ncnonHeHmmn” [“Russian Narratives,
American-Style”], in Marina Yanglyaeva (ed), Kpusuc
Ha YKpauHe u KpbimcKkue cobbimus 2014: npakmuka
uHopmayuoHHoU soliHel [Crisis in Ukraine and the
Crimean Events of 2014: The Practice of Information
Warfare] (RISS, 2015), 211-216; “YBuaena ceet
camas noapobHas B MUPE KHUTA O NPAKTUKeE
nHbopmaLmnoHHOM BolHbI” [“The Most Detailed Book
in the World on the Practice of Information Warfare
Has Been Published”], RISS, 11 November 2015.

82 M.M. Yanglyaeva (ed), Kpu3uc Ha YkpauHe
U KpbiMcKue cobbimusa 2014: npakmuka
uHopmayuoHHol soliHel [The Crisis in Ukraine and
the 2014 Crimean Events: The Practice of Information
Warfare] (RISS, 2015), 16-17.
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director and a committed monarchist and
proponent of the idea of a ‘Russian Orthodox
civilisation’, and the subsequent structural
reorganisation of RISS. Many key figures close
to Reshetnikov departed, including Marina
Yanglyaeva (to HSE) and Tamara Guzenkova
(to RGGU).B

Under Mikhail Fradkov, RISS, which
had always been a highly opaque
institution, became even less
transparent in its activities.®® Unlike
his predecessor, he almost never
communicates with the media. As for
the public-facing part of its work on
Ukraine, RISS appears to have changed
its form but not its substance, remaining
focused on reproducing and promoting
the Kremlin’s general ideological line in the
information space.

RISS staff regularly comment in Russian media
on topics related to the Russia—Ukraine war.
Their commentary focuses on discrediting
the idea of European aid to Ukraine and
disparaging Ukraine’s political leadership. RISS
also promotes a set of recurring narratives:
that the Ukrainian front is supposedly about to
collapse, that Ukrainian is a minority language
in Ukraine, and that Ukraine is carrying out an
‘ethnocide’ against Russian speakers. Beyond
this, RISS claims that the transfer of frozen
Russian sovereign assets amounts to theft and
that Ukrainian refugees are not welcome in
European countries. As before, RISS still does
not publish substantive, in-depth research
on Ukraine. Since mid-2022, RISS’s journal
National Strategy Problems (lpo6raemebi
HayuoHansbHolU cmpamezuu) has carried no
articles devoted specifically to Ukraine.

3.2. RUSSIAN ACADEMY OF
SCIENCES

Unlike other major world regions from Latin
America to Asia and Africa that have long
had their dedicated research institutes within
the Russian Academy of Sciences, the RAS

8 Pyotr Multatuli and Leonid Reshetnikov, “Poccua!
BcTaHb 1 Bo3Bbiwawncal” [“Russial Arise and Ascend!”],
Mpobnemeol HayuoHansbHol cmpamezuu [Problems of
National Strategy], no. 2 (2012): 12-26.

8 Barbashin and Graef, Thinking Foreign Policy in Russia,
23.

has never had an institute dedicated to the
comprehensive study of contemporary Ukraine
or the post-Soviet space as a whole. None
emerged because the area was not perceived
as requiring deep study, trained personnel,
and serious financial resources. At least until
the mid-2010s, the RAS’s humanities-oriented
units remained severely underfunded.®®

The Russian Academy of Sciences has
never had an institute dedicated to the

comprehensive study of contemporary
Ukraine

Working there held little appeal, and staff
positions were being cut. Even Russian Foreign
Ministry officials who interacted with them
acknowledged that the RAS remained “so
impoverished that people there barely scrape

by.”86
3.2.1. INSTITUTE OF SLAVIC STUDIES

The first dedicated centre for the study of
Ukraine within the RAS appeared at the
Institute of Slavic and Balkan Studies (now the
Institute of Slavic Studies — ISS RAS) in 1992,
under the name Centre for Belarusian and
Ukrainian Studies. Its staff were drawn mainly
from those who had previously specialised in
central and eastern European countries and
Russian history. Two years later, a separate
Centre for Ukrainian Studies was spun off
under the leadership of Sergey Knyazkov.®
Like its parent structure, it did not analyse
contemporary developments in Ukraine, but
instead it studied earlier historical periods as
well as Ukrainian culture and philology.

Interestingly, from the moment of its
founding, one of the centre’s priority tasks was

85 Pyotr Cherkasov, “UMIMO B nepsoi NoNOBUHE
2000-x (KaapoBsble 1 opraHm3aLMOHHbIE BONPOCHI)”
[“IMEMO in the First Half of the 2000s (Personnel
and Organisational Issues)”], Muposas 3KoHOMUKa u
mex0yHapodHsle omHoweHusa [World Economy and
International Relations] 66, no. 2 (2022): 123-131.

8 Anatoly Korobeynikov (ed), Poccus e Hogsom eeke:
sHewHenonumuyeckoe usmeperue [Russia in the New
Century: The Foreign-Policy Dimension] (Federation
Council of the Russian Federation, 2005), 75.

87 Sergey Knyazkov, “LleHTp ykpanHuctukn” [“The
Centre for Ukrainian Studies”], in M.A. Robinson (ed),
UHecmumym cnasaHosedeHuUA u banKkaHUCMuKu. 50
sem [Institute of Slavic Studies and Balkan Studies: 50
Years] (Indrik, 1996), 261.
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studying and combating ‘the phenomenon of
Russophobia’, supposedly originating in those
western countries most fiercely opposed to
Russia on the international stage.®® Ukraine
was named as a new locus of Russophobia,
where “radical nationalist elements” were
allegedly using it to construct an “image of the
enemy” out of Russia.

However, unfavourable conditions for
scholarship apparently made it difficult for the
ISS’s leadership to retain the centre’s research
team. The centre was abolished in 1998, and
replaced with a larger research unit — the
Department of Eastern Slavic Studies.® It still
exists today but does not cover present-day
Ukraine in its work.

3.2.2. INSTITUTE OF ECONOMICS

At the Institute of Economics RAS (InEcon),
a subdivision dedicated to studying
Russia’s economic relations with CIS
countries appeared in 1992, led by
Lidia Kosikova. Three years later, it
was transformed into the Centre for
Post-Soviet Economic Development
and Cooperation headed by Ruslan Grinberg
and, from 1998 to the present, by Leonid
Vardomsky.®® After several name changes,
it has operated since 2010 as the Centre for
Post-Soviet Studies (CPSS).

Initially, noone atthe CPSS had prior experience
researching Ukraine. Its staff consisted mostly
of experts who had previously worked on the
economies of the Council for Mutual Economic

Russian

” [u

8 Volkov, “Poccuiickoe cnasaHoBeaeHMe
Slavic Studies”].

8 Elena Borisenok, “PaboTa Otaena BOCTOYHOrO
cnassaHcTBa MHCTUTYTa chasaHoBegeHuA PAH
B 0bnactn ykpamHuctukn” [“The Work of the
Department of Eastern Slavic Studies of the Institute
of Slavic Studies, RAS, in the Field of Ukrainian
Studies”], in A.A. Skrypnyk (ed), YkpauHucmuka
8 Poccuu: ucmopus, cocmosaHue, meHOeHyuu
paszsumus [Ukrainian Studies in Russia: History,
Current State, and Development Trends] (Ufa Branch
of the Sholokhov Moscow State University for the
Humanities, 2010), 69-73.

% Leonid Vardomsky, Natalia Kulikova, Georgy Toloraya,
and Artem Yakovlev, “CTpaHbl poccuiickoro nosca
coceAcTBa B MCCNEA0BAHUAX MHCTUTYTA SKOHOMUKM
Poccuiickoii akagemmm HayK: UCTopus, MeToaon0rus,
pesynbtaThl” [“Countries of Russia’s Neighbourhood
Belt in the Research of the Institute of Economics,
Russian Academy of Sciences: History, Methodology,
Results”], BecmHuk MIHCmumyma 3KOHOMUKU
Pocculickol akademuu Hayk [Bulletin of the Institute
of Economics of the Russian Academy of Sciences], no.
4 (2025): 33-58.

Assistance (Comecon) countries. The centre’s
early work focused mainly on general issues of
economic integration within the CIS, prospects
for resolving trade disputes, debt settlement
with Russia, and World Trade Organisation
(WTO) accession.

Systematic  publications on  Ukraine’s
economic development — for instance, the
experience of privatising state property
and the consequences of global crises for
Ukraine — appeared at InEcon only from the
2000s onwards. The quality of its analysis
and the accuracy of its forecasts, however,
were extremely poor. In 2010, for example,
its leading analysts predicted that restoring
Russian—-Ukrainian trade volumes to 2008
levels “would take quite a few years.”*! Their
prediction was wrong almost immediately.
Trade volumes significantly surpassed that
level that same year.

Ukraine was treated as an arena of
geopolitical confrontation between Russia

and the west

InEcon’s  specialists consistently treated
Ukraine as an arena of geopolitical
confrontation between Russia and the west.
Ukraine’s 2004 Orange Revolution was
framed as a product of US and European
patronage, aimed at pushing Russia out of
its traditional sphere of interests.?? After the
Revolution of Dignity, InEcon’s publications
became more tendentious and ideologically
charged. Pseudo-analytical assertions and
propaganda clichés appeared more frequently.
In particular, the post-Soviet space was
described as a passive object of US and EU
expansion, allegedly driven by an obsession
with containing Russia, while Ukraine was
depicted as a state holding an “irreconcilable
Russophobic position.”** Until 2022, one of the

9 Leonid Vardomsky and Artem Pylin, “Ino6anbHbiit
Kpu3uc B YKparHe: NpuymHbl ry6oKoro cnaga v
NPOTUBOPEUMNA IKOHOMMUYECKOM nonuTnkn” [“The
Global Crisis in Ukraine: Causes of the Deep Downturn
and Contradictions in Economic Policy”], besnopycckuli
3aKoHomuyYeckuli #cypHan [Belarusian Economic
Journal], no. 1 (2010): 15.

92 Kosikova, “KoHconnaaumn” [“Consolidation”], 24.

% Leonid Vardomsky, “MocTcoBeTCKMi MHTErpaLMOHHbIN
NPOEKT: YTO XOTenn 1 uTo nonyunnun” [“The Post-Soviet
Integration Project: What Was Wanted and What Was

Achieved”], Mup nepemen [World of Change], no. 3
(2016): 20.
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main research topics remained the search for
ways to restore Russian influence in Ukraine
through economic instruments.®* Following
Russia’s full-scale invasion, Ukraine nearly
disappeared from the titles of InEcon staff
publications.

3.2.3. INSTITUTE OF EUROPE

Ukraine was also studied on a residual basis
at the Institute of Europe RAS. In the 1990s,
its best-known expert on Ukraine was Arkady
Moshes, until his departure for the Finnish
Institute of International Affairs (FIIA) in 2002.
In 2009, the institute established a Centre
for Ukrainian Studies under the leadership of
Viktor Mironenko. Apart from him, the centre
essentially had no full-time staff. The centre
participated in several research projects on the
history of Ukraine and played a notable role
in efforts to institutionalise Ukrainian studies
in Russia. It published analyses of Ukrainian
domestic political developments with varying
degrees of regularity.

The centre’s publications are marked by
conceptual heterogeneity and the absence
of a unified analytical framework. On the
one hand, they advanced a thesis highly
marginalised within the Russian expert
community — the need to recognise Ukraine as
an independent state with agency of its own.
Yet at the same time, they found justification
for the doctrine of limited sovereignty. Viktor
Mironenko, for instance, implicitly recognised
Russia’s exclusive right to determine where
the line lay between an independent and
an ‘aggressive’ policy by Kyiv and warned
against a decline in Russian influence in
Ukraine.®> Moreover, by asserting that both
countries had irrational mindsets — Russia a
“complex of historical mission” and Ukraine a

% Lidia Kosikova, “PoccuitcKo-yKpanHcKas
aesunHterpauma” [“Russian-Ukrainian Disintegration”],
Poccus u cospemeHHbIli mup [Russia and the
Contemporary World], no. 1 (2016): 107-120.

% Viktor Mironenko, “Monntuyeckoe sansaHme Poccun
B YKpauHe: uenu n pesynbtatbl” [“Russia’s Political
Influence in Ukraine: Aims and Results”], in G.M.
Lesnaya (ed), Lueunu3ayuoHHO-KysnbmypHble c8s3u
Poccuu u Ykpaunsl [Civilizational and Cultural Ties
between Russia and Ukraine] (MGIMO, 2015),
87-96; Viktor Mironenko, “3THoKOHdeccMoHanbHble
KOH®AUKTbI Ha YKpauHe: yCnoBus, BEPOATHOCTb U
noteHuman” [“Ethno-Confessional Conflicts in Ukraine:
Conditions, Probability, and Potential”], in B.N. Florya
(ed), Benopyccua u YkpauHa: ucmopus u Kyasmypa
[Belarus and Ukraine: History and Culture], vol. 4,
(Tezaurus, 2011), 504-544.

“victim complex” — Mironenko created a false
equivalence between the two sides’ historical
grievances.®®

With the start of Russia’s full-scale invasion
of Ukraine in February 2022, the Institute of
Europe’s Centre for Ukrainian Studies ceased
its work entirely and was shut down in 2024.

3.2.4. IMEMO

For a long time, the Institute of World
Economy and International Relations at the
Russian Academy of Sciences (IMEMO) had
no specialised subdivision dealing with the
countries neighbouring Russia. It was not until
2014 that a Centre for Post-Soviet Studies was
established there. The institute’s leadership
acknowledged that its creation had come very
late.”

The centre has at least 29 staff members,
distributed across five sectors. The Belarus,
Moldova, and Ukraine sector (5 staff) focuses
primarily on issues of Eurasian integration and
political dynamics in Belarus and Moldova.
The sector conducts virtually no systematic
research on Ukraine as such. This topic is
essentially assigned to the Russia and the
New Eurasian States sector, where one of the
seven experts — a former employee of the
Russian trade mission in Kyiv — covers aspects
of Ukraine’s economic development, while
two others work on its domestic and foreign
policies.

The centre’s analysis suffers from substantial
flaws. Its texts are often heavily biased,
reproducing the official Russian information
agenda under the guise of expert commentary.
Quotes and statements are most often selected
to fit a predetermined thesis. The practice
of citing data attributed to unnamed experts
without providing a source or reference is
widespread. Articles are written predominantly
on the basis of materials from Russian and

% Mironenko, YkpauHckuli mpaHzum [Ukrainian Transit],
12.

97 Valery Vyzhutovich, “CmeHa BekTopa” [“A Change of

Vector”], Pocculickaa eazema [Russia’s Newspaper], 6
December 2022, 1, 5.
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Russia-affiliated media.® Ukrainian-language
sources and English-language scholarship are
almost never used.

The conceptual framework employed by the
centre’s staff treats Ukraine not as a subject
of international relations but as an arena
of struggle for spheres of interest between
the United States and Russia. In effect, the
centre is yet another niche source of state
propaganda and disinformation, whose main
task is to justify Russian foreign policy.

3.3. UNIVERSITIES
3.3.1. MSU

Back in 1991, at the peak of demand among
the USSR’s constituent republics for self-
determination and the restoration of their
independence, historians specialising in Slavic
studies at MSU, led by Mikhail Dmitriev,
established a Centre for Belarusian and
Ukrainian Studies within the Department of
the History of Southern and Western Slavs at
the Faculty of History. Only one staff position
was allocated to support the centre’s work,
while other activities relied on the voluntary
efforts of enthusiasts. The centre’s research
focused chiefly on the history of Ukraine from
the sixteenth to the twentieth century and did
not address contemporary Ukraine.

The 2000s were likely the peak of activity for
MSU’s Centre for Belarusian and Ukrainian
Studies (CBUS). During this period, it managed
to publish several books whose concepts
had been planned back in the 1990s but had
been postponed for better times because of
a lack of funding. In addition, jointly with the
Department of Eastern Slavic Studies at the
ISS RAS and the Institute of Europe’s Centre
for Ukrainian Studies, CBUS was able to carry
out a number of research projects and hold
several major conferences.”® From the early
2010s, its activity gradually faded, with fewer

% Elena Tsedilina, “YeTBepTan rogoBLMHa ‘peBoaOLUN
[OCTOMHCTBA : pacyeTbl U npocyeTbl Knesa” [“The
Fourth Anniversary of the ‘Revolution of Dignity’:
Kyiv’s Calculations and Miscalculations”], Poccus u
Hosble 2ocydapcmea Espasuu [Russia and the New
States of Eurasia], no. 2 (2018): 9-28.

% 1SS RAS, MHcmumym cnassaHosedeHus PAH e 2009
200V. [lnaHsl 2010 200a. CripasoyHuk [The Institute
of Slavic Studies, RAS, in 2009. Plans for 2010. A
Directory] (ISS RAS, 2010), 45.

and fewer events and projects, until it was
finally shut down in 2023.

In 2004, a Department of the History of the
Near Abroad Countries was established at
MSU. Nearly half the department is engaged in
studying the countries of the Caucasus. Judging
by the publication record of its remaining staff,
none of the department’s members conducts
systematic research on Ukraine.

3.3.2. SPBU

Russia’s first specialised undergraduate
programme on the countries that had
previously been part of the USSR was
established at St Petersburg State University’s
School of International Relations in 1997,
followed four vyears later by a master’s
programme in International Relations in the
Post-Soviet Space. To support it, a department
of the same name was established in 2012.
Two of its staff members conducted research
on Ukraine in modern international relations,
but after 2022 all systematic activity in this
field ceased.

From 2004, a Centre for the Study of the
History of Ukraine also operated within SPbU’s
Faculty of History, headed by Prof Tatiana
Tairova-Yakovleva.'® It was a formal structure
designed to help attract external funding for
publications and research based on Russian
archival materials on the history of Ukraine.
The centre never addressed contemporary
Ukraine. Following the start of Russia’s full-
scale invasion in 2022, Prof Tairova-Yakovleva
expressed hope for Ukraine’s victory and was
dismissed from St Petersburg State University,
after which the centre she had headed ceased
to exist.1%

3.3.3. RGGU

At RGGU, a Centre for the Study of Post-Soviet
Foreign Countries was established in 2006 and
reorganised as a university department a year

10Tatiana Tairova-Yakovleva, “lMeTepbyprckas
YKPAMHUCTUKA: OT UCTOKOB A0 coBpemeHHocTn” [“St.
Petersburg Ukrainian Studies: From Its Origins to the
Present”], CnasaHosedeHue [Slavic Studies], no. 4
(2015): 83-89.

101“CN6IY yBOAWA [NaBY LIEHTPA U3YYeHUA YKPauHbl,
BbLICTYNMBLIYO NpoTMB BoHbI” [“SPbU Has Dismissed
the Head of the Centre for Ukrainian Studies Who
Spoke Out against the War”], Paduo Ceob60da [Radio
Freedom], 30 June 2022.
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later.®? |t offers training in Ukrainian affairs
within the International Relations programme.
From 2012, it briefly admitted students to a
major in Post-Soviet Studies, but the major
was apparently closed due to insufficient
student demand.

It was at RGGU that the first conference
of the RAU took place in 2010. Staff at the
Department of Post-Soviet Foreign Countries
produce expert briefs for the Federation
Council and have experience cooperating with
Foreign Ministry structures on projects related
to “Russian compatriots.” They see themselves
as the spearhead of Russian “soft power” in
the ideological struggle for the cultural and
linguistic identity of “Russian compatriots”
in neighbouring countries.’®® Accordingly, the
department’s researchers see one of the main
functions of Russian universities as turning
foreign students into “agents of influence” and
keeping them within Russia’s cultural sphere
after graduation.®

This partly explains the very high concentration
of propagandistic content on Ukraine at
RGGU. Ukraine is presented there merely
as a western foreign-policy instrument for
containing Russia.’® Its researchers have
also categorically asserted that, until Ukraine
stabilises its economic situation through
concessions to Russia, its course towards
strategic rapprochement with the west would
be “postponed to an indefinite future.”%

102 Alexander Gushchin and Alexander Levchenkoy,
“PasBuTHE YKPAUHUCTUKK B PITY — pe3ynbTaTtbl U
nepcnektusbl” [“The Development of Ukrainian
Studies at RGGU: Results and Prospects”], BicHuk
XapkiecbKo20o HaYioHanbHO20 yHisepcumemy imeHi B.
H. KapasiHa [Bulletin of V. N. Karazin Kharkiv National
University], no. 965 (2011): 238-242.

103 Alexander Gushchin and Alexander Levchenkov,
“Ponb rymaHUTapHOrO YHMBEPCUTETA B pPeLleHnm
COLMaNbHbIX M BHELWHENoNUTMYeCcKux 3agay” [“The
Role of a Humanities University in Addressing Social
and Foreign-Policy Tasks”], Bbicluee obpa3oBaHue B
Poccuu [Higher Education in Russia], no. 2 (2017):
150-156.

1%4Gushchin and Levchenkov, “Ponb rymaHutapHoro
YHMBEPCUTETA B PELLEHMUU COLMANbHBIX U
BHelwHenonntuyeckux 3agad” [“The Role of a
Humanities University in Addressing Social and
Foreign-Policy Tasks”].

195Efim Pivovar and Aleksandr Bezborodov (eds.),
Ucmopusa CCCP/P® 8 KoHmMeKcme cospemeHH020
poccuesedeHus [The History of the USSR/Russian
Federation in the Context of Contemporary Russian
Studies] (Prospekt, 2014), 266.

6pjyovar and Bezborodov (eds.), “cmopus CCCP/P®,
273.

RGGU'’s publication activity on Ukrainian topics
peaked in 2019-20. After the start of Russia’s
full-scale invasion in 2022, its staff shifted
more towards analysing western countries’
foreign policies towards Ukraine or switched
entirely to topics unrelated to Ukraine.

3.3.4. RUSSIAN MFA UNIVERSITIES

The educational organisations under the
authority of the Russian Foreign Ministry
are chiefly MGIMO and DA MFA. Although
the Academy’s staff quite regularly prepared
analytical materials for Russian governmental
bodies, above all the Foreign Ministry, the
institution did not enjoy the reputation of a
serious research centre and was traditionally
regarded as a comfortable haven for retired
diplomats. In 2025, DA MFA was subordinated
to MGIMO as part of a reorganisation process.

At the DA MFA, a small research unit — the CIS
Centre, established in 1994 within the Institute
of Contemporary International Problems -
touched on Ukraine-related topics in its work.
It was initially headed by Anatoly Shutov, a
committed proponent of restoring Russian
great-power status and of conspiracy theories
about western plots.’” In 2008, he was
succeeded by Sergey Zhiltsov, whose writings
systematically delegitimised Ukrainian agency
and statehood in a condescending tone.l®®
Likely owing to the decline of the CIS and the
emergence of newer Moscow-led projects,
the centre was renamed the “Centre for the
Study of the Post-Soviet Space” in an internal
restructuring in 2015. As of today, the centre
conducts no activity whatsoever. Meanwhile,
DA MFA’s leadership has increasingly produced

107 Anatoly D. Shutov, “UckarkeHne ncropmm:
chanbcudmumnpoBaHHblie npeteHsnmn” [“The Distortion
of History: Falsified Claims”], HayuoHanbHas
6e3zonacHocms / Nota Bene [National Security / Nota
Bene] 3, no. 20 (2012): 121-130.

198Sergei S. Zhiltsov, “TexHoNOrMM NOAUTUYECKON
60pbbbI 33 BNacTb Ha YKkpauHe” [“Technologies of
the Political Struggle for Power in Ukraine”], lMoauc.
lMonumuyecKue uccnedosaHus [Polis. Political Studies],
no. 6 (2014): 52-61; Sergei S. Zhiltsov, “YkpauHa:
HOBbI 3Tan noanTuyeckoro passutua” [“Ukraine: A
New Stage of Political Development”], lpo6aemeoi
rnocmcosemckoz2o npocmpaHcmeaa, no. 1 (2014):
4-23; Sergei S. Zhiltsov, “UcTOKM coBpemeHHOro
YKpauHCcKoro HauuoHanmsma” [“The Origins of
Contemporary Ukrainian Nationalism”], BecmHuk
Pocculickoeo yHusepcumema opyx bl Hapooos.
Cepus: lMonumonozus [Bulletin of RUDN University.
Series: Political Science], no. 4 (2014): 21-36.
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overtly aggressive, anti-Ukrainian and anti-
western propaganda justifying Russia’s
invasion.'®

At MGIMO, a Centre for Post-Soviet Studies
was created in 2000 within the Institute for
International Studies (11S).1*° In 2021, it was
merged with two other IIS subdivisions — the
Centre for Caucasus Problems and Regional
Security and the Centre for Central Asian
and Afghanistan Studies — into a Centre for
Eurasian Studies (CES). Within it, in 2025, a
research programme titled “The New Political
Role of Post-Soviet States” was created, with
the greatest attention devoted to the Caucasus
region. As of today, none of the programme’s
seven staff members systematically conducts
research on Ukraine.

As before, the programme’s affiliated experts
continue working mainly on topics assigned
under a research agenda set by the Foreign
Ministry, so their publications broadly follow
the official line of Kremlin foreign policy.
Among the most popular research directions
are exploring opportunities for advancing
Moscow-led integration projects,
analysing western activity in the
post-Soviet space, and looking for
ways to consolidate the countries of
the region around Russia. Ukraine’s
internal social, economic, and political
development lies on the periphery of
the programme’s interests.

Although at first glance MGIMO analysts write
texts that are somewhat less propagandistically
charged than, say, those of their colleagues at
RGGU, their reasoning is based on the very
same conceptualisation of Ukraine as an arena
of competition between Russia and the United
States for influence, western aid to Ukraine
is discredited by every possible means, and
critical scrutiny of Russian policy is almost
entirely absent.

199Q0leg G. Karpovich, “Tepputopus peansHoi ceoboab”
[“Territory of Real Freedom”], MexdyHapodHas
Hu3Hb [International Affairs], 13 June 2024.

1AV, Torkunov (ed), MTMMO — YHusepcumem:
Tpaduyuu u cospemeHHocmeo. 1944-2004 [MGIMO
University: Traditions and Modernity, 1944-2004]
(Moskovskie uchebniki i Kartolitografiya, 2004), 11, 34.

4. PUBLICATIONS ON
UKRAINE

The volume and character of publications
on Ukraine are an important indicator of
the state of Ukrainian studies in Russia. This
section examines three aspects of this output
in turn: trends in book publishing, including
the share of overtly propagandistic literature;
the publication activity of Russian authors in
peer-reviewed academic journals; and Russian
dissertations on Ukraine, considering both
their number and their content.

4.1. BOOKS

Under Russian law, publishers are required to
send a legal-deposit copy of printed output
to the country’s major libraries, including
the National Library of Russia (NLR).}** The
number of Ukraine-related titles entering the
collection each year can therefore serve as
a proxy for broader trends in Russian book
output on this topic.

noticeable after the Orange Revolution

NLR catalogue data show that the strongest
surges in publishing activity occurred in 1997,
2004, 2014, and 2022 (Figure 3). Among all the
items in the catalogue, this report identified
those that, by title, description, or content,
could be classified as explicitly propagandistic.
Before 2005, overtly propagandistic literature
was practically absent. Its share became
noticeable after the Orange Revolution and
fluctuated from a few per cent to 12%. This
may have reflected not so much a sustained
expansion of academic interest in Ukraine as
a state-driven effort to pre-emptively satisfy
public demand for interpretations of political
developments in Ukraine.

Hipresident of the Russian Federation, 06
0b653aTeNbHOM 3K3emMnaspe AoKyMeHToB [“On the
Compulsory Copy of Documents”], Federal Law 77
(President of the Russian Federation, 29 December
1994), art. 19, sec. 1.
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Figure 3. Books on Ukraine and share of propaganda-oriented literature, by year, 1992-2025.
Source: Author’s calculations based on the NLR electronic catalogue, 2026.

Indirect support for this hypothesis may be
found in the rise, from 2005, in the activity of
prolific pseudo-historians and propagandist
writers such as Alexander Shirokorad, Armen
Gasparian, Nikolay Starikov, and Anatoliy
Vasserman. In their books on Ukraine, all of
them promoted neo-imperial and great-power
narratives. They described Ukrainian
statehood as ‘artificial’, devalued
the Ukrainian language and culture,
attributed to Russia an unconditional
right to interfere in Ukraine’s internal
affairs, and drew false parallels
between contemporary Ukraine and Nazi
Germany.!?

It is also from 2005 that militaristic fiction
began to spread in Russia, depicting Ukraine
as a battlefield between NATO and Russia.!*®

12 Alexander Shirokorad, Poccus u YkpauHa. Kozda

302080pAM nywku... [Russia and Ukraine: When

the Cannons Speak...] (AST; Khranitel, 2007);
Anatoly Vasserman, YkpauHa u ocmasneHas Poccus
[Ukraine and the Rest of Russia] (AST, 2013); Nikolay
Starikov, YkpauHa: xaoc u pesontoyus — opyxcue
donnapa [Ukraine: Chaos and Revolution — the
Dollar’s Weapon] (Piter, 2014); Armen Gasparyan,
JeHALUNduKkayus YkpauHsl. CmpaHa Hegbly4eHHbIX
ypokos [The DeNAZIfication of Ukraine: A Country of
Unlearned Lessons] (Piter, 2018).

13See, for example: Gleb Bobrov, Smoxa
mepmeopoxdeHHbix [The Age of the Stillborn]
(Eksmo, 2008); Georgy Savitsky, [Tone 605 — YkpauHa.
CnomaHHbIl mpe3ybey [Battlefield Ukraine: The
Broken Trident] (Eksmo, 2009); Fyodor Berezin, BoliHa
2010: YxkpauHckul ppoHm [War 2010: The Ukrainian
Front] (Eksmo, 2009); Vladimir Melnik, 3axoHb! 80liHbI
[The Laws of War] (Lenlzdat, 2011).

The typical plot of such books describes the
outbreak of hostilities as the result of an
aggressive policy by ‘Ukrainian Nazis’ and
NATO against the Russian-speaking population
of Ukraine’s southern and eastern regions,
whom the Russian army is portrayed as being
forced to defend.

It is from 2005 that militaristic fiction began
to spread, depicting Ukraine as a battlefield

between NATO and Russia

With the 2014 annexation of Crimea, a new
and far more noticeable surge occurred in the
quantity of propagandistic literature, which by
2015 accounted for more than half (52.6%) of
all books on Ukraine received by the NLR. In
content, this genre shifted towards imitating
the style of war prose and documentary
writing, extensively interweaving fictional
elements and propaganda messaging with real
events.’* These works glorify the separatists,
emphasising their agency in every way, while
delegitimising Ukraine’s political leadership as
a west-dependent ‘junta’ and dehumanising
the Ukrainian army as ‘punishers’ (kapamenu)
and ‘Nazis’. Russia itself is often left outside
the frame of the narrative.

14yVladimir Polikarpov, JoHb6acc. Om CnassaHcka 00
Jebanbyeso. XpoOHUKU, 3aNUCAHHbIE KPOBLIO.
OkonHas npasoa epaxcdaHckoli 8oliHbl [Donbas: From
Sloviansk to Debaltseve. Chronicles Written in Blood.
The Trench Truth of the Civil War] (Knizhny mir, 2016);
Sergey Shargunov, Ceou [Our Own] (AST, 2018).
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Figure 4. Number of books in the Z-literature genre published in Russia, by year, 2022-25.
Source: Verstka.media, 2026; author’s calculations based on the NLR electronic catalogue, 2026.

From 2022, a layer of fiction and pseudo-
historical literature has appeared in Russian
bookstores, produced within a similar
ideological framework. This body of titles
comes on top of the propagandistic titles
about Ukraine already discussed above. It is
sometimes called ‘Z-literature’, after one of
the symbols of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine —
a genre in its own right, whose subject is not
Ukraine itself but the ideological justification
of Russia’s military aggression. According to
a count by the online outlet Verstka, which
examined the catalogues of major Russian
publishing houses, 195 such books were
released between 2022 and 2025.'* However,
analysis of NLR’s electronic catalogue using
keywords related to the ‘special military
operation’ suggests that the actual volume of
literature in this genre is at least twice as large
(see Figure 4).

4.2. ACADEMIC ARTICLES

Studying the dynamics of Russian
authors’ publishingactivity on Ukraine-
related topics makes it possible
to capture what would otherwise
remain at the level of general impressions. A
rise in publications may indicate the expert

“w

15Yyulia Balakhonova, Ivan Smurov, “’Yutatens TpyaHo
06MaHyTb’. KT0 B POCCHM NULLIET U YNTAET KHUIU O
BoMHe B YkpaunHe” [“It’s Hard to Fool the Reader’Who
in Russia Writes and Reads Books about the War in
Ukraine”], Verstka, 10 June 2026.

community’s reaction to specific events, the
emergence of state demand for expertise
of a particular orientation, or a shift in the
status of Ukrainian studies as a field within
the Russian academic and analytical milieu.
Declines in activity, conversely, may indirectly
signal an institutional crisis, a loss of interest,
censorship constraints, or a reorientation of
research priorities.

This report analyses these dynamics using the
Web of Science Core Collection and Scopus
databases, as well as the Russian portal
elibrary, which provides broad coverage of
publications by Russian authors. elibrary’s
underlying citation system has been shown to
include a substantial share of journals engaged
in predatory publishing practices, including
fabricated peer review and editorial boards
populated by individuals flagged by Dissernet,

Only from 2004 did the number of articles on
Ukraine's history and political development

begin to grow, reaching historical peaks in
2014 and 2022

Russia’s academic-fraud watchdog.''® Because
this analysis draws on elibrary solely for

116 Alexei Kassian, Larisa Melikhova, “Russian Science

Citation Index on the WoS platform: a critical
assessment,” Journal of Documentation, 2019, vol. 75,
no. 5, 1162-1168.
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guantitative purposes, this limitation does
not affect the validity of the results reported
below.

elibrary data demonstrate that interest in
studying Ukraine in Russia was almost non-
existent for a long time. Only from 2004 did
the number of articles on Ukraine’s history
and political development begin to grow
rapidly, reaching historical peaks in 2014 and
2022 (Figure 5).

At the same time, publications by Russian
authors in peer-reviewed journals indexed
by WoS and Scopus remained isolated cases
until 2014 (Figures 6 and 7). A noticeable
rise in their number occurred at that
stage. This was likely linked not only to
heightened attention to Ukraine following
the Revolution of Dignity, but also to the
state policy of promoting Russian publications
in international academic journals. In May
2012, Vladimir Putin, by decree, set a goal
of raising the share of Russian researchers’
publications in WoS journals to 2.44%.” From
then until May 2022, publications in WoS-
and Scopus-indexed journals were among the
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requirements for obtaining grants from Russian
scientific foundations and for evaluating the
performance of research institutions.
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Figure 5. Number of articles on Ukraine in
academic journals indexed by eLibrary, by year,
1992-2025. Source: Author’s calculations based
on the elibrary.ru platform (Scientific Electronic

Library, 2026).
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in academic journals indexed by Scopus, by year, 1997-2025.
Source: Author’s calculations based on the Scopus database (Elsevier, 2026).

"president of the Russian Federation, O mepax o
peanu3ayuu 2ocyoapcmeeHHold noaumuxu 8 obaacmu
o0bpazosaHus u Hayku [On Measures to Implement
State Policy in the Field of Education and Science],
Decree No. 599 (President of the Russian Federation,
7 May 2012).
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Figure 7. Number and share of articles on Ukraine by authors affiliated with Russian institutions
in the fields of International Relations, Area Studies, History, and Political Science in academic journals
indexed by WoS, by year, 1992-2025.
Source: Author’s calculations based on the Web of Science Core Collection (Clarivate, 2026).
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Figure 8. Number of articles on Ukraine in the Social Sciences field in journals indexed by Scopus,
by year, 1997-2025. Source: Author’s calculations based on the Scopus database (Elsevier, 2026).

Nonetheless, the overall number of
publications by Russian authors on Ukraine
across all three databases has been declining
since 2022. This runs sharply counter to
the international trend of a rising number
of articles on Ukraine in Scopus and WoS
(Figures 8 and 9). As of 2025, Russian authors
account for only 0.25% of publications on
Ukraine in WoS across the combined fields of
International Relations, Area Studies, History,
and Political Science. In Scopus, their share

of Social Sciences publications on the country
stands at 2.29%.

All of this indicates that the recorded decline is
a specifically Russian phenomenon, reflecting
the institutional and political conditions
under which Russian expertise operates.
The output of Russian authors is increasingly
concentrated within the national publishing
circuit, where exposure to international peer
review is extremely limited. The negligible
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Figure 9. Number of articles on Ukraine in the categories of International Relations, Area Studies,
History, and Political Science in academic journals indexed by WoS, by year, 1992—-2025.
Source: Author’s calculations based on the Web of Science Core Collection (Clarivate, 2026).

share of Russian authors in the overall body
of international publications on Ukraine calls
into question the very assumption that Russia
has a fully fledged field of Ukrainian studies
integrated into global scholarship.

4.3. DISSERTATIONS

Dissertations are generally assigned an
important role in training and reproducing
personnel for both academia and the
expert community.*® This is not merely a
formal stage in a researcher’s professional
socialisation, but also a comprehensive
indicator of the state of a given field of
study. Dissertations show which questions
become the object of sustained research
interest, which theoretical approaches and
methodological tools gain currency and which
institutions train experts on a given topic — in
this case, Ukrainian studies. Other genres are
less suited to this kind of systematic analysis.
The sheer volume of books and articles
makes in-depth content analysis impractical,
and not all such publications are indexed in
bibliographic databases. Dissertations, by
contrast, constitute a particularly useful body
of material for examining the characteristics
and dynamics of Russian expert discourse on
Ukraine.

18George E. Walker, C.M. Golde, L. Jones, A.C. Bueschel,
and P. Hutchings, The Formation of Scholars:
Rethinking Doctoral Education for the Twenty-First
Century (Jossey-Bass, 2008), xi, 11-12.

4.3.1. QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS

The overall number of Russian dissertations on
Ukraine from 1992 to 2025 is relatively small.
In total, 205 dissertations were defended in
Russia during this period: 149 in history and
56 in political science. Of these, only 25 and
one, respectively, were doctoral dissertations
(Figure 10).

® Cand. of Sc. dissertations
Doc. of Sc. dissertations

%

History

e

Political

Science

Figure 10. Distribution of Candidate of Sciences
and Doctor of Sciences dissertations on Ukraine
defended in Russia in history and political science,
1992-2025. Source: Author’s calculations based
on NLR and RSL electronic catalogues, 2026.
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Figure 12. Russian dissertations on Ukraine in history and political science, by institution, 1992-2025.
Source: Author’s calculations based on NLR and RSL electronic catalogues, 2026.
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Figure 13. Number of dissertations on Ukraine defended in Russia, by field and year, 1992-2025.
Source: Author’s calculations based on NLR and RSL electronic catalogues, 2026.
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History

® Ukraine's domestic politics

® Russian-Ukrainian relations

® Ukraine's foreign policy

® Ukraine's religious organisations

Political Science

® Ukraine's political system
® Russian-Ukrainian relations
Western influence & information warfare

® Ukrainian diaspora Other
® EU-Ukraine relations

Rusyn minority
® Ethnopolitical processes and identity in Crimea

4 10

Political situation in Crimea Other
® Ukrainian identity

Figure 14. Most common topics of Russian dissertations on contemporary Ukraine, 1992—-2025.
Source: Author’s calculations based on NLR and RSL electronic catalogues, 2026.

Geographically, dissertations on Ukraine
have been produced predominantly in
Moscow. Over the period in question, the
capital of Russia accounted for almost 50%
of dissertations in the historical sciences and
61% of those in political science (Figure 11).
Across individual universities and both fields
combined, three led by a wide margin:
MSU (26 dissertations; 12.7%), RANEPA (18
dissertations; 8.8%), and SPbU (17
dissertations; 8.3%) (Figure 12).

Beyond this geographic pattern, the
number of dissertations also follows a
clear chronological pattern (Figure 13).
The decline in the early 1990s can primarily be
explained by the declining appeal of academic
professions. During this period, by inertia,
topics closely tied ideologically to the history
of the Soviet state continued to be submitted
for defence — for example, on the trade-union
movement and the ‘working class’ of Ukraine.
Meanwhile, some of the period’s dissertations
addressed the archaeology and ethnography
of the Northern Black Sea region, fields that
the Russian classification system does not
treat as independent disciplines but subsumes
under the historical sciences. Notably, 5 of
the 25 dissertations on Ukraine defended in
Russia in 1992—-94 were prepared by authors
who worked at Ukrainian universities.

From the late 1990s, interest in Ukraine as a
research subject rose somewhat, peaking by
the end of the 2000s. This was likely linked in
part to the 2004 Orange Revolution and the
growing presence of Ukraine-related coverage
in Russian media. However, from the early
2010s to the present, Ukraine has appeared
with declining frequency in dissertation titles
and has remained a marginal subject.

From the late 1990s, interest in Ukraine as a

research subject rose somewhat, peaking by
the end of the 2000s

Of all 205 dissertations concerning Ukraine
written between 1992 and 2025, only 94 (39
in history and 55 in political science) concern
contemporary, post-1991 Ukraine. This body
of work is of primary interest here, and it is
this corpus that is analysed below.

The corpus reveals clear thematic patterns
(Figure 14). Before 2014, the most popular
subjects were surveys of Ukraine’s political
landscape, comparative studies of the
transformation of its political system, and
Russian—Ukrainian relations. The Revolution of
Dignity was followed by a surge in dissertations
on external influence over Ukraine, framed
within the broader information confrontation
between Russia and the west.
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The most persistent narratives constitute a

'neo-imperial discursive matrix' that recurs

Thematic classification alone, however,
captures only part of the picture. A closer
reading of the corpus uncovers a set of
recurring narrative structures that shape how
Russian dissertations treat Ukraine regardless
of the specific subject at hand. The following
section traces these structures and their
evolution over time.

4.3.2. THE NEO-IMPERIAL DISCURSIVE
MATRIX

Dissertations, as a genre of academic writing,
are conventionally considered a space of
scholarly inquiry set apart from politically
expedient agendas. Analysis of the Russian
corpus on Ukraine calls this presumption into

throughout the dissertation corpus

question. These texts often represent not so
much research on a neighbouring country as
the systematic production of neo-imperial
narratives about it. Seven of the most
persistent stand out. Taken together, they
constitute a ‘neo-imperial discursive matrix’
thatrecursthroughoutthedissertation
corpus, gradually radicalising as
Russian foreign policy becomes more
aggressive and reaching its most
extreme form after 2022.

Ukraine as an object of great-power

competition.
Geopolitical determinism is the almost
unchallenged, dominant conceptual

framework in Russian dissertations. Ukraine is
systematically described as an arena of rivalry
between Russia and the west. The United
States is considered the principal rival, as the

Geopolitical determinism is the almost

unchallenged, dominant conceptual
framework in Russian dissertations

party seeking to prevent Russia’s restoration as
a great power. American support for Ukraine is
therefore treated exclusively as an instrument
for containing Russia. Ukraine’s fate, according
to this logic, should be decided in dialogue
between Moscow and Washington.

In 1992-2004, geopolitical determinism
serves as an unchanging backdrop for most
dissertations. Ukraine appears as the same
dependent variable in an equation in which
major powers compete for influence over
it. In 2005-13, this concept acquires a
conspiratorial dimension. The United States is
no longer merely pursuing its own interests but
is deliberately stoking crises, financing colour
revolutions, and ‘dragging’ Ukraine into NATO
— that is, not so much reacting to Ukraine’s
choices as manufacturing them. In 2014-21,
a civilisational sub-narrative in the spirit of
Alexander Dugin appears, in which Ukraine is
presented no longer simply as a geopolitical
unit but as a zone of civilisational schism,
where an Orthodox-Slavic cultural matrix
competes with the western one. After
2022, geopolitical determinism fuses
completely with the official narrative
of the ‘special military operation’
as the result of accumulated ‘NATO
aggression’.

Ukrainians as an illegitimate nation.

Russian dissertations systematically contest
the very fact that a separate Ukrainian people,
language, culture, and historical agency exist.
Ukrainians are described as part of a ‘single

Russian dissertations systematically contest
that a separate Ukrainian people, language,
culture, and historical agency exist

people’ with Russians, artificially cut off by
Galician nationalists and ‘western manipulators’.
The Ukrainian language is dismissively
characterised as ‘predominantly rural’, while the
Ukrainian elite is labelled ‘Russophobic’ and
portrayed as a deviation from the norm of
civilisational unity with Russia.

This is the foundational narrative,
present throughout the period under
review, on which all those below are
built. Its main logical thrust is that if
the Ukrainian nation does not exist
as an independent subject, then
its state’s sovereignty is conditional, the
aspiration to independence is pathological,
Russia’s territorial claims are justified, and
exploiting Ukraine’s vulnerabilities is merely
helping ‘one’s own’, namely those who desire
‘reunification’” with Russia.
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Ukraine’s territorial integrity is treated as

Ukraine as a state with conditional
sovereignty.

Russian  researchers accept Ukrainian
sovereignty only insofar as Ukraine remains
within Moscow’s orbit of influence. Ukraine’s
territorial integrity is treated as conditional
on its geopolitical choices. Even authors who
formally acknowledge this sovereignty
and insist on the need to treat Ukraine
“like Germany or France” make the
legitimacy of Ukrainian statehood
contingent on Kyiv’s adherence to
what they consider a legitimate
interpretation of the Soviet pastand a Moscow-
compatible foreign policy, while attributing
any rapprochement between Ukraine and the
west to the latter’s manipulation or a “grant-
funded push” (epaHmosas HakayKa).

conditional on its geopolitical choices

That is, a declarative recognition of Ukrainian
sovereignty coexists with a categorical refusal
to accept its full independence. Ukraine, in
this corpus, is of interest not as a valuable
object of research in its own right, but as the
terrain on which Russia and the west contest
control. This underlying premise explains
two recurring features of the corpus. First,
dissertation authors see the hand of the west
whenever Ukraine drifts away from Russia,
while finding nothing unnatural in Russia’s
own expanding influence there. Second, their
policy recommendations consistently come
down to retaining levers of Russian influence,
among them the Black Sea Fleet, the Russian
language, culture, diaspora, and information
space.

In 1992-2004, this conditionality was
framed as friendly advice: Ukraine
was urged to recognise on its own
that its interests lay in alliance
with Russia. In 2005-13, this was
stated more harshly, as a condition
for Russia’s continued recognition
of Ukrainian sovereignty. After 2014, that
condition hardened into a claim of Ukraine’s
‘loss of agency’, presented not as a normative
demand but as an objective reality. That
is, Ukraine’s sovereignty disappeared as a
category altogether. Dissertation authors
stated that “only in alliance with Russia could

Ukraine preserve its statehood,” meaning that
a sovereign Ukraine outside Russia’s orbit was,
by definition, unviable.

Ukraine as a failed state.
Ukraine is most often described in Russian
dissertations as a weak, unviable, fragmented,

that would entrench dependence on Russia
and strengthen its influence

and incompetent state incapable of pursuing
an independent course. As the solution to
these ‘objectively’ diagnosed problems,
authors propose an institutional arrangement
that would in fact entrench dependence on
Russia and strengthen its influence:
participation in Russian integration
structures and/or federalisation. That
is, the diagnosis and the prescription
turn out to be inseparably linked, and
any alternative — EU and NATO integration
— is discredited in advance, cast either
as unattainable or as an instrument of
subjugation.

At times, the idea of participation in Russian
integration projects was presented in a more
elaborate form, with integration into Moscow-
led structures framed as a step towards
eventual integration with Europe. Recognising
Ukraine’s strategic orientation towards the EU,
the authors framed Russian-led integration
as a pathway towards that goal, thereby
turning Ukraine’s European aspirations into a
mechanism for drawing it into Moscow’s orbit
of influence. In reality, this construction was
a trap for Ukraine, since engagement with
Moscow-led integration projects structurally

Following the annexation of Crimea,
Ukraine's perceived weakness was used as a

post-hoc justification for actions Russia had
already taken

reproduces Russia’s geopolitical grip and
effectively blocks the institutional changes
needed for European integration, turning that
goal into a horizon that can never be reached.

Over time, this narrative appeared quite
unevenly. In 1992-2004, it was very weakly
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expressed, apparently because of the then-
widespread conviction that Kyiv would never
truly break away from Moscow. After Ukraine’s
2004 Orange Revolution, the assertion that
Ukraine was a failed state became a standard
backdrop in dissertation texts. Following
the 2014 annexation of Crimea, Ukraine’s
perceived weakness began to be
used as a post-hoc justification for
actions Russia had already taken:
Crimea ‘reunified’” because Ukraine
supposedly could not ensure its
‘normal development’.

Ukraine as historically Russian territory.

Dissertations frequently featured revisionist
theses, such as that Sevastopol ‘was always
Russian’ and that the transfer of Crimea was
a break in ‘historical continuity’ and did not
conform to international law. Yet the authors
offered no source-based legal analysis of the
1954 decision itself. Instead, they either cited
existing texts that had already advanced this
thesis or simply presented it as axiomatic.

In 1992-2004, clear manifestations of this
revisionism in dissertations were few. It began
to intensify from 2005 onwards, though it
remained, for most authors, a peripheral
rather than a foundational premise. After the
2014 annexation of Crimea, it moved from an
academic fringe position to the mainstream
of the corpus, and after 2022 it merged
completely with official state doctrine.

Ukraine as a victim of its own phobias.

Many authors downplayed the threat Russia
poses to Ukraine and shifted responsibility for
tension in bilateral relations onto Ukraine’s
‘inadequate perception’ of Russia. Moscow’s
aggressive behaviour towards Ukraine is
either explained as a defensive reaction by
Russia against ‘western expansion’ or passed
over in silence altogether. They consider Kyiv’s
efforts to defend its statehood unfounded,
insisting that the source of problems in
bilateral relations is Ukrainian ‘phobias’ about
Russia’s imperial ambitions. This often shades
into outright victim-blaming, casting Ukraine
itself as responsible for provoking Russia.

In 1992-2004, this narrative was expressed
chiefly through the rhetoric of the ‘myth of
imperial ambitions’. Russian authors insisted
that Ukraine’s fears were irrational and

that Russia posed no threat whatsoever to
Ukrainian statehood. In 2005-13, an active
inversion of victimhood was added, in which
Russia itself was described as the wronged
party — a victim of ‘western expansion’, the
colour revolutions, and Ukraine’s political
instability. After 2014, this inversion reached its

In 2005—13, an active inversion of victimhood

was added, in which Russia was described as
the wronged party

peak. The annexation of Crimea was described
as ‘minimising costs’ and ‘facilitating free self-
determination’ of the peninsula’s population
rather than as aggression. After 2022, the
‘special military operation’ is directly called an
“exercise of the right to self-defence.” In other
words, Russia is ultimately transposed from
the position of aggressor to that of a victim
facing a pre-emptive threat.

Ukraine as a space of discrimination against
Russians.

The corpus very often contains claims of
allegedly systemic oppression in Ukraine of
the Russian-speaking population, as well
as of the Russian language, culture, and
the Russian Orthodox Church, while the
far-reaching consequences of many years
of Russification for the Ukrainian language
and culture — under both the Soviet and
tsarist regimes — go essentially unaddressed.
Authors also sometimes assert that Ukrainian
national policy towards the Russian-speaking
population of Crimea amounted to ‘covert
genocide’.

The specific function of this narrative within
the discursive matrix is to justify Russia’s moral
right to interfere in Ukraine’s internal affairs.
It underlies, in particular, the doctrine of
defending ‘Russian compatriots’, which Russia
invoked during its aggression against Georgia
in 2008, the annexation of Crimea in 2014, and
the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022.

The evolution of this narrative in Russian
dissertations followed the political
conjuncture. Before 2004, it was present as
a background theme, but after the Orange
Revolution it intensified and became more
structured. After 2014, ‘discrimination’ in
Crimea and the southeast became the main
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retroactive justification for the annexation,
and after 2022, ‘denazification’ served as the
justification for the full-scale invasion.

Overall, viewed chronologically, the matrix
passed through four fundamentally distinct
functional states.

e Official statements on Ukraine during
the first period (1992-2004) varied in
tone, but beneath that surface variation
lay a consistent, discernible line: the
Kremlin would not let Ukraine go. It was
this underlying consistency, rather than
any settled doctrine, that dissertation
authors picked up on and intuitively
translated into their own texts. Although
these dissertations included declarative
recognition of Ukrainian sovereignty, this
was often accompanied by an insistence
that Ukraine remain within Russia’s orbit of
influence.

e In the second stage (2005-13), the
matrix hardened into a more widely
used analytical framework. The language
of dissertation texts radicalised, with
elements of conspiracy thinking and
intensifying revisionism. Narratives about
colour revolutions as externally managed
operations appeared.

¢ In the third stage (2014-21), the matrix
was increasingly deployed as a tool for
legitimising the annexation of Crimea
and Russia’s right to interfere in Ukraine’s
internal affairs, with texts from institutions
in occupied territories, such as Crimean
Federal University, contributing to it. By this
stage, the matrix had become unfalsifiable
from within, making it fundamentally

After 2022, Russian authors stopped

pretending to be neutral, and the matrix
merged with official state doctrine

incompatible with academic inquiry.

¢ In the fourth stage (after 2022), Russian
authors stopped pretending to be neutral
altogether, and the matrix merged fully with
official state doctrine. Vladimir Putin was
cited as an academic authority, the term
‘denazification’ was introduced without
guotation marks, and the full-scale invasion

— like the earlier annexation of Crimea —
was now presented as not merely justified
but historically necessary. In other words,
the matrix existed as a self-reproducing
doctrine whose narratives were activated
situationally, depending on which thesis
needed justification at a given moment.

e Matrix-dominant

e Matrix-embedded
Matrix-residual
Matrix-free

Figure 15. Typology of Russian dissertations on
Ukraine by degree of neo-imperial discursive
matrix presence. Source: Author’s analysis and
calculations based on the dissertation corpus.

Texts in the corpus differ substantially in the
degree to which the neo-imperial discursive
matrix is present — from its almost complete
absence to a maximum concentration in which
the academic genre serves merely as a shell
for a political manifesto. By this criterion, the
dissertations can be divided into four groups:
(1) matrix-dominant (the matrix is explicit and
pervades the entire text); (2) matrix-embedded
(the matrix is systemic but implicit); (3) matrix-
residual (the matrix is present marginally
and unintentionally); and (4) matrix-free
(the matrix is effectively absent)
(Figure 15). The corpus is dominated
by matrix-embedded (69) and matrix-
dominant (15) works, which together
account for 89.4% of the dissertations
examined in this study. Only two
show no signs of the matrix whatsoever, and
a further eight can be characterised as matrix-
residual.

The clearest predictor of the matrix’s
reproduction is institutional dependence on
state patronage. The closer an institution is
to the state apparatus — the Foreign Ministry,

RUSSIAN EXPERTISE ON UKRAINE

34




CDs

RAHVUSVAHELINE KAITSEUURINGUTE KESKUS
INTERNATIONAL CENTRE FOR DEFENCE AND SECURITY
EESTI - ESTONIA

the Ministry of Defence, the Presidential
Administration, and the security services —
the higher the likelihood that the matrix will
be reproduced and the more intensely it will
manifest in texts. These are the structures
where career incentives, corporate culture,
funding, and the choice of research topics are
all oriented towards reproducing the state
line.

Conversely, where institutional independence
from state patronage is combined with
research practices rooted in the international
academic tradition, the matrix is not
reproduced. Tellingly, only two dissertations in
the whole corpus are entirely free of traces of
the matrix—both were written at the European
University at St Petersburg — and of the eight
dissertations with only minor traces of the
matrix, five were written outside Moscow.

Other variables alone — in particular,
individualacademic conscientiousness
— can reduce the intensity with which
the matrix manifests itself but, as the
analysis of the corpus shows, cannot
eliminate it entirely. The author’s own
dissertation (2008), included in the corpus and
assessed by the same criteria as every other
entry, illustrates this limit precisely.!? Despite
a deliberate, methodologically grounded
effort to distance itself from the matrix’s
conspiratorial framing, the dissertation
still falls into the matrix-residual category,
retaining subtler structural traces.

Accordingly, the neo-imperial discursive
matrix cannot be reduced to the intentional
ideological commitment of individual authors.
It may surface even in work by authors who
sincerely strive for academic neutrality,
through the choice of theoretical framework,
the nomenclature of analytical categories, the
structure of the bibliography, the distribution
of critical attention, and linguistic norms.
Foreign dissertation authors at Russian
universities may likewise absorb elements of
the matrix as a local condition of academic
acceptability.

gor Gretskiy, Posib 8HewHenonumu4eckux hakmopos
8 npe3zudeHMcKux evlbopax 2004 200a e YkpauHe [The
Role of Foreign-Policy Factors in the 2004 Ukrainian
Presidential Election], Cand. of Hist. Sciences
dissertation (St. Petersburg State University, 2008).

In other words, the neo-imperial discursive
matrix is a structural property of the
conceptual language of Russian political
science, shaped by several interrelated factors:
(1) a longstanding intellectual tradition of
treating Russia as the natural centre of power
over a vast space extending far beyond its
internationally recognised borders; (2) the
dominance of geopolitical determinism as the
basic analytical framework within the Russian
expert community in international relations;
(3) the institutional entrenchment of experts
withinthe system of state patronage, which has
structurally rendered academic independence
impossible; and (4) Moscow’s official foreign
policy line.

Inessence, the components of the neo-imperial
discursive matrix are Kremlin metanarratives,
regularly present in the statements of Russia’s

Russian academic scholarship has become

largely incapable of understanding Ukraine or
producing substantive research on the country

top officials and in major state propaganda
media. Within its confines, reliable knowledge
about Ukrainian society, politics, and identity
cannot be generated. Instead, it yields a
politically functional image of Ukraine that
serves to legitimise Russian foreign policy. As
a result, Russian academic scholarship has
become largely incapable of understanding
Ukraine or producing substantive research on
the country.

This neo-imperial discursive matrix is not
limited to the corpus analysed here, which
comprises only dissertations directly devoted
to Ukraine. It can also be found in works
where Ukraine figures as merely one case
within a dissertation on a broader topic. A
telling example is the doctoral dissertation
of Natalia Tsvetkova, acting director of the
Institute for US and Canadian Studies RAS, on
US public diplomacy, which includes a section
on Ukraine’s 2004 Orange Revolution.!®
Arguing that US public diplomacy functions

120Natalia Tsvetkova, y6au4Has ounsomamus Kak
UHCMpymeHm udeosnoauveckol u noaumuyeckol
akcnaHcuu CLUA 8 mupe, 1914-2014 ze. [Public
Diplomacy as an Instrument of US Ideological and
Political Expansion in the World, 1914-2014] (DSc
diss., St. Petersburg, 2015), 328-341.
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as an instrument of regime change, Tsvetkova
systematically  attributes to  American
structures — the United States Agency for

International Development (USAID), the
National Democratic Institute, and the
International Republican Institute - the

authorship of Ukrainian laws, the creation of
specific NGOs and political parties in Ukraine,
as well as control over the country’s television
channels and the Central Election Commission.
The documents she cites in support, however,
either describe substantially more modest
and routine forms of technical assistance, or
do not contain the statements she attributes
to them at all. It is symptomatic that the very
formulation of Tsvetkova’s research topic —
“Public diplomacy as an instrument of US
ideological and political expansion” — sets a
teleological frame into which the Ukrainian
case is inserted as a ready-made illustration.
Within this framework, the text never
examines the recurring discrepancies between
her claims and the content of the sources
cited.

As a result, Natalia Tsvetkova’s dissertation
falls short of the basic evidentiary standard
expected of academic scholarship and
reproduces the very same conspiratorial
dimension of geopolitical determinism traced
throughout this section. This example suggests
that a fuller mapping of the neo-imperial
discursive matrix across the wider corpus of
Russian political science writing remains a task
for future research.

5. RUSSIAN EXPERT
DISCOURSE ON UKRAINE

The neo-imperial discursive matrix identified
above in the analysis of dissertations is also
evident in the broader corpus of Russian public
expert discourse on Ukraine. This section
traces how this matrix found expression
in specific narratives that dominated the
Russian expert community at different stages
of Russia’s post-Soviet history. The material
is organised chronologically, since the set of
dominant narratives changed in response to
shifts in the political context and the Kremlin’s
policy towards Ukraine.

Two  methodological clarifications are
important for understanding what this section
covers and what falls outside its scope.

First, the discussion concerns specifically the
narratives that dominated expert discourse at
a given stage, not an exhaustive list of every
thesis ever voiced. Many of the narratives
discussed below existed even before the period
to which they are assigned here. For example,
narratives of ‘forced Ukrainisation’ and
‘discrimination against the Russian language’
appeared in Russian expert discourse as far
back as the 1990s, but they became dominant
only after the Euromaidan of 2013-14.1%

Second, the analysis covers not only experts
for whom Ukraine is their core specialisation.
As shown above, there are critically few such
specialists in Russia. The sample therefore also
includes experts who regularly commented on
contemporary Ukraine, irrespective of their
declared field of expertise.

121See, for example: Ekaterina Cherkasova,
“CeBacTononb: eLle pas 0 TeppPUTOPUANbHOM
npobneme” [“Sevastopol: Once Again on the
Territorial Problem”], Mupoeas skoHomuka u
mexOyHapoOHble omHoweHusa [World Economy
and International Relations], no. 9 (1999): 108—
114; Tsipko, “Akcnoma Tpessoro noaxoga” [“The
Axiom of a Sober Approach”]; “KommeHTtapui
OenaptameHTta nHbopmaumm u nevyatn MU Poccuum
B €BA3M ¢ Bonpocom PUA HOBOCTM OTHOCUTENBbHO
NPOAONKAOLWENCA ANCKPUMUHALLMM PYCCKOTO A3bIKa
Ha YkpaunHe” [“Commentary by the Information and
Press Department of the Russian Foreign Ministry
in Response to a RIA Novosti Query Regarding
the Continuing Discrimination against the Russian
Language in Ukraine”], Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the Russian Federation, 27 September 2006.
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Revanchist neo-imperialism involved pushing

Ukraine towards the desired geopolitical
choice through interference in internal affairs

5.1. 1992-2004

Although post-Soviet Russia renounced
communist doctrine and proclaimed a course
towards democratic and market reforms, it
never gave up its great-power ambitions.
It entered this new historical stage badly
weakened, but intent on geopolitical revenge.
Russian society, from the political elite to the
broader public, was permeated by nostalgia
for past greatness, and the very existence of
an independent Ukraine on the world map, in
the eyes of many, symbolised that loss.

From its very first days, post-Soviet Russia’s
general foreign policy line was to
establish control over the ‘near
abroad’ — the states that had gained
independence as a result of the USSR’s
collapse and that the Kremlin
considered a zone of its exclusive
domination.!?? The chief priority of Moscow’s
neo-imperial policy was Ukraine. The strategy
for drawing it into Russia’s orbit rested on two
parallel tracks. The first operated through
bilateral relations with Ukraine. Within this
track, two approaches described below quickly
took shape.

Revanchist neo-imperialism involved
intensively pushing Ukraine towards the
desired geopolitical choice through open,
large-scale interference in Ukraine’s internal
affairs, using the broadest possible set of
instruments — the Russian diaspora, the
Russian Orthodox Church, and tools of
negative motivation, that is, veiled threats and
the exploitation of Ukraine’s vulnerabilities,
the greatest of which was seen as its territorial
integrity. In effect, this meant various non-
military means of undermining Ukrainian
sovereignty both from within and from
without, including direct political pressure and
blackmail, economic expansion, and the
fostering of separatism. Adherents to this

122GARF, . 10026, op. 4, d. 1264, |. 32-56.

approach included not only great-power
nationalists and communists nostalgic for the
USSR, but even part of the political elite
oriented towards democratic reform, who
cynically viewed raising territorial claims
against Ukraine as an easy way to score points
in domestic political struggles.®®

Pragmatic  neo-imperialism rested on
achieving Ukraine’s subordination through
soft dominance. Unlike revanchist neo-
imperialism, this approach relied not on large-
scale coercion but on the gradual formation of
pro-Russian identity and loyalty through a
culturaland informational presence in Ukraine.

Pragmatic neo-imperialism rested on

achieving Ukraine's subordination through
soft dominance

Its proponents assumed that attraction to
Russia through the Russian language, a shared
media space, historical memory, and
Orthodoxy would, over time, create a stable
social base for Ukraine’s geopolitical
reorientation without the need to resort to
overt pressure.

The bilateral track was complemented
by a western track, in which Moscow
sought to secure its dominance over
the post-Soviet space through a Yalta-
style bargain with major western
countries. Put simply, by exploiting
fears of escalation and nuclear confrontation,
Russia offered the west ‘strategic stability’ onits
eastern flank in exchange for tacit recognition
of a Russian zone of ‘special interests’. For the
Kremlin, the ultimate purpose was to strip
neighbouring states of their sovereignty by
western hands.

Perceiving Ukraine’s independence as an
undesirable anomaly to be overcome, Russian
mezhdunarodniki focused on proposing
the most effective means of achieving the
Kremlin’s goals on both the bilateral and
western tracks. They simply fitted themselves

13“Kak cnyumnca pacnag Cosetckoro Cotosa. O Poccum
1 YKpauHe. becega c lannHoi CtaposoiiToBon”
[“How the Collapse of the Soviet Union Happened.
On Russia and Ukraine. A Conversation with Galina
Starovoitova”], BecmHuk Esponsi [Bulletin of Europe]
46-47 (2016): 153-165.
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into the great-power consensus that had by
then formed within the Russian political elite,
adhering to one of the three approaches
described above or combining them.

Russian mezhdunarodniki focused on
proposing the most effective means of

achieving the Kremlin's goals on both the
bilateral and western tracks

In September 1992, for example, analysts
of the Russian parliament under Vladislav
Achalov recommended that the Russian
leadership systematically influence political
processes from within the post-Soviet states
by consolidating Russian minorities into a
single ‘cultural-educational society’, which was
intended to draw in 7 mn people within two
years.'?* Notably, Achalov’s group cited the
Sudetenland and 1930s Austria as evidence
that using a diaspora as political leverage
over neighbouring countries could succeed.
The experts also recommended sparing no
expense in buying up enterprises in Crimea in
order to increase influence on Kyiv. As other
studies show, this was not anisolated proposal,
but reflected a broader trend within Russian
political and expert elites towards viewing
the diaspora as an instrument of pressure on
neighbouring states.'?

On the international track, IMEMO

“with attendant international consequences.”
It followed that the west itself should be
interested in preserving Moscow’s centralised
control over the former USSR’s nuclear arsenal
and military infrastructure and,
therefore, should not obstruct Russian
regional hegemony.1?

The implication was that, for the west,
cooperation with Russia on security
should matter much more than the
full sovereignty of the other former
Soviet states. By persistently promoting the
narrative of ‘strategic stability’ in Europe,
therefore, Moscow counted not on its own
direct coercion but on western pressure to
slow the post-Soviet states’ efforts to build
their own armies and hinder western economic
assistance to those states that drifted from
Russia’s orbit.

Sergey Karaganov of the Institute of Europe
RAS formulated his recommendations along
similar lines. As early as January 1992, in an
analytical memo to Ruslan Khasbulatoy,
Chairman of the Russian Supreme Soviet, he
insisted that Russia needed to pursue a policy
of “active friendly neglect” towards Ukraine.?’
Calling Ukrainian statehood “semi-artificial,”
he proposed doing everything possible to limit
Ukraine’s economic  development and
independence, prevent its rapprochement
with Belarus, and maximise Ukraine’s

SN R R ERELHVEEVE I SASESSmain instrument for blackmailing

the logic of strangling Ukrainian
sovereignty through western

Ukraine, Russia used its territorial claims

acquiescence, in the spirit of a ‘new to Crimea

Yalta’. The essence of their argument
was that Russian dominance over the post-
Soviet space served western interests no
less than Russian ones. They maintained that
dividing up the Soviet army created risks for
European security and that the sovereignty of
thenewstateswaseconomicallyunsustainable.
Russian control over them, they argued, was
the only alternative to chaos and civil wars

AGARF, f. 10026, op. 4, d. 1221, |. 20-26.

125Barttomiej Gajos, “Imperialism and Ethnonationalism
in Russia’s Turbulent Years (1989-1994): How
Narratives of Unjust Borders Shaped Putin’s ‘Time
Bomb’ Metaphor,” Nationalities Papers 54, no. 1
(2026): 20-38; Igor Gretskiy, “The ‘Ukrainian Issue’
in Russia’s Foreign Policy: 1990-1993,” in Sebastian
Schéffer (ed), Ukraine in Central and Eastern Europe:
Kyiv’s Foreign Affairs and the International Relations of
the Post-Communist Region (Stuttgart, 2022), 19-44.

international political and diplomatic isolation
by cultivating a negative image of Ukraine in
the west as a country with an “authoritarian-
nationalist regime.”

As its main instrument for blackmailing
Ukraine, Russia used its territorial claims to
Crimea. Already in January 1992, Russian

126|MEMO, “Poccus u Bbi3osbl” [“Russia and the
Challenges”], 101-103; Margarita Maksimova, “Ot
‘umnepckoro’ Cotosa Kk CoapyKecTsy HE3aBUCUMbIX
rocygapcts” [“From the Imperial Union to the
Commonwealth of Independent States”], Mupoeas
3KOHOMUKQA U MeHOYHapOOHble OMHOWeHUSA
[World Economy and International Relations], no. 4
(1992): 5-20.

2GAREF, f. 10026, op. 4, d. 1277, |. 25-39.
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Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrey, in principle,
saw no problem in using political statements
containing territorial claims against Ukraine
as “a form of political pressure,”*?® while his
deputy at the time overseeing relations with
the former Soviet republics, Fyodor Shelov-
Kovedyaev, explored formalising Russia’s
position on Crimea under international law.'*

At closed parliamentary hearings in
January 1993, another of Kozyrev’s
deputies, Sergey Lavrov, openly
acknowledged that Russia was
deliberately keeping the territorial
issue unresolved as leverage to pressure
Ukraine.®® Moscow repeatedly proposed to
Kyiv a draft founding treaty that recognised
Ukraine’s borders only conditionally, using
language from the Belovezha Accords: “within
the framework of the CIS.” Lavrov described
this as a deliberately built-in  “limiter”
(“oepaHuuumens”). He further insisted that
the treaty not be open-ended but concluded
for a fixed number of years, so that Ukrainian
territorial integrity would always remain
hostage to Moscow. He stated outright
that Russia would never sign a document
committing it never to make territorial claims
against Ukraine.!3!

This approach found vocal backing from the
military as well. Rear Admiral lvan Semyonov,
Deputy Head of the Main Directorate of
the Russian Navy at the Russian Ministry of
Defence (MoD), who attended the hearings,
fully endorsed the territorial claims against
Ukraine, stating that “the fact that Sevastopol
belongs to Russia is clear to every sane
person.”132

Notably, the head of Russia’s Main Intelligence
Directorate (GRU), Fyodor Ladygin, held
similar positions. In his memo of 8 June 1993
to Sergei Stepashin, then chairman of the
Russian parliament’s Committee on Defence
and Security, he addressed the unresolved
dispute over dividing the Black Sea Fleet,
advocating a solution heavily favourable
to Russia.’®® Should Kyiv resist Moscow’s

128GAREF, . 10026, op. 1, d. 609, |. 91-93.
12GAREF, . 10026, op. 1, d. 2288, |. 1-3.
BOGAREF, f. 10026, op. 4, d. 1220, |. 45-46.
B1GARF, . 10026, op. 4, d. 1220, |. 53-54.
132GARF, f. 10026, op. 4, d. 1220, |. 23-24.
133GARF, . 10026, op. 4, d. 2777, |. 49-51.

position, Ladygin recommended that Russia
use as leverage “the legality of Crimea’s
incorporation into Ukraine” under the 1954
Supreme Soviet decree. He further pointed to
Ukraine’s near-total dependence on Russian
supplies to sustain the fleet — at the time, 95%
of its weapons and ammunition, 85% of its
fuel, and 60% of its spare parts — as additional
grounds for pressure.

Russian experts consistently followed

Moscow's general line

Russian  experts consistently followed
Moscow’s general line. When an ad hoc
parliamentary ~ commission approached
specialists in early 1993 for their opinion on
Russia’s claims to the city of Sevastopol, most
experts, especially those from RISS, MGIMO,
and RUDN, considered such claims well-
founded.*®

On the international track, while Kozyrev
repeated that Russia was a great power for
which “the entire geographicarea of the former
USSR is a sphere of vital interest,” Russian
experts explained why the west needed to
accept this as axiomatic.®®> Alexei Pushkov,
for example, argued that the west should not
perceive “Russia’s tough talk with the Baltic
States and Ukraine” as a bid to restore empire.
On the contrary, he recommended that the
west take Moscow’s “legitimate concerns”
into account, which “would help Russia to
affirm itself as a stable, active, and influential
member of the international community.”1%

In the mid-1990s, the Institute of CIS Countries
emerged under Konstantin Zatulin, built
around a doctrine of the total destabilisation of
Ukraine. The institute proposed ‘reintegrating’
Ukraine through the harsh exploitation of its
internal vulnerabilities. This doctrine also
identified the west as the main adversary,

3*GAREF, . 10026, op. 4, d. 3509, |. 50-85.

135 Andrei Kozyrev, “The New Russia and the Atlantic
Alliance,” NATO Review 41, no. 1 (1993): 3—6; Georgy
Bovt, “Poccua nepecmaTpuBaeT BHELLHIOW NOUTUKY.
MW n3basnsetca ot ‘benoBeRckoro cuHapoma’™”
[“Russia Reconsiders Its Foreign Policy: The
Foreign Ministry Sheds Its ‘Belovezha Syndrome’”],
Kommersant, 19 January 1994.

136 Alexei Pushkov, “Russia and the West: An Endangered
Relationship?,” NATO Review 1 (1994): 19-23.
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In the mid-1990s, the Institute of CIS Countries

emerged, built around a doctrine of the total
destabilisation of Ukraine

accused of creating alternative ‘centres
of power’ to contain Russia. The declared
ultimate goal was a de facto ‘confederation’
under Moscow’s aegis, with common
citizenship, a single economic space, and joint
defence.'¥

The Institute of CIS Countries functioned
less as an analytical structure than as a hub
for undermining Ukrainian statehood. By
the late 1990s, it had already formulated a
programme for the managed disintegration
of Ukraine, comprising four interconnected
directions.'®® First, the deliberate cultivation
of separatist self-identification in “Donbas,
Novorossiya, and Sloboda Ukraine” through
existing Russian  organisations. Second,
support for Rusyn separatism in western
Ukraine as an instrument for pressuring Kyiv
from the western flank. Third, working with
the 4 mn Ukrainians living in Russia to create
organisations of ‘imperial Little Russians’ —
bearers of the concept of a ‘tripartite people’
— for subsequent use as agents of influence in
Ukraine. Fourth, weakening Ukraine through
maximum decentralisation of its political
system. As Zatulin repeatedly put it, “Russia
has absolutely no need for a strong Ukrainian
president and a strong Ukraine.”*3°

As a factor favourable to Ukraine’s
disintegration, experts at the Institute of CIS
Countries viewed the possible start of
international recognition of Chechnya,
following its de facto victory over the Russian

137Konstantin Zatulin, “UcnbiTaHne YKpanHoi. IK3ameH
Ha 06LLeHaUMOHA/bHYIO BHELLHIOK NOMUTUKRY”
[“The Ukraine Test: An Examination for a Nationwide
Foreign Policy”], He3aBucumas raseta [Independent
Newspaper], 15 May 1996; Konstantin Zatulin and
Andranik Migranyan, “CHI: Hayano unm KoHew,
ncropum. K cmene sex” [“The CIS: The Beginning or
the End of History? Toward a Change of Landmarks”],
Heszasucumas 2azema. Codpyrecmso [Independent
Newspaper. Commonwealth], 26 March 1997.

138|nstitute of CIS Countries, CmpaHsl CHI. Pycckue u
pyccKoA3bi4YHble 8 HOsom 3apybexcoe [CIS Countries:
Russians and Russian Speakers in the New Abroad],
no. 16 (2000): 12—-19; Institute of CIS Countries,
CmpaHel CHI. Pycckue u pyccKoA3bI4YHbIe 8 HOBOM
3apybexcoe, no. 20 (2000): 5.

13nstitute of CIS Countries, CmpaHs! CHI. Pycckue u
pyccKoA3bIYHbIe 8 HOBOM 3apybexcoe [CIS Countries:
Russians and Russian Speakers in the New Abroad],
no. 28 (2001): 13-15.

armyin 1996. Intheir view, such a development
would give Moscow a powerful argument for a
wholesale revision of the entire system of
border agreements across the post-Soviet
space, allowing it to disregard the principle of
territorial integrity and reopen the question of
redrawing that space on the basis of
nations’ right to self-determination.
This applied above all to Ukraine,
which  the institute’s director,
Konstantin Zatulin, called a “non-
historical formation.”**° Later, this
same argument found a new vehicle in the
Kosovo precedent, which Russia went on to
use to justify the annexation of Crimea and the
occupation of territories in eastern Ukraine.*!

The approach of Zatulin’s group provoked
considerable irritation within the Russian
Foreign Ministry.’*? The ministry understood
that great-power ambitions required an
economic base that Russia did not have. It
therefore kept its criticism of the west sharp
but stopped short of a full-blown confrontation
that could isolate Russia and estrange it from
the countries on which the modernisation of
the Russian economy and army depended.
Moreover, even while exerting heavy pressure
on Kyiv, the ministry tried to do so without
giving Ukraine grounds to draw closer to the
west. Whenever Ukraine moved towards the
west anyway, the Kremlin would temporarily
moderate its pressure, as when the Russian
Foreign Ministry publicly distanced itself from
the revisionist 1993 resolution of the Russian
Supreme Soviet on Sevastopol, even though
top Russian diplomats had taken an active part
in drafting it.

It is important to understand that the conflict
in the second half of the 1990s between
Zatulin’s group and the Foreign Ministry was
a dispute over tactics. The strategic priority
remained the same for both: Moscow’s
hegemony over the post-Soviet space. This
goal enjoyed broad sympathy within Russia’s

140Zatulin and Migranyan, “CHI” [“The CIS"].

41\/|ladimir Putin, “O6pauieHue MNpe3uaeHTa Poccuiickoi
depepaunn” [“Address by the President of the
Russian Federation”], President of Russia, 18 March
2014.

42Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “3acegaHune CoseTa no
BHewwHel nonnTtuke npu MU PO” [“Session of the
Foreign Policy Council under the Russian MFA”],
JAunnomamuyeckuli secmHuk [Diplomatic Bulletin],
no. 5 (1995): 52-59.
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ruling and expert circles, as was especially clear
during the debates surrounding the signing
and ratification of the Russian—Ukrainian Big
Treaty.!®

A clear marker of the enormous popularity
of neo-imperial sentiment in Russia was the
reaction to Brzezinski’s 1997 book The Grand
Chessboard.*** The storm of outrage was
provoked not by Brzezinski’s observation of
Russia’s imperial ambitions as such —that was,

References to The Grand Chessboard by
Zbigniew Brzezinski as proof that the US

intends to contain Russia’s influence remain
common in its experts' publications

in fact, perceived as the norm — but by his call
to support Ukraine’s independence and its
integration into Euro-Atlantic structures as the
main means of countering those ambitions.'*
References to the book as proof that the
United States intends to contain

with indignation — remain extremely common
in publications by Russian experts.1#®

Nonetheless, in the 1990s many Russian
experts and politicians had a good
understanding that Russia lacked sufficient
resources to restore control over neighbouring
countries and therefore could not yet afford
open confrontation with either Ukraine or the
west.*” Alongside outright revanchism, then,
a more cautious approach to Ukraine existed
within the expert milieu, defined here
as pragmatic neo-imperialism. This
concept did not require an immediate
revision of state borders. To deprive
Ukraine of the ability to pursue an
independent policy and firmly tie it to
Russia, emphasis was placed not on
the full range of available non-military
instruments, but only on those judged to be
relatively inexpensive and free of serious costs
for relations with the west. Even liberal
politicians, such as Irina Khakamada, given the
scarcity of resources, defined the priority of

Russian influence — invariably tinged Emphasis was placed only on those

instruments judged to be inexpensive and
free of costs for relations with the west

143“3acepaHune CoseTa Mo BHELWHEW MOMUTUKE Npu
MWL P®” [“Session of the Foreign Policy Council
under the Russian MFA”], Junaomamuyeckuli
secmHuk [Diplomatic Bulletin], no. 6 (1995):
60—-64; Sergey Chugrov, “YkpaunHa n Poccus:
HemuHyemoe ceugaHue?” [“Ukraine and Russia:
An Inevitable Rendezvous?”], Mupoeas skoHoMUKa
u mexodyHapooHele omHoweHusA [World Economy
and International Relations], no. 3 (1995): 155-156;
State Duma of the Russian Federation, "Transcript
of Session," 23 October 1998; Ilya Mogilevkin,
“Bopbba 3a poccuiickoe npoctpaHcTso” [“The
Struggle for Russian Space”], Muposas skoHoMuKa
u mexodyHapooHele omHoweHusA [World Economy
and International Relations], no. 3 (2000): 98-106;
Sergey Chugrov, “U3sunuctoie goporu 6patcrea”
[“The Winding Roads of Brotherhood”], Muposas
3KOHOMUKGA U MexO0yHapoOHbele omHoweHus [World
Economy and International Relations], no. 10 (2000):
123-124.

144Zbigniew Brzezinski, The Grand Chessboard: American
Primacy and Its Geostrategic Imperatives (Basic Books,
1997).

145 |nstitute of CIS Countries, CmpaHsl CHI. Pycckue u
pyccKoA3bIYHbIe 8 HOBOM 3apybexcoe [CIS Countries:
Russians and Russian Speakers in the New Abroad],
no. 22 (2001): 59

Russian foreign policy as creating a “system of
Russia’s echeloned presence” across the post-
Soviet space through Russian culture.'®

146Nikolay Rabotyazhev, “YkpaunHa mexay Poccueit
1 3anagoMm: OnbIT reonoIMTUYECKOro aHaansa”
[“Ukraine between Russia and the West: An
Exercise in Geopolitical Analysis”], Mupoeas
3KOHOMUKA U MeXOyHapOOHble OMHOWEeHUS
[World Economy and International Relations], no.
8 (2008): 75-83; Konstantin Kurylev, “YKkpauHa B
3anagHbIX reononnTuyeckmx KoHuenumax” [“Ukraine
in Western Geopolitical Concepts”], BecmHuk
Pocculickozo yHusepcumema 0pyxcbbl Hapooos.
Cepusa: MexOyHapodHble omHoweHus [Bulletin of
RUDN University. Series: International Relations], no.
4 (2013): 20-31; Vyacheslav Dashichev, Om Cmanu+Ha
0o lymuHa. BocnoMuHaHuUA u pa3mbiwiaeHus o
npowsom, HacmosAuwem u bydywem [From Stalin to
Putin: Memories and Reflections on the Past, Present,
and Future] (Novy Khronograf, 2015), 398.

147“3acepaHune CoseTa No BHelWHel noauTnke npun MU,
P®” [“Session of the Foreign Policy Council under
the Russian MFA”], Junaomamuyeckuli BeCmHUK
[Diplomatic Bulletin], no. 5 (1995): 52-59.

148“33cepaHune Cosera” [“Session of the Council”],
60-64.
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SVOP took a similar line, defining Russia as
a “weakening pole” unable to challenge US
dominance and proposing that the Kremlin
adhere, in its foreign policy, to Gorchakov’s
principle of “concentrating” only on the most
important priorities.’* Chief among these
was the post-Soviet space, where Russian
influence was to be sustained, in its view,
through a combination of means: acquiring
neighbouring countries’ property and assets
in payment for their energy debts, cultivating
the Russian diaspora, and expanding Russian-
language television broadcasting.'*

Notably, the neo-imperial discursive frame
with respect to Ukraine was reproduced
even by Russian experts whose main area
of specialisation lay far removed from
Ukraine. A telling example is an article by
Ekaterina Cherkasova, an IMEMO specialist
on Spain, published in World Economy and
International Relations (Mupoeas 3KoHOMUKaA
U MexOyHapoOHble omHouleHus), then
probably Russia’s most influential journal on
international relations, in which she argued
that Russia had no legal claim to Sevastopol.?

The neo-imperial discursive frame with

Arkady Moshes of IE RAS also
formulated his recommendations
in the spirit of pragmatic neo-
imperialism. On the economic front,
he insisted on ending the supply
of natural gas to Ukraine at below-
market prices —calculating that this would push
Ukraine’s economy to the brink of collapse and
force it to pay with its assets — and advocated
creating a “layer of joint ownership” as an
instrument of Kyiv’s long-term dependence on
Moscow.®! On the ideological front, he called
for “powerful Russian cultural expansion”
through a “struggle for history” and a “struggle
forthe unity of the [Russian Orthodox] Church,”
as well as for strong pressure on Kyiv to secure
broad Russian access to Ukraine’s information
space. Alongside all this, Moshes dismissed
Ukrainian fears of the resurgence of imperial
Russia, calling them “entirely self-induced.”**?

149This is the policy pursued by the Russian Empire
and its foreign minister Alexander Gorchakov after
its crushing defeat in the Crimean War in the mid-
nineteenth century. Its essence was to rebuild
internally and gather strength by focusing on the most
important issues, before returning to the international
arena as one of the world’s most influential powers.
What matters here is that in Russian political culture,
Gorchakov’s formula has typically implied not an
abandonment of great-power ambitions but merely
their temporary postponement.

150SVOP, “Bospoauntca iv Coros? byayliee
nocrcosetckoro npocrtpancrea” [“Will the Union
Be Reborn? The Future of the Post-Soviet Space”],
Hesasucumas 2azema [Independent Newspaper], 23
May 1996; Sergey Karaganov (ed), Cmpameaus 04
Poccuu: Mosecmka OHA 015 npe3udeHma-2000 [A
Strategy for Russia: An Agenda for the President-2000]
(Vagrius, 2000), 77-100.

B1Arkady Moshes, “Poccua-YkpanHa: npobiemsl
B3aMmooTHoweHuin” [“Russia-Ukraine: Problems in
Relations”], CoBpemeHHasn Espona [Contemporary
Europe], no. 3 (2000): 63-73; Institute of CIS
Countries, CtpaHbl CHI. Pycckue u pycckoA3bi4Hble
8 Hogom 3apybexcbe [CIS Countries: Russians and
Russian Speakers in the New Abroad], no. 5 (2000):
54-56.

152 Moshes, “Poccun-YkpauHa” [“Russia-Ukraine”], 64.

respect to Ukraine was reproduced even by

experts whose area of specialisation lay far
from Ukraine

This thesis diverged so sharply from IMEMO’s
prevailing view of Ukraine that the journal’s
editors felt it necessary to append the
exceedingly rare disclaimer that “the material
reflects the author’s own point of view.
Cherkasova’s legal honesty, however, did
not change the underlying framework or the
conclusions, both of which were shot through
with elements of the neo-imperial matrix. She
framed Sevastopol’s military-strategic and
symbolic significance for Russians as entirely
legitimate grounds for revising its status, and,
among other claims, blamed Kyiv for “forced
Ukrainisation.”***

The neo-imperial frame worked similarly
for Alexander Tsipko of InEcon RAS, for
whom Ukraine was likewise not a primary
specialisation. He reproduced the imperial
cultural hierarchy, asserting that “Ukraine can
enter the world cultural process only through
the Russian language.”*>> But unlike the Zatulin
camp, he bet not on directly undermining
Ukrainian statehood and cultivating his
own presidential candidate from radically
pro-Russian movements, but on keeping
Ukraine within Russia’s orbit by working with

153gkaterina Cherkasova, “CeBacTtonons: ele pa3s
0 TepputopuanbHoii npobneme” [“Sevastopol:
Once Again on the Territorial Problem”], Muposgas
3KOHOMUKA U Mex0yHapoOHbele omHoweHus [World
Economy and International Relations], no. 9 (1999):
108-114.

%4 Cherkasova, “Ceactonons” [“Sevastopol”], 111.

155Tsipko, “Akcnoma Tpessoro nogxoaa” [“The Axiom of
a Sober Approach”].
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whichever Ukrainian elites showed even a
minimal degree of loyalty to Moscow. This is
why Tsipko opposed the thesis, promoted by
the Institute of CIS Countries, of federalising
Ukraine. He believed decentralisation risked
creating unnecessary splits within Ukraine’s
ruling elites, alienating from Moscow precisely
those figures for whom decentralisation
could become a fundamental obstacle to
cooperation with Russia.

began defending Chernomyrdin in the press
whenever he came under criticism.**

Ahead of Ukraine’s 2002 parliamentary
elections, the Institute of CIS Countries
proposed concrete tasks for absorbing Ukraine
from within: consolidating pro-Russian forces
into a single political conglomerate, betting
on Mykola Azarov and constructing an

The Institute of CIS Countries proposed

With the change of leadership in the
Kremlin in 2000, proponents of neo-
imperial nationalism at the Institute
of CIS Countries quickly sensed that
their approach to Ukraine would find greater
demand under the new administration. The
First World Congress of Compatriots, held in
Moscow in October 2001, at which Vladimir
Putin spoke and stated that Russia was “clearly
falling short in defending [its] diaspora, in
defending Russian culture and the Russian
language,” sparked a surge of enthusiasm
among them.'® They concluded that Putin’s
arrival had created the conditions for a
“genuine foreign policy in the CIS.”*>”

Confirmation of Moscow’s shift towards a
more assertive diplomacy came with the
appointment, in the spring of 2001, of Viktor
Chernomyrdin as Russia’s ambassador to
Ukraine. Observers described his role as the
Kremlin’s “executive power in Ukraine.”**® On
the eve of his departure for Kyiv, he met with
the Moscow Patriarch to discuss Ukrainian
“schismatic organisations,” and then began
publicly advising the Verkhovna Rada to
vote for Anatoliy Kinakh as Ukraine’s prime
minister. This arrogant style on the part of the
new ambassador appealed to experts at the
Institute of CIS Countries, who consequently

6V]adimir Putin, “BbicTynnenne Ha coBelaHmm

PYKOBOASALLEro COCTaBa COTPYAHUKOB
aunaomatudeckomn cayskbol Poccnn” [“Address to
a Meeting of Senior Officials of Russia’s Diplomatic
Service”], President of Russia, 26 January 2001.

7|nstitute of CIS Countries, CmpaHsl CHI. Pycckue u
pyccKoA3bi4YHble 8 Hosom 3apybexcoe [CIS Countries:
Russians and Russian Speakers in the New Abroad],
no. 34 (2001): 24-30; Institute of CIS Countries,
CmpaHel CHI. Pycckue u pyccKoA3bI4YHbIe 8 HOBOM
3apybexcoe [CIS Countries: Russians and Russian
Speakers in the New Abroad], no. 36 (2001): 31-40.

158 Jlames Sherr, “Viktor Chernomyrdin’s Appointment as
Ambassador to Ukraine,” Conflict Studies Research
Centre, Occasional Brief 82, 18 May 2001.

concrete tasks for absorbing Ukraine from
within

“image of the [internal] enemy” in the form
of “Galician ethno-fascism” and a “colonial
ersatz-democracy a la Yushchenko under a US
protectorate.”®® Tellingly, Galician separatists
were regarded as potential “partners for
dialogue” because they were seen as
expedient allies in the cause of destroying
Ukrainian statehood.

It very soon became clear that the Kremlin was
not yet prepared to go that far and instead bet
on creating conditions for Ukraine’s irreversible
economic dependence on Moscow, chiefly by
offering lower natural gas prices in exchange
for greater geopolitical loyalty. Arguments
in favour of this policy were advanced with
increasing energy by InEcon RAS experts.®!
At the same time, Kremlin-linked political
consultants such as Sergey Markov, Vyacheslav
Nikonov, and Gleb Pavlovsky began promoting
the narrative of Russia and Ukraine moving
towards Europe in tandem, even though, in
reality, Moscow never set integration into the
EU and NATO as a strategic foreign policy goal

9|nstitute of CIS Countries, CmpaHsi CHI. Pycckue u

PYCCKOA3bIYHbIE 8 HOBOM 3apybexcoe [CIS Countries:
Russians and Russian Speakers in the New Abroad],
no. 30 (2001): 30-31.

10|nstitute of CIS Countries, CmpaHsl CHI. Pycckue u
PYCCKOA3bIYHbIE 8 HOBOM 3apybexcoe [CIS Countries:
Russians and Russian Speakers in the New Abroad],
no. 22 (2001): 59; Institute of CIS Countries, CmpaHel
CHT. Pycckue u pyccKoa3blYHble 8 HOBOM 3apybexcbe,
no. 24 (2001): 13-14.

61| jdia Kosikova, “EamHoe skoHOMUYecKoe
NpPOCTPaHCTBO BpemeH Bragumupa MytmuHa” [“The
Single Economic Space in the Time of Vladimir Putin”],
Hezasucumas eazema [Independent Newspaper], 5
April 2004.
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Ukraine's fate was considered a foregone

in its official documents and discourse.?® This
was evidently designed to ensnare Ukraine.

Konstantin Zatulin and his experts considered
such an approach too soft and clearly disliked
it. He called the agreements restructuring
Ukraine’s payments for Russian natural gas
supplies “shameful and capitulationist”3
and continued to attack the Russian Foreign
Ministry sharply, complaining that it was
unwilling to address the “real problems of
imperial expansion.”%*

Thus, from the very first days of post-Soviet
Russia’s existence, its expert discourse on
Ukraine remained loyal to one founding
premise: Ukraine was not supposed to exist
as a fully independent and sovereign country.
It was perceived as a weak or failed state,
transiently present on the political map,
which, given its overwhelming dependence
on Russian natural resource supplies, would
inevitably be reabsorbed into a Moscow-led
geopolitical formation. Without questioning
the legitimacy of the Kremlin’s great-power
ambitions towards Ukraine, intense debate
within this milieu concerned only the tactical
and operational means of putting them into

conclusion

practice. In other words, Ukraine’s fate was
considered a foregone conclusion. The only
guestion for experts was not whether, but how
to subordinate it more effectively and reliably
to Russia’s orbit of influence. Views outside
this mainstream were vanishingly rare.

5.2.2005-13

After Ukraine’s Orange Revolution, Russia’s
official rhetoric changed noticeably. Whereas

2Sergey Markov, “B Espony — smecte” [“Into Europe
- Together”], He3asucumas eazema [Independent
Newspaper], 29 August 2001; Institute of CIS
Countries, CmpaHbel CHI. PyccKue u pycckos3blyHble 8
Hosom 3apybexcbe, no. 28 (2001): 13-15.

183|nstitute of CIS Countries, CmpaHsl CHI. Pycckue u
pyccKos3bIYHble 8 HOBOM 3apybexcoe [CIS Countries:
Russians and Russian Speakers in the New Abroad],
no. 39 (2001): 38-39.

14 Anatoly Korobeynikov (ed), Poccus e Hosom eeke:
sHewHenonumu4yeckoe usmepeHue [Russia in the New
Century: The Foreign-Policy Dimension] (Federation
Council of the Russian Federation, 2004), 31-55.

until late autumn 2004, Vladimir Putin had
explained the colour revolutions across the
post-Soviet space by the systemic failures of
the governments themselves, afterwards he
increasingly placed the blame on external
interference by the west, and by the United
States in particular.’®® At the same time, he
never explicitly relinquished Russia’s intent to
secure dominance over Ukraine. His concern
with the “stability of the post-Soviet space”
indicated that the Kremlin considered it a zone
reserved for exclusive Russian influence. Even
before his 2007 Munich speech, Putin was
signalling that Russia’s substantially increased
economic strength now allowed it to pursue
the most ambitious geopolitical goals.'®®

Russian expert discourse immediately followed
these changes. The main intellectual frames
of publications in this period became the
rationalisation of Maidanophobia, the coercion
of Ukraine into Moscow-led integration
projects, and cultural expansionism aimed
at binding Ukraine more closely to Russia.
Alongside this, experts worked systematically
to discredit Ukraine’s integration with the
EU and NATO, promoted federalisation as
a supposed path to Ukraine’s own stability,
and continued trying to convince the
west to accept a Yalta-style bargain.
Each of these directions is examined
separately below.

5.2.1. RATIONALISING MAIDANOPHOBIA

Ukraine’s 2004 Orange Revolution was
perceived in Moscow as a painful foreign policy
defeat that could have serious consequences
for the Russian political regime. There was
concern that the Ukrainian example, or the
“modular effect” of a successful revolution,
could trigger similar political processes
inside Russia itself.’®” The Kremlin could not
acknowledge that the threat to the regime
came from within society itself and hence

185\ |adimir Putin, “OTBeTbl Ha BONPOCHI POCCUNCKMX
»ypHanuctos” [“Answers to Questions from Russian
Journalists”], President of Russia, 6 December 2004.

1%6\/|adimir Putin, “BbicTyn/ieHne Ha coBellaHmnm
C NOCNaMM U MOCTOAHHbIMM NPeacTaBUTenIMu
Poccurickont ®epepaumn” [“Address to a Meeting
with Russian Federation Ambassadors and Permanent
Representatives”], President of Russia, 27 June 2006.

7 Mark R. Beissinger, “Structure and Example in
Modular Political Phenomena: The Diffusion
of Bulldozer/Rose/Orange/Tulip Revolutions,”
Perspectives on Politics 5, no. 2 (2007): 259-276.
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blamed ‘aggressive’ western interference.
Russian experts followed suit, largely
ignoring Ukraine’s own internal causes of the
revolution.

A characteristic example of this reversal is
MGIMO professor Andranik Migranyan. Before
Ukraine’s Orange Revolution, he advocated
cultivating liberal institutions in Russia for
the sake of a pragmatic rapprochement
with the west, arguing emphatically that
“life itself is pushing the country in a liberal
direction.”'®® But by 2005, he was presenting
the development of democratic institutions in
Russia as “a path to yet another destruction
of the state itself,” since it would allegedly
make the country vulnerable to pressure from
without and within.*®

Vyacheslav  Nikonov, a political
consultant embedded in Kremlin
circles who later headed the Russkiy
Mir  Foundation, underwent a
similar metamorphosis. As he firmly
maintained in 2003, “Russia, mired
in poverty,” could not modernise its economy
without Washington’s help.’® He therefore
considered the “instinctive anti-westernism”
common in  Russian  political circles
“unproductive.”'* “The twenty-first century
is the American century. And the sooner we
understand this, the better for us,” Nikonov
advised the Russian elite.’”?

But from late 2004, he himself began actively
espousing anti-westernism, asserting that
the revolutions across the post-Soviet space

18 Andranik Migranyan, “41o Takoe nytmHuam?” [“What
Is Putinism?”], Cmpameaus Poccuu [Strategy of
Russia], no. 3 (2004): 9-22.

®9Andranik Migranyan, “Bek umnepuii npowen?” [“Has
the Age of Empires Passed?”], Cmpamezaus Poccuu
[Strategy of Russia], no. 4 (2005): 23-29.

170 Anatoly Korobeynikov (ed), Poccus 8 Hogom geke:
sHewHernoaumu4eckoe usmepeHue [Russia in the New
Century: The Foreign-Policy Dimension] (Federation
Council of the Russian Federation, 2004), 46-47.

71Konstantin Kosachev and Vyacheslav Nikonov,
“BHeLUHAn nonnTnKa Poccuun: Tesmcol K cTpaternn”
[“Russia’s Foreign Policy: Theses toward a Strategy”],
Cmpameezus Poccuu [Strategy of Russia], no. 4 (2004):
11-21.

172 Anatoly Korobeynikov (ed), Poccus e Hosom eeke:
sHewHenonumu4yeckoe usmepeHue [Russia in the New
Century: The Foreign-Policy Dimension] (Federation
Council of the Russian Federation, 2004), 46-47.

had “foreign authors” who were ruthlessly
“cleansing out” governments they disliked.”®

By delegitimising popular protest as a foreign
technology, the apologia for Maidanophobia
worked on two fronts simultaneously. It
justified a harder policy towards Ukraine while,
domestically, providing cover for pre-emptive
repression to guard against the same scenario.
In December 2010, officers of the Russian
Interior Ministry’s anti-extremism department
searched the Library of Ukrainian Literature
in Moscow, declaring the need to confiscate
and destroy “nationalist and Russophobic
literature.” After a series of subsequent
searches, the library was liquidated in 2018,
and its director was given a suspended
sentence on fabricated charges of extremism
and embezzlement.

The perception of colour revolutions as a

western-inspired project to push Russian
influence out was nearly universal

The most explicit apologists for Maidanophobia
were the Institute of CIS Countries and RISS,
but on the whole, the perception within the
Russian expert milieu of the Orange Revolution
— and of colour revolutions in general — as
a western-inspired project to push Russian
influence out of Ukraine was nearly universal.

5.2.2. COERCING MOSCOW-LED
INTEGRATION

After the Orange Revolution, the Kremlin
moved to actively coerce Kyiv into participating
in its integration projects through economic
blackmail, the main instrument of which was
the price of Russian natural gas supplies. On
the eve of the signing of the 2010 Kharkiv
Accords, Ukraine was paying substantially
more for Russian gas than, for example,
Germany.'’

The Russian expert community translated
this blackmail into the language of rational

3\lyacheslav Nikonov, “CnoBo rnasHoro pegaktopa”
[“Editor-in-Chief’s Word”], Cmpameaus Poccuu
[Strategy of Russia], no. 6 (2005): 3—4.

74Simon Pirani, Jonathan Stern, and Katja Yafimava,
“The April 2010 Russo-Ukrainian Gas Agreement and
Its Implications for Europe”, Oxford Institute for Energy
Studies, NG 42, 2010, 12-13; “Wide Variations in
Prices for Russian Gas in Europe,” OSW, 2 March 2011
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The Russian expert community translated

economic choice. RISS and the Institute of CIS
Countries took the harshest, most ultimatum-
laden positions here, arrogantly asserting that
Kyiv would have to demonstrate “political
loyalty to Moscow” because of its dependence
on the price of Russian-supplied energy
resources and commodities.’”® Konstantin
Zatulin summed up the essence of this logic
thus: “Whoever pays the piper calls the
tune.”'7®

blackmail into the language of rational

economic choice
Most Russian commentators operated
according to the same logic, presenting
Ukraine with a false dilemma: either

participation in Moscow’s integration projects,
which would guarantee political stability, or
eventual economic collapse.'” Detailed
analysis and evidence for this supposed
benefit, however, were generally not provided
in their publications.

Curiously, while using the language of
geopolitical determinism and accusing the EU
of aggressively ‘dragging’ Ukraine into its orbit
of influence, InEcon RAS experts nonetheless
proposed that the Kremlin present the Single
Economic Space not as an alternative to
European integration but as “a mechanism for
cooperation between Russia, the EU, and the

175 “3KcnepTbl O NONUTUYECKOW CUTYaLMK HA YKpauHe”

[“Experts on the Political Situation in Ukraine”],
YKpauHa: uHhopMayuoHHo-aHaaumu4eckul
moHumopuHe [Ukraine: Information and Analytical
Monitoring], no. 5 (2010): 31.

176Konstantin Zatulin, “Halue co4yBcTBMe Ha CTOPOHE
yKpauHcKkol Bnactn” [“Our Sympathies Lie with the
Ukrainian Authorities”], YkpauHa: uHghopmayuoHHo-
aHanumuyeckuli moHumopuHe [Ukraine: Information
and Analytical Monitoring], no. 5 (2010): 37-39.

77idia Kosikova, “OtHoluenns Mockebl n Kuesa
TpebyioT nepecmotpa” [“Moscow-Kyiv Relations Need
Revisiting”], Hezasucumas 2azema [Independent
Newspaper], 14 April 2008; Khazbi Bogov and Yuri
Godin, “OecaTb net bonbloro gorosopa: bonesble
TOYKM POCCUIMCKO-YKPAUHCKMX OTHOLWEHMI” [“Ten
Years of the Big Treaty: Pain Points in Russian-
Ukrainian Relations”], Mup nepeme+ [World of
Change], no. 2 (2009): 98—-112; “Poccusa — YKkpauHa:
Larv K MoAepHU3aLMoHHoMy anbaHcy?” [“Russia-
Ukraine: Steps toward a Modernisation Alliance?”],
Mpobnemeol HayuoHansbHol cmpameazuu [Problems
of National Strategy], no. 4 (2011): 77-106; Nikolay
Rabotyazhevy, “Teoctpatermueckme aunemmbl Kuesa”
[“Kyiv’s Geostrategic Dilemmas”], Poccus u Hosbie
2ocyoapcmea Espaszuu [Russia and the New States of
Eurasia], no. 4 (2013): 49-67.

countries of the shared neighbourhood.”*”® In
effect, this amounted to packaging the Russian
integration project as a preparatory stage of
European integration, deceptively drawing
Ukraine into Moscow’s orbit of influence.
Kremlin political technologist Sergey Markov
framed it as pragmatic advice for Ukraine’s
own benefit. A poor Ukraine held no appeal
for the EU, he argued, so Ukraine would do
better to build up its economy through union
with Russia first and seek EU accession
only once it had something to offer.'”

5.2.3. CULTURAL EXPANSIONISM

Among Russian experts, proponents
of both open revisionism and pragmatic
neo-imperialism interpreted Ukraine’s 2004
Orange Revolution as vindication of their own
views. The former argued that betting on
Kuchma and his successor had been a dead
end. They lamented that the Kremlin had
failed to fully mobilise pro-Russian forces in
Ukraine and had not cultivated a presidential
candidate from within their ranks.*®° The latter
concluded that Russia was not yet capable of
openly competing with the west for influence
across the post-Soviet space and therefore
insisted on pursuing soft-power expansion
while minimising confrontation with the
west, 8!

Experts from both camps continued to
formulate recommendations for the Kremlin
without ever abandoning the neo-imperial
frame underlying their views on Ukraine.
Ruslan Grinberg of IE RAS, for instance,

78| idia Kosikova, “Kak Poccum cTponTb OTHOLEHUA
co ctpaHamm CHI?” [“How Should Russia Build
Relations with the CIS Countries?”], Poccus u
cospemeHHbIl mup [Russia and the Contemporary
World], no. 1 (2005): 140-160; Svetlana Glinkina (ed),
Poccus - Espocoros - cmpaHel CHI: skoHomu4yeckue
U noauMuUYecKue OmHoOWeHUsA Ha MpocmpaHcmee
obwezo cocedcmea [Russia - the European Union - the
CIS Countries: Economic and Political Relations in the
Shared Neighbourhood] (NIS, 2007).

179Sergey Markov, “Kuesckune 6atanmn” [“Kyiv Battles”],
Hezasucumas eazema [Independent Newspaper], 23
October 2006.

180|nstitute of CIS Countries, CmpaHs! CHI. Pycckue u
pyccKoA3bIYHbIe 8 HOsoM 3apybexcoe [CIS Countries:
Russians and Russian Speakers in the New Abroad],
no. 115 (2005): 8-10.

181Ruslan Grinberg and Boris Shmelev, “BHewHAn
nonuTuKa Poccuiickolt depepaumn: HeKoTopble
utorn” [“The Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation:
Some Results”], Mup nepemen [World of Change],
no. 4 (2007): 57; Kosikova, “KoHconnpaumsa”
[“Consolidation”], 33.
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recommended pursuing a more active policy
of cultural expansion and forming a shared
information, cultural, and linguistic space.'®?
He saw this as a kind of compensation for
Russia’s forced retreat on other fronts,
reasoning from the premise that the border
with Ukraine would become “less permeable”
in the immediate future and Russia would have
to withdraw its military base from Crimea.

His colleague Lidia Kosikova echoed him almost
verbatim. She viewed Russia’s abandonment
of trade and economic preferences for CIS
countries in favour of a ‘pragmatic approach’
as a strategic mistake.'®® In Kosikova’s view, if
Russia was not prepared to invest
seriously in creating new levers of
dependency, its sphere of influence
was, in the long run, doomed to
evaporate, with the CIS space falling
under the sway of rival powers.
To prevent this, Kosikova recommended
switching to the humanitarian sphere and
pursuing a more active policy of ‘cultural
expansion’, forming a shared information and
cultural space across the Commonwealth.

Meanwhile, experts at the Institute of CIS
Countries recommended relying on the
Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow
Patriarchateasaconduitof Russianinfluence.®
They believed that parishes loyal to Moscow
possessed substantial organisational capacity
to mobilise the Ukrainian population against
being ‘dragged’ into NATO.

In essence, all these recommendations
amounted to expanding Russia’s presence
across various spheres of Ukrainian society.

182Ruslan Grinberg, “CTepskeHb NOCTCOBETCKOM
KOHCTPYKLMKN: DKOHOMMUYECKME U TyMaHUTapHble
acnekTbl B3aumogaenctaus ctpad CHI” [“The Core
of the Post-Soviet Construction: Economic and
Humanitarian Aspects of CIS Countries’ Interaction”],
Cmpameeaus Poccuu [Strategy of Russia], no. 7
(2006): 13-26; Ruslan Grinberg, “fymaHutapHbie n
3KOHOMMYECKME acmeKTbl B3aMMOAENCTBUA CTPaH
CHT: murpauun, obpasoBaHue, npaBa yenoseka”
[“Humanitarian and Economic Aspects of CIS
Countries’ Interaction: Migration, Education, Human
Rights”], SkoHomuuveckoe 8o3poxcdeHue Poccuu
[Economic Revival of Russia], no. 3 (2006): 7-16.

18Kosikova, “KoHconmpauma” [“Consolidation”], 29.

184 Nikolay Kruglov, “YKkpanHa B ponu xepTebl.
BO3MOMKHblE PUCKM A/15 POCCUICKO-YKPAUHCKMX
oTHoweHuin” [“Ukraine as Victim: Possible Risks
for Russian-Ukrainian Relations”], YkpauHa:
UHPOPMAYUOHHO-aHAAUMUYECcKUll MOHUMOPUH2
[Ukraine: Information and Analytical Monitoring], no.
1(2007): 31-33.

One institutional embodiment of this strategy
was the creation, in 2007, of the Russkiy Mir
Foundation under Vyacheslav Nikonov, which
promptly deployed a broad network of offices
in Ukraine. By early 2014, under its aegis, 12
Russian centres and 8 Russkiy Mir offices were
operating in the country.'®

5.2.4. THE CASE AGAINST UKRAINE'S
EUROPEAN CHOICE

In  parallel with coercing Ukraine into
participating in  Moscow-led integration
projects, Russian experts systematically

discredited Ukraine’s European vector as such,

If Russian-led integration was presented as the

only sensible choice, then European integration
was described as a foregone dead end

presenting European integration not as the
country’s sovereign choice but as western
manipulation leading to economic catastrophe
and a loss of agency. This was always framed
as a starkly polarised dichotomy: if Russian-
led integration was presented as the only
sensible choice, then European integration
was described as a foregone dead end.

The first and most persistent element of this
discrediting was the claim that EU membership
was, in principle, unattainable for Ukraine,
and that Washington and Brussels dangled
European prospects only to keep Ukraine “on
a short leash” and prevent rapprochement
with Russia.’®® IMEMO researcher Nikolay
Rabotyazhev doubted that Ukraine would gain
much from European integration at all, while
Sergey Zhiltsov, a professor at the DA MFA,
went so far as to deny any basis whatsoever
for equal cooperation between Ukraine and
the EU.'®

185Russkiy Mir Foundation, “Ot4et 06 0CHOBHbIX
HanpasneHuax geatenbHoctu 3a 2013 roa” [“Report
on the Main Areas of Activity for 2013”] (Russkiy Mir
Foundation, 2023).

186Glinkina (ed), Poccus - Espocotos - cmpaHel CHI
[Russia - the European Union - the CIS Countries].

187Nikolay Rabotyazhev, “leocTpaternueckme guaemmoi
Kuesa” [“Kyiv’s Geostrategic Dilemmas”], Poccus u
Hogble 2ocydapcmea Espasuu, no. 4 (2013): 49-67;
“Poccumsa — YKkpaumHa: warn” [“Russia-Ukraine: Steps?”],
Mpobnembl HaunoHanbHoM cTpaterum [Problems of
National Strategy], 77-106.
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The second element was the thesis that
European integration would turn Ukraine into
an “appendage of the European economy”
and destroy its industrial potential. Zhiltsov
insisted that European integration would lead
to the “degradation of many sectors of the
Ukrainian economy,” while Nikolay Kruglov
from the Institute of CIS Countries painted
an apocalyptic picture. According to him,
NATO and EU accession would mean the “self-
destruction” of the defence industry, aviation,
and shipbuilding, with “90% of the economy
and energy sector passing under the control
of western multinationals.”*®® Neither author,
however, backed these assertions with
anything resembling a serious
comparative analysis of the real
economic consequences of Ukraine’s
European integration.

5.2.5. WEAPONISING FEDERALISATION

Russian experts very often based their analysis
on an image of Ukraine as a politically unstable
country with unclear historical prospects,
whose “destiny is to be the protectorate of
some great power.”*®? This condition was
attributed to a large number of causes, the
most frequently cited of which was the
existence of cultural, national, and religious
contradictions between the country’s east
and west. The unfailing remedy proposed for
Ukraine’s fragmentation was federalisation.*?
Along with renouncing NATO membership,
granting state status to the Russian language,

Russian experts based their analysis on an
image of Ukraine as a politically unstable

country with unclear historical prospects

The third element was the notion that
Ukraine’s European orientation was imposed
from outside by western elites, NGOs, and
foreign-funded structures. This view denied
Ukrainian society’s very capacity for an
independent civilisational choice. For instance,
Elena Tsedilina of IMEMO, presenting
European integration as expansion rather than
voluntary union, argued that the EU
“consistently draws Russia’s closest neighbours
into its orbit.”!® More overtly conspiratorial
versions of this thesis also existed, casting
Ukraine’s European aspirations as the product
of deliberate foreign engineering.?®® The
logical consequence of this frame was
inescapable: if Ukraine’s European choice was
not sovereign, then it did not need to be
respected. And if that choice was merely one
more manifestation of western interference in
Russia’s sphere of influence, then Russia was
held to have every right to oppose it by
whatever means were available.

188Kruglov, “YkpauHa B poau xeptsbl” [“Ukraine as
Victim”], 31-33.

189Elena Tsedilina, “MosmTuKa EC Ha mocTcoBeTCKOM
NPOCTPAHCTBE: OT COTPYAHMYECTBA K MHTErpaumm”
[“EU Policy in the Post-Soviet Space: From
Cooperation to Integration”], Poccus u Hogble
2ocyoapcmea Espaszuu [Russia and the New States of
Eurasia], no. 1 (2009): 15-31.

0 Anastasia Naumova, “Mo3unuus Poccum B xoae
‘opaHeBoi pesontoummn’ B Ykpante” [“Russia’s
Position during the ‘Orange Revolution’ in Ukraine”],
138-144.

and preserving Orthodox unity under the
Moscow Patriarchate, it was a constant part
of the conditions put forward for ‘normalising’
relations with Russia. Tellingly, federalising
Ukraine was openly acknowledged as an
institutional lever needed to block the
country’s sovereign course from within or
to enable the subsequent secession of “pro-
Russian regions.”!3

Interestingly, federalisation was systematically
presented by Russian experts as a democratic
norm rooted in the experience of developed
states worldwide.'®* Such rhetoric ignored the
specificity of the context, namely that the idea

¥1Grinberg and Shmelev, “BHewHas nonmTtuka” [“The
Foreign Policy”], 52.

¥2German Moro, “Mpe3naeHTcKne BbIGOpPbI Ha YKpauHe:
peanuu 1 NnepcneKkTUBbl PasBUTUA POCCUIACKO-
YKPaMHCKMX oTHoLleHuni” [“Presidential Elections
in Ukraine: The Realities and Prospects for the
Development of Russian-Ukrainian Relations”],
lpobaemsl HayuoHanbHol cmpamezuu [Problems
of National Strategy], no. 2 (2010): 69-79; Vladimir
Lapkin and Vladimir Pantin, “Kpu13nc ykpanHcKkoi
rocyZ,apCTBEHHOCTU: NOAUTUKO-NPABOBOM,
LLeHHOCTHbI U re03KOHOMMYECKUIA acnekTbl” [“The
Crisis of Ukrainian Statehood: Political-Legal, Value,
and Geoeconomic Aspects”], loauc. MoaumuyecKkue
uccnedosaHus [Polis. Political Studies], no. 5 (2014):
68-89.

193 Aslambek Aslakhanov and Vladimir Solovyov (eds),
Poccus e HOBOM 8eKe: 8HeWHenoaumu4eckoe
usmepeHue [Russia in the New Century: The Foreign-
Policy Dimension] (Federation Council of the Russian
Federation, 2010), 76-77.

194“NeueHTpannsauma, pegepanmsaums, pacnag: Kyaa
npet YrepavuHa” [“Decentralization, Federalization,
Disintegration: Where Is Ukraine Heading?”], RISS, 6
March 2018.
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was not gradually maturing through an organic
political process but was being imposed under
Russian pressure. In effect, Russia sought to
implant federalisation as an instrument for
stripping Ukraine of its sovereignty, while its
experts provided the intellectual justification
for this effort.

5.2.6. SELLING THE NEW YALTA

As before, in 2005—-13 Russian experts
continued their efforts to promote the
idea of western countries recognising
a Russian sphere of influence in
exchange for ‘strategic stability’. In
effect, through them, the Kremlin
was testing the west’s readiness for
a deal made behind the backs of the
post-Soviet states, in the form of a
‘new Yalta’. The institutions most engaged
in international expert contacts — especially
MGIMO and IMEMO — pushed hardest on this
track.

The most candid in formulating this idea was
Alexei Arbatov, director of IMEMOQ’s Centre
for International Security and a former State
Duma deputy from the liberal Yabloko party.
Apparently encouraged by “Russia’s victory
over a de facto US ally” in Georgia in 2008,
he proceeded from the premise that the
west would be ready for a broader deal that
would effectively legitimise Moscow’s sphere
of influence. Arbatov proposed linking the
guestion of NATO’s non-enlargement into the
post-Soviet space to negotiations on missile
defence and nuclear arms reductions.'®®

A far subtler approach was taken by Nadezhda
Arbatova, head of IMEMQ’s sector on
European international-political problems,
who packaged the same idea in the language
of western values. Exploiting western elites’
wishful thinking about Russia and their
fear of conflict with a nuclear power, she
argued that if the west wanted to see Russia
become democratic, “then the answer lies
in the sphere of regional cooperation and
coordinating actions across the space of the

¥ Quoted in Pyotr Cherkasov, “Think tank XXI Beka
(YacTb nepsan)” [“The Think Tank of the 21st
Century (Part One)”], Muposas 3KoHOMUKaA U
mexodyHapoOoHble omHoweHusA [World Economy and
International Relations] 68, no. 4 (2024): 131-141.

former USSR.”**® In other words, the western
audience was presented with a false dilemma:
either sacrifice Ukraine’s independence and
gain a more democratic and less aggressive
Russia or support Ukrainian sovereignty and
thereby ‘provoke’ Moscow into escalating
confrontationin Europe. Predictably, Nadezhda
Arbatova never explained how exactly
indulging Russia’s neo-imperial expansion was
supposed to advance its democratisation.

The western audience was presented with a
false dilemma: either sacrifice Ukraine's

independence and gain a more democratic
and less aggressive Russia or support
Ukrainian sovereignty and 'provoke' Moscow

In a similar way, the idea of a Yalta-model
settlement was developed by MGIMO
experts. While affirming the correctness
of Russia’s foreign policy course, they
nonetheless acknowledged that conducting
the conversation — whether with the EU or
with the elites of the post-Soviet states — in
terms such as ‘spheres of interest’ was a futile
exercise. Instead, they formulated Russia’s
principal task in the region as “preserving
the possibility of a conflict-free Russia-centric
consolidation of the post-Soviet segment.”?%’
This formulation appeared, on the surface,
somewhat softer than the language used by
Russian officials, but its substance was entirely
identical to the Kremlin’s general line.

Following Arbatova, MGIMO experts hinted
at the possibility of ‘Russia’s Europeanisation’
should the EU demonstrate willingness
to resolve post-Soviet space issues jointly
with Moscow. Drawing a false equivalence
between Russia and the EU, they defined both
as “centres of attraction” with “comparable
potential for influence” — building towards

% Nadezhda Arbatova, “CtaHyT nn ctpaHbl CHI
‘Abnokom pasgopa’ B oTHowWweHuax Poccum n EC?”
[“Will the CIS Countries Become an ‘Apple of Discord’
in Russia-EU Relations?”], Mupogas sKoHoMUKa u
mexoyHapoOdHsle omHoweHusa [World Economy and
International Relations], no. 6 (2006): 15-20.

¥7|rina Bolgova, Artem Malgin, Anatoly Torkunov, Anna
Tsibulina, and Olga Shishkina, “Ponb 1 nepcnekTusbl
Poccuum B permoHe ‘HoBoi BocTouHol EBponbl’”
[“Russia’s Role and Prospects in the Region of the
‘New Eastern Europe’”], in Alexander Dynkin and
Natalia Ivanova (eds), Poccus e noauyeHmpu4Hom
mupe [Russia in a Polycentric World] (Ves Mir, 2011),
400-406.
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the conclusion that a bilateral agreement
on “co-adapting” their policies across the
post-Soviet space would be the natural next
step.'®® In doing so, they entirely ignored the
fundamental differences in the character
of their respective integration projects —
voluntary in the EU’s case, coercive in Russia’s.

The most academically polished version of
the ‘new Yalta’ was presented by MGIMO
Associate Prof Mikhail Troitskiy and American
researcher Samuel Charap.’ The conceptual
core of Troitskiy and Charap’s approach was
the notion of an “integration dilemma,”
constructed by analogy with Robert Jervis’s
classic security dilemma.?® Building on this
frame, Troitskiy and Charap called for dialogue
between the EU and Russia on the ‘mutual
compatibility’ of their integration projects.
Their appeal to the language of an “escalation
spiral” and a “zero-sum game” exploited
western fear of direct conflict with Russia,
implicitly presenting this arrangement as a
way to avoid it.

On closer inspection, however, Troitskiy and
Charap’s analogy departs so far from Jervis’s
original that it collapses into a false one. First,
the analogy discards the one variable that gave
Jervis’s theory its explanatory power in the
first place: the distinguishability of offensive
from defensive capabilities. For Jervis, a
security dilemma is acute or mild depending
on whether states can distinguish offensive
from defensive postures. Integration projects
have no structural equivalent of this variable.
A free-trade agreement cannot meaningfully
be classified as offensive or defensive.
Stripped of this mechanism, Troitskiy
and Charap’s integration dilemma
loses analytical substance.

Second, the parallel between
interstate confrontation and competition
between integration projects is deeply

misleading on the question of stakes. For

1%8Bolgova et al, “MocTcoBeTckuii cermeHT ‘HOBOWA
BocTtouHolt EBponbl’” [“The Post-Soviet Segment of
the ‘New Eastern Europe’”], in Alexander Dynkin and
Natalia Ivanova (eds), Poccus 8 nonuyeHmpu4yHom
mupe [Russia in a Polycentric World] (Ves Mir, 2011),
376-390.

199Samuel Charap and Mikhail Troitskiy, “Russia, the
West and the Integration Dilemma,” Survival 55, no. 6
(2013): 49-62.

20Robert Jervis, “Cooperation Under the Security
Dilemma,” World Politics 30, no. 2 (1978): 167-214.

Jervis, the threat of attack between states
carried existential weight. Misreading a
defensive move as offensive and failing to
respond could mean the state’s disappearance.
The price of error was the actor’s extinction.
Integration projects operate under an entirely
different logic. Should such a project collapse,
the states that belonged to it remain. There
is no persuasive evidence that Russia itself
would cease to exist along with the collapse
of Moscow-led integration entities. At least,
Troitskiy and Charap made no effort to supply
such evidence in support of their position.

Third, the security-dilemmaframe presupposes
an absence of hostile intent. As Jervis
describes it, the dilemma arises precisely
because harm results from unintentional,
defensively motivated action. Troitskiy and
Charap explicitly built this presupposition into
their argument, insisting that “Russian motives
are far more defensive and reactive” than
commonly assumed. Yet, as this report’s own
analysis of Russian expert discourse shows,
the dominant currents of Russian thinking on
Ukraine throughout this period amount to a
consciously articulated revisionist agenda.
Applying a framework that precludes the
presence of intent to a case driven by intent is
not a neutral analytical choice.

Fourth, while the architecture of Jervis’s
security dilemma does not require that only
major actors be its parties, Troitskiy and Charap
chose to build their dilemma around Russia
and the west, leaving Ukraine’s own agency
with no place in the frame at all. Tellingly, the

The dominant currents of Russian thinking

on Ukraine throughout this period amount to
a consciously articulated revisionist agenda

authors systematically legitimised Russian
security concerns regarding the integration
of Eastern Partnership states into western
structures, while entirely ignoring those of the
Eastern Partnership states themselves. Yet it
was precisely these concerns that were among
the main drivers of Ukraine’s European and
Euro-Atlantic aspirations.

In sum, Troitskiy and Charap constructed a

symmetry where none existed, and the word
‘dilemma’ lent an air of scholarly rigour to
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what was, in essence, a Yalta-style bargain
struck without Ukraine and at Ukraine’s
expense. Their call for dialogue between the
EU and Russia on the ‘mutual compatibility’ of
their integration projects legitimised Russia’s
claim to a sphere of influence in the form most
palatable to a western audience.

The call for dialogue between the EU
and Russia on their integration projects

legitimised Russia’s claim to a sphere of
influence

The 2014 annexation of Crimea and Russia’s
full-scale invasion in 2022 ultimately exposed
the fundamental untenability of Troitskiy and
Charap’s entire conceptual construction. These
events, combined with evidence
discussed in this report, showed that
Russia’s real objection to Ukraine’s
European aspirations was never an
integration dilemma, but Moscow’s
desire to keep Ukraine isolated and
vulnerable to Russian attack. In other words,
the motives behind Russia’s foreign policy
cannot be characterised in the way Troitskiy
and Charap do. This, however, was hardly
likely to stop adherents of a Yalta-style bargain
from seeking other ways to sell it in the west.

5.3.2014-21

The annexation of Crimea and the outbreak
of war in Donbas considerably changed the
conditions in which Russian expert discourse
on Ukraine operated. Before 2014, its main
concern had been keeping Ukraine within
Russia’s orbit of influence through non-
military means. After Moscow resorted to
force, Russian experts increasingly sought to
justify and normalise the new reality. Six key
narratives came to dominate this effort, each
of which is examined separately below.

5.3.1. DELEGITIMISING UKRAINIAN
STATEHOOD AND IDENTITY

Undermining the legitimacy of post-Maidan
Ukraine became the most comprehensive
direction of Russian expert discourse in the
period 2014-21. This narrative was formulated
in its most detailed form by Vladimir Putin

in his speech of 18 March 2014, timed to
coincide with the annexation of Crimea.?** In it,
Euromaidan was described as a “coup d’état,”
as a result of which power in Ukraine passed
to “nationalists, neo-Nazis, Russophobes, and
anti-Semites” directed by “foreign sponsors.”
The annexation of Crimea was declared
necessary to protect Russian-speaking
residents from them and to correct a
“historical injustice.” State bodies in
Kyiv were said to have been “usurped
by impostors,” with no legitimate
government remaining in Ukraine.

Putin’s portrayal of post-Euromaidan
Ukraine became the dominant interpretative
frame for both Russian propaganda and expert
discourse. It encompassed two interrelated
but distinguishable levels: (1) discrediting

Putin's portrayal of post-Euromaidan Ukraine

became the dominant frame for both Russian
propaganda and expert discourse

the political regime that emerged after
Euromaidan and (2) denying the legitimacy of
the Ukrainian nation and state as such.

At the first level, the term ‘coup d’état’ became
a universal linguistic marker, reproduced by
authors from a wide range of institutional
affiliations.?®>  Using it, Russian experts

201\/|adimir Putin, “O6paLieHune MNpesnaeHTa Poccuiickom
depepaumn” [“Address by the President of the
Russian Federation”], President of Russia, 18 March
2014.

202Nodari Simoniya and Anatoly Torkunov,
“IHeprobesonacHocTb EC 1 Poccns” [“EU Energy
Security and Russia”], lMoauc. Moaumuyeckue
uccnedosaHus [Polis. Political Studies], no. 5 (2014):
9-19; Boris Shmelev (ed), YkpauHckul Kpu3uc:
MpPUYUHsI, 38004uS, ypoku [The Ukrainian Crisis:
Causes, Evolution, and Lessons, Part 1], part 1
(Institute of Economics RAS, 2014); Zhiltsov, “UcTorn”
[“The Origins”], 21-36; Dashichev, Om CmanuHa 0o
MymuHa [From Stalin to Putin]; Nikolay Rabotyazhev
and Eduard Solovyov, “YKpanHCKuii Kpusnuc: mexay
NONUTUKON NAEHTUYHOCTM U reononmTnkon” [“The
Ukrainian Crisis: Between Identity Politics and
Geopolitics”], Poccus u Hosble 2ocydapcmea Espasuu
[Russia and the New States of Eurasia], no. 3 (2017):
9-28; Boris Shmelev, Poccua - YKpanHa: napTHepCTBO
nUnu KoHdpoHTauma? [Russia-Ukraine: Partnership
or Confrontation?], research report (Institute of
Economics RAS, 2020); Leonid Vardomsky, “30
net nocne CCCP: atanbl TpaHchOpmaLMM mUccumn
nocTcoBeTCcKoro npocTtpaHcTea” [“30 Years after the
USSR: Stages in the Transformation of the Post-
Soviet Space’s Mission”], in B.P. Guseletov (ed),
Mocmcosemckoe npocmpaHcmeo: mexoy Esponol u
Asueli (FNISTs RAS, 2022), 59-70.
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systematically described the post-Euromaidan
authorities as illegitimate, puppet-like and
unviable, and as being under the ‘external
management’ of the United States and the
International Monetary Fund (IMF).

In addition, Russian texts began frequently
drawing parallels between post-Euromaidan
Ukraine and Nazi Germany in the 1930s.2%
Although these parallels became standard
across Russian expert discourse as a whole,
they were used most systematically by RISS
and the Institute of CIS Countries.?®
This parallel was also implicit in
the baseless, fabricated claim that
the new Ukrainian authorities
were allegedly seeking to build an
“ethnically homogeneous” state.?®

At the second level, delegitimisation became
more fundamental, calling into question
Ukrainian statehood and national identity as

Delegitimisation became more fundamental,

calling into question Ukrainian statehood and
national identity as such

such. It was claimed that the history of Ukraine
“is based on lies and fabrications,” that the
Ukrainian state “holds no primary value” for
Ukrainians themselves, and that the Ukrainian

203Dmitry Malyshev, “CoBpemeHHas YKpauHa: OCHOBHble
TpeHabl pa3sutma” [“Contemporary Ukraine: Key
Development Trends”], Poccusa u Hoeble 2ocydapcmea
Espasuu [Russia and the New States of Eurasia], no. 4
(2017): 27-28; Alexander Levchenkov, “UcTopurueckasn
NoJINTUKA COBPEMEHHOW YKpauHbl B reOnoANTUYECKOM
napagurme” [“The Historical Policy of Contemporary
Ukraine within the Geopolitical Paradigm”], in
Touduamunemue He3asuUCUMOCMU YKPAUHbI:
cocmosHue NoaAuUMuUKU U 3KoHomMuKu [Thirty Years
of Ukraine’s Independence: The State of Politics and
the Economy], RIAC working paper no. 61/2021 (NP
RSMD, 2021), 34-40.

204Kirill Frolov, Mpoekm YkpauHsl Kak aHmu-Poccuu:
UCKOpeHeHUe KOHOHUYeCK020 Npasocaasus Ha
ucmopuyeckux 3emasax Manopoccuu, Hosopoccuu
u Mookapnamckol Pycu [The Project of Ukraine as
Anti-Russia: The Eradication of Canonical Orthodoxy
in the Historical Lands of Little Russia, Novorossiya,
and Subcarpathian Rus] (Aleteyya, 2016): 100,
104, 140; I.A. Romanov (ed), YkpauHckuli kpusuc —
uHcmpymeHm 2eonoaumuku 3anada [The Ukrainian
Crisis: An Instrument of Western Geopolitics], issue 6
(RISS, 2014): 8.

205 apkin and Pantin, “Kpu13uc ykpanmHckoi
rocyaapcteeHHoctn” [“The Crisis of Ukrainian
Statehood”], 70, 79.

nation “is artificial” or “unformed.”?®® The
Institute of CIS Countries published materials
referring to Ukraine as “South-Western
Rus,” denying its statehood and making its
territorial integrity conditional on its political
subservience to Moscow.?”’

Another highly common construct in the
Russian expert milieu was the propagandistic
notion of Ukraine as “anti-Russia,” implying
that Ukraine exists only as an instrument of
hostile external forces and has no positive

The very existence of an independent

Ukrainian state was viewed as incompatible
with Russia's security

identity, history, or statehood of its own.?%®
In this framework, the very existence of an
independent Ukrainian state was viewed as
absolutely incompatible with Russia’s security.

5.3.2. DENYING RUSSIAN
INTERVENTION

Beginning in 2014, Russian experts
systematically denied or heavily

206Sergei Perevezentsev, “JInHua ¢poHTa npownoe”
[“The Front Line of the Past”], Poccus e enobanbHoli
nonumuke [Russia in Global Affairs] 16, no. 2-3
(2018): 66—82; Boris Shmelev, Poccus — YkpauHa:
napmyepcmeo uau KoHgpoHmayus? [Russia-Ukraine:
Partnership or Confrontation?], research report
(Institute of Economics RAS, 2020).

207Kirill Frolov, lMpoekm YkpauHsl Kak aHmu-Poccuu.
UcKkopeHeHUe KAHOHUYECK020 Npasocsasus Ha
ucmopuyeckux 3emaax Manopoccuu, Hosopoccuu
u Modkapnamckoli Pycu [The Project of Ukraine as
Anti-Russia: The Eradication of Canonical Orthodoxy in
the Historical Lands of Little Russia, Novorossiya, and
Subcarpathian Rus] (Aleteyya, 2016), 44, 175.

208Dmitry Gudimenko, “YKpauHCKMI HaLMOHANN3M
KaK MAeo10rUaA 1 NOAUTUYECKas NpaKTMKa”
[“Ukrainian Nationalism as Ideology and Political
Practice”], brosnnemeHs LleHmpa amHopenuauo3Hbix
uccnedosanul [Bulletin of the Center for Ethno-
Religious Studies], no. 4 (2016): 27-38; Kirill Frolov,
MpoeKkm YKpauHsl KK aHMU-Poccuu: UcKopeHeHue
KQHOHUYECK020 MpasoCc/aasus Ha UCmMopuYeckux
3emnax Manopoccuu, Hogopoccuu u lModkapnamckoli
Pycu [The Project of Ukraine as Anti-Russia: The
Eradication of Canonical Orthodoxy in the Historical
Lands of Little Russia, Novorossiya, and Subcarpathian
Rus] (Aleteyya, 2016); Dmitry Yefremenko, “3a
dnaxku: Poccun B aBaHrapge nepecmoTpa MMpoBoro
nopaaka” [“Beyond the Flags: Russia at the Vanguard
of Revising the World Order”], Poccus 8 enobaneHoli
nonumuke [Russia in Global Affairs] 15, no. 6
(2017): 202-219; E.G. Solovyov and G.I. Chufrin
(ed), MonumuyecKkue npoyeccs! Ha MOCMCO8EMCKOM
npocmpaHcmee: Hogble MpeHAbl U cmapsie
npobaemei [Political Processes in the Post-Soviet
Space: New Trends and Old Problems] (IMEMO RAS,
2020), 29.
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downplayed Russia’s role in the hostilities in
eastern Ukraine. The most common method
was the use of the terms ‘civil war’ and
‘Ukrainian crisis’.

Describing the war as ‘civil’ bracketed out
Russia’s involvement and its key role, as an
external aggressor, in fomenting separatism
in Ukraine, in the covert deployment of ‘little
green men’ during the annexation of Crimea,
and in the fighting in Donbas. RISS, in
particular, appears to have promoted
this frame especially actively and
tracked its spread in the west as an
indicator of the success of Russia’s
information operations.?®

The term ‘Ukrainian crisis’ was ambiguous and
thus had broader application in the Russian
expert milieu. First, against the backdrop
of geopolitical determinism, it denoted the
confrontation between the west and Russia
over Ukraine, creating an illusion of symmetry,
as if both sides were equally ‘involved’ in
the conflict and its resolution required equal
effort from all parties. Second, ‘Ukrainian
crisis’ was also used to refer exclusively to
Ukraine’s internal dimension. Absolving Russia
of responsibility for destabilising the situation,
the ‘crisis’ was described as a consequence of
the failure of Ukrainian statehood, oligarchic
governance, and inter-regional divisions. In
both cases, it was not a neutral term but a
political euphemism that transformed a war
between an aggressor state and its victim into
a phenomenon whose culprit could be anyone
except Russia.

Recognising that flatly denying Russia’s
aggression against Ukraine would be poorly
received in the west, Russian experts working
with international audiences stopped short of
doing so directly. Instead, Moscow’s actions
were presented as a forced response to the
behaviour of geopolitical opponents (such as
Ukraine, NATO, or the west more broadly),
who either constantly provoked Russia (as with

209Yuri Glushchenko, “HoBble BnacTM YKpauHbl nbiTatoTca
CHM3WUTb 3aBMCMMOCTb OT MNOCTaBOK POCCUINCKOrO
rasa” [“Ukraine’s New Authorities Try to Reduce
Dependence on Russian Gas Supplies”], Pocculickuli
sekmop [Russian Vector], no. 15 (2014): 9.

Georgia) or pursued policies hostile to it.2*° This
retrospective spin recast the Kremlin’s actions
not as aggression but as defensive measures
warranting understanding and compromise
rather than condemnation. Such accounts
typically ended in talk of ‘mutual mistakes’
and ‘missed opportunities’ by Russia and the
west, which apportioned responsibility for the
conflict symmetrically and laid the groundwork
for bargaining at Ukraine’s expense.

Moscow's actions were presented as a forced

response to the behaviour of geopolitical
opponents

Curiously, beneath the pretence of impartiality
afforded by the ‘Ukrainian crisis’ and ‘civil war’
frames, the texts of Russian experts sometimes
revealed a certain intoxication with Russia’s
audacity and a sense of satisfaction that the
west had missed the moment when Russia
began re-consolidating as a great power, and
that, with the annexation of Crimea, Moscow
had at last given Washington a bloody nose.?!!
This euphoria was especially characteristic of
authors with Marxist and far-left convictions,
who viewed Russian expansionism as a far
lesser evil than the west. They harboured
hopes that it would be precisely the Russian
authorities who would challenge the ‘absolute
dominance’ of ‘global capitalism’ and halt the
‘expansion of the western neoliberal order’.?!?
On the whole, this interpretation structurally
served official Russian propaganda.

20Andrei Sushentsov, “Ukraine - A Battlefield or a Bridge
between Russia and the West?,” Russia in Global
Affairs, no. 1 (2016): 178-193; Andrei Sushentsov
and Dmitry Ofitserov-Belsky, “MHCcTpymeHTbI
nonuTUYeckom cTpatermm Poccum B BoctouHow
EBpone: 3KOHOMMYEeCcKas B3aMM03aBUCUMOCTL”
[“Instruments of Russia’s Political Strategy in Eastern
Europe: Economic Interdependence”], CospemeHHas
Eepona [Contemporary Europe], no. 3 (2019):
139-149.

2Yuri Godin, “Mocneanuin pybexx” [“The Last Frontier”],
in YkpauHckuli Kpusuc: npu4uHsel, 380/04US, YPOKU
[The Ukrainian Crisis: Causes, Evolution, and Lessons],
part 1, ed. Boris Shmelev (Institute of Economics RAS,
2014), 86.

22 Alexander Buzgalin, “Ukraine: Anatomy of a Civil
War,” International Critical Thought 5, no. 3 (2015):
327-347; Boris Kagarlitsky, “Ukraine and Russia: Two
States, One Crisis,” International Critical Thought 6,
no. 4 (2016): 513-533.
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5.3.3. DISCREDITING UKRAINE’S
EUROPEAN INTEGRATION

Before 2014, Ukraine’s rapprochement with
the EU generally provoked condescending
smirks among Russian experts. Russian
energy resources seemed too important to
the Ukrainian economy for Kyiv to dream
of EU membership. Many were convinced
that Ukraine would sooner or later accept
the terms of geopolitical vassalage to Russia.

Many were convinced that Ukraine would

sooner or later accept the terms of
geopolitical vassalage to Russia

Yanukovych’s refusal to sign the Association
Agreement with the EU at the Eastern
Partnership’s Vilnius summit in November
2013 further reinforced this conviction. The
Kremlin’s trade and economic blackmail
appeared to have worked, and Ukraine
seemed already to be ‘in its pocket’.?*?

However, despite Moscow’s arm-twisting, Kyiv
proceeded with the EU-Ukraine Association
Agreement after the Revolution of Dignity.

The more progress Ukraine made towards

European integration, the more criticism it
drew from Russian experts

The more progress Ukraine made towards
European integration, the more criticism it
drew from Russian experts. As before, this
criticism rested on the same claims about
negative consequences for Ukraine — ‘de-
industrialisation’, ‘economic bankruptcy’, and
‘becoming an economic appendage of Europe’
— but after 2014, its geopolitical dimension
came to the fore. European integration was
now described not so much as economically
disadvantageous for Ukraine as an instrument
of the west’s anti-Russian policy, deliberately
turning Ukraine into a ‘forward outpost’ and a
‘cordon sanitaire’ against Russia.

2B3Mikhail Krivoguz, “YKkpanHckuit kpusnc 2013-2014:
B3rnag, u3 toprnpeactea” [“The 2013-2014 Ukrainian
Crisis: A View from the Trade Mission”], Poccus u
Hosble 2ocydapcmea Espasuu [Russia and the New
States of Eurasia], no. 3 (2019): 79-90.

The intensification of geopolitical determinism
and the increasing propagandisation of expert
discourse further degraded texts that were
already poor in quality. When Russian authors
made forecasts about the Ukrainian economy,
these were very often unprofessional and
inaccurate.

For example, amid Russia’s frontal assault in
2014, as Ukraine sought alternative energy
supply options, RISS believed that reverse
gas supplies to Ukraine from the EU
would be hard to implement “owing
to the absence of the necessary
pipelines.” It also assumed that the
west’s sanctions regime against Russia
would be purely political in character
and would not last long.?'* In reality, reverse
supplies were successfully launched as early
as 2014, via Slovakia, Hungary, and Poland;
Ukraine ceased direct purchases of Russian gas
in November 2015; and the sanctions regime
against Russia has continued to intensify and
remains in effect.

Another example comes from RGGU experts.
Accustomed to talking condescendingly about
the Ukrainian economy, they believed that
the Ukrainian government would be
unlikely to keep inflation within its
own 7.4% forecast for 2019, since
“foreign investment will not come
to Ukraine in an election year.”?®
They forecast inflation in Ukraine at
10-12%. Meanwhile, Ukraine’s foreign direct
investment (FDI) inflow reached $5.86 bn that
year, the highest figure since 2014,%® while
the inflation rate was 4.1%.*"

214Glushchenko, “Hosblie Bnactn Ykpaun” [Ukraine’s New
Authorities], 18.

215 Alexander Gushchin and Alexander Levchenkov,
“3anagHblii GnaHr MOCTCOBETCKOrO NPOCTPaHCTBa
1 nporpamma ‘BoctoyHoe napTHepCTBO : OMbIT U
nepcnexkTMBbl B3aumogenctena” [“The Western Flank
of the Post-Soviet Space and the ‘Eastern Partnership’
Programme: Experience and Prospects for
Interaction”], CospemeHHas Espona [Contemporary
Europe], no. 7 (2019): 105-114.

26\World Bank, “Foreign Direct Investment, Net Inflows
(% of GDP) — Ukraine,” World Development Indicators,
accessed 26 July 2026.

217“Piynnin 38iT HauioHanbHoro 6aHKy 3a 2019 pik: 10
NOKa3HUKIB, AK 3MiHW/IacA eKOHOMIKa Ta diHaHcoBa
cucrtema Yrpainn” [“The National Bank’s 2019 Annual
Report: 10 Indicators of How Ukraine’s Economy and
Financial System Have Changed”], National Bank of
Ukraine, 8 May 2020.
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Many Russian experts assumed the role of

5.3.4. WAGING AN INFORMATION WAR
AGAINST UKRAINE

After Euromaidan, the already high level of
ideologisation in expert discourse rose sharply.
It shifted from promoting concepts of cultural
and informational influence to openly waging
information warfare against Ukraine and the
countries supporting it.

This was clearly visible in the further
propagandisation of the language used.
Rather than critically examining the validity of
labels originating in official Russian discourse,
experts rapidly and en masse incorporated
them into their own terminological repertoire.
Linguistic constructs that had previously
dominated mainly at RISS and the Institute
of CIS Countries became ubiquitous across
virtually the entire Russian expert milieu. It
became the norm to use terms such as ‘forced
Ukrainisation” and ‘Russophobia’, while
the Revolution of Dignity was consistently
described in terms of the ‘forcible overthrow
of Yanukovych’, a ‘coup d’état’, an ‘uprising in
Donbas’, and a ‘civil war’.

Many experts began to interpret what was
happening in terms of a geopolitical
information confrontation over Ukraine.
Within this frame, Euromaidan was described
as the result of external informational
influence and its participants as objects of
brainwashing by western media.?®® This

soldiers in Russia's information war

excluded the agency of Ukrainian political
actors and any interpretation of Ukraine’s
political dynamics as a process driven by
domestic factors. The logic of reducing it to a
confrontation between ‘information centres
of influence’ demanded an intensification of
disinformationin order to defeat the adversary.
Consequently, many  Russian  experts
effectively assumed the role of soldiers in
Russia’s information war.

218Natalia Burlinova, “YKkpauHckue cobbitus:
MHbOPMaLMOHHbIe acnekTbl Kpusnuca” [“The Events in
Ukraine: Informational Aspects of the Crisis”], BecTHUK
aHanuTuku [Bulletin of Analytics], no. 2 (2014): 37.

The spread of factual distortions and
propaganda fakes took on a systemic character.
In order to demonise the new Ukrainian
government as ‘Russophobic’, numerous
baseless claims were made. The Institute of CIS
Countries, for example, spread disinformation
about ‘friendship trains’ allegedly being
prepared by Right Sector to travel to Crimea,
and about Kyiv and Washington being behind
the downing of MH17.2¥°

It became axiomatic to interpret the fighting
in Donbas as the consequence of an ‘uprising’
in which the Kremlin allegedly played no
part. Andrei Sushentsov and Ivan Loshkarev
of MGIMO, for example, described it as an
internal conflict that had transformed into
a ‘civil war’, attributing its root cause not to
Russian intervention but to the inflexible,
uncooperative policy of the new Ukrainian
authorities, which allegedly pushed some
Russian diaspora organisations towards a
secessionist uprising.?® In their account,
Russia’s involvement in the fighting was
‘limited” and motivated purely by defensive
goals, such as protecting the Russian diaspora
and preventing the collapse of Ukrainian
statehood.

Russian experts sought to substantiate the
image, cultivated by Russian state media, of
the west as a hypocritical and inconsistent
actor that had always wanted to draw Ukraine
into NATO. A telling example is Eduard Solovyov
of InEcon RAS, who asserted that
“not a single western politician ever
expressed respect for Ukraine’s choice
in favour of non-alignment” during
Yanukovych’s rule.? In fact, NATO
Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen

9Konstantin Zatulin, “LLe He Bmepna Ykpaida?”
[“Ukraine Has Not Yet Perished?”], Institute of CIS
Countries, 27 February 2014.

220|yan Loshkariov and Andrey Sushentsov, “Radicalisation
of Russians in Ukraine: From ‘Accidental’ Diaspora to
Rebel Movement,” Southeast European and Black Sea
Studies 16, no. 1 (2016): 71-90.

221Eduard Solovyov, “Teononntuyeckme acnekTbl Kpmsuca
Ha YkpauHe” [“Geopolitical Aspects of the Crisis in
Ukraine”], in Boris Shmelev (ed), YkpauHckuli kpu3suc:
npu4uHsl, 380oyus, ypoku [The Ukrainian Crisis:
Causes, Evolution, and Lessons], part 1 (Institute of
Economics RAS, 2014), 132.
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made statements of exactly this kind on more
than one occasion.???

Over the same period, the number of openly
conspiratorial publications rose sharply in
the Russian-language segment. It became
standard for these to mention an anti-Russian
‘shadowy conspiracy’ between Ukrainian elites
and the west, and a ‘coup d’état’ prepared
by Washington, complete with bribery
and recruitment by American intelligence
services.? RISS stood out especially in this
context, indulging its taste for smearing the
west by spreading fabrications about western-
driven ‘chipping’ of people to establish the
control of a world government.??* Notably,
such texts often amounted to a digest of
materials from Russian and Russia-affiliated
media, tailored to fit a particular narrative.??
This was not analysis but pseudo-scholarly
propaganda in pamphlet form, bearing the
signature of someone with anacademic degree
and an affiliation with a scholarly institution.

A common phenomenon in the Russian expert
milieu was the embedding of propaganda
narratives within English-language academic
texts. A very characteristic example is Alexei
Gromyko, director of the Institute of Europe

A common phenomenon in the Russian
expert milieu was the embedding of

propaganda narratives within English-

langu

age academic texts

RAS, who claimed in an article in a peer-
reviewed western journal that a “significant

222 Anders Fogh Rasmussen, “Ukraine and NATO:
Partners in Security,” speech at Taras Shevchenko
National University, Kyiv, NATO, 24 February 2011;
“HATO yBaaeT NOAUTUKY BHEHN0KOBOCTU YKpauHbl -
PacmycceH” [NATO Respects Ukraine’s Non-Bloc Policy
— Rasmussen], UNIAN, 24 February 2011.

23Dashichev, Om CmanuHa 0o lymuHa, 424, 466;
Tsedilina, “YeTBepTasn rogosuwmHa” [The Fourth
Anniversary], 9-28.

24|gor Romanov (ed), YkpauHckuli kKpusuc -
uHcmpymeHm 2eonoaumuku 3anada [The Ukrainian
Crisis: An Instrument of Western Geopolitics], issue 6
(RISS, 2014), 22-23.

25Tsedilina, “YeTsepTan rogoswmHa” [The Fourth
Anniversary]; Dmitry Malyshev, “OcHoBHble acneKTbl
POCCUINCKO-YKPAMHCKUX OTHOLLEHNI B 2021 r.:
cocTosHMe 1 nepcnektusbl” [“Key Aspects of Russian-
Ukrainian Relations in 2021: State of Play and
Prospects”], llocmcosemckue uccnedosaHus [Post-
Soviet Studies] 4, no. 3 (2021): 202—-207.

body of evidence suggests that neither
Russia nor the rebels in Eastern Ukraine were
responsible for shooting down MH17,” citing in
support only a portal of dubious reputation, a
Guardian article, and a briefing by the Russian
Ministry of Defence.??®

Meanwhile, his colleagues at RIAC and
IMEMO promoted a reassuring narrative for
international audiences that the annexation of
Crimea was a special case and that no further
annexations by Russia would follow.?”” The
events of 2022 showed that these texts may
well have been disinformation dressed in
academic or expert clothing.

5.3.5. MANUFACTURING A NARRATIVE
OF DISCRIMINATION AGAINST RUSSIAN
SPEAKERS

After something of a lull during Viktor
Yanukovych’s presidency, the Russian Foreign
Ministry sharply intensified its use of the
narrative of language-based discrimination
against Russians from spring 2014 onwards.?*
It provided a ‘humanitarian’ justification
for Russian intervention, presenting the
annexation of Crimea and Russia’s support for
separatists in Donbas not as aggression but as
the defence of a threatened ethnic
and cultural minority. Yet this framing
rested on systematic exaggeration
and factual distortion rather than on
evidence of systematic persecution.

This narrative was one of the
most persistent in Russian expert
discourse in the period 2014-21. Russian
experts consistently presented any efforts
by the Ukrainian government to strengthen

226 Alexey Gromyko, “Russia—EU Relations at a
Crossroads: Preventing a New Cold War in a
Polycentric World,” Southeast European and Black Sea
Studies 15, no. 2 (2015): 141-149.

227 Andrei Kortunov, “YTeweHue uctopueir” [The
Consolation of History], Poccus B rnobanbHoi
nonutuke [Russia in Global Affairs] 16, no. 2—-3, part
2 (2018): 6-11; Nadezhda Arbatova and Alexander
Dynkin, “World Order after Ukraine,” Survival 58, no. 1
(2016): 71-90.

228Sergey Lavrov, “BbICTyn/IeHNE 1 OTBEThI HAa BOMPOChI
AenytatoB MUHUCTPA MHOCTPaHHbIX Aen Poccum
C.B./laBpoBa B x04e nJeHapHOro 3acegaHua
locynapcteeHHoM Aymbl Poccuinckon ®epepaumn”
[“Address and Answers to Deputies’ Questions by
Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov during a
Plenary Session of the State Duma of the Russian
Federation”], Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian
Federation, 20 March 2014.
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the position of the state language as ‘forced
Ukrainisation” and an unjustified squeezing
out of the Russian language from public space.

Addressing the State Duma in 2017 to criticise
Ukraine’s language policy, he ended his speech
with the grandiloquent words: “This is a case
where Carthage must be destroyed.”?3?

Russian experts consistently presented any

efforts to strengthen the position of the state

language as 'forced Ukrainisation’

The Institute of CIS Countries was an especially
active promoter of this discrimination claim,
since the expansion of the Russian language
and culture had always been one of its top
priorities. Long before the Revolution of
Dignity — at least since 2004 — the institute’s
experts regularly used the term ‘ethnocide’
to blacken the Ukrainian authorities’ policy of
developing the Ukrainian language.?”® From
2017, the term was instrumentalised by the
Russian government. It first appeared as a
characterisation of Ukraine’s education law
in a State Duma resolution co-authored by
Konstantin Zatulin and then passed into the
lexicon of the Russian Foreign Ministry.°

Notably, Konstantin Zatulin systematically
resorted to this narrative in his public
statements, describing laws that encouraged
a gradual transition of school education to
Ukrainianasan assault onthe Russian language
and promising state assistance to what he
called “hostages of forced Ukrainisation.”?3!

2|nstitute of CIS Countries, CmpaHsi CHI. Pycckue u
PYCCKOA3bIYHbIE 8 HOBOM 3apybexcbe [Russians and
Russian Speakers in the New Abroad], no. 109 (2004),
13-24.

230Gtate Duma of the Russian Federation, O 3aasneHuun
lfocypapcrteeHHoM Aymbl DegepanbHoro CobpaHua
Poccuiickon Pegepaumnm ‘O HeAONYCTUMOCTHU
HapyweHus GyHAaMEeHTaIbHOro NPaBa KOPEHHbIX
HApPOA0B U HALMOHA/IbHbIX MEHbLUMHCTB YKpPauHbI
0byyaTbesd Ha poaHbix A3bikax’ [On the Statement
of the State Duma of the Federal Assembly of the
Russian Federation “On the Impermissibility of
Violating the Fundamental Right of the Indigenous
Peoples and National Minorities of Ukraine to Be
Educated in Their Native Languages”], Resolution
No. 2296-7 GD, (State Duma, 27 September 2017);
Alexander Lukashevich, “BbicTynieHune [octoaHHOro
npeacrasutens Poccuninckon Peaepaunn npm OBCE
A.K.JlykawweBun4ya Ha 3acegaHunm MOCTOAHHOrO coBeTa
OBCE o cutyaumnm Ha YKpanHe n HeobxoaMmocTu
BbINO/IHEHUSA MUHCKMUX AoroBOpeHHocTen”
[“Statement by Alexander Lukashevich, Permanent
Representative of the Russian Federation to the OSCE,
at a Meeting of the OSCE Permanent Council on the
Situation in Ukraine and the Need to Implement the
Minsk Agreements”], Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Russian Federation, 5 October 2017.

Bl“NenyTat [[] 0 HACUILCTBEHHOW YKPaUHU3aLIMKN: 3aKOH
BOMHbI MPOTUB pyccKoro A3bika” [“State Duma Deputy
on Forced Ukrainianisation: A Law of War against the
Russian Language”], REGNUM, 4 October 2018.

During this period, the narrative
of discrimination against Russian
speakers in Ukraine also became
widespread among many other
Russian expert organisations. Staff at InEcon
RAS, for instance, described Ukraine’s
language policy as ‘forced Ukrainisation’
but never specified exactly what the ‘force’
consisted of or how it manifested itself. Yuriy
Godin went so far as to claim that “there is not
a single Russian-language kindergarten left” in
Kyiv, although in reality Russian was removed
from kindergarten curricula only in 2022, amid
Russia’s full-scale invasion.

The rhetoric of Russian experts was often
accompanied by hints at the possibility of
repression by the Ukrainian government
and accusations that Ukraine was employing
Nazi practices. IMEMO researchers Vladimir
Lapkin and Vladimir Pantin, for example,
argued that Ukraine’s understanding of
nationhood was narrowly ethnic in character
and that its nation-building policy bore an
unmistakable resemblance to Nazism.?* They
claimed that the post-Euromaidan authorities
were allegedly hunting down dissenters and
encouraging the creation of ‘death squads’,
and posed the plainly rhetorical question of
whether Ukraine might, on this path, arrive at
ethnic cleansing.

Thus, Russian expert discourse did not so
much shape an independent agenda on the
guestion of ‘discrimination against Russian
speakers’ as seek to assist the authorities by
reproducing and reinforcing the official line
in concert with them. In doing so, experts
did not always even employ pseudo-scholarly
argumentation, turning their commentaries
into anti-Ukrainian political agitation and
disinformation.

232Gtate Duma of the Russian Federation, “Transcript of
session,” 27 September 2017.

23 apkin and Pantin, “Kpu3uc ykpauHckoi
rocypapcteeHHocTn” [“The Crisis of Ukrainian
Statehood”], 79.
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5.3.6. PROMOTING VARIATIONS OF THE
NEW YALTA

Following the annexation of Crimea and
Russia’s covert intervention in eastern Ukraine,
proponents of a ‘new Yalta’ began presenting
these developments as evidence that Moscow

Troitskiy and Charap, similarly built their
arguments around the need to begin a direct
dialogue between the EU and Russia on the
‘problems’ of associating post-Soviet countries
with the EU and the compatibility of such
association with Russian integration projects.?®
In essence, this would have amounted to
Brussels de facto recognising Russia’s

Russia's aggressive behaviour was presented [EREASRCEIUIIUSIECIESEUIARE

as a reluctant Kremlin reaction to the US and

EU's unwillingness to recognise a Russian
sphere of influence

would ultimately achieve its foreign policy
objectives. Russia’s aggressive behaviour was
presented as a reluctant Kremlin reaction to
the US and EU’s unwillingness to recognise a
Russian sphere of influence.* By deploying
the same symmetrising language of shared
responsibility for the ‘Ukrainian conflict’ and
squandered chances to resolve it, Russian
experts continued trying to convince western
audiences that a Russian veto over the
sovereign choices of the post-Soviet states
would be an acceptable price for European
security.?®

Eastern Partnership countries.

At the same time, IMEMO proposed
options  for institutionalising a
Russian sphere of influence based on
constructs derived from the Helsinki
Final Act.?®” Nadezhda Arbatova, for instance,
operationalised this as a “Helsinki+” formula,
with a legally binding treaty between Russia
and the west on the neutral status and
territorial integrity of the post-Soviet states.?®
Her IMEMO colleagues, following the same
logic, proposed a ‘new security architecture’
based on the OSCE as a ‘European UN’ with
a deeply transformed decision-making
mechanism that would effectively imply a
Russian veto right.?*°

Up to 2022, the philosophy of the ‘new Yalta’,
in its most sophisticated form, was

Russian experts continued trying to convince e eI AN e lte1 e B VAN Yot

western audiences that a Russian veto over

the sovereign choices of the post-Soviet

states would be an acceptable price for
European security

Beyond this, other typical components of
the proposed VYalta-style arrangements
were speculation about the risks of a direct
confrontation between Russia and the west
and promises of benefits from cooperating
with Russia on other global issues.

Notably, MGIMO figures such as Andrei
Zagorsky and Anatoly Torkunov, following

4Shmelev, Poccus - YkpauHa [Russia-Ukraine], 29.

B5“BHellHAA NONIUTUKa Poccum B HOBbIX yC/10BMAX”
[“Russia’s Foreign Policy under New Conditions”],
Institute of CIS Countries, 21 July 2014; Nadezhda
Arbatova and Alexander Dynkin, “World Order after
Ukraine,” Survival 58, no. 1 (2016): 71-90; Andrej
Krickovic and Maxim Bratersky, “Benevolent Hegemon,
Neighborhood Bully, or Regional Security Provider?
Russia’s Efforts to Promote Regional Integration after
the 2013-2014 Ukraine Crisis,” Eurasian Geography
and Economics 57, no. 2 (2016): 180-202.

leadership. For instance, Andrei
Kortunov formulated it in a far more
elaborate way than the overwhelming
majority of Russian experts. He
conceded the collapse of the Kremlin’s
narrative of Ukraine as a failed state
and spoke of the need for Russia to
recognise Ukraine’s agency and “build relations
with it on the same basis as, for example, with
Warsaw, Bratislava, or Bucharest.”?*° However,
heimmediately went on to declare the need for
a “serious correction” of Ukraine’s “radically

B¢ Andrei Zagorski, Poccus e cucmeme esponelickoli
6e3zonacHocmu [Russia in the European Security
System] (IMEMO RAS, 2017), 139; Anatoly Torkunov,
o dopoze 8 bydywee-2.5 [On the Road to the Future
2.5], 3rd ed. (Aspekt Press, 2017), 144

237 Nadezhda Arbatova and Alexander Dynkin, “World
Order after Ukraine,” Survival 58, no. 1 (2016): 71-90.

28Nadezhda Arbatova, “European Security in the
Context of the Ukrainian Crisis: Russian Perspective,”
Monterey Initiative in Russian Studies (@monterey_
initiative), YouTube, 18 May 2016.

23%Alexander Dynkin (ed), Mup 2035. no6anbHeili
npoeHo3 [The World in 2035: A Global Forecast]
(IMEMO RAS; Magistr, 2017), 301-302.

~n

20Kortunov, “YTeweHue uctopuei” [“The Consolation of
History”], 6—-11.
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The push for a Yalta-style settlement was
traceable in the run-up to the invasion of

pro-western, ethno-nationalist agenda.” That
is, Kortunov recognised Ukraine as a sovereign
state only to the extent that its political course
remained acceptable to Moscow.

Kortunov also proposed freezing the fighting
in Donbas along the Georgian model, which
would have meant tacitly accepting the results
of Russian aggression as the starting point for
normalisation. He argued that “the problem
of Ukraine’s NATO membership” could be
removed by opening parallel negotiations on
a “new European security system.” In practice,
this would have made Ukraine a hostage to
a bargain between Russia and the leading
western powers.

RIAC’s president, Igor lIvanov, was himself
the author of yet another sophisticated
version of the ‘new Yalta’. In April 2019, he
proposed expanding the Normandy Format
to include the EU and the US and creating a
high-level contact group modelled on the
Bosnian crisis.?** The Bosnian model de facto
legitimised Republika Srpska and cemented
the territorial results of Serbian aggression
through a multilateral settlement. Invoking
this precedent for Donbas transparently
signalled the desired outcome: entrenching
the ‘DNR’ and ‘LNR’ as essentially autonomous
entities within Ukraine with special status,
which would mean a permanent Russian lever
of influence over Ukrainian domestic and
foreign policy.

Ukraine

Expanding the Normandy Format in this way
would have turned a bilateral military conflict
between Russia and Ukraine into a multilateral
settlement, allowing Russia to recast itself
as a mediator rather than an aggressor.
Moreover, lvanov’s echo of Kortunov’s thesis
— that negotiations on a new security system
should proceed in parallel with the ‘Ukrainian
agenda’ — pointed towards a broader goal of
institutionalising Russian influence across the
continent, far beyond Ukraine alone. Given the
close institutional ties between the Foreign

%gor Ivanov, “Iomouyb YkpaunHe - nomo4s cebe”
[“Helping Ukraine Is Helping Ourselves”],
Kommersant, 22 April 2019.

Ministry and RIAC, and the near-verbatim
overlap between Ivanov’s and Kortunov’s key
theses, this Yalta-esque scheme may well have
been coordinated between the two.

RIAC’s push for a Yalta-style settlement was
also traceable in the run-up to the invasion of
Ukraine. Andrei Kortunov, for example, wrote
in December 2021 that only an agreement
between Russia and the west on a gradual de-
escalation in Ukraine, and on “reducing the
incentives motivating Ukraine to persistently
seek NATO membership, and the incentives
motivating NATO to expand,” could “finally rule
out even the hypothetical prospect of a major
armed conflict in the centre of Europe.”?*?

Ivan Timofeev of RIAC offered a similar logic
in January 2022, laying out three scenarios:
war, permanent tension, and a deal between
Russia and the west.?*® He raised the prospect
of Russia becoming a ‘European North
Korea’ as an outcome of the first two — a
comparison that might, at first glance, read
as sober self-criticism. In fact, it functioned
as leverage aimed at the west rather than a
warning to the Kremlin: an unpredictable,
sanctioned, nuclear-armed pariah state on
Europe’s doorstep was not an outcome that
western governments, accustomed to comfort
and stability, would want to live with either.
Timofeev’s preferred option was the third
scenario, which he presented as a reasonable
middle path for both sides: downgrading
Ukraine to a secondary issue within
the broader Russia—west relationship
while leaving Moscow free to continue
eroding Ukrainian sovereignty.

5.4. 2022 ONWARDS: THE FULL-
SCALE INVASION

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February
2022 triggered yet another restructuring of
Russian expert discourse. Narratives that had
previously been deployed to legitimise Russian
claims to a sphere of influence over Ukraine
and to justify the annexation of Crimea were
now repurposed to rationalise a new act of

242 Andrei Kortunov, “XoTat n pycckre BoHbI?” [“Do
Russians Want War?”], RIAC, 6 December 2021.

283|van Timofeev, “INocne oTseTa U3 BalnHITOHA: TpK
cueHapus” [“After Washington’s Response: Three
Scenarios”], Valdai Discussion Club, 31 January 2022.
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aggression. As the ‘special military operation’
dragged on, the discourse grew increasingly
mendacious, whitewashing Russian policy for
both domestic and international audiences.
This section traces the main lines of effort
pursued by Russian experts in this regard:
laying the intellectual groundwork for the
invasion; legitimising narratives that took
hold once the war had begun; the search for
new formulas for a grand bargain with the
west; efforts to erode western support for
continued assistance to Ukraine; and, finally,
the promotion of pro-Russian narratives
through academic texts aimed specifically at
western audiences.

5.4.1. LAYING THE INTELLECTUAL
GROUNDWORK FOR THE INVASION

Restoring formalised spheres of influence has
long been one of the most persistent aims of
Russian foreign policy — visible in Putin’s 2007
Munich speech, Dmitry Medvedev’s proposed
2008 European Security Treaty, and, in 2020,
Putin’s call for a summit of the ‘nuclear five'.
When it became clear by spring 2021 that no
such Yalta-style deal was forthcoming, Putin
turned to military pressure instead, massing
troops on Ukraine’s border, staging large-
scale exercises with Belarus, and, in December
2021, issuing an ultimatum demanding NATO'’s
rollback to its 1997 configuration.?** The
invasion that followed in February 2022 was
the pursuit of a European order on Russia’s
own terms — now by force.

From late summer 2021, at Putin’s prompting,
a new and persistent leitmotif of Russian
propaganda emerged. NATO was accused
of the ‘military development’ (goeHHoOe
oceoeHue) of Ukraine, a claim Putin later
invoked as one of the pretexts for the full-
scale invasion.?* RIAC, IMEMO, InEcon, IE,
HSE, and many others quickly incorporated

24440 DOCCUMCKUX MPOEKTaxX AOKYMEHTOB No
obecneyeHnto NPaBOBbIX rapaHTUii 6esonacHocTH
co cTopoHbl CLLUA 1 HATO” [“O poccuitcKnx npoekTax
[OOKYMEHTOB No obecrneyeHunto NpaBoBbIX rapaHTUi
6e3onacHocTu co cTopoHbl CLUA 1 HATO”], Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 17
December 2021.

25|gor Gretskiy, “Russia’s Propaganda War,” Russia’s War
in Ukraine series, no. 9, ICDS, August 2022.

this term into their professional vocabulary
and retransmitted the Kremlin’s corresponding
message in their texts.#

Even amid an aggressive anti-Ukrainian
campaign in the Russian media and large-
scale military exercises on the border with
Ukraine, when it was already entirely obvious
that Moscow was driving up tensions, Russian
experts symmetrised the situation as an
‘exchange of signals’” and an ‘information
confrontation’ between Russia and the west,
and dismissed the possibility of Russian
aggression as an untenable hypothesis
imposed from outside.?*’

From the second half of December 2021, the
tone of Russian expert publications shifted
again. Two events likely contributed to this.
First, after a call with Putin on 7 December
2021, US President Joe Biden made clear that
neither the US nor NATO countries would
send their own troops into Ukraine in the
event of Russian armed aggression.?*® Second,
Washington responded in a lukewarm,
conciliatory manner to the brazen ultimatum
Russia issued in December 2021. Having
thereby become convinced that Ukraine
would be left one-on-one with Russia, the
Kremlin and the experts serving it adopted a
more assertive, uncompromising line.?*

246See, for instance: Timofeev, “Mocne oTBeTa U3
BawwuHrToHa” [“After Washington’s Response”];
Elena Tsedilina, “YKkpanHcKkuit paznom (aHaTomuma
BOOPYKEHHOTO KOHMMKTA)” [“The Ukrainian Fault
Line (Anatomy of an Armed Conflict)”], Poccus
u Hosvble 2ocydapcmea Espasuu [Russia and the
New States of Eurasia], no. 2 (2022): 27-43;
Leonid Vardomsky, “UHTerpaymoHHas muccua
nocTcoBeTcKoro npocTpaHctea” [“The Integration
Mission of the Post-Soviet Space”], Mup nepemeH
[World of Change], no. 1 (2022): 115-128; Alexey
Gromyko, “Ounnomatus vs 6anaHcMpoBaHUE Ha
rpatv BoHbl” [“Diplomacy vs Brinkmanship”], RIAC,
7 February 2022; Vasily Kashin, “[ponarangucrcroe
opyxune” [“Propaganda Weapon”], Profil, 2 November
2021; Dmitry Suslov, “Cnenyet yecTHo 06BLABUTS, YTO
Poccusa n HATO - npotusHukm” [“We Should Honestly
Declare That Russia and NATO Are Adversaries”],
Kommersant, 14 January 2022.

%47lyan Timofeev, “BoiiHa Poccum 1 YkpanHbl: 6a308BbIi
cueHapnin?” [“A War Between Russia and Ukraine:
The Base-Case Scenario?”], Valdai Discussion Club,

25 November 2021; Andrei Kortunov, “Xotat sin
pycckue BolHbI?” [“Do Russians Want War?”], RIAC, 6
December 2021.

#8“Russia Ukraine: Sending US Troops Not on Table —
Biden”, BBC News, 8 December 2021.

249Sergey Karaganoy, interview by Andrei Uglanov,
“YkpavHa 8 HATO — 3T0 oaHO3HayHaA 6onblias BOMHA
8 EBpone” [“Ukraine in NATO Would Unambiguously
Mean a Major War in Europe”], ApeaymeHmeol Hedenu
[Arguments of the Week], 1 February 2022.
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Havin

This dynamic can be traced, for example, in the
publications of Ivan Timofeev. In November
2021, he stated that the idea of the west’s
decline was a consensus view within the
Russian expert milieu, but cautioned against
hasty conclusions, carefully suggesting that
the west’s margin of resilience remained high
and that the decline of this ‘selfish giant’ could
stretch across decades or even centuries.?°

g become convinced that Ukraine

would be left one-on-one with Russia,

experts serving the Kremlin adopted a more
assertive, uncompromising line

Yet by January 2022, Timofeev had concluded
that “Washington clearly does not want to
irritate Russia,”?*! describing the west as a
weakening power.?>? His recommendation, in
essence, was that Russia maintain a high level
of confrontation with the west without moving
to military action, which he believed would
be enough to force the west into geopolitical
concessions. Timofeev assumed that, should
war begin, “the Ukrainian army could be
defeated relatively quickly.”?>3

On the eve of the invasion, Russian authorities
categorically denied accusations that Russia
was preparing to attack Ukraine.® Russian
diplomatsinsisted, right up to the last moment,
that such accusations were “aggressive verbal

20lyan Timofeev, “Ynaaok 3anana? 3a v npotms”
[“The Decline of the West? For and Against”], Valdai
Discussion Club, 2 November 2021.

lyan Timofeev, “OtcyTcTBME NaHUKM - NPABU/IbHbIN
BbI60p” [“The Absence of Panic Is the Right Choice”],
Kommersant, 13 January 2022.

B2Timofeev, “lMocne otseTta n3 BawnHrroHa” [“After
Washington’s Response”]

23Timofeev, “MNMocne oteeTta U3 BawmnHrroHa” [“After
Washington’s Response”]

254“PoccnAa 3aBepusia, YTo He cobupaeTca HanagaTb Ha

Yrpanny” [“Russia Assured That It Does Not Intend to
Attack Ukraine”], Interfax, 19 January 2022.

exercises.”?> Russian experts did exactly the
same, with one voice. Konstantin Zatulin and
Ivan Timofeev, for example, denied that Russia
had any intention of invading Ukraine and
accused the west of psychosis and hysteria.?*®
Fyodor Lukyanov of HSE firmly stated that
reports of an impending Russian attack on
Ukraine were “nonsense” being pushed “with
maniacal persistence” by the US and the UK.?’

Interestingly, after the invasion began
on 24 February 2022, Russian experts
engaged in essentially no reflection
on how well-founded their forecasts
and claims from before the full-scale
invasion had actually been. At first
glance, such reflection appeared in a
text — rare for this genre — by that same Ivan
Timofeev.?*® On closer inspection, however, it
proved hollow. Timofeev referred to his own
Novemberforecast, listing seven consequences
of a military scenario: sanctions, diplomatic
isolation, the consolidation of the west around
Ukraine, and so on. Yet he did not change his
analysis’s ideologically charged, neo-imperial
conceptual frame in the slightest. Tellingly,
he labelled those who correctly predicted
the invasion “Russophobes.” Timofeev’s
“reflection” never once mentions his own text

25Sergey Vershinin, “BoicTynieHve v 0TBETHbIE
cnosa 3amectutenss MMHUCTPa MHOCTPAHHbIX
aen Poceniickont Pepepaunu C.B.BepwinHMHA Ha
6pundurHre Cb OOH no nucbmy Moctnpena Poccum
S/2014/264 B cBA3M C CEMUNETUEM NPUHATUA
pesontounn Coseta 2202 (2015), yTBepamsluei
KomnnaeKkc mep no BbinoAHEeHUO MUHCKUX
cornaweHuin” [“Statement and Responses by Deputy
Foreign Minister of the Russian Federation Sergey
Vershinin at a UN Security Council Briefing on the
Letter from Russia’s Permanent Representative
$/2014/264, on the Occasion of the Seventh
Anniversary of the Adoption of Security Council
Resolution 2202 (2015), Which Endorsed the Package
of Measures for the Implementation of the Minsk
Agreements”], Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Russian Federation, 18 February 2022.

256polina Khimshiashvili and Anastasia Serova, “Y4em
BbI3BaHO 060CTPEHME CUTYALUMN BOKPYT YKPAUHDI.
MHeHus skcnepTos” [“What Has Caused the
Escalation around Ukraine? Experts’ Views”], RBC, 12
February 2022; Mikhail Akinchenko, “3anag, HarHeTaeTt
UCTEPUIO BOKPYT MUPUUYECKOTO BTOPXKEHUSA Poccum Ha
YKpaunny” [“The West Is Whipping Up Hysteria over
Russia’s Mythical Invasion of Ukraine”], Bpems [Time],
Mepesoili kaHan [First Channel], 15 February 2022.

%7Fyodor Lukyanoy, interview by Sergei Mardan,
“NonyunTtcs vy Poccun cnomatb amepuKaHCKUn
mup” [Will Russia Manage to Break the American
World], Paduo Komcomoneckas Mpasda [Radio
Komsomol Truth], 14 February 2022.

258lyan Timofeev, “[Touyemy 3KcnepTbl HE BEPUAN B
BEPOATHOCTb BOOPYKEHHOro KOHG/IMKTA ¢ YKpanHon”
[“Why Experts Did Not Believe in the Likelihood of an
Armed Conflict with Ukraine”], RIAC, 2 March 2022.
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The absence of reflection across decades of

from 31 January 2022, in which the military
scenario already figured as one of three equally
probable options for Russian policy, complete
with a worked-out logic for a swift military
victory over Ukraine. Had the reflection been
genuine, it would have had to address this text
above all others. And had the self-criticism not
been ritualistic, admitting the error should
logically have been followed, in one form
or another, by a break with the practice of
promoting the Kremlin’s official narratives. Yet
this occurred neither in Timofeev’s case nor in
that of his colleagues. On the contrary, without
changing anything in their method of work,
Russian experts continued communicating
Ukraine-related Kremlin messages to domestic
and international audiences alike.

A similar pattern is visible in Fyodor Lukyanov’s
remarks. In August 2026, having
described himself as initially sceptical
about the necessity of the invasion,
he concluded that the ‘special
military operation” made much
more sense when viewed as part of
a global struggle “without any rules
of the game” against the restoration
of western dominance, in which Russia’s
task was to demonstrate its “resilience and
strength.”?*® His apparent self-reflection,
however, does not involve revisiting the
assumptions underlying his initial assessment
or identifying where they proved to be wrong.
Instead, the admission of his earlier scepticism
serves as a rhetorical device for reframing the
invasion, turning that very scepticism into part
of a post-hoc rationalisation and legitimation
of Russian foreign policy.

expert failures on the topic of Ukraine is

evidence of the lack of independence of
Russian expert platforms and organisations

The widespread absence of deep reflection
across decades of expert failures on the topic
of Ukraine is further evidence of the lack of
independence of Russian expert platforms
and organisations. Independence, after all,
is not what an institution says about itself,

9Glenn Diesen (@GDiesenl), “Fyodor Lukyanov:
Russia’s Strategy as the World Order Collapses”,
YouTube, 15 August 2026.

but what happens to its analytical apparatus
once reality proves it wrong. The primacy of
loyalty to the regime implies that, in essence,
for a Russian expert, an error made within
the Kremlin’s general line is not really an
error at all. Hence, the purpose of displaying
‘reflection’ is to preserve credibility with the
western professional community, so that
Russian expert platforms continue to be
perceived in the west as sources of objective
analysis. Interestingly, this feigned ‘reflection’
appeared precisely among those who had
previously been actively engaged with the
western expert milieu.?® In the end, what
makes Russian experts successful in the
Kremlin’s eyes is not the accuracy of their
analysis, but how credible their propaganda
remains to the very audience it was designed
to persuade.

What makes Russian experts successful
in the Kremlin's eyes is how credible their

propaganda remains to the audience
it was designed to persuade

5.4.2. LEGITIMISING THE INVASION

By the time of the full-scale invasion, Russian
expert circles had long operated on the
premise that Ukraine was a non-sovereign,
west-controlled state with a political regime
hostile to Russia. In this sense, their texts after
2022 offered little new. What was striking,
rather, was how quickly they embraced this
existing frame and normalised in the media
the specific terminology used by the
Kremlin and articulated by Putin on
the very first day of the invasion.

The Institute of CIS Countries, for
example, justified the ‘special military
operation’ as a war with NATO forced
upon Russia by the United States and
presented Ukrainians as a people “whose

260Timofeev, “IMo4Yemy 3KCNepTbl HE BEPUIM B BEPOATHOCTL”
[“Why Experts Did Not Believe in the Likelihood”];
Alexei Arbatov, “YKpanHCKuIA KpU3unc 1 cTpaTernyeckas
ctabunbHocTb” [“The Ukrainian Crisis and Strategic
Stability”], Moauc. Monumuyeckue uccnedosaHus [Polis.
Political Studies], no. 4 (2022): 10-31.
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brains had been washed by propaganda.”?¢!
Its experts constantly described the Ukrainian
authorities as ‘totalitarian’ and explained
Ukraine’s very existence solely by western
support rather than the political will of
Ukrainian society itself. Ukraine was also
frequently referred to as a springboard created
by the west for geopolitical confrontation with
Russia, while Vladimir Putin was described
as “the gatherer of Russian lands.”?6?
Moreover, developing his earlier thesis
that Ukrainian national identity is a
heresy,?? the institute’s staff member
Kirill Frolov defined the ‘special
military operation’ as a “sacred war
for Russian reunification” and called
for the liquidation of the Ukrainian state.?**

RISS reproduced the same narratives, while
placing particular emphasis on producing
propaganda materials that discredited
Ukraine as a state that had continuously
degraded since the collapse of the USSR, was
steeped in irrational hatred of Russia, and
professed Nazism.?®®* These materials claimed
that Ukrainian identity was an artificial
phenomenon heldtogether only by the support
of official Ukrainian institutions and could
therefore simply be abolished.?®® In addition,
RISS staff helped Russian propaganda frame
the arrests of figures accused of collaborating
with Russia as the persecution of politically
motivated opposition figures. Oleg Nemensky,

261V/|adimir Yevseyey, interview by Kirill Kurbatov, “Ecsin
6bl Poccysa He Hayana cneuonepaumio Ha YKpanHe,
oHa bbl BoeBana ¢ HATO B [Jonbacce” [“If Russia Had
Not Started the Special Operation in Ukraine, It Would
Be Fighting NATO in Donbas”], Ukraina.ru, 9 March
2022.

262lyan Petrov, “BoccTaHoBAEHME PYCCKOrO MUPa AN
ncropuyeckas mmccua Bnagnmupa Nytuna” [“The
Restoration of the Russian World, or Vladimir Putin’s
Historical Mission”], O6wecmeseHHas caymba
Hosocmeli [Public News Service], 11 March 2022.

263Frolov, Pycckasa npasocsnaeHas uepkoas [The Russian
Orthodox Church], 9.

264Kirill Frolov, “CBO kak CesauleHHan BonHa” [“The
SVO as a Holy War”], Institute of CIS Countries, 1
March 2023; Kirill Frolov, “/loH6acc BoccTan npotus
‘epecu yKpaunHcTBa'. MpoeKT YKpanHa A0/IKeH ObiTb
3akpbIT” [“Donbas Has Risen against the ‘Heresy of
Ukrainianism.” The Ukraine Project Must Be Closed”],
Institute of CIS Countries, 22 May 2024.

25R|SS (@RUanalysis), “Mpoekt ‘Ykpanua'. Yactb BTopas”
[“The Ukraine Project, Part Two”], YouTube, 7 April
2022.

%60leg Nemensky, interview by Tatiana Bespalova,
“Co3HaTteNbHbIN YKpanHeLl, - 3TO TOT, KTO HeHaBnAUT
pycckux, HeHasuant Poccunio” [“A Conscious Ukrainian
Is One Who Hates Russians, Hates Russia”], REGNUM,
13 May 2022.

for example, described the arrest of Viktor
Medvedchuk, suspected by the Ukrainian
authorities of treason, as an act carried out in
“the logic of a gang.”?*” He also repeatedly lent
credibility to SVR disinformation leaks in his
public commentaries, at one point affirming
that Poland allegedly harboured territorial
ambitions towards western Ukraine and
wanted to turn Ukraine into “its own colony.” 258

The most common means to legitimise
Russia's invasion of Ukraine was to interpret

it as a defensive war against the west

Perhaps the most common means by which
Russian experts legitimised Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine was to interpret it as a defensive
war against the west. lvan Timofeev of RIAC,
for example, explained that Russia had gone
to war because the west had failed to heed
Russia’s security concerns.?®® Dmitri Trenin
also wrote that Russia’s military actions
were forced.?””® His HSE colleague Vasily
Kashin, attributing responsibility for the war
in Ukraine to the Biden administration, even
welcomed it, believing that severing “neo-
colonial relations” with the west was a great
boon for Russia.?”*

Another recurring element was the denial
of Ukraine’s agency and sovereignty, with
experts treating it as a western instrument for
inflicting maximum harm on Russia. MGIMO
Prof Ivan Safranchuk claimed that the west

%7“BockpecHoe Bpemsa” [“Sunday Time”], [epaoil kaHan
[First Channel], 17 April 2022.

2%8Renat Abdullin, “Packpbitbl niaHbl [osbwimn Ha
Yrpanny” [“Poland’s Plans for Ukraine Revealed”],
MocKoBckuit Komcomonel, [Moscow Komsomolets],
29 April 2022; Oleg Nemensky, interview by Evgenia
Vasilyeva, “Nonauntonor: Nosblia HamepeHa caenatb
Ykpaunny nonyrkosnoHuen” [“Political Scientist: Poland
Intends to Turn Ukraine into a Semi-Colony”], Pravda.
Ru, 8 August 2022.

29lvan Timofeeyv, interview by Evgenia Volgina, “YmHbie
napHu” [“Smart Guys”], foeopum Mockea [Moscow
Speaks], 29 December 2023.

270 Dmitri Trenin, “CTpaTerMyeckoe caepmnBaHve: HoBble
KOHTYpbI” [“Strategic Deterrence: New Contours”],
Poccus 8 enobanbHol nonumuke [Russia in Global
Affairs] 22, no. 4 (2024): 74-86.

271Vasily Kashin, interview by Evgenia Volgina, “YmHble
napHu” [“Smart Guys”], foeopum Mockea [Moscow
Speaks], 8 February 2023; Vasily Kashin, interview by
Olga Vandysheva, “HoBas xonogHas BoviHa — 370 He
NpoOCTO HOPMasibHO, a oYeHb xopowwo” [“The New Cold
War Is Not Just Normal, It’s Very Good”], Business
Online, 9 June 2026.
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By dissolving the decision to invade Ukraine
into a long historical chain of causes, authors

was using Ukraine as a “geopolitical suicide
bomber” meant to die in the confrontation
with Russia, while Alexei Gromyko, director
of IE RAS, called Ukraine a west-made “anti-
Russia” that had, “with its own hands, [...]
brought the situation to armed conflict.”?”?

Following Putin’s lead, Russian experts very
often inscribed the ‘special military operation’
within a much broader time frame, presenting
it as an inevitable result of historical trends.

absolved Russia of responsibility

By dissolving the decision to invade Ukraine
into a long historical chain of causes, authors
adopting this interpretation absolved Russia of
responsibility. RGGU Prof Tamara Guzenkova,
who had spent many years at RISS, cited as
such trends the “processes of the destruction
of Ukrainian statehood and social degradation
that had spun out of control,” as well as an
“anti-Russian and Russophobic foreign and
domestic policy.”?”®

Another device commonly used in the Russian
expert milieu to legitimise the invasion of
Ukraine was the drawing of false historical
parallels with Nazi Germany. A researcher
at the Institute of Scientific Information for
Social Sciences at the Russian Academy of
Sciences (INION RAS) and MGIMO professor,
Filipp Trunov, for instance, wrote that by
supporting Ukraine, western countries were
nurturing a “strategic monster” that, like Nazi

224BockpecHoe Bpems” [“Sunday Time”], Pervyi Kanal,
17 April 2022; “B PAH paccka3anu o npespaLleHmm
YKpauHbl B ‘aHtu-Poccuio’ [“The Russian Academy
of Sciences Explains How Ukraine Turned into ‘Anti-
Russia’”’], Lenta.ru, 25 July 2025, based on comments
to RIA Novosti.

23Tamara Guzenkova, “OT ‘Hepoccuu’ K ‘AHTU-Poccun’:
pafnKanbHbIN HALMOHANN3M KaK GAKTOP YKPaUHCKOM
nonmtnkn” [“From ‘Non-Russia’ to ‘Anti-Russia’:
Radical Nationalism as a Factor in Ukrainian Politics”],
C80600HaA mbicab [Free Thought], no. 3 (2022):
31-46; Vladimir Putin and Alexander Lukashenko,
“CoBMecTHan npecc-koHpepeHumsa ¢ MpesngeHTom
Benopyccuun Anekcanapom JlykaweHko” [“Joint Press
Conference with President of Belarus Alexander
Lukashenko”], President of Russia, 12 April 2022.

Germany, could turn its power against them.?’*
Underlying this thesis, which rests on false
historical analogies, is an appeal to Europe
not to hinder Russia from destroying Ukraine.
In his arbitrary comparisons, Trunov goes so
far as to declare, absurdly, that the USSR and
Russia are “the true bearers and guardians of
democracy.”

Even more elaborate in this respect are the
texts of Vladislav Belov, senior research fellow
at IE RAS. He draws a false parallel
not directly between Nazi Germany
and Ukraine, but between German
arms manufacturers of the 1930s and
1940s and those of today, presenting
both as having served evil.?”> In doing
so, Belov attempts to project the
sense of moral guilt over German companies’
complicity in the Third Reich’s war machine
onto their supplies to Ukraine today, which
he presents as evidence of Germany’s own
incomplete denazification.

Sergey Karaganov applies this device far more
bluntly. He literally equates the Ukrainian
population with the German population
that supported Nazism in the 1930s and
treats Russia’s ‘special military operation’ as
morally warranted to the same extent as the
denazification of Germany was.?’® In this way,
Karaganov presents the invasion not as an act
of aggression against a sovereign state but as
a repetition of a previously legitimised military
action, thereby excusing violence against

274Filipp Trunov, “Ypoku Besvkon MNobesbl kak
MmnepaTusbl Ana GOPMUMPOBAHUA CNPaBeAMBOrO
muponopsaaxa” [“The Lessons of the Great Victory
as Imperatives for Forming a Just World Order”],
MexdyHapooHas #cu3Hb [International Affairs], no. 6
(2025).

25\/|adislav Belov, “OTBeTcTBEHHOCTb M 3abBeHMeE:
KPYMHbIM KanuTtan fepmaHun MexKay Hauu3mom u
COLManbHOM PbIHOYHOM 3KOHOMMKOI” [“Responsibility
and Oblivion: German Big Capital between Nazism
and the Social Market Economy”], Hay4yHo-
aHanumu4eckuli eecmHuk UE PAH [Scientific and
Analytical Bulletin of the Institute of Europe of the
Russian Academy of Sciences], no. 2 (2025): 7-18.

276Sergey Karaganov, interview by Alexei Krasovsky,
“Cepreit KaparaHoBs: 1 N0coaeicTBOBas OTPE3BAEHUIO
N YCUNEHUNIO AAEPHOro caepxuBanus” [“Sergey
Karaganov: | Have Contributed to Sobering Up and
Strengthening Nuclear Deterrence”], Daily Storm, 27
December 2023; Sergey Karaganov, “Hezonyctumo
coxpaHeHWe YKPaMHCKOMN rocyAapcTBEHHOCTH
Ha OCHOBe cMecu Pycodobun 1 Yya0BMLLHOTO
komnpagopcrea ee aaut” [“The Preservation of
Ukrainian Statehood on the Basis of a Mixture of
Russophobia and the Monstrous Comprador Character
of Its Elites Is Unacceptable”], Pocculickas eazema
[Russia’s Newspaper], 1 March 2023.
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A separate effort was underway to win over

a different constituency — the global south

Ukrainians, forced regime change, and the
ideological remaking of Ukraine’s population.
The very vocabulary Karaganov uses to define
Russia’s war aims “the reunification of
the historically Russian lands” and “the re-
education of people infected with fascism, as
the Germans were after 1933” — echoes the
language and logic used by Nazi Germany to
justify its own expansion.

This entire body of legitimising narratives,
however, was addressed chiefly to domestic
and western audiences. A separate effort was
underway to win over a different constituency
altogether — the global south. Instead of the
‘Russia vs Ukraine’ frame, which left little
room for interpreting Russia’s actions as
anything other than a war of conquest, Russian
discourse increasingly employed the frame of
‘the west vs the rest of the world’. Within it,
Russia’s genocidal war against Ukraine was
presented as an episode in a supposedly just
defensive reaction against the west’s global
‘neo-colonial expansion’. Meanwhile, Russian
diplomats at international events began
presenting Russia as a vanguard force in the

struggle against “waning western hegemony”
and “neo-colonialism.”?””

Tellingly, whereas on the first day of the
invasion Putin mentioned the term “hegemon”
only in passing, with an indirect allusion to the
west, by his October 2022 speech at the Valdai
Club the thesis of a struggle against “western
hegemony” had already become central.?’®
Putin declared at the time that it was
the west that had “ignited the war
in Ukraine” in order to “preserve its
power over the world.”

Russian experts responded immediately to
this Kremlin demand to reframe the invasion
for international audiences. In September
2022, Sergey Karaganov, prompted by Fyodor
Lukyanov, proposed abandoning the terms
‘non-west’ and ‘global south’ in favour of
‘world majority’. As Karaganov later explained,
the purpose of introducing this term was to
present Russia to international audiences in

277Maxim Buyakevich, “Bbictynnenve samecturens
MocTosaHHOro npeacTasutens Poccuinckom
Pepepaumu npu OECE M.B.BysikeBMYa Ha 3aceaHnmn
[ocTosHHOro coseta OBCE” [“Statement by Maxim
Buyakevich, Deputy Permanent Representative of
the Russian Federation to the OSCE, at a Meeting of
the OSCE Permanent Council”], Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the Russian Federation, 26 May 2022;
Sergey Lavrov, “BcrynutensHoe cnoso MuHucTpa
MHOCTpaHHbIX gen Poccuiickoi Gegepaumm
C.B./laBpoBa Ha BCTpeYe C pyKOBOAUTENAMM
POCCUMIACKUX HEKOMMEPUYECKUX OpraHmn3aLmni
BHELHeNnoANTUYeCcKon HanpasaeHHocTn” [“Opening
Remarks by Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov
at a Meeting with the Heads of Russian Non-Profit
Organisations Working in Foreign Policy”], Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 22
July 2022; Alexander Lukashevich, “Beictynnexuve
MocTosHHOro npeacTasutens Poccuiickon Pepepaumm
npu OBCE A.K./lyKalweBn4a Ha 3acegaHunn
[ocTosHHoro coseta OBCE” [“Statement by Alexander
Lukashevich, Permanent Representative of the
Russian Federation to the OSCE, at a Meeting of
the OSCE Permanent Council”], Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the Russian Federation, 22 September 2022;
Konstantin Gavrilov, “BbicTynieHne pykosoautens
Oenerauumn Poccunitckon Pepepaunn Ha neperosopax
B BeHe no Bonpocam BoeHHOM 6e30nacHoCTM u
KOHTpOAA Haz BoopyxkeHmnamum K.KO.fagpuaosa
Ha 1022-m nneHapHom 3acegaHmnn Popyma OBCE
no coTpyaHu4yecTsy B 06s1actn 6esonacHocTn”
[“Statement by Konstantin Gavrilov, Head of the
Delegation of the Russian Federation to the Vienna
Negotiations on Military Security and Arms Control,
at the 1022nd Plenary Meeting of the OSCE Forum for
Security Co-operation”], Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the Russian Federation, 21 September 2022.

278\/ladimir Putin, “O6paLieHue MNpesnaeHTa Poccuiickon
depepaumn” [“Address by the President of the
Russian Federation”], President of Russia, 24 February
2022; Vladimir Putin, “3acegarHne MexayHapoaHoro
AMCRyccnoHHOoro kayba ‘Banpan’ [“Meeting of the
Valdai Discussion Club”], President of Russia, 27
October 2022.
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the guise of a liberator of other countries.?”
The Russian Foreign Ministry now employs the
expression regularly, and Putin first used it in a
speech in December 2022.%°

5.4.3. CHASING A GRAND BARGAIN
WITH THE WEST

As the Russian army’s blitzkrieg failed and
the conflict turned into a war of attrition,
the prospect of a Yalta-style deal with the
west receded. Western support for Ukraine
turned out to be far more consolidated than
the Kremlin had expected. Nor were most of
the world’s countries on Russia’s side: 141
countries supported the UN General Assembly
resolution condemning Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine. Besides Russia itself, only its co-
aggressor Belarus, along with North Korea,
Syria, and Eritrea, voted against it.?%

Kremlin-adjacent experts directed their

efforts at persuading the west that a deal

with Moscow would be more advantageous
than continued support for Kyiv

Against this backdrop, Kremlin-adjacent
experts directed their efforts at persuading
the west that a deal with Moscow would be
far more advantageous and promising than
continued support for Kyiv. A telling example
is Andrei Kortunov’s essay in The Economist
published in May 2022.2%2 In it, he brackets
out Russia’s armed invasion altogether,
substituting for it a “collision between the
Russian and the Ukrainian models.” To steer
this “conflict” towards a non-military mode,
Kortunov proposes “a less-than-perfect
compromise between the west and Russia.”
Such a deal, he suggests, would in turn pave
the way for rapprochement between the west
and China, as well as broader “recalibrations”
of international institutions. The absence of a
deal with Putin, in Kortunov’s telling, would

294Zoom-cemuHap ‘Muposoe 6onblinHcTBO'” [“Zoom
Seminar ‘World Majority’”], HSE.

80“33cenaHune CoBeTa No Pa3BUTMIO FPaXKAAHCKOrO
obliecTea v npasam Yyenoseka” [“Meeting of the
Council for Civil Society Development and Human
Rights”], President of Russia, 7 December 2022.

#1United Nations General Assembly, Resolution ES-11/1
A/RES/ES-11/1 (UN GA, 2 March 2022).

22 Andrei Kortunov, “Andrey Kortunov Offers Three
Scenarios for the End of the War in Ukraine,” The
Economist, 20 May 2022.

come at a very high price for the entire world,
with a long list of negative consequences:
mounting chaos, the collapse of international
institutions, an accelerating arms race, and
nuclear proliferation.

Meanwhile, on the international stage, the
Kremlin increasingly framed the invasion
of Ukraine as a struggle against ‘western
hegemony’ and an allegedly unjust world
order. Such rhetoric was evidently intended
to obscure Russia’s responsibility for the
invasion, win sympathy in the global south,
and pressure the west into striking a deal over
Ukraine. By autumn 2023, this had crystallised
into the ‘Eurasian security architecture’
concept that closely echoed the ‘new
European security architecture’ idea from
the presidency of Dmitry Medvedev. Sergey
Lavrov first road-tested this construct in a
speech at a conference in Minsk.?3
Its overall design was amorphous
and loose, but its references to ‘new
centres’, a ‘balance of interests’ and
the exclusion of ‘extra-regional and
extra-continental players’ indicated
that this was another attempt to
justify a ‘concert of powers’ with their
own spheres of interest. The key difference lay
only in the fact that Russia now legitimised
its demand through the narrative of a ‘world
majority’ dissatisfied with western dominance
and was clearly seeking to enlist China’s
support as well.

After Putin’s speech at the Russian Foreign
Ministry in the summer of 2024, the concept
of a ‘Eurasian security architecture’ became
part of the conceptual apparatus of Russian
experts. Proponents of the ‘Eurasian security
architecture’ — mostly affiliated with HSE and
MGIMO - tried to universalise its basic tenets,
presenting the west as an actor objectively
exiting the world stage, with new centres of

283Sergey Lavrov, “Boictynnenve MuHuctpa
MHOCTPaHHbIX Aen Poccuitckoit Pesepaumm
C.B./laBpoBa Ha MekayHapoaHoM KoHdepeHUun
BbICOKOr0 YpoBHA ‘EBpa3unitckan 6€30nacHoCTb:
peasibHOCTb U NepCneKTMBbI B TPaHCHOPMUPYHOLIEMCA
mupe’” [“Address by Russian Foreign Minister Sergey
Lavrov at the High-Level International Conference
‘Eurasian Security: Realities and Prospects in a
Transforming World’”], Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the Russian Federation, 26 October 2023.
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After Putin's speech at the Russian Foreign
Ministry in the summer of 2024, the concept

of a 'Eurasian security architecture' became
part of the conceptual apparatus

influence breathing down its neck.®* At the
same time, they acknowledged that hierarchy
and anarchy would, in any case, remain
structural features of international relations

— “the basic problem of injustice caused by

states’ differing power capabilities cannot be
solved.”?®

Indeed, the very term ‘architecture’ openly
indicates that the world order advocated
by the Kremlin’s intellectual proxies has a
vertical dimension. The problem, however, is
that despite the abundance of texts, Russian
experts have never offered a convincing
answer to why the Eurasian concert of powers
they propose — with Russia and China at its
helm — would be more just than the current
‘liberal hegemony’.

Alongside the apologists for the ‘Eurasian
security architecture’, there is another group
of experts who directly, without unnecessary
intellectual flourish, tie Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine to its attempt to restore the Yalta
system as “genuinely just.”?®® Beyond “a high
level of security,” they see its main value as “the
absence of dominant western-centrism.” The
unravelling of this order following the USSR’s
collapse is treated as the direct cause of the

840leg Barabanov, Timofei Bordachev, Fyodor Lukyanov,
Andrei Sushentsov, and Ivan Timofeev, Mup cHuzy
sgepx, unu Llledespsl espasulickol apxumexkmypbl
[The World from the Bottom Up, or Masterpieces
of Eurasian Architecture] (Valdai Discussion Club,
November 2024); Sergey Karaganov, “OT He-3anaga
K Muposomy 6osbwmHCcTBY” [“From the Non-West
to the World Majority”], Poccus e enobansHol
nonumuke [Russia in Global Affairs] 20, no. 5 (2022):
6-18; Dmitri Trenin, “lMonuTrka u ctpaterns” [“Politics
and Strategy”], Valdai Discussion Club, 1 February
2023; lvan Timofeev, Apxumexkmypa espasutickol
6e30nacHoOCMU: 2eHe3UC, MPUHUUIbI U 803MOMCHbIE
HanpaeneHus pazsumus [The Architecture of Eurasian
Security: Genesis, Principles, and Possible Directions
for Development”] (Valdai Discussion Club, December
2025).

50leg Barabanov, Anton Bespalov, Timofei Bordachev,
Fyodor Lukyanov, Andrei Sushentsov, and Ivan
Timofeev, Jlokmop Xaoc, unu Kak nepecmams
boambca u noawbums becriopadok [Doctor Chaos,
or How to Stop Fearing and Love Disorder] (Valdai
Discussion Club, September 2025), 28.

” [“The Lessons of

B%Trunov, “Ypoku Benukoii Mobeapl
the Great Victory”].

subsequent degradation of the international
system, and the ‘special military operation’ as
an act of restoring lost historical justice.

Even though Russian experts realised that
relations between Russia and the west would
remain hostile over the long term, there was
still an expectation that the volatility of
ruling coalitions in western countries
might result in adjustments to their
foreign policy in a direction favourable
to Russia.?®” The bet was on the rising
popularity and eventual ascent to
power of right-wing populists, for
whom supporting Ukraine would not
be a priority.

Confidence that this calculation was correct
was fuelled by Washington’s shift, after
Trump’s victory in the 2024 election, towards
unilaterally coercing Kyiv into capitulation, and
by the new administration’s clearly signalled
desire to strike a deal with Moscow at Ukraine’s
expense. After the Trump—Putin summit in
August 2025, Russian diplomats began using
the phrase “the spirit of Anchorage,” signalling
that the long-sought Yalta-style deal was at
last within reach.

Russian experts radiated delight at this
prospect. Alexander Dynkin of IMEMO called
the Anchorage summit a “landmark event”
and “a nightmare for Zelensky and Brussels.” 288
Dmitry Suslov of HSE characterised it as a
“historic milestone” and saw in it a sign that
“the process of Ukrainian settlement will
develop in accordance with the Russian, rather
than the European, approach.”?® He predicted
that if President Zelensky and Europe did
not accept the Anchorage arrangements,
Trump would cut off aid to the Ukrainian
Armed Forces, leading to their defeat on the
battlefield within a few weeks.

Perhaps the greatest sense of triumphalism
could be heard in the voice of Timofei
Bordachev of HSE and the Valdai Club.

287\/iktor Zhdanov, “’Kowmap ana Knesa’'. Ykpanta
notepsasa B EBpone eule 04HOro corsHunka” [“’A
Nightmare for Kyiv." Ukraine Has Lost Another Ally in
Europe”], PUA Hosocmu [RIA News], 25 November
2023.

288 Alexander Dynkin, “Aeryct B AHkopuaske” [“August in
Anchorage”], Interfax, 17 August 2025.

29Dmitry Suslov, “Comments to Tass,” Tass, 16 August
2025.
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He interpreted the subsequent visit by
European leaders and Volodymyr Zelensky
to the White House immediately after the
US—Russia Anchorage summit as the final
subordination of Europe to the United States,
staged as a theatrical political show in Trump’s
style.?® In his view, at this meeting European
leaders swore “oaths of loyalty to American
interests” and completely abandoned their
own. Bordachev enthusiastically interpreted
Trump’s phone call to Putin immediately after
the meeting as “a demonstration that the US
determines the policy of the entire west.”

One of the most recent examples of an attempt
to sell the west the idea of a grand bargain
with Russia as the only realistic outcome
is Andrei Kortunov’s 2026 essay in Foreign
Affairs.®* Ukraine appears in his text not as
an international actor, but as the subject of a
“long-standing conflict” between Washington
and Moscow. Moreover, he implicitly places
the blame for the conflict on the west’s
“dismissiveness” towards Russian interests.
While critical of Russia’s “besieged fortress”
posture as strategically short-sighted, he
concludes that Russia “is, to the dismay of its
critics, holding strong.”

Kortunov’s central message is that Russia
“cannot beat the west outright, but it can
[...] play for a draw — until, that is, today’s
competitive and fragmented order gives way
to compromise, de-escalation, and stability.”
Addressed to a western readership in the
‘balanced’ register, the argument functions
as an invitation to accept that a negotiated
deal, largely at the expense of Ukraine, is
the wiser course for the west to pursue.
Even after relinquishing his leadership roles
at RIAC, Kortunov seems to remain useful to
the Kremlin, doing what he has long done:
operating within the same paradigm and
feeding doubts about the west’s own strength.

20Timofei Bordachev, “LLloy 8 benom aome 3aseplumno
noaunHenne Esponsl” [“The White House Show
Completed Europe’s Subjugation”], B3eas0 [Point of
View], 19 August 2025.

21 Andrei Kortunov, “The Coming Risks to Russian
Power,” Foreign Affairs, 10 September 2026.

5.4.4. UNDERMINING WESTERN
SUPPORT FOR UKRAINE

Recognising that one of the key pillars of
Ukraine’s capacity to resist the invasion is the
massive financial, humanitarian, and logistical
support it receives from partner countries,
togetherwithsuppliesofarmsandammunition,
the Kremlin has consistently sought to
undermine this pillar by spreading outright
disinformation.  Russian mezhdunarodniki
are among its most active instruments in this
effort. To erode the willingness of western
publics and elites to sustain aid to Ukraine,
they draw on the widest possible range of
arguments — from discrediting Ukraine itself to
undisguised, mafia-style nuclear threats.

e The first strand holds that western aid
in fact only harms Ukraine by increasing
the human cost of the war. The argument
runs that the longer Ukraine resists, the
more people die, and responsibility for
this is placed on the countries supplying
it with weapons. HSE’s Iryna Zhyrun spoke
in precisely this vein when she claimed
that western military aid to Ukraine was
worsening the suffering of the Ukrainian
people.®®> MGIMQ’s Mark Entin and HSE’s
Ekaterina Entina argued that the continued
supply of western weapons “in reality
shift[s] onto Brussels the responsibility for
all the casualties and destruction, as well
as for the crisis in world politics and the
economy.”?%

e The second strand maintains that western
funds are simply being stolen, while
western politicians turn a blind eye to
corruption in Ukraine.?* This is among the
most frequently used theses in Russian
state propaganda, but among the expert
GONGOs examined in this study, it appeared
most often in the commentary of staff at

292TRT World Now (@TRTWorldNow), “Has Western
Sanctions United Russians?,” YouTube, 18 March 2022.

2% Mark Entin and Ekaterina Entina,
“Mo3numoHnpoBaHme EBponerickoro cotosa B
yc0BUAX TpaHchopmauum muponopsaka” [“EU’s
Positioning amidst the World Order Transformation”],
Mpobaemebl HayuoHanbHol cmpamezuu [Problems of
National Strategy], no. 4 (73) (2022): 84-113.

2%4“MecKoB: Ha 3anage NOHMMAIOT, YTO YaCTb UX MOMOLLM
pasBopoBbiBaeTcA Ha YkpauHe” [Peskov: The West
Understands That Part of Its Aid Is Being Stolen in
Ukraine], Bedomocmu [The Gazette], 5 November
2023.
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the Institute of CIS Countries. For instance,
its expert Alexander Dudchak described
the embezzlement of western aid as having
become systemic and the principal source
of income for the Ukrainian elite.>®

e The third strand contends that western
weapons supplied to Ukraine risk ending
up on black markets, from where they could
reach criminal networks and terrorists,
making suppliers, as Dmitry Medvedev
has claimed, “a sponsor of international
terrorism.”?® Alexei Podberezkin, director
of MGIMOQ’s Centre for Military-Political
Studies, echoed this view. He argued that
the sheer, sustained volume of western arms
deliveries makes it inevitable that some
will end up in the wrong hands. He
pointed in particular to portable
air-defence systems, which Ukraine
could supply to buyers in quantities
previously unobtainable.?®”

¢ The fourth and starkest strand holds that
continued western support risks escalation
with Russia that could culminate in the use
of nuclear weapons. This thesis found its
most systematic expression in the writings
of Sergey Karaganov. His prescription for a
Russian victory over Ukraine, in effect, is
to lock western political elites into a choice

The prescription for a Russian victory,

in effect, is to lock western political elites into

a choice between support for Ukraine and
nuclear war

between ending support for Ukraine and
nuclear war. To implant this false dichotomy
into the west’s strategic calculus, Russia,
as Karaganov argues, should “lower the

2%lvan Chuprov, “/lasaiite eule. [occekpetapb MU/

” [41

YKpauHbl pa3Boposan nomolub 3anaga” [“Let’s Have
More. Ukraine’s Foreign Ministry State Secretary
Embezzled Western Aid”], ApeymeHmol u pakmol
[Arguments and Facts], 3 August 2026.

26Dmitry Medvedev, “Opyskure, KOTOPOE ECTb U KOTOPOrO
cpasy HeT” [“Weapons That Exist and Immediately
Don’t”], Telegram, 19 July 2022.

27 Alexander Karpov and Alyona Medvedeva,
“Mpopaérca no 6pocoBbIM LieHaM’: K Yemy
MOXET NPUBECTU peasnin3aLmsa Ha YEPHOM PbIHKE
nocrasnsaemoro Yepande opysxua” [“’Sold at Bargain
Prices’: What the Sale of Weapons Supplied to Ukraine
on the Black Market Could Lead To”], RT, 20 July 2022.

nuclear threshold,”?*® thereby undermining
the west’s confidence that Moscow would
almost never resort to nuclear weapons.
It followed that the Kremlin needed to
threaten Europe with nuclear weapons
more credibly, to a degree sufficient to make
Europeans believe these threats. His central
premise was that Europeans are reluctant
to enter into a “strategic duel” with Russia
and will eventually back down as the stakes
rise.?%

None of these four strands was offered with
any reliable evidentiary basis. Each functions
less as an empirical claim than as a rhetorical
instrument for making continued western
support appear costly, complicit, or dangerous.

Each strand functions as a rhetorical

instrument for making western support
appear costly, complicit, or dangerous

5.4.5. EXPORTING RUSSIAN NARRATIVES
THROUGH ACADEMIC SCHOLARSHIP

Russia has long conducted information
operations targeting western countries,
including through the indirect promotion of its
strategic narrativesin academic publications.3®
Since 2022, a particularly notable development
has been the attempt to penetrate
western academic discourse with
narratives that undermine dominant
interpretations of the war and erode
public sympathy for Ukraine.

One institution involved in these
efforts is HSE in Moscow. It houses
several researchers who deploy critical
theories developed within western academia,
from post-Marxist discourse theory to critical
discourse analysis. Such tools are, in principle,
diagnostic rather than normative. They show
that a given account of events is shaped
by a particular discourse without thereby
precluding judgement about its accuracy or

2%8Karaganov, interview, “Cepreit KaparaHos: fl
nocogerictsosan” [“Sergey Karaganov: | Have
Contributed”].

29Gergey Karaganov, “®@yHKumnn aaepHoro
caepxunsanuna” [“Functions of Nuclear Deterrence”],
MendyHapoOdHas #cusHs [International Affairs] (June
2024), 16-27.

300Gajos and Wyciszkiewicz, Narracje polityczne [Political
narratives], 219-222.
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fairness. In the hands of the authors examined
below, however, this diagnostic apparatus is
quietly repurposed as a normative one.

Russian researchers’ use of these theories is
driven by practical considerations. First, to
erode international sympathy for Ukraine.
Second, to normalise Russia’s invasion by
describing the war against Ukraine as a clash of
‘narratives’ or ‘identities’. Third, to cast doubt
on established interpretations of Russia’s
imperial role both in the past and present.
The key methodological question, therefore,
is whether these analytical tools are applied
symmetrically to the relevant actors and
evidence. The cases discussed below suggest
that they are not.

These patterns are clearly visible, for example,
in the work of HSE lecturer Iryna Zhyrun. Her
2023 article in the journal Russian Politics is
built around the thesis that “the discourse and
polic[iles of Ukraine’s ruling elites” were
among the causes of the interstate conflict,
turning internal disagreements into a matter
of existential threat to the state and allegedly
silencing those Ukrainians who opposed Euro-
Atlantic integration.?®® Zhyrun likewise shifts
responsibility onto Ukraine for the absence of
negotiations. As she argues, “[p]ersistent
victimization, the securitization of identity,
and the construction of Russia as a radical,
irrational, and imperial Other” limited Kyiv’s
capacity for dialogue, while Ukraine’s
unwillingness to accept neutrality is explained
by the self-interested desire of the pro-NATO
elite to prolong the conflict in order to retain
power.3? For Ukraine “to [..] regain a
semblance of independence and agency in
international relations,” Zhyrun tentatively
suggests that Kyiv revise its definition of
national identity in public discourse so as to
“allow for amicable relations with both the US
and Russia.” Zhyrun seems to envision the
ultimate resolution of the conflict as a
“settlement on spheres of influence between
Russia and the US” — one in which Ukraine
appears not as a party negotiating its own

30l ryna Zhyrun, “Ukrainian Discourses on NATO:
Securitization, Otherness, and Their Effects on Russo-
Ukrainian Relations,” Russian Politics 8, no. 2 (2023):
165-180.

302|ryna Zhyrun, “Ukrainian Discourses on NATO”:
179-180.

security but as the object of an agreement
between Moscow and Washington. 30

As Zhyrun herself writes, the 2023 article
contains the “key research results” of her
dissertation, effectively presenting it as a
condensed version of the dissertation’s core
findings.?®* The defence itself, originally
planned for Moscow, eventually took place at
the University of Bonn in November 2024.3%

Nevertheless, moving the dissertation
defence to Bonn apparently did not produce
any substantive break from the patterns
already established. Nowhere in the entire
text does Zhyrun, in her own voice, use a
formulation of the type ‘Russia annexed
Crimea’. She systematically uses constructions
that erase the agency of the Russian side,
whereas Ukrainian political actors are given
full agency for their own actions. Describing
the very same events, Zhyrun moves from
the passive “Ukraine lost control over the
territory of Crimea and parts of the Lugansk
and Donetsk regions” to full active voice
for Ukraine’s response: “[Ukraine’s] army
started engagement into military operation
in the Eastern Ukraine, which the Ukrainian
government proclaimed an ‘Anti-Terrorist
Operation’.”3% She also describes the events
since 2022 with the symmetrising term “the
escalation of the Russo-Ukrainian conflict”
rather than ‘invasion’ or ‘aggression’.3"’

In discussing whether Russian policy towards
Ukrainianidentity can be considered “colonial,”
Zhyrun lays out in detail the well-established
tradition within western Ukrainian studies
that treats Ukraine as a postcolonial country
and a victim of Moscow’s imperial policy.3®
Yet she immediately contrasts this tradition
with a single counter-reference — an article
by the Russian author Aleksandr Degtyarey,

303Iryna Zhyrun, “Ukrainian Discourses on NATO”: 180.

3%4Iryna Zhyrun, Ukraine — NATO Identity Politics 1997—
2018: Representations of National Identity on the
Question of Accession (PhD diss., University of Bonn,
26 August 2025), iii.

3%Iryna Zhyrun, Ukraine — NATO Identity Politics 1997—

30%|ryna Zhyrun, Ukraine — NATO Identity Politics 1997~
2018, 156.

307ryna Zhyrun, Ukraine — NATO Identity Politics 1997—
2018, 2, 105, 212, 219.

308|ryna Zhyrun, Ukraine — NATO Identity Politics 1997~
2018, 132.

RUSSIAN EXPERTISE ON UKRAINE

70



https://bonndoc.ulb.uni-bonn.de/xmlui/handle/20.500.11811/13383
https://bonndoc.ulb.uni-bonn.de/xmlui/handle/20.500.11811/13383
https://bonndoc.ulb.uni-bonn.de/xmlui/handle/20.500.11811/13383
https://bonndoc.ulb.uni-bonn.de/xmlui/handle/20.500.11811/13383
https://bonndoc.ulb.uni-bonn.de/xmlui/handle/20.500.11811/13383
https://bonndoc.ulb.uni-bonn.de/xmlui/handle/20.500.11811/13383
https://bonndoc.ulb.uni-bonn.de/xmlui/handle/20.500.11811/13383
https://bonndoc.ulb.uni-bonn.de/xmlui/handle/20.500.11811/13383
https://bonndoc.ulb.uni-bonn.de/xmlui/handle/20.500.11811/13383
https://bonndoc.ulb.uni-bonn.de/xmlui/handle/20.500.11811/13383
https://bonndoc.ulb.uni-bonn.de/xmlui/handle/20.500.11811/13383

€D

RAHVUSVAHELINE KAITSEUURINGUTE KESKUS
INTERNATIONAL CENTRE FOR DEFENCE AND SECURITY
EESTI - ESTONIA

published in 2016 in a regional journal of
Belgorod State University and written in an
openly ideological rather than academic style,
in which Ukrainian identity is described as built
on “Russophobia” and “xenophobia.”?%® On the
basis of this manifestly unequal comparison,
Zhyrun concludes that “any analysis of identity
politics from a post-colonial perspective
largely depends on a researchers’ [sic] point of
view and is not based on objective scientific
criteria.”®® The problem here is not that
Zhyrun considers a minority view. It is that she
uses a single source of markedly lower
evidentiary and scholarly weight to
cast doubt on a much broader body of
scholarship.

A related, though distinct, pattern appears
within the discourse analysis itself. Zhyrun
removes from the analytical frame the
entire class of threats emanating from
Russia to Ukraine’s security, sovereignty, and
territorial integrity. In her texts, for example,
no distinction is drawn between political
opposition, on the one hand, and Russian-
backed separatist and subversive structures,
on the other. As a result, Ukraine, in her
account, appears to the reader essentially as
a political regime sliding towards ever more

Ukraine appears as a regime sliding
towards authoritarian governance, rather

than as a country defending itself against
an existential threat

Throughout the dissertation, Iryna
Zhyrun tends to go beyond the
study’s methodological scope, moving
from describing Ukrainian elite discourse to
making her own politically charged claims
about Ukraine’s agency and prospects. As in
her 2023 article, she adheres to the thesis
of Ukraine’s lack of agency, arguing that
“the place Ukraine will occupy in European
security architecture will be decided by the
principal actors of European security, such as
Russia and the U.S., in a new changing global
environment.”*!! Zhyrun categorically asserts
that “[t]he major problem for Ukraine is that a
close-knit partnership with NATO did not yield
security guarantees for Ukraine, while Ukraine
provided its infrastructure and supplied
manpower to fight the conflict it cannot win
on its own.”*12 This claim falls well beyond the
evidentiary base of a discourse analysis, as
Zhyrun offers her own assessment of Ukraine’s
military capacity and casts the country’s
national self-defence as a kind of outsourcing
of combat operations in others’ interests,
rather than as the defence of its own territory
and population against Russian aggression.

39 Alexander Degtyarev, “HaunoHanbHas MAEHTUHHOCTb
M NepcneKkTUBbl YKPAMHCKOM rocyaapcTBeHHOCTH”
[“National Identity and the Prospects of Ukrainian
Statehood”], HayuHsie sedomocmu ben2opodckoz2o
2ocydapcmeeHHo20 yHUsepcumema. Cepus:
dunocogusa. Coyuonoausa. Mpaso [Scientific Bulletin
of Belgorod State University. Series: Philosophy.
Sociology. Law], no. 24 (245), issue 38 (2016): 71-76.

310|ryna Zhyrun, Ukraine — NATO Identity Politics 1997~
2018, 132.

3 ryna Zhyrun, Ukraine — NATO Identity Politics 1997—
2018, 99.

32|ryna Zhyrun, Ukraine — NATO Identity Politics 1997—
2018, 99.

authoritarian forms of governance, rather
than as a country defending itself against a
real existential threat posed by Russia.

Elsewhere, Zhyrun suggests, without offering
any legal or evidentiary support, that Ukraine’s
2019 constitutional amendments on NATO
membership could create a genuine threat of
criminal prosecution for anti-NATO speech.’®
In fact, no such prosecutions occurred either
before or after the amendments took effect.
For instance, the pro-Russian Opposition
Bloc and its successor, Opposition Platform —
For Life (OPFL), continued to hold anti-NATO
positions openly throughout.

Thus, what emerges from Zhyrun’s dissertation
is an entire series of analytical choices, each
of which diminishes Russia’s responsibility
while shifting blame towards Ukraine. If these
were random or unintentional errors, one
would expect them to be distributed in both
directions. But in Zhyrun’s dissertation they
are skewed consistently in the same direction.
Such systematic one-sidedness is difficult to
reconcile with the model of conscientious but
careless scholarship and is more consistent
with a text structured around a predetermined
conclusion.

Outside her academic writing, Iryna Zhyrun
is considerably more candid. Speaking to

331ryna Zhyrun, Ukraine — NATO Identity Politics 1997~
2018, 221.
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Turkiye’s TRT World on two occasions shortly
aftertheinvasion began, she described Russia’s
actions not as an act of aggression but as a
pre-emptive act of self-defence, stating that
the invasion “was actually the last resort..., an
attack that would serve to protect Russia, not to
suffer from the attack first.”3* Zhyrun equated
western arms shipments to Ukraine with
Russia’s own military involvement, describing
both as “external intervention to Ukraine
from both sides.”'> Moreover, she suggested
that western support to Ukraine “mak|es] the
suffering of the Ukrainian people worse.”3®
Echoing Russian state messaging, Zhyrun
described the Russian army as refraining from
storming Ukrainian cities out of humanitarian
considerations.?” These statements make it
difficult to treat her academic formulations
as isolated or merely contestable instances of
critical discourse analysis; rather, they point to
a consistent pro-Russian agenda.

The same pattern — creating false symmetry
between aggressor and victim, and selectively
applying critical theory — can be found in
the writings of HSE researcher Olga Baysha,
who relies extensively on the post-Marxist
discourse theory of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal
Mouffe. In her texts, the annexation of Crimea
is consistently described in euphemistic and
agency-obscuring terms, such as “Russia
took control of Crimea as a response to the
overturning of power in Kyiv.”3® The word
‘annexation’ itself is used only when quoting
other sources, never in Baysha’s own voice.??
Ukraine’s Azov battalion, by contrast, is
characterised with no hedging whatsoever
as “widely known for its association with
Nazi ideology and the use of Nazi symbols,
as well as for allegations of war crimes.”3%
This is presented as an unassailable fact,

SU4TRT World Now (@TRTWorldNow), “Has Western
Sanctions United Russians?” YouTube, 18 March 2022.

35TRT World Now (@TRTWorldNow), “Russian Currency
Crashes Nearly 30% as Markets Open on Monday,”
YouTube, 28 February 2022.

316TRT World Now (@ TRTWorldNow), “Have Western
Sanctions United Russia?"

3U7TRT World Now (@TRTWorldNow), “Russian Currency
Crashes Nearly 30% as Markets Open on Monday,”
YouTube, 28 February 2022.

3180lga Baysha, War, Peace, and Populist Discourse in
Ukraine (Routledge, 2023), 22.

3190lga Baysha, ZJucKypcugHsili paznom coyuasnbHo20
nosnA: Ypoku EspomatioaHa [The Discursive Rupture

of the Social Field: Lessons from Euromaidan] (HSE
Publishing House, 2021), 99.

320 Baysha, War, Peace, and Populist Discourse, 90.

sourced to The Grayzone, a far-left American
outlet widely criticised by fellow journalists
for promoting conspiracy theories and pro-
Kremlin narratives.??* Baysha, for her part,
makes a similarly conspiratorial claim when she
flatly asserts, without any qualification, that
“the United States had been deeply involved
in staging the Euromaidan coup d’état.”3??

Analogous distortions appear where Baysha
turns to assessing the domestic political
decisions of a country at war. Like Iryna
Zhyrun, she draws no distinction between
political opposition and forces deliberately
working towards the destruction of Ukrainian
statehood, insisting that oppositional voices
have been “removed from the field of political
representation within Ukraine.”*?® Baysha
approvingly examines five anti-Maidan
public figures whose statements, in her own
characterisation, “help to destabilize the
post-Maidan hegemonic discourse endorsed
by Zelensky.”*?* In the same vein, she asserts
that Ukraine’s 2022 media law violates the
Constitution and establishes censorship,
relying solely on an opinion piece by Ukrainian
journalist Serhiy Guz and presenting his
evaluative judgement as established fact.3?

More broadly, Baysha systematically applies
peacetime standards of democracy toa country
subjected to armed aggression. And while she
acknowledges in passing that any war requires
the mobilisation of public opinion and the
creation of a united front against the enemy,
Baysha ignores the fact that Russian military
intervention began with the annexation of
Crimea in 2014 and continues to this day. This
omission allows her to accuse the Ukrainian
authorities of “authoritarian populism.”32%

Another recurring pattern in Baysha’s texts
consists of warnings that a “regional war”
risks escalating into a nuclear one.?” This is
precisely the same rhetorical device by which
Russian state propaganda has, throughout

321YS Media Outlet with Ties to RT Uses Al-Generated
Sources in Article on Navalny’s ‘Fake Poisoning’,” The
Insider, 14 March 2023.

322Baysha, War, Peace, and Populist Discourse, 23.
322Baysha, War, Peace, and Populist Discourse, 9.
324Baysha, War, Peace, and Populist Discourse, 73.
325Baysha, War, Peace, and Populist Discourse, 52.
326Baysha, War, Peace, and Populist Discourse, 49.
327Baysha, War, Peace, and Populist Discourse, 7.
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the war, sought to dissuade the west from
supporting Ukraine and to steer it towards a
division of spheres of influence in the Yalta
spirit.

All these examples converge on a single
picture if one turns to Baysha’s own interview
from 2024, in which she appears not as an
impartial researcher but as someone actively
advancing Russia’s side in the information
war.32® She acknowledges that critical theories
are “capable of destroying everything in the
world... just as nuclear weapons are” and
appeal to her because they help dismantle
western “common sense” from within.

She explains exactly how this can be done
with respect to the Russia—Ukraine war
using the example of Hamas. Studying its
experience, Baysha found that Hamas’s media
structures deliberately address students in
those departments of American universities
where critical theories are taught, in the
very language of those theories, thereby
normalising an image of the State of Israel as
an unjust formation. Having laid out the ‘ABCs’
of such an information campaign — define
a strategy, present yourself as the victim,
identify target audiences, and develop
tactics for each of them — Baysha
extends this same method to the case
of the Russia—Ukraine war, applying
it to “our state narrative.” Her target
audience is the western left-wing
intellectual milieu, “infected with the bacillus
of critical theories.”

This moves Baysha’s position beyond biased
scholarship into the realm of a deliberate
communications strategy to be pursued, in
her own words, “from the standpoint of our
national interests.” Which interests she has in
mind becomes clear enough elsewhere in the
same interview: “I have no doubt that Ukraine
can be defeated by military means.”

3280lga Baysha, interview by Fyodor Lukyanov, “Mirovoy
Fakultet” [“World Faculty”], podcast, Russia in Global
Affairs, 10 May 2024.

6. RISKS

It is worth bearing in mind that Russia has
not, for a single day in its history, been
a consolidated liberal democracy. Unlike
European countries, Russia has a long tradition
— with roots reaching back to the Soviet era —
of deep penetration by the security services
into the fabric of society.??® This is all the
more true of academic and policy research
institutions, which often interact with foreign
counterparts and are consequently kept under
close watch.®° Against this background, a
limited understanding of the Russian expert
milieu can carry serious risks. Several of these
are worth discussing separately.

6.1. MISTAKING RHETORICAL
DISTANCE FOR MODERATION

Western observers studying the Russian
expert community sometimes mistake tactical
disagreements among Russian experts for
strategic ones. This error most often occurs
when analysis is built around a framework
— such as the Bourdieu-inspired notion of
an actor’s ‘distance from state values’ — that

Western observers mistake tactical

disagreements among Russian experts for
strategic ones

assesses how far an expert’s stance keeps from
the state’s official positions.?*! The problem is
that, in practice, this framework tends to be
operationalised through observable rhetoric
and public positioning, which may easily be
conflated with strategic disagreement, even
though the underlying theoretical model also
gestures towards institutional and cognitive
proximity that are harder to detect directly.

329Sanshiro Hosaka, “The Elephant in the Lecture
Hall: Russian Intelligence and Western Academia,”
Studies in Higher Education (2025): 1-19, doi:
10.1080/03075079.2025.2556211.

300|ga Bertelsen, “Aspects of Russian Active
Measures Targeting Western Academia,” in Russian
Disinformation and Western Scholarship: Bias and
Prejudice in Journalistic, Expert, and Academic
Analyses of East European, Russian and Eurasian
Affairs, ed. Taras Kuzio (ibidem-Verlag, 2023), 17-18.

31Alexander Graef, “The Limits of Critique: Responses
to the War against Ukraine from the Russian Foreign
Policy Expert Community,” Journal of International
Relations and Development 26 (2023): 763.
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The Kremlin does not trust its own experts

and diplomats enough to let them influence
its strategic calculations

It is precisely this conflation that may lead
researchers, for example, to characterise RIAC
as a “relatively independent” or “moderate”
institutional pole allegedly striving “to
preserve an objective view” despite state
funding.?*? One such account even describes
its Academic Director Andrei Kortunov’s
position on the war in Ukraine as having “come
close to contradicting the official narrative.”3*
This interpretation holds only if one overlooks
that he himself had long promoted the same
narratives, merely in more tactically measured
terms.

On closer inspection, however, it turns out
that RIAC systematically advances a specific
Kremlin geopolitical agenda. Neither Kortunov
nor RIAC’s leadership more broadly disputes
any of the basic categories on which Russian
foreign policy towards Ukraine is built. Their
disagreement with other voices, such as
Sergey Karaganov or Konstantin Zatulin,

concerns only the means of achieving the
same Kremlin strategic goals, not the goals
themselves.

One may argue that Andrei Kortunov’s
apparent moderation could be an attempt to
influence the Kremlin by speaking its language.
But the Kremlin does not trust its own experts
and diplomats enough to let them influence
its strategic calculations. Instead, it
uses them to project its narratives
and expand its influence abroad. This
can hardly be unknown to Kortunov
himself, given his institutional position
and decades of experience within this
system.

The characterisation of Andrei Kortunov
as having “come close to contradicting the

332pallin and Oxenstierna, Russian Think Tanks and Soft
Power, 23; Tatiana Romanova, “The Dynamics of State
and Societal Actors in Russia’s Policy on the EU,” in
The Routledge Handbook of EU-Russia Relations, ed.
Tatiana Romanova and Maxine David (Routledge,
2022), 26-36; Pavel Luzin and Evgeny Roshchin,
Russia’s Strateqy and Military Thinking: Evolving
Discourse by 2025 (Center for European Policy
Analysis, April 2025).

33Graef, “The Limits of Critique,” 770.

official narrative” rests entirely on texts in
fact addressed to a western audience. His
messaging for a Russian domestic audience
tells a markedly different story. In an interview
published in April 2022 by Krasnaya Zvezda,
the official newspaper of Russia’s Ministry of
Defence, Kortunov described Ukraine’s armed
forces as reinforced by “paramilitary neo-
Nazi formations.”** Asked how to counter
“fakes about Russia” and the “Russophobia
reigning in the west,” he called for improving
the quality of “information work with various
target audiences in the west.” Even the west’s
perception of Ukraine as a victim of Russian
aggression he attributes, with evident regret,
to “powerful information influence.”

Hence, the risk here is that the label
“moderate expert” or “moderate strategist”
by definition increases trust in that expert’s
words, even where there may be no serious
substantive grounds for it. Once such mistaken
characterisations take hold, they can
become an entrenched frame of
perception, with negative practical
consequences.

6.2. GIVING RUSSIAN
NARRATIVES INSTITUTIONAL
LEGITIMACY

Engaging with  state-affiliated  Russian
organisations in familiar academic formats —
joint publications, conferences, and mobility
programmes — can gradually normalise the
perception of these institutions as ordinary

Engaging with state-affiliated Russian

organisations can normalise the perception
of these institutions as partners

dialogue partners, while at the same time
legitimising the propaganda narratives
they transmit under the guise of academic
cooperation.

Since the mid-2000s, a points-based system
for publication activity has operated in
Poland, used not only to evaluate individual

34Andrei Kortunoy, interviewed by Alexander Frolov,
“3anag ynopHo cTpemuTca K ocnabnenuto Poccumn”
[“The West Is Persistently Seeking to Weaken Russia”],
KpacHas 38e30a [Red Star], 13 April 2022, p. 9.
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faculty performance but also to influence
the allocation of funding among universities.
RISS took advantage of this incentive to build
institutional contacts with Polish academia,
especially with those segments most receptive
to Moscow’s foreign-policy argumentation. In
2015, using RISS resources, a collection of texts
by Polish experts was translated into Russian,
published, and presented in Warsaw.?* In
the preface, anti-Russian sentiment in Poland
was attributed to “persistent prejudices.”33¢
The editors also argued that, without taking
into account the interests of Russia — which
allegedly holds significant ‘trump cards’ — the
key problems of international relations remain
practically unsolvable. They warned
that the expert community should
recognise the danger of an approach
that “stokes negative stereotypes,
fosters mutual grievances, justifies
a course of escalating distrust, and
whips up anti-Russian phobias in
[Polish] society.” Such conduct, in
their words, often manifests as “hysterical
and affective reactions” by individual Polish
politicians and media.

Here, the factual asymmetry in the
aggressiveness of the two sides’ behaviour
on the international stage dissolves into talk of
‘mutual grievances’ and shared responsibility
for the tension. Poland’s legitimate concerns,
meanwhile, are irrationalised through labels
such as ‘phobias’ and ‘prejudices’. The episode
illustrates how easily joint academic
publication can become a vehicle for
legitimising Russia’s narratives.

335“3KkcnepTbl PUCK npuHAAM yYacTUe B ceccum
JlabopaTopunu No nsy4eHmto POCCUM U MOCTCOBETCKUX
rocypapcts Bapuasckoro yHuBepcuteta” [“RISS
Experts Took Part in a Session of the Laboratory for
the Study of Russia and Post-Soviet States at the
University of Warsaw”], RISS, 12 June 2015.

36Stanistaw Bielen, Dmitry Karnaukhov, et al. (eds),
Pocculicko-nosbckue omHoweHuUs 8 3epKase
2eononumuyeckux KoHyenyuti [Russian-Polish
Relations in the Mirror of Geopolitical Concepts] (RISS,
2015), 5-7.

6.3. LENDING ACADEMIC
AUTHORITY TO UNQUALIFIED
VOICES

The difference between a contested academic
viewpoint and propaganda is determined by
the presence of a verifiable methodology,
transparency of sources, and a match between
the speaker’s qualifications and the subject of
their talk. When all three criteria are absent
at once, a guest professor’s lecture, delivered
without the corresponding expertise, can
become an instrument of propaganda for
which the university simply provides the
platform.

A guest lecture, delivered without the
corresponding expertise, can become an

instrument of propaganda for which the
university provides a platform

A telling example of this risk being realised
in practice can be found in the lectures held
under the Visiting Experts Programme of
the Monterey Initiative in Russian Studies
at the Middlebury Institute of International
Studies.®®’ In the autumn of 2014, after
Russia’s annexation of the Crimean Peninsula,
Russian Prof Oksana Gaman-Golutvina, of
MGIMO and HSE, was invited to lecture on
Russian—Ukrainian relations. The programme’s
director, Anna Vassilieva, introduced her as “a
leading specialist in the Russian Federation on
topics such as political elites and Ukraine, the
Ukrainian crisis today, and Russian—Ukrainian
relations.”338

However, neither in October 2014 nor
today does the available list of Prof Gaman-
Golutvina’s publications contain a single
work devoted to contemporary Ukraine.®°
It is therefore unsurprising that, instead of a
lecture, she delivered a substantial helping

37Middlebury Institute of International Studies at
Monterey, “Visiting Experts Program,” Monterey
Initiative in Russian Studies, accessed 27 July 2026.

338Graduate Initiative in Russian Studies, MIIS at
Monterey (@graduateinitiativeinrussia8005), “Dr.
Oxana Gaman Golutvina, 28 October 2014,” YouTube,
22 December 2014.

339HSE, “Taman-lonyTBmMHa OkcaHa BuktoposHa” [“Oxana
Gaman-Golutvina”], faculty profile, accessed 27 July
2026; “TamaH-lonytemHa OkcaHa BUKTOPOBHA: CNMCOK

nybavkaumnin” [“Oxana Gaman-Golutvina: List of
Publications”], eLibrary.ru, accessed 27 July 2026.
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of empirically unfounded claims and Russian
propaganda narratives. Though some students
in the audience immediately noticed them,
relying on the vigilance of individual students
is hardly a sound safeguard. She told students
that Russia was more democratic than Ukraine,
that “Novorossiya is primordially Russian
land,” that Ukraine was close to a failed state,
and that signing the Association Agreement
with the EU would spell catastrophe for the
Ukrainian economy. She equated Ukrainian
nationalism with German Nazism and did
everything possible to justify the annexation
of Crimea.**® Gaman-Golutvina categorically
denied the participation of Russian army
soldiers and officers in combat operations
against Ukraine, even though reports
of them being taken prisoner had
been coming in since at least August
201434

Nor did she spare well-documented
historical facts. She flatly rejected, for example,
the discrimination against Ukrainians in the
Russian Empire and the USSR, and claimed
that “when the Russian Empire wrested the
territories of the former Crimean Khanate from
the Ottoman Empire [...] these were essentially
Russian-speaking lands,” even though Russian
historians themselves note that both before
the Russian Empire’s conquest of Crimea and
for a very long time afterwards, the peninsula’s
territory was not Russian-speaking.3*?

Prof Oksana Gaman-Golutvina’s lecture may
well have given students a vivid picture of
the neo-imperial stereotypes about Ukraine
dominant in Russia. It is, however, less clear
whether inviting her all the way from Moscow
was truly necessary to make that point. After
all, her pronounced sympathy for Russia’s
imperial past could easily have been discerned
from texts she had already published.?*

30Graduate Initiative (@graduateinitiativeinrussia8005),
“Dr. Oxana Gaman Golutvina”; Graduate Initiative in
Russian Studies, MIIS at Monterey
(@graduateinitiativeinrussia8005), “Dr. Oxana Gaman
Golutvina 29 October 2014,” YouTube, 23 December
2014.

341“Captured Russian Troops ‘in Ukraine by Accident,
BBC News, 26 August 2014.

342\/|adimir Kabuzan, YkpauHub! 8 mupe: OuHamuka
YyucneHHocmu HaceneHusA. 20-e 20061 XVIIl seka — 1989
200 [Ukrainians in the World: Population Dynamics,
the 1720s-1989] (Nauka, 2006), 132-133.

3430ksana Gaman-Golutvina, “3autbl u umnepun”
[“Elites and Empires”], BecmHuk aHaaumuku [Bulletin
of Analytics], no. 2 (2008): 15-20.

m

6.4. OVERLOOKING PROPAGANDA
CLOAKED AS LEGITIMATE
SCHOLARSHIP

The cases discussed above in section 5.4.5
illustrate the risk of granting a pro-Russian
position the appearance of scholarly
legitimacy: the very apparatus of western
humanities scholarship can be used as a shell
for Russian narratives. Such texts can gain
access to respectable journals, publishing
houses, and course curricula—thereby creating
the impression among western audiences that
a pro-Russian interpretation represents one of
several defensible research positions rather
than a biased point of view.

The very apparatus of western humanities

scholarship can be used as a shell for Russian
narratives

The main problem here is that academia’s
standard protective mechanisms - peer
review and requirements of theoretical rigour
— do not seem well equipped to detect this
type of risk. Publishers, academic journals,
and dissertation committees may give a
green light to pseudo-scholarly manuscripts
that contain Russian propaganda, since
such texts can satisfy formal requirements.
The bias could be identified through more
refined tools for verifying the quality of
texts, including analysing the selectivity of
sources and systematic omissions, examining
patterns of grammatical agency, and checking
for consistency between an academic text’s
formulations and the same author’s more
candid public statements on the same specific
claims.

6.5. DISTORTING EXPERT
ANALYSIS THROUGH PERCEIVED
ACCESS TO INSIDERS

Unlike Russia, western democracies are
characterised by far more intensive
communication between politicians and

experts, meaning that the latter have real
access to their countries’ political leaders and
are genuinely capable of influencing the
decision-making process. Compounding this
asymmetry, the western culture of inclusive
dialogue and commitment to free speech
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The line between real insider knowledge and

disinformation is impossible to draw with
confidence

leaves room in public discourse even for the
most dubious opinions. For Russian leaders
steeped in the thinking of the security services,
both of these features are viewed as entry
points that can be deliberately exploited. The
main goal here is reflexive control — that is,
changing the perceptions of western decision-
makers on matters important to the Kremlin.
As Russia’s Foreign Policy Concept put it,
“foreign representatives and civil-society
institutions constructively disposed towards
Russia, along with political scientists and
members of the expert and academic
community,” are merely instruments for
achieving such control.3*

The process of foreign-policy decision-making
in the Kremlin is traditionally shrouded
in secrecy, which creates among outside
observers a persistent demand for insider
information about the real mechanics of
how the Russian political system functions.
Especially vulnerable here are those
western specialists whose public status and
professional careers depend directly on access
to Russian sources.

The problem here is that the line between
real insider knowledge and disinformation
is impossible to draw with confidence, and,
consequently, there is practically no way to
verify the information received. The closeness
of a Russian ‘insider’ to the Kremlin creates,
in the western expert, the illusion of exclusive
access to the holy of holies of Russian politics
and the sense that they know how things really
work. This sense lowers critical vigilance and
makes them vulnerable to targeted influence.
Informal contacts between experts thus
become a channel through which the Kremlin
can deliberately ‘feed’ western audiences the
interpretations, narratives, and versions of
events it needs them to have.

Those who study the Russian expert milieu
sometimes tend to accept as given that

34president of the Russian Federation, Decree No.
229, “KoHuenuus BHeLHen NoANTUKKU Poccuiickoi
denepaunn” [“The Concept of the Foreign Policy of
the Russian Federation”], 31 March 2023, §§43-44.

Russian pro-government experts may possess
exclusive access to insider information about
political decision-making in the Kremlin. Anton
Barbashin and Alexander Graef, for example,
write that platforms such as SVOP, the Valdai
Club, and RIAC give western readers access
to “(insider) information about the Kremlin’s
political kitchen.”*** Yet, as shown above in
section 2.4, Russian experts themselves lack
any substantive role in devising foreign policy.
Continuing the kitchen metaphor, it would be
more accurate to say that Russian experts can
fetch the ingredients, take part in preparing
the food, and serve the finished dishes, but
they have no say in drawing up the menu.
Proximity to power does not amount to access
to its inner workings. In any case, the opposite
should be proved, not simply assumed.

CONCLUSION

At the time of the USSR’s collapse, Russia had
no institutionalised system of scholarship
on contemporary Ukraine. Despite the
liberalisation of state control over educational
institutions, efforts to develop such
scholarship were hindered by chronic
underfunding of the humanities and
an exodus of personnel. Interest
in Ukraine began to grow at the
beginning of the 2000s, driven
by the emergence of financial resources
within academia and elements of autonomy.
However, this coincided with growing
Maidanophobia among the Russian authorities
and the gradual restoration of state control
over education. Russia’s annexation of Crimea
gave new impetus to the ideologisation of
Ukrainian studies, while the 2022 invasion
reinforced this trend and accelerated the
field’s decline. The development of Ukrainian
studies was also constrained by the traditional
prestige attached to research on the ‘great
powers’ in Russia. Ukraine, like the post-
Soviet space more generally, never belonged
to this category. Thus, the deficit of expertise
on Ukraine that emerged in Russia after 1991
was never fully overcome. Although the 1990s
and 2000s saw some attempts to build an
institutional base for such expertise, that
base began to erode even before 2014 and

3%Barbashin and Graef, Thinking Foreign Policy in Russia,
38.
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The primary task of Russian experts lies in
justifying the political line already set and

had virtually disappeared by 2022. In fact, an
intellectually independent and autonomous
body of expertise on Ukraine never took
shape in Russia, not least because the major
institutions involved in studying Ukraine were
concentrated in Moscow and closely tied to
the Russian state.

On the whole, Russian experts possess only
limited specialised competencies for studying
contemporary Ukraine. Yaroslav Hrytsak’s
observation about the vanishingly low level
of Ukrainian-language proficiency is well
founded. This stands in stark contrast to the
study of Ukraine at western think tanks and
universities. In Poland, for example, a high level
of language proficiency is generally regarded
as a prerequisite for entering the field.

Foreign-policy expertise in Russia s
conceptualised primarily as a service to the
state rather than as an independent
professional activity. This understanding forms
part of a broader neo-imperial professional
ethos. Its other defining features include
placing greater weight on loyalty and
usefulness to the Kremlin’s foreign-policy
goals than on methodological rigour. This is
precisely why reflection among Russian
experts on their own mistaken forecasts,
scenarios, and judgements has been minimal.
Where some errors are acknowledged, this is
done only insofar as it serves the more
effective pursuit of Russian foreign-policy
goals aimed at destroying the Ukrainian state.

explaining decisions already taken

This report has found no grounds for
concluding that Russian experts are directly or
indirectly involved in devising foreign policy
on Ukraine. Operating within a Chekist political
mindset, the Kremlin is unlikely to regard them
as sufficiently trustworthy to allow their views
to shape strategic decision-making. Instead,
the Russian authorities readily make use of
their services at the tactical level. The primary
task of Russian experts lies in creatively
justifying the political line already set by the
Kremlin and intelligently explaining decisions
already taken, rather than in formulating
policy or influencing decision-making.

Archival evidence indicates that the powerful
impulse behind Russia’s neo-imperial course
towards Ukraine found early institutional
expression within the Russian MFA, MoD and
GRU from the very first days of post-Soviet
Russia’s existence. Given how Yeltsin-era
decision-making worked, this could hardly have
proceeded without at least his tacit approval.
Russian experts began servicing this neo-
imperial impulse intellectually from the very
same moment, translating it into the language
of analysis and justification both domestically
and abroad. Russian mezhdunarodniki can
therefore be most accurately described as
conduits of Russian influence, or diplomats in
civilian clothes.

Within Russian expert circles, Ukraine has
consistently been perceived not as a country
in its own right but chiefly as territory over
which the Russian state needed help asserting
control, with the west cast as the principal
geopolitical adversary standing in the way.
Expert debate in Russia on Ukraine has
typically revolved around a single underlying
issue: not whether Ukraine should be drawn
back into Moscow’s orbit of influence but how
to do so most effectively. As this analysis has
shown, the solutions proposed by Russian
experts clustered around three main
approaches: (1) revanchist neo-imperialism,
(2) pragmatic neo-imperialism, and (3) a Yalta-
style bargain with the west.

Russian expert GONGOs perform three key
Ukraine-related functions for the
Kremlin. All three were present,
in varying combinations, across
the organisations examined here,
although some showed substantial
imbalances that suggest a degree of
functional specialisation.

e Ukraine-oriented: information warfare
and direct political interference aimed at
undermining Ukrainian sovereignty. RISS
and the Institute of CIS Countries were most
strongly associated with this function. RISS
appears to have long been dominated by
a view of domestic and foreign policy as a
battle between competing narratives in a
total information war and therefore focused
on producing outright disinformation and
propaganda about Ukraine.
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At present, Russian experts are focused on
discrediting the very idea of western

The same features were evident at the
Institute of CIS Countries, but its activities
were more directly aimed at destabilising
Ukraine. It sought to become a rallying
point for pro-Russian organisations and
political forces within Ukraine under the
guise of defending ‘compatriots’, Russian
speakers, and the Russian Orthodox
Church. Against the broader backdrop of
the field’s low research standards, the
Institute of CIS Countries was one of the
few organisations to show any signs of
systematic engagement with contemporary
Ukraine. This engagement, however, was
harnessed entirely toundermining Ukrainian
sovereignty rather than understanding the
country.

¢ West-oriented: reshaping western public
debate in ways favourable to the Kremlin.
The main effort here was directed at
promoting the thesis that Ukraine belongs
within Russia’s sphere of influence. MGIMO,
IMEMO, and RIAC were most engaged in this
function. In various forms, their activities

assistance to repel Russian military
aggression

exported the idea of a Yalta-style deal into
the intellectual and expert space of western
countries. At present, Russian experts are
focused on discrediting the very idea of
western assistance to repel Russian military
aggression. A separate, related effort is
aimed at overturning widespread western
perceptions of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.
Researchers engaged in this effort study
Hamas’s experience in realigning moral
judgements among students at western
universities about Israel and Palestine and
seek to apply the same method in order
to generate western demand for a foreign-
policy shift beneficial to Russia.

¢ Russia-oriented: legitimising  Russia’s
foreign policy towards Ukraine primarily
for the domestic Russian audience. This
function was present in one form or another
at all the organisations examined here but
was especially pronounced at RGGU and

InEcon RAS. Representatives of the former
explicitly identify young people as a key
target audience for their propagandistic
activities.

Russian dissertations on Ukraine proved to
be a particularly rich source of insight into
Russian expertise on Ukraine. Their analysis
shows that the study of Ukraine in Russia is
not only becoming increasingly ideologically
distorted but is also a field in institutional
decline. The number of dissertations on
contemporary Ukraine has always been small
and has continued to fall since the 2010s, while
in the 2020s interest in Ukraine as a subject of
research has all but disappeared.

The dissertation corpus also made it possible
to delineate the contours of the neo-imperial
discursive matrix, which comprises seven
interrelated key narratives through which
Russian authors frame their analysis. It rests
on four structural pillars: an old intellectual
habit of treating countries neighbouring Russia
as natural objects of Russian influence; the
dominanceofgeopoliticaldeterminism
as an analytical framework; the
institutional entrenchment of experts
within a system of state patronage;
and alignment with Moscow’s official
foreign-policy line. Consequently, the
matrix displays considerable inertia,
surfacing even in texts devoted to
broader research topics, suggesting that it
operates as a structural feature of Russian
political science more generally rather than a
bias confined to Ukrainian studies as such. As
an analytical model, it may accordingly prove
transferable to examining Russian expert
discourse on other former Soviet states.

This matrix has becomeincreasingly radicalised
in line with the Russian political context.
Within its confines, reliable knowledge
about Ukrainian society, politics, and identity
cannot be generated. Instead, the matrix
yields a politically functional image of the
country designed to legitimise Russian foreign
policy. In this sense, for over three decades,
Russian academic scholarship, placed in the
service of an imperial political project, has
systematically deprived itself of the ability
to understand Ukraine. Given the structural
constraints, the institutional peculiarities of
the knowledge-production system, and the
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specific professional culture, the quality of
Russian expertise on Ukraine is unlikely to
change in any fundamental way.

Data from the Web of Science (WoS)
and Scopus databases show that
Russian authors are only marginally
involved in the global production of
knowledge on contemporary Ukraine.
This may indirectly point to the
generally low competitiveness of their
scholarship and the poor quality of Russian
expertise on Ukraine. The presence of their
articles on Ukraine in international peer-
reviewed journals was marginal until 2014,
after which it increased sharply in connection
with state incentives to raise the number of
Russian publications indexed in WoS and
Scopus. After this requirement was lifted in
May 2022, the number of such publications
collapsed to pre-2014 levels, even as global
scholarly attention to Ukraine grew
substantially.

Openly  propagandistic  literature  has
maintained a steady presence on the Russian
book market since 2005, reaching a peak in
2015, when it accounted for more than half of
all Ukraine-related titles. After 2022, a distinct
subgenre emerged — Z-literature — legitimising
what in Russia is officially referred to as the
‘special military operation’. It now accounts
for about a third of all titles on Ukraine.
Spikes in the share of pseudo-historical
and propagandistic literature followed the
events of 2004, 2014, and 2022. These
surges may have been linked to state efforts
to ensure that the book market, as part of
the broader information space, was supplied
with ideologically aligned interpretations
that justified Russia’s actions and denigrated
Ukraine.

Taken together, these findings show that
the central problem is not simply a shortage
of expertise on Ukraine but the structural
inability of the Russian expert system to
produce independent knowledge about
the country. The system is better suited to
interpreting, legitimising, and operationalising
an established political line than to
independently informing it. The state-aligned
Russian expert milieu on Ukraine therefore
functions, in effect, as a factory of propaganda
and disinformation.

In this regard, the study systematises the
practical risks that engagement with the
Russian expert community poses for western
institutions. Among these, five types of risk

The state-aligned Russian expert milieu on

Ukraine functions as a factory of propaganda
and disinformation

stand out: (1) mistaking rhetorical distance
for moderation; (2) giving Russian narratives
institutional legitimacy; (3) lending academic
authority to unqualified voices; (4) overlooking
propaganda cloaked as legitimate scholarship;
and (5) distorting expert analysis through
perceived insider access. These findings point
to a number of practical recommendations for
western think tanks, academic institutions,
and publishers.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Start from a presumption of affiliation, not
autonomy. Russian mezhdunarodniki share
a state-centric corporate culture combined
with the neo-imperial ethos and are strongly
tied to the Russian government. Whatever
their institutions’” formal status, their
intellectual independence and autonomy
therefore remain doubtful. Hence, any
Russian organisation involved in producing
expertise on Ukraine should, by default, be
considered an instrument of state influence
unless there is evidence to the contrary.

2. Prioritise substance over form. When
assessing the texts and statements of
Russian experts, a broader analytical toolkit
should be used, one that focuses on the
substance of their positions rather than
their rhetorical distance from political
power. Characterisations built on measuring
such distance risk mistaking disagreements
over means for disagreements over ends,
thereby granting unwarranted credibility
to actors whose fundamental goals remain
aligned with the regime and facilitating
their legitimation within the western expert
field.

3. Treat insider claims with caution. Insider
knowledge of the mechanics of Russian

decision-makingis, in principle, unverifiable.
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Such information is often unavailable even
to Russian experts themselves, given the
structural opacity of the decision-making
process in the Kremlin. Therefore, any
‘insider information’ deserves heightened
scepticism rather than unconditional trust,
however authoritative the source may
appear and however long-standing one’s
personal acquaintance with them may be.

. Apply basic vetting standards. A Russian

expert’s public status — membership in
a well-known institution and frequent
media appearances — does not guarantee
genuine specialisation in the subject.
Before inviting a guest lecturer to address
students, especially in educational settings,
institutions should check the expert’s actual
publication record and contribution in the
field. Skipping this step carries serious risks.
Where doubts remain about an expert’s
independence or expertise, it would be

. Strengthen

preferable to invite them to a moderated
discussion, alongside highly qualified
opponents, rather than give them an
unchallenged lecture platform.

methodological  scrutiny.
Standard peer-review practice does not
seem properly designed to detect texts that
use the academic apparatus as a shell for
a politically biased position. Dissertation
committees, editorial boards, and
publishing houses could check manuscripts
for selectivity of sources and systematic
omissions with greater rigour. It would also
be helpfultoexpandtheirverification toolkit,
including by checking whether an author’s
carefully hedged academic formulations
on a given claim are contradicted by their
own more candid public statements on that
same claim, and by analysing patterns of
grammatical agency.
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