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Abstract 

 
Siden opløsningen af Sovjetunion i 1991 har de demokratiske vinde blæst over det postsovje-

tiske rum, hvilket har truet Ruslands status som regional og global magtfaktor – og fundamen-

talt ændret dets indenrigs- og udenrigspolitiske dagsorden. Den største trussel for Rusland i 

denne henseende er de postsovjetiske ”farvede revolutioner”, der har indtruffet i bl.a. Kirgisi-

stan, Georgien og Ukraine. Som en konsekvens heraf har Rusland forsøgt at modarbejde disse 

kræfter gennem forskelligartede strategier. Denne opgave tilsigter at analysere, hvordan 

Rusland reagerer på truslen fra de farvede revolutioner, hvorledes dette har ændret sig over tid 

med udgangspunkt i perioderne 2000-2008 og 2008-nu – og hvilke variable der spiller ind. 

Denne analyse vil tage udgangspunkt i neoklassisk realisme, der er en teori om internationale 

relationer med særlig fokus på skabelsen af staters udenrigspolitik. Neoklassisk realisme 

mener, at staters handlinger i det international system kan forklares ved systemiske variabler – 

såsom fordeling af magtkapaciteter mellem stater og andre staters intentioner eller trusler – og 

indenlandske variabler – såsom statens relative magt, evnen til at udvinde og bruge denne 

magt, grand strategies, nationalisme og ideologi. Netop disse variabler er blevet anvendt som 

opgavens teoretiske fundament til at belyse Ruslands udenrigspolitiske respons over for 

farvede revolutioner i det postsovjetiske rum. Dette er blevet gjort med afsæt i fire cases, hhv. 

rosenrevolutionen (2003), den orange revolution (2004), krigen i Sydossetien (2008) og 

Maidan-revolutionen (2014). Opgaven fandt at de ovenstående systemiske- og indenlandske 

variabler kan forklare Ruslands reaktionsmønstre i relation til farvede revolutioner i Georgien 

og Ukraine. Heri repræsenterer perioden 2000-2008 en tid, hvor Rusland reagerer internt 

stærkt og virkningsfuldt, og relativt svagt eksternt. I perioden er der en generel eksternalise-

ring af russisk indenrigspolitik, hvormed dets udenrigspolitiske respons på rosenrevolutionen 

og den orange revolution resulterer i en markant styrkelse af den interne magtbase. I perioden 

2008-nu ser man med krigen i Sydossetien og Maidan-revolutionen et eksternt langt stærkere 

og mere konsekvent modsvar fra russisk side i takt med, at magtbasen i Kreml, evnen til at 

udvinde denne magt og den nationalsikkerhedsdoktrin (Russkiy Mir og grand strategies) 

styrkes. Med dette ser man at Rusland udvider den interne magtbase yderligere, samtidig med 

at man (aggressivt) engagerer sig militært.  

 

Keywords: Russian foreign policy, post-Soviet colour revolutions, countering strategies, 

Rose Revolution, Orange Revolution, 2008 Russo Georgian War, Maidan Revolution. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Russia’s prominence in international politics – with the rhetoric of “rising from its knees” – 

has increased immensely in tin recent years with its re-emergence as an important global 

power in the international system (Lipman & Petrov 2011: 9). In dealing with the study of 

international relations, the case of Russian foreign policy continues to be an object of particu-

lar interest. To this end, Russia has been and remains a country of substantial weight in 

international politics: it is the world’s largest country by size, it is rich on natural resources, 

especially natural gas and oil, it possesses the world’s largest arsenal of nuclear weapons, it is 

one of the five permanent members (P-5) of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), 

and it remains key in the resolution (and creation) of many international conflicts, e.g. the 

fight against international terrorism, the Arctic Conflict, the Ukraine Crisis, the Syrian Crisis 

etc. Thus, for good or evil, Russia matters in the international politics – and especially, in the 

case of post-Soviet affairs. However in the case of preserving international prominence, the 

post-Soviet space represents a double-edged sword for Russia – simultaneously strengthening 

and weakening its relative position in the international distribution of power. On the one hand, 

Russia’s great power ambitions are to a large extent dictated by its ability to act as a regional 

hegemon – with the quest of minimising the role of other great powers and preserving region-

al dominance at the heart of its foreign and domestic policy. On the other, Russia’s dominant 

presence in the region has created a conflict-ridden environment, in which Moscow has not 

managed to forge friendly, trusting or cooperative relations with any of the post-Soviet states 

(Deriglazova et al. 2012: 3). For Moscow, the case of anti-Kremlin sentiments in its immedi-

ate neighbourhood represents a recurring problem, with the most impending threat to post-

Cold War Russia, as officially stated by the Kremlin, being the issue of post-Soviet colour 

revolutions.  

 

Overall, there is a profound fear of post-Soviet colours in Russia. Even though the banality of 

this statement is striking, there is a general truth to the matter. In the case of Russia, the 

colours in question are those referring to the threat of post-Soviet colour revolutions, i.e. 

democratic uprisings against pro-Kremlin regimes. In order to interpret and analyse what 

determines and characterises contemporary Russian foreign policy towards post-Soviet colour 

revolutions, this study argues that one has to look at how systemic pressures and domestic 

variables affect the formation of foreign policy – as prescribed in the foreign policy theory of 
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neoclassical realism. It is no secret that the eruption of post-Soviet colour revolutions in the 

mid-2000s marked a troublesome period for Russian foreign policy – in which it saw its 

pursuit of preserving and developing its: (i) position as a global power in world politics, (ii) 

regional hegemonic status in the post-Soviet space and (iii) survival of the authoritarian 

regime at home, under serious threat. In the eyes of Moscow, the Rose Revolution (2003) and 

the Orange Revolution (2004) represented yet another Western warfare mechanism of hidden 

interference in Georgian and Ukrainian domestic affairs with the objective of spreading top-

down democracy, eroding Russian influence in the region and overturning authoritarian 

regimes of the post-Soviet space – including Kremlin itself (Wilson 2010: 20). For the pur-

pose of counteracting these democratic trends, Russia adopted a line of foreign policy re-

sponses – trying to restructure the domestic political environment and its foreign policy 

outlook. However, the upheavals of 2003-2005 did not constitute isolated cases of threats to 

Russia from within the post-Soviet space. The threat of colours returned to the post-Soviet 

space with Maidan Revolution (2014), being pro-EU and anti-Kremlin in nature. Again, this 

posed a returning threat to Russia – seeing the issue of post-Soviet colour revolutions through 

the spectre of the post-Cold War clash of geopolitical interests between the West and Russia 

(Aggarwal & Govella 2011: 2). As a direct response, Russia intervened military in the con-

flict, with the same being the case six years earlier in the 2008 Russo-Georgian War – rolling 

back the revolutionary trends of the Rose Revolution. To this end, Russia’s attempts at 

countering post-Soviet colour revolutions can be divided into to two consecutive periods: one 

from 2000-2008, the other from 2008-present. In this regard, this study aims at identifying 

why Russia sees post-Soviet colour revolutions as a national and security threat, how it 

counters this threat, in what way this response has come about and how the standard operating 

procedure for countering the revolutions has changed over time.  

 

 

2. Methodological Approach  
 

The framework of this study is a theoretical approach, which will look at Russian foreign 

policy towards countering post-Soviet colour revolutions through the eyes of neoclassical 

realism. Methodologically, neoclassical realists begin their analysis at the systemic level, but 

also include how unit level intervening variables operationalize systemic forces. This study 

holds that the neoclassical realists account of the interplay between different variable clusters 
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is likely to produce richer explanations and have more explanatory leverage than theories, 

such as neorealism, liberalism and social constructivism, that focus on certain variable clus-

ters but neglect others.  

 

2.1.  A Case Study Design 

The choice of theoretical framework has several implications for the study’s research design 

and procedure. In relations to this, a neoclassical realist approach entails a methodological 

framework consisting of in-depth case studies, analytical and historical narratives, and the 

identification of causal mechanisms between causes and outcomes (process tracing) (Rose 

1998: 154; Lindemann 2014) – and this study is no exception.  

 

The overall purpose of this study is to generate explanations and insights of a specific case of 

certain interest in order to: “serve the heuristic purpose of identifying the potential causal 

paths and variables leading to the dependent variable” (George & Bennett 2005: 23). In this 

matter, a case study approach remains highly viable as it allows for a comprehensive under-

standing of a complex social matter. The purpose of the case study approach is described as 

“the detailed examination of an aspect of an historical episode to develop or test historical 

explanations that may be generalizable to other events” (George & Bennett 2005: 5). In line 

with this, it is important to bear in mind that the purpose is not to derive general broad expla-

nations about Russian foreign policy, but rather to produce contingent generalizations, i.e. 

confined to specific countries, policy areas, situations and time period, of a case of particular 

interest. In this study, the case or “historical episode” is Russia’s foreign policy towards post-

Soviet colour revolutions, with a specific focus on Georgia and Ukraine, i.e. the Rose Revolu-

tion (2003), the Orange Revolution (2004), the 2008 Russo-Georgian War and the Maidan 

Revolution (2014). By focusing on what determines and affects Russia’s foreign policy 

towards post-Soviet colour revolutions, the study aims at identifying why Russia sees colour 

revolutions as a threat, how it counters this threat and in what way this response has come 

about. Using a neoclassical realist approach and a process tracing methodology, three hypoth-

eses are tested to analyse the predicted causal chain between systemic imperatives, the search 

for influence, and the policy of countering colour revolutions. The first hypothesis will follow 

the central empirical prediction of neoclassical realism: when a state’s relative power increas-

es, it will attempt to gain more influence abroad, and as it falls, the ambitions and actions will 

be scaled back accordingly. The second hypothesis holds that; when a state has a high degree 
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of state power, and the capabilities to extract this power, it is better capable to innovate to 

meet security challenges and vice versa. The third hypothesis states that; an increase in threat 

to national security (colour revolutions) will ultimately lead to a more focused and aggressive 

articulation of grand strategies and ideology. 

 

As mentioned above, this study will follow a process tracing approach, which involves 

research, where: “the cause-effect link that connects independent variable and outcome is 

unwrapped and divided into smaller steps; then the investigator looks for observable evidence 

of each step” (Van Evera 1997: 64). Studying these causal mechanisms in in-depth case 

studies enables the researcher to make strong and viable within-case inferences about how 

outcomes are formed. In this study, the process tracing: 

 

“attempts to identify the intervening causal process – the causal chain and causal mecha-

nism – between an independent variable (or variables) and the outcome of the dependent 

variable” (George & Bennett 2005: 206-207).  
 

The process to be analysed in this study is the nature and formation of Russian foreign policy 

towards post-Soviet colour revolutions. To this end, a “process” is defined as a series of steps 

or actions taken in order to achieve a particular end. 

 

2.2. The Choice of Case 

Before moving on, there will be a brief account for why the case of post-Soviet Russia is 

useful for studying the underlying sources and determinants of foreign policy behaviour. As 

stated in the above section, the study of foreign policy prefers to examine significant cases 

and events instead of trivial ones (Van Evera 1997: 86; Taliaferro 2004: 18). The study of 

Russia undoubtedly fulfils this condition. The specific focus on Russia’s reactions to post-

Soviet colour revolutions is firstly based on its high foreign policy priority in Moscow, and 

secondly grounded on the lack of similar studies. This study will focus on the cases of Geor-

gia and Ukraine, i.e. the Rose Revolution, the Orange Revolution, the 2008 Russo-Georgian 

War and the Maidan Revolution – to explain what determines and affects Russia’s policy 

towards post-Soviet colour revolutions. These four cases will each constitute a phase in 

Russian foreign policy: the Rose and Orange Revolutions represent the period from 2000-

2008, whereas the 2008 Russo-Georgian War and the Maidan Revolution will represent the 

period from 2008-present. 
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Due to the limited scope of this study, the analysis will not touch upon the different outcomes 

of colour revolutions, e.g. assessing whether they were successful or not, but solely focus on 

their implications on Russia foreign policy and the corresponding responses. Besides, there 

will not be an exhaustive outline of Russia’s historical ties with Georgia and Ukraine, as it 

would require more space for the purpose. Furthermore, this study will not focus on the threat 

of colour revolutions in the post-Soviet Eurasian states of Belarus, Moldova, Armenia, 

Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Kazakhstan. These coun-

tries may be used as reference points or examples related to the cases at hand, but will not 

form part of the actual analysis.  

 

2.3. A Note on Sources 

This study will formally approach the case of Russian foreign policy towards post-Soviet 

colour revolutions from the perspective of international relations theory, not as an area 

specialist. The overall aim of the analysis is neither to provide a meticulous description of 

Russia’s historical relations with the states involved as it would require, at minimum, an 

entire volume for each country or time period. In some parts of the study, there will be drawn 

on primary sources such as organisation reports and official policy documents from the 

Ministry of Defence and Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, i.e. the 

Foreign Policy Concepts and National Security Strategies. Yet the vast majority of the empir-

ical material will be based on secondary sources provided by policy analysts, scholars of 

international relations theory, journalists and area specialists. Another factor limiting the basis 

of this study is the lack of sources written in Russian, as the author does not hold these 

language skills. 

 

2.4. Road Map 

This study will follow a simple and well-ordered outline, divided into nine consecutive 

sections. The first sections, i.e. the (1) introduction, (2) methodological approach and (3) the 

theoretical framework, will set the scene and outline the study’s methodological and theoreti-

cal fundament. After this, the main part of the study, namely the analytical sections, will 

answer the problem statement. The analytical part is further subdivided into sections dealing 

with how systemic incentives (5 and 6) and intervening variables (6 and 7) affect Russian 

foreign policy. After this, there will be a discussion (8) on the viability of Russia’s foreign 
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policy course. Lastly, the conclusion (9) will sum up the main findings in order to answer the 

problem statement of this study. 

 

2.5. Problem Statement 

Why and how does Russia counter post-Soviet colour revolutions, seen through the cases of 

the Rose Revolution (2003), Orange Revolution (2004), 2008 Russo-Georgian War and the 

Maidan Revolution (2014), using the theory of neoclassical realism – and to what degree is 

there a difference of response from 2000-2008 to 2008-present? 

 

 

3. Theoretical Framework 
 

In this section, the international relations theories of classical realism, neorealism and neo-

classical realism will be discussed and analysed. Firstly, there will be a discussion of the 

perspectives on the realm of realism. Secondly, there will be a look at the attempts to con-

struct a framework of foreign policy behaviour and, lastly, this section will turn to the per-

spectives of neoclassical realism.  

 

3.1. Perspectives on the Realm of Realism 

Overall, realism has since the beginning of academic international relations been the dominant 

theory of world politics, among other things, due to its historical pre-eminence and intellectu-

al appeal. In sum, the theory regards the struggle for power among states as the constant 

feature of international politics – perceiving the prospects of world peace as unattainable 

(Lindemann 2014; Baylis et al. 2011). However, the exercise of articulating a unified theory 

of realism is difficult, and has been greatly criticised by writers who are both critical and 

sympathetic of the realist tradition (Doyle 1997; Smith 1986). Thus, a number of thematic 

classifications have been offered to differentiate realism into a selection of distinct categories, 

whereat the simplest distinction is a form of tripartite historical periodization, consisting of: 

classical realism, neorealism and neoclassical realism.  

 

At its core, classical realism seeks to explain international politics as a result of human nature. 

By this, Morgenthau (1948) presented a rather top-down realist approach to foreign policy 

that jumped between different levels of analysis – emphasizing what occurs at the levels of 
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the state and the individual (unit-level), what neorealism identifies as the first and second 

images, matter. (Kitchen 2010: 126). According to classical realists, the state does not simply 

aggregate or respond to the demands of different segments within society. Rather, leaders 

(individuals) conduct foreign policy and define national interests based on their assessment of 

the relative distribution of power and other state’s intentions. As a result, this leads classical 

realism to focus on the character of states and their relation to domestic society, as well as the 

power distribution among these states (Taliaferro 2006: 472).  

 

Neorealism, introduced by Waltz (1989), built on the assumptions of classical realism and 

transformed them into a theory of international politics. The main difference between the two 

realist traditions is the different emphasis put on the structure of the international system and 

the related sources of conflict. Neorealism does not see the source of conflicts in the human 

nature and the self-seeking state, but rather as a mere product of the anarchic structure of the 

international system. The neorealist scope of analysis is, therefore, solely located at the 

systemic level where it tries to explain patterns and outcomes of international behaviour, such 

as the balance of power, polarity and alliance behaviour (Lindemann 2014: 34-35). In rela-

tions to this, Waltz argues that the system provides certain incentives for functional similarity, 

what is sometimes known as the “black-box” assumption. This further means that the second 

image of the system (the unit level) is perceived as irrelevant (Rathbun 2008: 304; Taliaferro 

2006: 476). Therefore, in a world influenced by systemic pressures, foreign policy analysis 

becomes a question of adapting to systemic imperatives through a process of cost-benefit 

calculations and perceptions’ assessments (Waltz 1979: 118).  

 

Essentially, neoclassical realism shares the basic assumptions of classical realism and neoreal-

ism that the distribution of power, the implication of anarchy and the position of states in the 

international system are the most important variables in explaining certain political outcomes 

(Lindemann 2014: 36). However, neoclassical realism attempts at opening the “black-box” of 

the state, in order to systematically connect structural and unit-level variables (ibid.: 36). 

 

3.2. Attempts to Construct a Framework of Foreign Policy Behaviour 

The main attempt of the Grand Old Theories of international relations, i.e. realism, liberalism 

and constructivism, are to provide a conceptual framework upon which international relations 

and politics can be analysed (Baylis et al. 2011). However, these theories have all shown an 
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explanatory gap in explaining foreign policy behaviour of individual states – and in this case – 

the twists and turns of Russian post-Soviet foreign policy. As a result, theories of foreign 

policy have emerged – taking as their dependent variable not the pattern of outcomes of state 

interactions, but rather the behaviour of individual states (Rose 1998: 145). The first efforts to 

construct a general theory of foreign policy fall into four broad schools: Innenpolitik, offen-

sive realism, defensive realism and neoclassical realism. 

 

Innenpolitik stresses the importance of domestic factors on foreign policy and is thus theoreti-

cally connected to liberalism (ibid.: 148). There are many versions of Innenpolitik each with a 

specific domestic focus, but they all share a common feature – that foreign policy is best 

understood as the product of a state’s internal dynamics, e.g. economic, political ideology, 

national character etc. However, many critics contend that pure unit-level explanations have 

difficulty in explaining why states with similar domestic systems often act differently and 

why dissimilar states in similar situations often act alike (Rose 1998: 148; Lobell et al. 2009: 

10). According to neoclassical realists, the Innenpolitik theories are misguided, since if there 

is any single, dominant factor shaping the broad pattern of a state’s foreign policy over time, 

it is its relative material power vis-á-vis the rest of the international system (Rose 1998: 150). 

In this regard, proponents of Innenpolitik would thus argue that the autocratic structure of the 

Russian state makes it particularly prone to confrontational foreign policy behaviour (Shev-

tsova 2008).  

 

From a widespread focus on unit-level explanations, offensive realism reverses the Innenpoli-

tik logic and argues that systemic factors are dominant. Offensive realism assumes that the 

international system is composed of unitary, rational states motivated by the desire for securi-

ty. The international system is characterised by a Hobbesian anarchy where security is scarce, 

and states try to achieve it by maximising their relative advantage (Rose 1998: 149). Accord-

ing to offensive realists, states pursuing security are prone to take actions that can lead to 

conflict with others – and as a general characteristic: “states begin with a defensive motive, 

but are forced to think and sometimes act offensively because of the structure of the interna-

tional system”. By this, unit-level (domestic) differences between states are considered to be 

relatively irrelevant, since pressures from the international system are assumed to be strong 

enough to make similar states behave alike, regardless of their internal characteristics (ibid.: 

149).  
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The third school of foreign policy theory, defensive realism, takes a somewhat softer line than 

offensive realism, arguing in practice that systemic factors drive some kinds of state behav-

iour but not others (Rose 1998: 146). Neoclassical realists argue that in explaining states' 

responses to threats, defensive realism simply overlooks the fact that one’s perceptions of 

threat are partly shaped by one’s relative material power. Defensive realists view Russian 

foreign policy as a matter of strategic response to external threats, e.g. NATO/EU enlarge-

ment, the rise of Islamic militancy along Russia’s southern border, and the intrusion of US 

military power into Central Asia.  

 

As a reaction to the two latter theories of foreign policy, it is important to address the problem 

that systemic pressures are often indeterminate, providing states with competing and cross-

cutting incentives. In the neorealist paradigm, Russia’s foreign policy actions are attributable 

to either offensive or defensive ambitions, both of which are produced by the international 

system. To put it more bluntly, both offensive realism and defensive realism are broad-gauged 

theories, which have little explanatory power in dealing with foreign policy strategies of 

individual states. The knowledge that Russia seeks influence or security might bear some 

perspective, but it is of little value for an in-depth understanding of contemporary foreign 

policy actions. As a consequence of the inability of neorealism to provide adequate explana-

tions, neoclassical realism has emerged as a theory for the analysis of foreign policy (Linde-

mann 2014: 35). Although neorealism has frequently been applied as an approach to the study 

of foreign policy, Waltz (1996: 57) has stressed that:  

 

“Under most circumstances, a theory of international politics is not sufficient and cannot 

be made sufficient, for making of unambiguous predictions. An international political theo-

ry can explain states’ behaviour only when external pressures dominate the internal dispo-

sition of states, which seldom happens. When they do not, a theory of international politics 

needs help”. 

 

Against this backdrop, the above perspectives raise two essential questions. Can a viable 

account of foreign policy actions be built on only one perspective, or will this inevitably lead 

to misinterpretations and major fallacies? Therefore, the approach taken in this study is 

pluralistic, trying to open the “black-box” of the state. 
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3.3. Neoclassical Realism: Analysing Foreign Policy Behaviour 

In general, theories of foreign policy seek to explain what states try to achieve in the external 

environment, when they try to achieve it, and by what means. In its endeavour to gain explan-

atory power in the realm of foreign policy analysis, neoclassical realists examine questions of 

Innenpolitik, levels of the state and individual (first and second-image) including state power 

and processes, domestic politics, ideology and the impact of ideas to explain how states 

respond to the international system (Kitchen 2010: 118). However in line with its realist 

views, these variables are considered analytically subordinate to systemic factors. Overall, 

neoclassical realism proposes a direct causal chain with three ‘steps’: the independent variable 

(a state’s relative position in the international distribution of power), the intervening variable 

(unit-level domestic factors, through which systemic pressures are translated) and the depend-

ent variable, or the actual foreign policy outcome (Rose 1998: 145-146).  

 

The studies of neoclassical realism are centred on the realist assumption of the importance of 

anarchy and the distribution of relative power in the international system (Lindemann 2014: 

35). The anarchic environment leads, according to neoclassical realists, states to place high 

value on power and security. However, instead of assuming that states directly seek security, 

neoclassical realism assumes that states seek to shape and control their external environment 

as a response to the uncertainties of the international anarchy: “state behaviour [is an] adap-

tion to external constraints conditioned by changes in relative power” (Rose 1998: 152-157). 

In this line of thought, international anarchy is neither Hobbesian nor benign (Kantian), but 

rather murky and difficult to understand for states, as decision-makers are simply not able to 

have all information available (Huseinzadeh 2015). As a result, states existing in the anarchy 

have a hard time analysing clearly whether security is scarce (offensive realism) or plentiful 

(defensive realism) and must therefore grope their way in the dark, interpreting according to 

subjective procedures (Rose 1998: 152). Indeed, neoclassical realism occupies a middle 

ground between constructivism and structural theories. The former deny any objective sys-

temic constraints, arguing that the international system is socially constructed and that “anar-

chy is what states make of it”, whereas the latter implicitly accept a direct and clear link 

between systemic constraints and unit-level behaviour (ibid.: 152).  

 

Neoclassical realism argues that the ambition and scope of a state’s foreign policy is driven 

first and foremost by its place in the international system and, particularly, by its relative 
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material power capabilities, thus making it realist. Further, the theory argues that the impact 

of such power capabilities on foreign policy is complex and indirect, since systemic pressures 

must be translated through intervening unit-level variables, thus making it neoclassical (Rose 

1998: 146). According to neoclassical realists, an increase in relative power will lead to a 

corresponding expansion in the ambition and magnitude of a state’s foreign policy behaviour 

– and that a decrease will lead to a corresponding contraction. In other words, states with 

weak state apparatus will take longer to translate an increase in relative power into expanded 

foreign policy activity, whereas states with strong state apparatus may gain some leverage in 

extracting relative power (ibid.: 167-168).  

 

In order to use neoclassical realism as an analytical tool, it is important to identify its direct 

causal chain, which not only outlines that domestic politics matters in foreign policy, but also 

specifies the conditions under which they matter (ibid.: 167). Contrary to neorealism, which 

identifies a direct connection between material capabilities and state behaviour, neoclassical 

realists do not see any mechanical, rational or immediate transmission belt linking material 

capabilities to foreign policy behaviour. To this end, foreign policy choices are formed by 

perceptions and calculations of political leaders and elites of relative power, and other states’ 

intentions, not simply relative quantities of military resources (Rose 1998: 146-147; Nygren 

2012: 517). This further means that over the short to medium term, different states’ foreign 

policy may not be objectively predictable based on objective assessment of relative material 

power (Taliaferro 2006: 486). The question is thus; what makes a certain type of foreign 

policy? In this regard, neoclassical realism studies “the imperfect transmission belt” of foreign 

policy – addressing why states of similar parameters behave differently in the same condi-

tions. Specifically, neoclassical realists focus on how systemic pressures (independent varia-

ble) are translated through unit-level intervening variables. To be precise, systemic pressures 

are translated through internal unit-level factors to produce state behaviour or foreign policy – 

the outcome and dependent variable. The subject of neoclassical realism is to identify and 

analyse the transition zone – how intervening variables define the dependent variable (Hu-

seinzadeh 2015). By connecting systemic and unit-level variables, neoclassical realism 

functions as a bridging theory to non-realist research programs that predominantly focus on 

domestic level explanations such as ideas and identities (constructivism) or preference for-

mation (liberalism) (Lindemann 2014: 38).  
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3.3.1.  Systemic Factors 

As mentioned above, neoclassical realists believe that the international system is characterised 

by anarchy. The fact that there is no reliable central authority above the individual sovereign 

states, to which you can appeal for protection, has at least two implications for the formation 

of foreign policy. Firstly, the anarchic nature of the international political environment 

induces states to put a high value on security, which can broadly be defined as the “ability of 

states and societies to maintain their independent identity and functional integrity” (Buzan 

1991: 18-19). It is clear that the level of threat posed to a state may vary greatly over time, 

and thus anarchy does not generate uniformly security pressures for all states. In an anarchic 

system, however, security concerns of states will never completely disappear, and thus never 

approach zero. This is even the case for the most powerful states in the international system, 

since no state can be entirely sure about the present and future intentions of others. In line 

with this, Copeland (2003: 435) declares that international politics is characterised by a “veil 

of uncertainty”. Another implication that follows from the anarchic nature of the international 

system is that state behaviour is heavily conditioned by the relative distribution of power. In 

this, neoclassical realists reserve the term “power” to refer to “capabilities or resources … 

with which states can influence each other”, i.e. military, economic and political resources 

(Rose 1998: 151). By this token, each state has a different endowment of resources, its own 

particular and unique history, and geographical location, each of which produces different 

preferences and objectives on most issues. These specific preferences tend to create conflict 

of interests in which, as a general rule, stronger states are more likely to get their way and 

weaker are more likely to have to adjust (Walt 2005: 73). Moreover, the relative distribution 

of power also sets out the basic parameters of states’ foreign policy behaviour. Many states 

tend to expand their political and strategic interests as a consequence of an increase in relative 

power. It is in this case important to note that neoclassical realists distinguish between a 

state’s power resources, as mentioned above, and a state’s foreign policy interests. The latter 

holds that it is the preferences and goals that guide a state’s external behaviour, not its power 

resources per se (Rose 1998: 151-152). One of the main reasons why an increase in relative 

power correspondingly will lead to an expansion of political and strategic interests lies, 

according to Friedberg (2005: 19), in the fact that rising states:  

 

“seek … to ensure access to markets, material, and transportation routes; to protect, their 

citizens far from home, defend their foreign friends and allies, and promulgate their val-
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ues; and, in general, to have what they consider to be their legitimate say in affairs of their 

region and the wider world”. 

 

This interdependence of power and aims, Gilpin explained, further means that states are 

continually tempted to try to use the tools at their disposal to gain control over their immedi-

ate environment. To illustrate, a more powerful and wealthy state will select a larger bundle of 

security goals than a less powerful and wealthy state (Gilpin 1981: 22). With this prediction in 

mind, Gilpin concluded that there is a clear connection in the long run between a Great 

Power’s economic rise and fall and its growth and decline as an important military power, 

thus illustrating that a state’s move from one rank to the next correspondingly affects its 

foreign policy (Rose 1998: 155).  

 

However, it needs to be specified that systemic pressures – the underlying or indirect causes 

of foreign policy – can only have an enabling or constraining effect, i.e. not a determining 

effect on a state’s foreign policy behaviour. Even Waltz (1979: 69), the founding father of 

neorealism, has pointed out that “Structures shape and shove. They do not determine behav-

iours and outcomes”. This further means that systemic pressures may shape the general 

direction and broad contours of foreign policy, limiting the menu of foreign policy choices 

considered by a state at a particular time, without being precise or strong enough to determine 

specific details of state behaviour (Rose 1998: 147). As a result, there is no direct and clear 

link between the opportunities and constraints of the anarchic international system, on the one 

hand, and states’ foreign policy behaviour, on the other (Kitchen 2010: 118; Rose 1998: 169). 

Therefore, in order to understand why a specific state responds to its external environment in 

the ways it does, one has to closely examine how systemic pressures are translated through 

unit-level intervening variables.  

 

3.3.2.  Intervening Variables 

The introduction of intervening unit-level variables generally means that neoclassical realism 

is able to account for direct foreign policy changes in an unchanging systemic environment. 

However, in order for neoclassical realists to incorporate domestic unit-level variables in a 

way that is not ad-hoc, these variables must be seen as distracting from what would be the 

ideal rational response as understood by neorealism (Lobell et al. 2009: 312). In this, systemic 

forces push a state towards a certain foreign policy outcome, but other factors intrude. Neo-
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classical realists hold that neither pure “thick description” nor game theory modelling are 

good approaches to foreign policy analysis. Neoclassical realism insists that significant area 

expertise and research, as well as the ability to identify the appropriate intervening variables, 

is critical for an accurate understanding of states’ foreign policy behaviour and can thus 

provide a great explanatory richness (Rose 1998: 166). According to Rose, the lack of theoret-

ical parsimony in neoclassical realism is intended to increase its explanatory power and: 

 

“Its very looseness, in other words, makes it a useful framework for carrying out the kind 

of midrange theorizing that so often is the best social science can hope to achieve” (Rose 

1998: 40).  

 

In applying a neoclassical realist understanding to the study of foreign policy, parsimony is 

not the most important yardstick for judging theoretical strength. However, a good empirical 

fit and analytical accuracy are by many scholars of international relations seen as far more 

important than parsimony. Keohane (1986: 188) has stated that it is well worth sacrificing a 

little parsimony if such sacrifice improves explanatory power, whereas Waltz observed that 

“the explanatory power of a theory, not its parsimony, is the criterion of a theory’s success” 

(Waltz 1996: 57). This study will sacrifice some parsimony to achieve greater explanatory 

power and policy relevance, but that does not mean that parsimony is irrelevant. However, it 

needs to be clear what the insights of the approach should be applied to: what is being ana-

lysed using the tools of theory? (Kitchen 2010: 119). As a result, this study applies a common 

set of intervening variables to the study of Russia’s foreign policy activity in relations to the 

threat of colour revolutions. By and large, Lindemann (2014: 38-39) states that scholars of 

international relations are to select variables for themselves according to their knowledge of 

the specific state and their research questions. This study will follow the general model 

provided by Björn Lindemann, adding Russia-specific factors, in order to increase the explan-

atory understanding of the issue at hand. Lindemann divides the intervening variables into 

two categories: one dealing with variables affecting a state’s ability to conduct a certain 

foreign policy, i.e. a state’s structure and domestic competition, the other variables affecting a 

state’s willingness to do so, i.e. identity and perception (ibid.: 39).  

 

In relations to the ability of a state to act in the international system, Zakaria has identified 

state extraction, i.e. the relative ability to extract and mobilize resources from domestic 

society, as a decisive variable affecting how states conduct foreign policy (Goddard & Nexon 
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2016: 5). Zakaria coined the term ‘state power’, focusing on the way in which domestic 

political processes affect foreign policy making (Kitchen 2010: 132). By and large, the term 

affirms that capabilities shape intentions, but further finds it necessary to introduce state 

power: a thorough analysis requires a study of capacity, i.e.: “the effectiveness of the state’s 

administrative and political machinery” (Layne 2009: 164). According to Zakaria: 

 

“State power is that portion of national power the government can extract for its purpose 

and reflects the ease with which central decision-makers can achieve their ends” (ibid.: 9).  

 

With this in mind, Zakaria holds that states with a stronger capability to power extraction are 

better capable to innovate to meet security challenges. Thus, power is powerful only if it can 

be used, and power can only be used if it can be mobilized (Romanova 2012). The relative 

strength of a state can be measured along several dimensions: the degree of autonomy, the 

degree of cohesion in central institutions and the scope of governmental responsibilities. In 

short, strong states have higher scores on each of these dimensions, and thus have greater 

access to resources, which generally translate into more ambitious foreign policy (Taliaferro 

2006: 488). Drawing on a historical perspective, the Soviet Union’s ability to undertake an 

expansive program of power creation under the Cold War – controlling Eastern Europe, 

acquiring nuclear weapons and competing with the US on a global scale for forty years, 

shows how well highly centralized state structures can extract power.  

 

In dealing with regime type, Friedberg (1988: 290) holds that centralised, strong states are 

generally better equipped to respond to adverse shifts in relative power – criticising the liberal 

democracy’s ability to do well in this regard. Totalitarian or authoritarian regimes only see 

significant hurdles to all-out mobilization in the spirit and moral of sacrifice in the population 

(Taliaferro 2006: 490). By and large, these mobilization hurdles are likely to be high where 

states face low levels of external vulnerability and leaders focus on the emergence of new 

long-term threats. On the contrary, states that initially enjoy high mobilization and extraction 

capacity, facing high external vulnerability, are more inclined to emulate governing, military 

and technological practices of the system’s most successful states (ibid.: 490). In line with 

this, Schweller (2004: 174) states that in times of serious external threat, social cohesion will 

eventually increase and leaders will enjoy a “rally around the flag effect.” This effect will 
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ultimately put aside domestic conflicts and frustration with the ruling regime, thus creating a 

united repulsion of the external threat in the name of core national values and interests. 

 

An equally important part of state power is how it shapes grand strategies (or national security 

strategies) and the determinant role of identities, which formally has to do with a state’s 

willingness to conduct a certain foreign policy. The formation of a grand strategy is an 

important intervening variable in dealing with Russia, as it includes ideational matters of 

foreign policy behaviour, and involves the identification of security threats. All in all, the term 

“grand strategy” implies that a state’s focus is larger in scale than that of standard strategiz-

ing, i.e. either global or regional (Kitchen 2010: 119). These strategies, rather than operating 

on a day-to-day-basis, normally govern the overall foreign policy course of the state. Accord-

ing to Kitchen (2010: 120), the grand strategy of a state not only encompasses military means 

and ends, but all aspects of influence and power at a state’s disposal. Consequently, when 

speaking of grand strategies as an analytical concept, the focus is on the set of national 

policies in times of war and peace that both outline the goals of the state in international 

politics and prescribe how a broad range of state resources should be utilised in pursuit of 

those goals (ibid.: 121).  

 

Another important intervening unit-level variable in the study of Russian foreign policy, 

which is highly interconnected with state power and grand strategy formation, is the role of 

identities, i.e. ideology and nationalism. In terms of using ideology as a foreign policy instru-

ment, Caverley (2010: 603) identifies neo-conservatism as a factor affecting a state’s ability 

to compete in a self-help international system. In this, the neo-conservatism stresses the 

importance of traditional values, i.e. the Westphalian system of sovereignty, historic memory, 

religion and patriotism (Kropatcheva 2011). Furthermore, the neo-conservative sentiment 

carries a non-democratic (autocratic) character, which gives states aligned to this a competi-

tive advantage in international affairs. According to Kristol (1997), non-democratic states do 

not feel a redistributive, pacifying drag on their military power: 

 

“In world affairs poorer nations that are not welfare states, not nearly as risk averse since 

they have so little to lose, will be (as they are already becoming) the activist countries, the 

ones that create crises and set the international agenda”.  
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By and large, control and strength at home allows a state to be strong abroad – and strength 

abroad justifies strong rule at home. All in all, fighting with one arm tied behind your back 

requires a lot of power to compete – this is the dilemma of liberal democracies (Caverley 

2010: 605). In line with this, nationalism as a foreign policy tool tends to increase the propen-

sity of individuals to identify with the state. In addition, it serves as a means to achieve 

societal cohesion, within and outside the state, against external adversaries (Taliaferro 2006: 

492). For this purpose, ideology is closely related, but not identical, to nationalism. Specifi-

cally, state-sponsored nationalism focuses on the individual’s identification with the state, 

whereas ideology denotes a series of widely held beliefs about the proper relationship be-

tween state and domestic society, and the role of the state in the international system (ibid.: 

492). In the scope of this study, there will be a thorough look on Russia’s foreign policy tools 

of  “sovereign democracy” and “Russkiy Mir” (Russian World). 

 

 

4. Systemic Pressures on Russian Foreign Policy 
 
In order to understand the contemporary nature of Russian foreign policy towards post-Soviet 

colour revolutions, it is necessary to look into how the anarchical international system shapes 

the broad contours of policy formation (Oliker et al. 2015).  

 
4.1. The post-Cold War World Order and How It Is Perceived Through Russian Lenses 

The study of the overall character of the post-Cold War order remains problematic, as there 

still lacks any grand synthesis of its essential nature. In search for the definitive elements of 

the contemporary world order, realists concentrate upon the security structure of the system, 

i.e. especially upon the number of great power actors and the distribution of capabilities 

among them (Baylis et al. 2011: 547). In the wake of the Soviet Union’s dissolution, Fuku-

yama pronounced the paradigm of “end of history”, which assigned the role of loser to 

Moscow and the socio-political model that it embodied (Lukyanov 2010; Suslov 2016). With 

the failed attempt to fit into the Western-dominated world order in the 1990s, Moscow 

revived the concept of multipolarity as a means to alter the international balance of power. 

Therefore, there emerged a desire in Russia to restore its former position on the world stage, 

which implied the need to go further – beyond the “end of history”, to its return (Lukyanov 

2010). Generally, the Russian perception of the post-Cold War international system has taken 

various forms over time, moving Russia’s foreign policy in different directions. The two 
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sections below will deal with the complex nature of how the post-Cold War international 

system is perceived through Russian lenses and thereby analyse how systemic incentives 

affect Russian foreign policy. 

 

4.1.1. From Integrationist Kozyrev to Multipolar Primakov 

One of the main disputes, relating to Russia’s understanding of the post-Cold War world 

order, has been the discussion of the nature of Russia’s response to the collapse of the bipolar 

international system – and, furthermore, the process of reinventing its status and position in 

the world. In the immediate aftermath of the fall of the Soviet Union, the first phase of 

Yeltsin’s foreign policy (1992-1996) focused its efforts on integration into existing interna-

tional institutions, with a great desire to be accepted in the Western community as en equal 

partner in international affairs (Roşca 2014: 5). With Cold War bipolarity gone, Russia 

attempted to develop a range of mechanisms, in which – strategic partnerships, alliances, pan-

continental institutions, integration, multilateralism, community – all were a part of the post-

Soviet lexicon, as a means to compensate for the declining position vis-á-vis the US. The 

main proponent behind the strategy was the then Foreign Minister, Andrei Kozyrev – an 

“Atlanticist” with ambitions more or less exclusively turned to a West-centric bias (Deschep-

per 2013). While the first years of the Yeltsin era suffered from a inherited weak Russian 

foreign policy – no longer enjoying the former great power status of the Soviet Union – this 

changed in the mid-1990s as the integrationist steps taken were not matched by the West. 

According to Moscow, the West capitalised on its weak international position to gain unilat-

eral advantages, e.g. by dictating the world order in the finest classical tradition of ‘might is 

right’. As a consequence, Russia soon felt disillusioned with the Western approach, and when 

it became obvious that Russian and American perceptions of Moscow’s global role differed 

substantially, the Yeltsin administration moved away for the idealistic conception of ‘balance’ 

into a more Cold War competitive bipolar model (Lo 2002: 107). The Russian attempt to 

recast bipolarity had thus come to naught, as Washington showed little disposition to share 

global leadership with a former enemy suffering from a strategic, military and economic free 

fall (ibid.: 87). Consequently, the beginning of the NATO enlargement process in 1993, which 

in a Russian perspective was perceived as the West picking up the pieces from the former 

Soviet strategic glacis and turning it into a forward position vis-á-vis Moscow – creating on-

going conflicts and instability in its periphery, engendered a feeling in Russian foreign policy 

to take a more active role in geopolitics (Trenin 2009: 8; Adomeit 2007: 8).  
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In the second half of the 1990s, Russian foreign policy, and the corresponding perception of 

the world order, changed – at least in terms of rhetoric. During his tenure, Kozyrev was 

continuously criticized by the State Duma for capitulating to the West, downplaying Russia’s 

role in cases of the international controversy in the First Chechen War (1994-1996), the 

failing attempts to stop NATO actions in Yugoslavia and NATO’s plans to expand into 

Eastern Europe. As a result, Yevgeny Primakov was appointed new Foreign Minister, in 

charge of leading Russian foreign policy into a new era of pre-eminence with the role as 

regional hegemon in Eurasia being the main objective (Aggarwal & Govella 2011: 4-6). To 

illustrate, the Primakovian strategy pursued a two-track approach to balance of power politics 

at the global level. The first track introduced multipolarity as a ‘revised bipolarity’, i.e. as a 

means of justifying a global role for Russia and of mitigating the US’ unilateral dominance. 

The second track was concerned with counterbalancing the system of international values, 

thus highlighting a distinct set of notions about Russia compromising a positive image, as 

opposed to relying on an overt anti-Americanism. In this case, Primakov resorted to principles 

of sovereignty, non-interference, multilateralism, international law and norms, as an attempt 

to rally a new post-Cold War consensus of cooperation and non-confrontation centred on a 

Russian dominated discourse (Lo 2002: 109; Lukyanov 2010). Russia’s pursuit of a multipo-

lar world order was predominantly motivated by a desire to reaffirm Russian identity and 

derzhavnost (great powerness). At this point, Primakov advocated for a multipolar world 

order where Russia constituted one of the recognized poles – a clear break with the conciliato-

ry discourse of Kozyrev (Lukin 2016).  

 

In order for Russia to balance the US-led world order, and to counter its declining global 

position, it turned its attention to the instrumental global relevance of multilateralism and 

multipolarity. One of the ways for the Kremlin to accentuate the multipolar world order was 

to place the United Nations (UN) as the supreme decision-making body in global affairs. For 

the Kremlin, this was a logical response to its diminishing importance in the post-Cold War 

order in which the Yeltsin administration feared to be sidelined in the resolution of broad 

international questions, due to Moscow’s vast problems of finding order in the post-Soviet 

space (Tsygankov 2009: 53). Under these new circumstances, Moscow saw the membership 

of the P-5 in the UNSC as one of its few remaining levers of international influence (Lo 2002: 

87-89). In this, the Yeltsin administration formally highlighted the UNSC’s pre-eminence 
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whenever Russia felt threatened by marginalization, e.g. in the case of the NATO-led attacks 

in the former Yugoslavia and the subsequent case of Kosovar recognition. Consistent with its 

overall strategy, Moscow began to raise the issue of the UNSC’s role in settling international 

disputes, which had the effect of displaying the US as a unilateral, non-cooperative and 

warmongering actor. By and large, the Kremlin’s ‘multilateralism discourse’ had the objective 

of diffusing authority and power among a great number of actors, with the result of compen-

sating for its lack of effective traditional foreign policy instrument, such as military power, or 

at least blurring the growing power gap between Washington and Moscow (Tsygankov 2009: 

54; Lo 2002: 90). In this way, Moscow’s sustained promotion of UN-based multilateralism 

provided a short cut wherein it could aspire to rough equality with the US (Lo 2002: 88-89). 

 

However, Moscow’s real commitment to the multilateral track was exposed whenever it was 

the primary player. A ‘double-standard’ approach became a firmly rooted part of Russian 

multilateralism throughout the Yeltsin era. By this, the Kremlin resisted continuous attempts 

to ‘internationalize’ the settlement of disputes in the post-Soviet area because it feared, with 

some justification, that this potentially could erode its superior status as ‘regional superpower’ 

(ibid.: 89). On the one hand, Yeltsin to the full strove to minimize the UN’s mediatory role in 

the peacekeeping arrangements in Transnistria and Nagorno-Karabakh, for the sake of not 

downplaying Russia’s moral authority and role as ‘security provider’ in the region. On the 

other, the Kremlin recognized the utility – on its own terms – of international endorsement of 

Russian peacekeeping operations via an OSCE or UN-led mandate. To this end, the dictum 

that ‘negotiations must always prevail over the use of force’ did not form part of Russian 

foreign policy, which arrogated itself the right to conduct military operations when and where 

it saw fit (Lo 2002: 90).  

 

With the Russian support of the ‘power-equalizing force’ of the UN, the Kremlin furthermore 

started to approach NATO with greater hostility, which only worsened as the Kosovo crisis 

escalated. For Primakov, the alliance’s expansion into the direct proximity of the Russian 

border posed “a new geopolitical situation for Russia” – one, which would necessitate “a 

fundamental rethinking of all defensive concepts” (Lo 2002: 101-102). In fact, the issue of 

NATO expansion into ‘Russia’s orbit’ became a negative metaphor – formalizing and sym-

bolizing the West’s pre-eminence after the Cold War and, correspondingly, Russia’s relega-

tion to a ordinary European power in the periphery of world affairs (ibid.: 116). The Prima-
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kovian idea of reinventing Russian derzhavnost, i.e. restoring Russia as a great power, became 

even more accentuated at the turn of the century with the change of leadership.  

 

4.1.2. Primakovian Putin: The Russian Resurrection 

When Putin succeeded Yeltsin in 2000, Russian foreign policy was at a post-Soviet nadir for 

which reason Putin set out to build on the Primakovian ideas of Russian derzhavnost and the 

formation of a multipolar world order (Lo 2002: 157). Already in the early 2000s, it was 

evident that the foreign policy of Putin derived directly from the lines established by Prima-

kov in the mid-1900s – using a Primakovian statement as Russia’s guiding thought: “Russia 

has always been, is, and will be a great power” (Primakov 1996). From this point, the Krem-

lin made its commitment to regain the international prestige and great power status that it 

enjoyed during the Cold War (Aggarwal & Govella 2011: 8). As a result, Moscow started to 

develop an independent trajectory aimed at preserving its national interests and, instead of 

integrating into the West, Moscow now intended to integrate with it (Giles et al. 2015; Kanet 

2008: 7). The profound disillusionment with the West’s quest to exclude Russia from global 

decision-making was strongly underlined by Putin, who characterized the world order as an 

arena led by Western ignorance of Moscow’s interests – demonstrated by NATO’s eastward 

expansion and the peculiarities of the Kosovo crisis (Trenin 2014: 5; Lukin 2016: 98). Along 

these lines, Putin generally started to detach and re-direct Russian foreign policy from the 

policies and common mentality of the Gorbachev and Yeltsin era, whom saw Russia operat-

ing from general weakness in international affairs. The new foreign policy of Putin, however, 

was informed by a perception of Russia’s newfound strength and by an emotion akin to 

ressentiment – a nationalism driven by a strong sense of grievance (Breslauer 2009: 370).  

 

By and large, Putin’s general view of the world can be seen in terms of two interrelated 

layers: one dealing with the strategic culture of world politics, the other with current state of 

the international system. The first layer holds that military power and geopolitical influence 

are the primary virtues of international relations. In this world the major powers run things, 

whereas the smaller states (e.g. the post-Soviet states) are mere objects of larger foreign 

policy realities, and at the behest of the will of major powers (Lo 2015). In this instance, it is 

Russia’s obligation to openly play its traditional strengths, and fight its national interests. The 

second layer builds on the Primakovian principles of multipolarity as a constituent part of the 

international system. This multipolarity has, according to Putin, been created by three reali-
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ties: (i) the decline of the West, (ii) the rise of the rest, and (iii) the shift of global power to the 

east (ibid.). In this vein, Russia sees the era of US global leadership and Western-led moral 

universalism as over – replaced by an alternative world order centred on three independent 

major powers (Russia, China and the US) and a de-universalization of norms and values. For 

the Putin doctrine, the state of independence in global affairs means that Russia can reinforce 

regime legitimacy against external influence, assert national sovereignty against those want-

ing to limit it, and oppose Western-led global governance (Lo 2015; Rykhtik 2012). This is 

furthermore based on the Putinist conviction that there can never be true security or stability 

at a regional or global level without strong Russian involvement (Trenin 2014: 4). By this 

token, Putin’s thinking of the world order generally translates into three policy goals for 

Russia: (i) to promote Russia as a self-standing great power with global reach, (ii) to secure 

international respect for Russia’s interests in the post-Soviet space, and (iii) to facilitate an 

external environment that supports the stability of the Putin regime (Lo 2015; Breslauer 

2009). The interconnectedness between the above-mentioned goals is striking, as the post-

Soviet space is deemed to be both the element of Russia’s status as a great power, and the 

cushion to protect Russia from undesirable encroachments by other great powers – that being 

in the region or in Russia (Trenin 2009: 4-5). As a token of its relative increase of power, it is 

evident that Moscow started to select a larger bundle of security goals in the near abroad up 

through the 2000s – as predicted by Gilpin.   

 

4.1.3. The New World Order In The Eyes of the Kremlin 

It is widely held that Russia in 2014 broke out of the post-Cold War order and openly chal-

lenged the US-led international system (Trenin 2014: 3; Oliker 2015: 1). In fact, the above 

Putinist worldview came true, according to the Kremlin, with the Ukraine Crisis representing 

the point of change. At the systemic level, the discussion was concentrated on the approach-

ing ‘new world order’ and the creation of a ‘new era’ in dealing with international relations. 

In these discussions, it has generally been stated that after the Crimean crisis “the world will 

never be the same again” and that we are witnessing “the beginning of a new world order” 

(Roşca 2014: 1). To the surprise of many area experts, and according to Röttgen (2014):  

 

“The foreign policy of President Vladimir Putin’s Russia seems to be writing a new chapter 

in a book we thought we had closed a long time ago”.  
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A couple of months after the Russian annexation of Crimea, Putin declared that the old world 

order was unraveling, thus calling for the construction of a polycentric (multipolar) order. For 

Kremlin, Ukraine came to represent a battlefield for the new world order (Felgenhauer 2014). 

The main aim of Moscow was once and for all to roll-back US hegemony and create a balance 

between, as stated by Putin, the liberal and illiberal worlds (Arbatova & Dynkin 2016: 72). By 

and large, the Kremlin holds that international relations are going through a complicated state 

of development, since one historical epoch is replacing the other – the US-led unipolar world 

order is disappearing whereas the multipolar is taking shape. However, it is important to bear 

in mind that Moscow views multipolarity as a plutocratic multilateralism (the small minority 

of the most powerful states decide), i.e. it does not have any commitment to multilateralism, if 

that means the democratization of international relations where small and big states make 

decisions on equal footing (Freire & Kanet 2012: 57). Overall, Putin’s idea of creating a 

multipolar word order shows Russia’s readiness to break ties with the seclusion of the unipo-

lar world order, in which the Ukraine Crisis provided the groundbreaking opportunity to seal 

the ‘old world order’ (Lavrov 2015; Gigitashvili 2015: 2). In discussing the nature of the new 

world order, the Crimean crisis has further intensified the debate between the West and Russia 

about the distribution of global power. Therefore, the crisis should not only be perceived as a 

local or regional conflict, but as a dispute on the systemic level – where Russia tries to use the 

ongoing crisis in Ukraine as a gateway to pose the debate of unipolarity versus multipolarity 

on the world stage (Roşca 2014: 4-5).  

 

The events in neighboring Ukraine – the Maidan Revolution and the fall of President Yanu-

kovych – gave Moscow an opportunity to test its doctrine, with the objective to halt revolu-

tionary tendencies in the post-Soviet space and legitimate a harsher rule at home (Shevtsova 

2015: 24). With domestic turmoil in Ukraine, a Russian intervention was seen as the ideal 

means for legitimating authoritarianism at home, while at the same time preserving foreign 

policy interests abroad (Trenin 2014: 3). Furthermore, by backing pro-Russian separatists in 

eastern Ukraine and annexing Crimea, the Kremlin was able to justify its military-patriotic 

mobilization of society and its transformation of Russia into a “besieged fortress” in global 

politics – a rhetoric tracing back to Soviet times. For Russia, the intervention in Ukraine 

represented a traditional survival maneuverer, but with a new twist for a new century. 

Though, it is not the first time that the Kremlin has tried to deflect attention from its assertive 

foreign policy by restoring to military-patriotic mobilization – the Second Chechen War in 
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1999 and the 2008 Russo-Georgian War being clear cases in point (Shevtsova 2015: 25). 

Essentially, the conflict in Ukraine represents a long period of bad relations between Russia 

and the West, having increasingly deteriorated since the Russian invasion of South Ossetia 

and Abkhazia in August 2008 (Trenin 2014). The conciliatory and liberal line of Medvedev is 

now long gone, replaced by a more nationalistic foreign policy wanting to keep the West out 

of Russia and the post-Soviet space. This Russian ‘containment strategy’ has three dimen-

sions: (i) to keep the West from expanding in Eurasia, (ii) induce the West to endorse 

“spheres of influence” in the region, and (iii) block all channels through which the West can 

exert influence in Russia (Shevtsova 2015: 28). In relations to this, Putin holds that there can 

be no ‘power vacuums’ in international relations, and that if Russia decided to abstain from an 

active policy in Eurasia, this would inevitably lead to other, more active, states filling this 

political space, e.g. China or Iran (Adomeit 2011: 13). 

 

 

5. Determining Russia’s Colourless Foreign Policy in the Post-Soviet Space 
 
With the nature of how systemic pressures affect the broad contours of Russian foreign policy 

set, this study will turn its focus of attention to the importance of the post-Soviet space in 

defining Russian foreign policy and the prevalent threat of colour revolutions.  

 

5.1. Russia’s Privileged Interests in the post-Soviet: Russia as a Regional Hegemon 

In the early 1990s, Foreign Minister Kozyrev coined the foreign policy term of ‘near abroad’, 

referring to the post-Soviet space of Eurasia. The notion of the ‘near abroad’ has been present 

and widely used in Russian foreign policy doctrines since the Yeltsin era – denoting Russia’s 

right to have a privileged influence over the region, thus constituting its own version of the 

US’ Monroe Doctrine of regional dominance. After the 2004 enlargement of the EU, howev-

er, the Baltic states were transformed into the ‘far abroad’ due to their, as described by 

Russian authorities, genuflection to the institutional set-up of the West (Vasilenko 2014: 3). 

With the exception of Georgia, which left as a consequence of the 2008 Russo-Georgian War, 

the near abroad is now synonymous with the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) – a 

post-Soviet regional organisation set up in 1991. All in all, the near abroad occupies a special 

place in Russia’s foreign policy trajectory, as it represents the space where Russia’s domestic 

and foreign policies are especially intertwined and, furthermore, stands as a pivotal parameter 

for Russia’s international standing (ibid.: 3). The Kremlin’s interactions with other parts of 
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the world, including the EU, China and the US, are generally conditioned upon the state of 

affairs in the near abroad (Nygren 2008). In line with this, Moscow’s success as a great power 

in international affairs is to a large extent dependent on its ability to act as a regional hegemon 

(Vasilenko 2014: 3-4). One of Moscow’s key objectives since the end of the Cold War has 

been to minimize the role of other great powers in the post-Soviet space, with the quest for 

regional predominance continuing to be at the very heart of Russian foreign policy (Kramer 

2008: 2).  

 

Altogether, Moscow’s perceptions of the post-Soviet space, as being a Russian ‘sphere of 

influence’ with corresponding ‘privileged interests’, have remained rather constant since the 

Yeltsin era (Adomeit 2011: 9). In this, the Yeltsin administration proclaimed the post-Soviet 

space as a region of vital and fundamental interests for Moscow – demanding to be the 

leading regional power in the emergence of a new system of economic and interstate relations. 

This demand has further been justified from the Russian side by the alleged need to protect 

the 25 million ethnic Russians living outside Russia, and the non-ethnically Russian compat-

riots speaking Russian, thereby increasing the number of persons eligible for Russian protec-

tion to 30 million (Russkiy Mir) (ibid.: 10). Even though Yeltsin tried to engage in new 

relations with the post-Soviet states, the myriad of domestic problems in Russia, including a 

ten-year war in Chechnya and the 1998 financial crisis, meant that Moscow had a hard time 

competing in the near abroad. Consequently, Russia simply had no resources to support its 

claims to the CIS as a privileged interest of its foreign policy (Trenin 2009: 9). This, however, 

changed around 2000 with the new foreign policy course of Putin, which formally abandoned 

the CIS as a posthumous version of the Soviet Union with the new independent republics 

enjoying equality with Moscow. Putin’s foreign policy towards the near abroad promptly took 

a much more pragmatic approach than that of Yeltsin, thus creating a security system in the 

neighbourhood to shield Russia from the challenges coming from the West (NATO, values, 

democratisation etc.) (ibid.: 14). Besides functioning as a shield, the creation of a new post-

Soviet security system also represented a way for Russia to seek recognition by the West as 

still belonging to the club of great powers in international politics. For this purpose, under-

standing the full scope of Russia’s interests in the near abroad requires a more in-depth 

analysis of the major dimensions of Moscow’s foreign policy approach in the region, i.e. 

political, military, energy/economic and identity. On the political side, Russia has tried to 

bolster leaders and governments, mostly authoritarian regimes such as in Belarus and Kazakh-
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stan, that are supportive of Moscow’s interests in dealing with international affairs and are 

willing to establish close ties with it. In this, a vital part of Russia’s political post-Soviet ties 

are based on the Kremlin’s willingness to accommodate autocratic leaders. Neither Yeltsin 

nor Putin have made any attempts at promoting liberal democracy in the near abroad, however 

– on the contrary, the Russian governments have seemed most comfortable when dealing with 

authoritarian leaders who will support the interests of the Kremlin (Kramer 2008: 5). In this 

case, the Kremlin has provided extensive technical and material assistance for pro-Russian 

and authoritarian leaders, including Kuchma and Yanukovych in Ukraine, pro-Kremlin forces 

in Georgia, Rahmon in Tajikistan and Voronin in Moldova (Way 2015: 692). On the national 

security and military side, Russia’s interests in the near abroad are essentially negative: it is to 

prevent any of the post-Soviet states from hosting any new US military bases or from engag-

ing in any cooperative relations with the EU or NATO. As a result, Russia has maintained a 

significant military presence in the region – taking the form of “frozen-conflicts”. In the 

energy and economic relations, Moscow has attempted to consolidate its position as the main 

energy distributor and supplier in Eurasia – using its energy resources as a tool to consolidate 

the states’ dependence on Russia. Economically, Russia is trying to create a more cohesive 

post-Soviet space in establishing the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU), which still lacks a 

clear focus, as Russia has been more focused on exerting political influence, less on trade 

matters (Hartwell 2016). On the identity side, Russia still tends to see the near abroad as a part 

of the ‘Russia self’, and it is the clear lack of boundary between ‘self’ and ‘other’ that makes 

Russia’s stance towards the region highly interesting and analytically difficult (Freire & 

Kanet 2012: 5).  

 

In the aftermath of the 2008 Russo-Georgian War, Medvedev coined a new discourse in 

Russian foreign policy: the right to “privileged interests”. At this stage, Medvedev proclaimed 

that “Russia, like other [great powers] in the world” is entitled to “privileged interests” in 

certain key regions (Trenin 2009: 4-11). For Russia the only key region in international 

politics is the near abroad “that are home to countries with which we [Russia] share special 

historical relations and are bound together as friends and good neighbours” (Freire & Kanet 

2012: 112). That Moscow considers security in the near abroad, as its overriding vital interest 

is apparent in the 2014 Russian Military Doctrine and the 2015 Security Strategy. These two 

military and security documents identify as threats, foreign support for illegal formations 

trying to destroy the unity and the territorial integrity of Russia or on that of its allies – 
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including destabilising of the domestic, social and political situation, destroying traditional 

Russian religious and moral values, and inciting colour revolutions (ibid.: 119). Looking back 

at post-Soviet Russian foreign policy, the CIS is identified as Russia’s sphere of influence and 

a region where Moscow holds privileged interests in all strategic and official documents 

(Simão 2016: 494). 

 

5.2. Colour Revolutions as a Foreign Policy Threat 

In dealing with post-Soviet colour revolutions, it can be difficult to come up with an opera-

tional definition of the concept, as it does not target any redistribution of property or reorgani-

zation of society per se. According to Baev (2011: 6), a colour revolution could be defined as: 

“A mass protest or an unarmed uprising aimed a replacing, through elections, the sitting 

government that represents a semi/quasi-democratic regime.” In essence, the concept “colour 

revolution” is a metaphor that is used to conceptualise a peculiar phenomenon. Firstly, the 

word “colour” underlines the importance of targeted political symbolism as a mass mobiliza-

tion tool (Bērziņa 2014: 3; Fisher 2014: 2). For instance, the image of the fist has been used in 

several post-Soviet colour revolutions together with more situational-specific symbols. 

Secondly, one could question whether a colour revolution really is a revolution, as the concept 

“revolution” contains claims for the formation of a new socio-political order. On the contrary, 

colour revolutions are more or less limited to changing the political elite within the existing 

political system (Belsky & Klimenko 2014: 24). In sum, there are two main explanations for 

the occurrence of post-Soviet colour revolutions in the academic literature. One explanation is 

focused on the perspective of the post-Cold War clash of geopolitical interests between the 

West and the East, while the other is centred on the issue of opposition movements. These 

two research directions indicate two broad frameworks for colour revolutions – one is highly 

critical and questions the foreign interference in internal matters of independent states, the 

other optimistically supports the further process of democratisation. In this case, the Russian 

understanding belongs to the former framework – constructed on a reality seeing colour 

revolutions as a geopolitical struggle to which the West are using the post-Soviet colour 

revolutions as a dress rehearsal to obtain its strategic goal of inciting democratic chaos and 

regime change in Moscow. Overall, Russia has since the outbreak of the Rose Revolution 

considered post-Colour revolutions as a great threat to domestic and international security 

(Bērziņa 2014: 3-11; Trenin 2009: 10). 
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The main objective of this new warfare mechanism is, according to Moscow, to promote 

regime change in the post-Soviet space without focusing on the outcome of domestic process-

es and internal forces. By and large, “coup d’état” is the essence of the Russian understanding 

of the post-Soviet revolutionary drifts, as it describes the illegal removal of a government. By 

classifying a colour revolution as “coup d’état”, Moscow constructs a framework that chal-

lenges and opposes the idea of colour revolutions as a wave of democratisation (Lavrov 

2015). In the quest to hamper the global dominance of the US, Russia is trying to stop the 

course of protests movements within Russia and in the post-Soviet states, and Putin has 

openly called for giving up colour revolutions as an out-dated method for new circumstances: 

“Obviously, the modern challenges and threats require rejection of archaic logic of 

geopolitical zero-sum games, attempts to impose on other peoples alien recipes and 

values system implemented also through colour revolutions” (Bērziņa 2014: 13).  

Denouncing the idea of colour revolutions as a wave of democratisation altogether, 

furthermore, has the effect of calling into question the Western style of democracy as a 

global value. The actual resistance has taken place on moral grounds and through mili-

tary measures – seeing colour revolutions as a Western-initiated game of warfare (Finkel 

& Brudny 2012: 15). By this, Moscow has added a military dimension to the concept of 

colour revolutions, altering the one originally worked out by pro-democracy activists. 

The basic principle of colour revolution movements is strategic non-violence, normally 

structured as a five-step process: (i) peaceful mass protests, (ii) discrediting of the 

government in power, (iii) neutralization of the power, (iv) political and social chaos, 

and (v) a takeover of power (Bērziņa 2014: 12-13; Baev 2011: 10). Besides viewing 

colour revolutions as a mere geopolitical zero-sum game led by the pursuit of power and 

influence, Moscow fears that its evident ‘domino-effect’ logic, i.e. the potential for spill 

over, can pose a threat to the Kremlin’s domestic, regional and global authority.  

 

6. Post-Soviet Colour Revolutions: The Case of Rose and Orange 
 

6.1. Revolutionary Trends in the Backyard 

At the turn of the century, thus after Putin took over from Yeltsin; Russia saw its interests in 

the post-Soviet space being severely threatened on different fronts. Signs of threat to Russia 
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within the post-Soviet sphere were already evident in the Yeltsin era with the eruption of the 

First Chechen War (1994-1996), and the Second Chechen War (1999-2009) in the making 

(Trenin 2009: 10). Problematically for Russia, colour revolutions were attempted in almost 

every CIS state in the period of 2003-2006 – exposing Moscow’s lack of strategic control 

over its sphere of influence. To add, the rejection of the Kremlin-initiated Kozak Memoran-

dum in 2003, aimed at a final settlement of relations between Moldova and Transnistria with 

the objective of upholding the containment of Moldova, and the attempts at overthrowing the 

pro-Kremlin autocratic Lukashenka-regime in the so-called “Jeans Revolution” in Belarus, 

further revealed Kremlin’s lack of control (Giles et al. 2015: 7). However, Russia’s pursuit of 

preserving and developing its regional hegemonic status went from bad to worse with the 

upheavals in Georgia and Ukraine. 

 

The Rose Revolution in Georgia (2003-2004) came to represent the first of the new wave of 

democratic colour revolutions in the post-Soviet space (Horvath 2011: 4). After the demise of 

the Soviet Union, Georgia proved to be little more than a fragmented failed state, with nearly 

20 per cent of its territory in the hands of the Kremlin. Since independence from the Soviet 

Union, Georgia has found itself under constant pressure from Russia of which various instru-

ments – including the presence of military basses, control of gas supplies, and support for 

secessionist regions – has been systematically used to maintain Tbilisi inside Moscow’s 

sphere of influence (Tudoroiu 2007: 319). The colour protests, which came to symbolise the 

first small steps towards a colour revolution, started in 2001 following the immense irregulari-

ties that tainted President Shevardnadze’s re-election in 2000. In this case, it was not difficult 

to foresee that the irregularities of the 2000 presidential elections would be repeated in the 

parliamentary elections of 2003, but nobody was prepared for the scale of new fraud. Conse-

quently, the opposition, led by the more pronounced anti-Kremlin oriented Mikheil Saakash-

vili and his United National Movement (UNM) party, refused to accept the election’s official 

outcome, which spurred massive demonstrations orchestrated and mobilised by the fast-

growing Georgian civil society. The protests formally triggered new presidential and parlia-

mentary elections, which saw the end of Shevardnadze’s authoritarian regime structure, and 

replaced it with the pro-Western democratic ideas of Saakashvili (ibid.: 323). At this point, 

the Kremlin’s ‘backing’ of the undemocratic regime proved insufficient. The reality was that 

the more successful Tbilisi was, the more hostile and worried Moscow became (Asmus 2010: 

217). 
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As a by-product of the Rose Revolution, upheavals started to erupt in Ukraine – and whereas 

Moscow at least officially remained neutral during the Rose Revolution, the Orange Revolu-

tion (2004-2005) posed a problem on a much larger scale, forcing Moscow to engage proac-

tively in supporting the incumbent regime (Baev 2011: 12). Unlike the revolutionary trends in 

South Caucasus, the fall of the Kuchma regime in Ukraine represented a political earthquake 

to Russia. For regime supporters and policy-makers in Kiev and Moscow, the overthrow of 

the pro-Russian leadership of a major regional power, and the following ascent of a leadership 

committed to a renewed integration into the West, was both a dramatization of the vulnerabil-

ity of the post-Soviet political order and a geopolitical defeat (Horvath 2011: 6). The decline 

of the pro-Kremlin regime in Kiev started after the highly questionable re-election of Presi-

dent Leonid Kuchma in 1999, which was followed up by a massive campaign against civil 

society activities and media operations. By mid-2004, the socialists of Oleksandr Moroz, the 

populist leftists of Yulia Tymoshenko and the rightists forces of Viktor Yushchenko allied, in 

order to overthrow the regime whose legitimacy and popularity was increasingly waning 

(Tudoroiu 2007: 327). At this point, the 2004 presidential elections turned out to be the event 

spurring the Ukrainian colour revolution. In the elections, the pro-Western opposition block, 

led by Yushchenko and his party “Our Ukraine”, confronted Kuchma’s hand-picked candi-

date, Prime Minister Viktor Yanukovych. Given that the former was predicted a clear win, 

Yanukovych’s victory with 49.5 per cent of the votes – compared to Yushchenko’s 46.6 per 

cent, came as a bolt from the blue. Yet, the election results were hard to believe in as the 

third-placed candidate, Moroz, explicitly had endorsed Yushchenko, and the entire lead 

enjoyed by Yanukovych could be traced to an “absurdly high and obviously falsified” turnout 

in the regional strongholds of Donetsk and Donbas (ibid.: 328). Consequently, the Orange 

Revolution ignited and without the capacity to resist internal and international protests, 

Kuchma had to call for new elections. The new presidential elections symbolised the end of 

the Kuchma regime, with Yushchenko getting 52 per cent of the votes against Yanukovych’s 

44.2 per cent. The implications of the Orange Revolution for Russian prestige, power and 

image were enormous, and the Kremlin subsequently interpreted the events as a “political 

Stalingrad” – referring to the worst foreign policy defeat in post-Soviet Russia’s history (Herd 

2005: 18).  

 

Taking the above into consideration, the revolutionary trends of the Rose and Orange Revolu-
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tions posed a serious and existential threat to Russia, as it started: (i) to erode its geopolitical 

interest in its ‘privileged sphere of influence’ and (ii) challenge the survival and legitimacy of 

the Kremlin regime. In this case, Russia saw the democratic uprisings as a geopolitical 

struggle for power, in which the West attempted to “manufacture democracy” in the region 

with the objective of diminishing Russia’s influence (Herd 2005: 15). 

 

6.2. The Precarious State of Russian State Power – And The Need For Strengthening 

In explaining how and why Russia responds to colour revolutions in the way it does, this 

study holds that one has to take into consideration the case of Russian state power. If this 

study were to follow the neorealist line of thought, the answers to the above would have been 

rather simple, and thus reduced to concepts of global anarchy, balance of power and the 

relative distribution of capabilities. Even though this study acknowledges the importance of 

systemic incentives in understanding Russian foreign policy, it furthermore holds that these 

systemic forces have to be translated through unit-level factors to say anything about state 

behaviour or foreign policy. According to Trenin (2014: 12): 

 

“Moscow’s response to those revolutions [in Georgia and Ukraine] were dictated not only 

by geopolitics but equally, if not occasionally more so, by domestic political considera-

tions”. 
 

As a result, the section beneath will focus on Russian state power before, under and after the 

Rose and Orange Revolutions, in order to determine its effect on Moscow’s foreign policy 

responses.  

 

6.2.1. The Legacy of Yeltsin and The Incipient Resurrection of Russian State Power 

At the turn of the century, Putin inherited a rather fragmented and weak Russia state plagued 

by an unstable domestic political environment and anti-Kremlin upheavals in the post-Soviet 

space. The inborn weakness of the Russian state power came to affect Moscow’s ability to 

extract power to respond “adequately” (a term used by Russian officials) to the colour revolu-

tions in Georgia and Ukraine. Following Putin’s ascendance to power in 2000, the place of 

domestic politics in Russia’s foreign policy-making changed substantially. In sum, this grew 

out of two parallel processes: (i) the strengthening of the Russian state and its autonomy vis-á-

vis key domestic actors and (ii) the centralisation of political power in the Kremlin, i.e. 
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increasing the scope of government responsibilities (Kaczmarksi 2014: 386). In order to 

accomplish these objectives, and the goals of re-establishing Russia’s global importance and 

regional dominance, Putin’s first Foreign Policy Concept (2000) included the essential 

precondition of internal political stability (Foreign Policy Concept 2000).  

 

One thing that affected Russian foreign policy towards the post-Soviet space negatively in the 

1990s was the weak domestic power position of Yeltsin. This Yeltsin administration’s weak-

ness was evident in its continuous bargaining with political opponents, the elite and the 

parliament, which essentially blocked efforts to articulate a coherent vision of Russia’s 

national interest and translate them into an effective foreign policy. By this, domestic politics 

in the 1990s were at one point a source of Russia’s international behaviour and a constraint on 

it (ibid.: 385-386). In strengthening the Russian state, Putin forcefully started to use the 

presidential power embodied in Yeltsin’s 1993 constitution to bring the judiciary, legislature, 

federal administration and civil society under tight regime control (Remington 2012: 7). The 

legislature, i.e. the Russian political system, generally suffered from weak and under-

developed political parties during the Yeltsin era, however, Putin made political parties, in 

effect only United Russia (UR), the major actors in the parliamentary and electoral arenas in 

the 2000s. As a part of gaining control with oppositional forces, the Kremlin effectively 

abandoned all party competition – replacing it with a Kremlin-enforced control of all political 

parties (Gelman 2008: 913). For this purpose, Putin formed the single pro-governmental 

party, UR, to serve as the main tool of control over key political institutions (Kaczmarski 

2014b: 6-8). Due to the lack of effective party competition, UR instantly came to dominate 

and dictate the landscape of party politics. Besides restructuring the Russian political system, 

Putin initiated a process of re-empowering his own position (Remington 2012: 20).  

 

Since the mid-1990s, Russia’s political system has had a dualistic nature with two arenas: a 

factional one, controlled by informal rules and the “administrative regime”, and a public one, 

governed by constitutional laws and formal institutions. By and large, one of the Kremlin’s 

main objectives was to transcend this dualistic nature by enforcing a “power vertical” (verti-

cal vlasti), imposing the “virtualization” of public politics and restraining the autonomy of 

state institutions – leading to heavy concentration of power in the presidency (Way 2008: 25). 

In this, Putin learned from the loss of state capacity under Yeltsin: “when the president does 

not effectively command the powers of the office, power drifts to other institutions” (Reming-
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ton 2012: 21). This formation of placing the executive branch under direct control of the 

president was first and foremost to centralise the foreign policy-making, and thus replace the 

turmoil of the Yeltsin era, reducing some of the political freedoms gained with the collapse of 

communism (Kaczmarksi 2014: 384; Remington 2012: 21). For Putin, a strong state meant an 

unbroken chain of executive authority stretching from the president down to the region and 

district, with accountability running upwards to the center rather than downwards to the 

citizenry (Remington 2012: 10; Kanet 2015: 507). As a result, it soon became evident that the 

strengthening of the Russian state was not for the purpose of modernising and developing a 

westernised Russia, but for the further consolidation of wealth and power in the hands of the 

president (Giles et al. 2015: 5). Moreover, the ousting of the regimes in Georgia and Ukraine, 

which in both instances were a reaction to the succession from one president to another, made 

the Kremlin create an array of mechanisms to subvert similar struggles for power among 

contending political forces. In that event, Putin whipped regional governors, big business, the 

state-controlled and independent media and the election commission into line with far-

reaching reform initiatives (Remington 2012: 1). In the case of the former, the process of 

developing an embryonic Russian federalism that could simultaneously check on the central 

government and further represent local interests was stopped, by measures that diminished the 

powers of regional leaders. As a result, a campaign to reduce the number of federal districts 

by folding smaller non-Russian regions into larger, surrounding ethnic Russian ones provided 

an effort to weaken the political influence of compact ethnic groups within Russia (Lapidus 

2007: 141). Likewise, the big business and media sectors came under tight government 

control.  

 

Another way of strengthening and re-centralizing state power, as a response to the domestic 

and foreign threat of post-Soviet colour revolutions, was to eliminate the oppositional voices 

in the influential elite, the oligarchs. Under the Yeltsin administration, the oligarchs constitut-

ed a highly fragmented, though dangerous grouping with a sizeable control over governmental 

decisions. In dealing with the elite, Yeltsin in general relied on the ad-hoc and bilateral 

strategy of “organisational outsourcing”, i.e. involving the dependence on the assistance of 

well-institutionalised but autonomous networks and political organisations – such as oli-

garchs, regional governments and political parties – who in return of political power support-

ed and strengthened Yeltsin’s political base (Way 2008: 21). On the one hand, this strategy 

promoted a high degree of political stability in Russia in the mid-1990s; on the other, it 
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created a vulnerable inner circle of unreliable allies on the verge of constant disorganisation 

and defections in times of crisis. To illustrate, the presumed elitist inner circle defected en 

masse when Yeltsin appeared to be weak in 1999, among others, as a result of the 1998 

economic crisis and Russia’s weak response to the Second Chechen War (Way 2008: 14; 

Gelman 2008: 918). As a direct consequence, Putin sought to correct the mistakes of Yeltsin 

by reshaping domestic power relations. However, this was easier said than done, as Putin in 

the early and mid-2000s represented a deeply divided and small winning coalition in a politi-

cal environment dominated by veto players, and an opposition standing a real chance of 

gaining power. In the beginning, Putin had no inner circle since no influential power-holders 

were directly dependent on him, which spurred efforts to “nationalise” the oligarchic elite 

(Kaczmarski 2014b: 7). By this, the Putin administration started to reduce the number of 

power-holders (mainly oligarchs), depriving them of resources by nationalising the activities 

of Russia’s major natural resources, financial, manufacturing and media outlets (Breslauer 

2009: 372; Robinson 2008: 5). As a direct replacement, the siloviki, i.e. Russia’s military-

security establishment, became the most influential and prominent actor in Putin’s inner circle 

during his second term (2004-2008). The siloviki instantly gained dominance over other 

actors (the oligarchs) and encouraged the Kremlin to adopt a more anti-Western and assertive 

foreign policy – among others, as a result of the colour revolutions threat (Kaczmarski 2014: 

387). For this purpose, it became a clear Russian priority to show no visible lack of regime 

strength by obliterating the division among the actors of power – what McFaul (2005: 14) 

refers to as “splits among the guys with guns”. 

 

In sum, learning from the experiences under Yeltsin’s personalist hybrid regime, which was 

heavily unpopular in the eyes of Russia’s citizens due to its poor performance, Russia started 

to exhibit a distinctive pattern of authoritarian regime building under Putin in the 2000s, as a 

direct response to the threat of colour revolutions in Georgia and Ukraine (Gelman 2008: 915-

917). 

 

6.2.2. Regime Building and The Threat of Colour Revolutions 

By 2003, the state and regime building process faced a serious threat from the post-Soviet 

upheavals in Georgia and Ukraine. At this point, the lack of a fully developed Russian state 

power to externally counter these revolutionary trends was striking. However, it is valid to 

separate the concepts of state power building and regime building (Robinson 2008: 2). In the 
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case of Russia, these two concepts are hard to separate and therefore have to be analysed 

together – even though they are not identical processes. As a general rule, the consolidation of 

a state formation in post-Soviet space is potentially more difficult than the consolidation of a 

regime, as managing the state functions of national security and social order involves ques-

tions of citizenship, borders etc. However, a regime may be consolidated before a state 

develops that can fulfil the classic state functions and help to resolve the difficulties of post-

communist reconstruction (ibid.: 6). In its post-communist history, Russia has dealt with high 

pressures to develop a well-functioning state capacity, and besides, been engaged in wide-

spread regime building. Consequently, Moscow has been engaged in a highly varied pattern 

of state-regime formation, in which Putin has focused on the pattern of regime development. 

As a matter of fact, the strengthening of the Russian state was accompanied by its simultane-

ous weakening: the state disintegrated into numerous “verticals” with actors indirectly or 

directly using state power to advance their narrow-minded interests. In this, the regime 

building process gained impetus by the Russian economic upturn of 1999, the fragmentation 

of the political elite that meant that the opposition was easier to dismantle, and beneficial 

external political circumstances, e.g. the colour revolutions in Georgia and Ukraine – giving 

an excuse to tighten the screw domestically (ibid.: 18-19). 

 

One of Putin’s reactions to the colour revolutions was to further strengthen regime control. At 

the internal level, the revolutions came as a blessing since they provided a clear breeding 

ground for managing the political processes more tightly in the interest of the Kremlin. 

However, at the external level, the revolutions proved a serious disaster for Russia’s interests 

in the post-Soviet space. According to the Kremlin, the Rose and Orange Revolutions pre-

sented a foreign threat to the survival of the regime, as political unstability in one post-Soviet 

state had the ability to spill-over to others (Shlapentokh 2007). As a result, the regime-

building process took more serious and repressive steps to strengthen the domestic power in 

the wake of the colour revolutions in Georgia and Ukraine. To this end, the Kremlin perceived 

the Orange Revolution as a real tragedy to Russian foreign policy interests, even though the 

revolutionary threat was evident one year earlier during the Rose Revolution. As a matter of 

fact, the Rose Revolution was at first hand regarded as a Caucasian anomaly – a soft continua-

tion of the Second Chechen War, with no potential appliance in other post-Soviet states 

(ibid.). However, the occurrence of the Orange Revolution in late 2004 and the Tulip Revolu-

tion (Kyrgyzstan) in 2005 seemed to show a pattern of behaviour that could be repeated in 
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other post-Soviet states, or even worse, in Moscow. For Putin, the events in Tbilisi and Kiev 

were by far the worst and seemingly showed how the “street”, i.e. anti-system mass move-

ments, could remove a seemingly strong political power, when, in the eyes of the Kremlin, 

supported and funded by external actors (ibid.). The further strengthening of the Kremlin 

regime caused massive Western criticism which, according to Moscow, indicated that the 

West’s hostility towards Russia could bring about oppositional forces wanting to change the 

regime, as seen in Georgia and Ukraine (Aggarwal & Govella 2011: 6). At this point, Russia 

simply started to equate its fate with the fate of Georgia and Ukraine (internal chaos), seeing 

the occurrence of a foreign threat to the regime as a means to justify the existence, and far-

reaching actions of the regime. Moreover in times of foreign threat to the Russian state, 

approval ratings for the sitting president (regime) tend to increase as a defence mechanism, 

thus intensifying the “besieged fortress” mentality. Besides, elite discourse has a major effect 

on the public opinion in Russia, which makes the Kremlin’s task of controlling the political 

elite even more important (Rogov 2016). The “besieged fortress” mentality, which gained 

more prominence as a result of the colour revolutions, had the goal of extending the ruling 

elite’s domestic powers. By this, great power positioning and increased assertiveness became 

the major legitimising practice of the Kremlin during the period of upheavals in Georgia and 

Ukraine (Kaczmarksi 2014: 388). As a reaction to the regime threat, Russia internally started 

to limit the powers that overturned the regimes in Georgia and Ukraine, namely the civil 

society. 

 

6.2.3. Preventing a Revolution in Russia – Cracking Down on NGOs 

All in all, the Kremlin does not believe in the phenomenon of  “colour revolutions from 

below”, i.e. through civic activism – thus, denying any normative content to the revolutionary 

powers (Shalpentokh 2007). In the eyes of the Russian authorities, the colour revolutions of 

Georgia, Ukraine (and Kyrgyzstan) are orchestrated by the West, in an attempt to generate a 

post-Soviet spill-over effect. The Russian rationalization is that these revolutions would 

potentially lead a chain reaction with the progression of: “The day before yesterday: Bel-

grade. Yesterday: Tbilisi. Today: Kiev. Tomorrow: Moscow” (Herd 2005: 17). As a result, 

this created a wide-range of Russian counter-measures, which were mainly directed at the 

pacification of the domestic landscape, and not on external engagement (Horvath 2011: 2).  
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Overall, the main driving force behind the Rose and Orange Revolutions were the establish-

ment of youth protest movements, as they expressed the desire to break with old politicians, 

older Soviet generations and corruption-related practices. In the democratic revolutions of 

Georgia and Ukraine, the movements adopted discourses and strategies underlining the 

necessity of change, i.e. the systems before and after ought to be fundamentally different. The 

Georgian opposition movement named itself Kmara (Enough), whereas the Ukrainian was 

named Pora (It’s Time). Similar protest movement have been seen in other post-Soviet 

revolutions, such as: Kel-Kel (Renaissance) in Kyrgyzstan, Yeni Fekir (New Idea) in Azerbai-

jan, and Zubr (Bison) in Belarus (Tordjman 2008: 56; Fairbank 2007: 55). One of the first 

steps taken by the Putin regime in the wake of the Rose and Orange Revolutions was to 

significantly reduce the independence and role of NGOs in Russia, in fear of its damaging 

influence on regime survival. Even before the Orange Revolution, as a reaction to the Rose 

Revolution, Putin argued that the role of international NGOs in Russia should be diminished. 

The problem for the Kremlin was that the mass protests in Georgia and Ukraine led to a gain 

of power of the strongly pro-Western elite, which, besides being a great threat to Russian 

regime stability, deemed to undermine Russia’s hegemonic position in the post-Soviet space 

(Delcour & Wolczuk 2015: 467). In line with this, Moscow observed how the Rose and 

Orange Revolutions brought to power new elites in Tbilisi and Kiev who wanted to move in 

exactly the opposite direction of the former elite, i.e. away from Russia (Asmus 2010: 217). 

To thwart the colour revolution threat, the Kremlin adopted a number of strategies that 

combined an intellectual, administrative and political assault on the pro-Western oppositional 

forces in Russia (Finkel & Brudny 2012: 15-17). According to the Kremlin, the West used 

democracy-promotion in the colour revolutions as a geopolitical smokescreen to erode 

Russia’s power position in the region (Deyermond 2015: 34). 

 

A vital part of reducing the threat of a domestic colour revolution-type scenario was, first, to 

create the pro-government mass youth movement of Nashi (Ours), as a viable antidote to the 

driving forces behind the Rose and Orange Revolutions, i.e. the youth movements. The 

movement was officially established in 2005, and modelled as a replacement for the unsuc-

cessful youth movement of Idushchie vmeste (Walking Together). The latter was established 

by Putin in 2000, and was well known for its Soviet-inspired militaristic actions and indoctri-

nation methods (Petrov 2010: 69). However, the movement was unable to respond in any way 

to the implications of the Georgian and Ukrainian revolutions, e.g. the growing threat of 
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opposition youth movements in Russia and within the post-Soviet space, which meant that the 

Kremlin created Nashi for the purpose (Polese 2011: 444). With its tight connections to UR, 

the main goal of the movement was to implement and promote the Kremlin-dictated anti-

colour strategies, in order to protect and secure the regime (Petrov 2010: 70). To fulfil this 

goal, Nashi constructed an eclectic ideological synthesis that defined the movement’s friends 

and foes. On the one hand, the movement embraced the Soviet legacy; on the other, Nashi 

denounced their “Roseist” and “Orangeist” adversaries as fascists and pawns of foreign 

powers. However, Nashi was not formed merely for the purpose of battling ideas. More 

importantly, on the operational level, the movement was issued with the military means to 

drive colour revolutionaries out of public spaces (Horvath 2011: 16-17). As a matter of fact, 

the Kuchma regime’s failure to knock down revolutionary forces incited the creation of Nashi 

as means for creating “direct communication between the regime and the population in a 

crisis situation”. As an after-effect of the Orange Revolution, the Russian authorities took the 

above blueprints seriously: 

 

“After Ukraine, the authorities understood that in a crisis situation, one must rely not on 

the apparat, but on the masses. Police measures are also important, but they are limited in 

application: the police are not needed on political territory, where the healthy forces of so-

ciety can operate” (Horvath 2011: 17).  

 

Over the course of 2005, a wide-range of opposition youth groups in Russia became targets of 

violent attacks led by the Nashi movement. This campaign of abrupt intimidation was further 

supplemented with more refined measures to suppress the NGO sector that served a promi-

nent role in initiating both the Rose and Orange Revolutions. At this point, the Kremlin 

accused international NGOs in Russia of being “foreign agents”, trying to undermine its 

domestic security architecture (Kumar 2015: 93). In response to this immediate menace, the 

Russian authorities started a process of ‘correcting’ the imperfections of Russian legislation 

with the objective of weakening the legal position of civil society (Horvath 2011: 18; Bērziņa 

2014: 18). Even though Russian foreign policy prior to the revolutions in Georgia and 

Ukraine did not give civic activism sufficient attention, the newly established civil society 

paradigm forthwith transformed any foreign-funded entity into a potential engine for regime 

change (Polese 2011: 424). In this, the most significant Russian policy shift to occur in the 

aftermath of the colour revolutions was the introduction of amendments to laws on restrictions 

of NGOs (Finkel & Brudny 2012: 17). From the perspective of the Kremlin, the most effec-
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tive way to undermine regional democratic trends were to push against foreign NGOs, as they 

posed a direct threat to the viability of Russian state power. By sidelining the foreign NGOs, 

Putin effectively paralysed one of the most viable resistance mechanisms to the regime since, 

in general, wealthy benefactors and the political elite had remained reluctant to provide 

organisational capacity or funds to oppositional domestic groups after anti-Kremlin figures 

have been severely punished and assassinated, e.g. Khodorkovsky, Litvinenko, Politkovskaya, 

Nemtsov etc. (Ambrosio 2007: 238).  

 

The anti-colour legislative measures were formally launched after the events in Georgia 

(2003-2004), and were further intensified after the upheavals in Ukraine. After the Orange 

Revolution, Putin together with the State Duma publicly announced a direct attack on domes-

tic and foreign NGOs with the aim of severely limiting their ability to function on Russian 

territory. The provisions of the ‘Foreign Agent Law’ required e.g. foreign NGOs to register as 

separate Russian entities, subject to extremely strict legal and financial controls (Ambrosio 

2007: 239; Petrov 2010: 71). As separate Russian entities, the Russian authorities forced 

foreign NGOs to undergo a mandatory registration process, and the criteria for the denial of 

registration were exceedingly broad. Notably, foreign NGOs operating in Russia could be 

outlawed if they: deemed to threaten Russia’s political independence, national unity, cultural 

heritage sovereignty, uniqueness and national interests (Horvath 2011: 18). By this, the 

Kremlin managed to divert the NGOs resources from civic activism to dealing with intrusive 

reporting requirements and monitoring procedures - constantly monitored by government 

inspections. In line with this, Valery Galchenko, Putin ally and the provision’s main architect, 

claimed that the government had data of NGOs organising anti-Russian (revolutionary) 

activities, and that these sought “the gradual destruction of Russia’s state structure” – with 

organisations such as the Open Society Foundation and Open Russia being the most immedi-

ate threats to Russian society (Ambrosio 2007: 238). The inherent anti-democratic and 

authoritarian nature of the legal provisions pointed to Russia responding to the threat of 

colour revolutions with the strategy of ‘belarusification’. The Belarusian model is named after 

the anti-democratic measures of the Lukashenka regime in Belarus notorious for cracking 

down on any possible opposition by tightening the authoritarian screws. By adopting this 

model, the Putin regime created a mechanism to immunize Russia from the ‘Rose and Orange 

viruses’ (Finkel & Brudny 2012: 15). In relations to this, the strategy managed to undertake 

both reactive and preventive policies to insulate Moscow from a colour revolution. Altogeth-
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er, it can be stated that the tactical attacks on domestic and foreign NGOs, as well as the 

following legislation reducing their room for manoeuvre, occurred in the wake of the Rose 

and Orange Revolutions. Even though this might have been pure coincidence, Russia’s 

inveterate opposition to colour revolutions, and the obvious link between the NGOs and the 

protest movements in the cases of Georgia and Ukraine, made this, according to Ambrosio 

(2007: 241), highly unlikely. 

 

6.2.4. De-legitimating the Revolutionary Colours 

When looking back at the Rose and Orange Revolutions, it is worth mentioning that Russia 

failed to secure the elections of its favoured candidates to the Georgian and Ukrainian presi-

dency, i.e. Shevardnadze and Yanukovych – and further saw the pro-Kremlin authorities 

unwilling to use force against the protesters (Bouchet 2016: 2; Tudoroiu 2007: 328). In 

relations to this, Russia predominantly turned its focus towards reversing the impact of colour 

revolutions through the use of its so-called “soft power channels”, such as in civil society, 

elections, regime protection etc., rather than on the traditional “hard power” means of sup-

pression or prevention. As indicated above, the relative weak state of Russian state power in 

the course of the revolutionary events meant that, firstly, the ability to extract power into a 

concurrent reaction (e.g. intervention) was impossible and that, secondly, this forced Russia to 

canalize its responses into strengthening the regime building process. Instead, Moscow 

engaged in a process of de-legitimating the democratic aspirations of Georgia and Ukraine 

through a continuous denouncement of the Saakashvili and Yushchenko governments. On 

both the domestic and international scene, the Kremlin was well aware that ‘losing’ post-

Soviet states to democracy, especially Belarus and Ukraine, would have dramatic reverbera-

tions in Russia and significant consequences for the Kremlin. In the eyes of Moscow, the de-

legitimisation were all about preserving post-Soviet authoritarianism in Georgia and Ukraine, 

as a strategy of securing the regime at home and the foreign policy interests abroad. In this 

anti-colour ‘authoritarian resistance’, Russia chose to insulate itself, bolster the Lukashenka 

regime in 2001 and subvert the democratic trends of Georgian and Ukraine (Ambrosio 2007: 

236). In relations to this, Werner (2000: 347-348) states that: 

 

“Leaders fearful of such effects [diffusion of democracy] have a keen interest in seeing the 

establishment of the maintenance of governments abroad that strengthen, or at least do not 
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undermine, their position at home and a keen interest in undermining government abroad 

that pose any threat to their position at home”. 

 

As a result, Russia forcefully supported and reinforced the like-minded semi-authoritarian 

regimes in Georgia and Ukraine prior to the colour revolutions. However with the democratic 

winds blowing over Tbilisi and Kiev, this strategy was replaced by a will to politically un-

dermine their rule (Ambrosio 2007: 236). In the wake of the Rose and Orange Revolutions, 

Moscow adopted a policy of subverting the democratic governments in Tbilisi and Kiev. The 

understanding in Moscow was that if democratisation fails in Kiev and Tbilisi, or is perceived 

as worse than the regime it replaced, this would ostensibly undermine the revolutions’ value 

and symbolism as a success for pro-democracy forces, and serve as a clear example of the 

damaging effects of regime change. Furthermore, the reasoning was that if the democratic 

transitions fail, it would be unlikely that Georgia and Ukraine would be admitted into Western 

international organisations, thus causing them no other way than to restore ties with Russia 

(ibid.: 237). In particular, Russia saw the democratic tendencies in Tbilisi and Kiev as harmful 

to its immediate security interests. Therefore, Moscow perceived the relatively success of 

democracy building as one of the greatest foreign policy defeats since the end of the Cold 

War. In the post-Rose and Orange Revolutions period, Russia perceived itself as being on the 

defensive, trying to redress its failure to subvert democratic transitions in its neighbourhood 

ibid.: 245-247). In the case of Georgia, Russia felt irritated by the pro-Western orientation of 

Saakashvili, which also progressively triggered harsher reactions to Georgia’s rapprochement 

with NATO. Generally, Russian scaled up pressure on Georgian authorities between 2004-

2008, in an attempt to de-legitimise its integration with Western structures, e.g. by enforcing 

trade embargoes, promoting ‘borderization’, undermining Georgia’s territorial integrity and 

offering Russian passports (pasportizatsiya) to citizens of the two breakaway regions of South 

Ossetia and Abkhazia (Delcour & Wolczuk 2015: 468; Way 2015: 693). In this case, the 

application of severe economic pressures and sanctions were used with the intent of undercut-

ting the democratic elected government of Saakashvili to pursue regime change and eventual-

ly roll-back any Western encroachment at its southern border (Asmus 2010: 217). This de-

legitimising strategy was further strengthened by the use of energy supplies as a political tool. 

Consequently, Gazprom’s doubling of prices in November 2006 coincided with the use of the 

other forms of economic pressure aimed at demonstrating the weakness of the Georgian 

government and its complete dependence on Russian benevolence (Lapidus 2007: 152). The 
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use of energy as a tool to de-legitimise the incumbent government was also evident in the case 

of Ukraine, where Russia effectively devoted efforts to bring Kiev ‘back’ under its tutelage. 

The strongest tool available in Russia’s instrumental palette was its prevalent, and historically 

strong, energy leverage to influence Ukrainian decision-making. One of Moscow’s most 

significant strikes to de-legitimise the power of the Ukrainian colour revolution government 

was to set of the 2005-2006 gas crisis, seeking massive increases in the price of gas supplied 

to Ukraine. All in all, the Kremlin achieved one of its core aims, as the terms of the settlement 

of the gas crisis severely damaged the reputation of the Yushchenko government – leading to 

Our Ukraine’s defeat in the 2006 parliamentary elections and the returning of Russia’s pre-

Orange Revolution ally: Yanukovych (Fraser 2008: 11-15). 

 

6.3. Colour Containment Through Ideology Formation 

Another important component of understanding Russia’s response to the Rose and Orange 

Revolutions threat is the notion of ideology formation (Okara 2007: 1). After the revolution-

ary events, the Kremlin started to acknowledge a more prominent role for its soft power 

attraction in the post-Soviet space or, to be more blunt, its utilization of it. After many years 

of nearly total neglect of soft power as a foreign policy tool in the post-Soviet space, Russia 

suddenly found itself in a highly competitive environment, in which Western-sponsored 

political ideas invigorated the region and seemed to find supporters among Russia’s neigh-

bours and old-time allies. To a certain degree, the colour revolutions marked “a crisis of 

legitimacy for Russian influence on the former Soviet Union” and thus signified Moscow’s 

lack of any immediate attractiveness (Klitsounova 2009: 108). As the ideological concept of 

Russkiy Mir came to define the post-2008 pro-active and aggressive foreign policy of Russia, 

Suverennaya Demokratiya (Sovereign democracy) came to define Moscow’s pursuit of 

regime survival and global relevance. Thus, the colour revolutions provided a turning point in 

Moscow’s attitude towards international democracy assistance (Maliukevičius 2013: 74). 

 

6.3.1. State Ideology of Sovereign Democracy 

In the aftermath of the Rose and Orange Revolutions, one of the most prominent pro-Kremlin 

technologists, Markov, stated that the idea and construction of sovereign democracy is, above 

all, “an ideological response to colour revolutions and the techniques of creating dependent 

political regimes” (Horvath 2011: 21). Hence, the idea of sovereign democracy, also known 

as ‘managed democracy’, was to serve a different number of functions: (i) to provide Putin’s 
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authoritarianism with a respectable ‘democratic’ look in order to insulate it from international 

criticism, and (ii) to contest the West’s idea of human rights and democracy as a set of univer-

sal practices and values. However, sovereign democracy was not just about deflecting interna-

tional criticism, but also about extending the sovereignty concept to Russia’s neighbours. For 

the Kremlin, the lessons of Georgia and Ukraine further made it clear that crude manipulation 

might not be sufficient to remain in power, that NGOs can make revolutions (though officially 

stating otherwise) and that social and cultural ideas matter (Popescu 2006: 2-3; Fisher 2014). 

The concept of sovereign democracy was first used in February 2005 for the purpose of 

defending the regime against the external pressures of the colour revolutions and, in particu-

lar, Western democratic ideas. By this, the Kremlin sought to delegitimize the idea of liberal 

democracy as a viable phenomenon in the post-Soviet space, labelling it alien and subversive 

to the character of Russia and its neighbourhood.  

 

As a result, the Putin regime successfully copied the democracy promotion strategies of the 

West in an attempt to prevent a democratic outcome. In short, the democracy promotion tool 

of sovereign democracy became, in the hands of the Putin regime, a democracy prevention 

strategy (Finkel & Brudny 2012: 15-16). In this context, the Kremlin has always given 

priority to political (regime) stability at the expense of democracy promotion. In effect, 

sovereign democracy functioned as Russia’s official state ideology aimed at adding a new 

dimension to the opposition of democratisation and colour revolutions. As a concept, ideolog-

ical point of reference or national idea, sovereign democracy came to represent a comprehen-

sive multi-tier ideological and political project, which enabled the Russian authorities to: (i) 

make a social contract between the nation and the regime, (ii) provide grounds for new 

legitimacy of the party in power, (iii) make the concept a consolidating factor in the event of 

new threats in foreign and domestic policy and (iv) portray the image of Russia as a ‘besieged 

fortress’ in international affairs (Okara 2007: 7). In contrast to Western perceptions, the 

Kremlin held that the distinctiveness of Russian sovereignty could not be expected to conform 

to Western models and norms and, as a result, would always precede democracy. On the 

rhetorical level, the Kremlin started to promote the concept of sovereign democracy in early 

2006, denoting that the functioning and form of Russia’s political system must only be 

determined by Russian people (Klitsounova 2009: 109). Referring to this, the then Minister of 

Defence, Sergei Ivanov, noted that one should discuss sovereign democracy as a triad of 

national interests in which all states: “have their national particularities, dependent on their 
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individual, historical experience and cultural heritage”, whereby they are free to develop 

their own understandings of democracy. To this end, the externally determined and standard-

ized model of democracy pronounced by the West failed completely. The view was that 

Russia had to stress the element of national self-determination against the Western intrusion 

and thereby create it own form of democracy, rather than mechanically adopting that of the 

West. For this purpose, Russia had to restore its sovereignty at home (reclaim power from the 

oligarchs) and abroad (fight of hegemonic status against the US) (Remington 2012: 127; 

Makarychev 2008: 49). In the Russian strategy, restoring full sovereignty abroad entailed 

fighting the West’s toppling of non US-friendly regimes under the disguise of the fight for 

democracy. In this, the concept of sovereign democracy provided a Russian-defined tool for 

the post-Soviet states to develop democratic political institutions on their own terms and on 

their own soil (Avaliani 2013). The main ingredients identified for restoring sovereignty home 

and abroad were a further strengthening of state power and more profound authoritarianism, 

in order to validate the relevance of the fundamental Westphalian principle of state sovereign-

ty in the post-Soviet space. Consequently, undermining this principle would, according to the 

Kremlin, lead to chaos, the destruction of the international system and, in worst-case, to post-

Soviet territorial conflicts on a scale not seen before (Finkel & Brudny 2007: 27).  

 

The new ideological aspect of Russian foreign policy, i.e. the Nashi movement, the concept of 

sovereign democracy and the Russkiy Mir doctrine, were prima facie directed towards the 

whole of the post-Soviet, but were, to a certain degree, influenced the most on the perception 

of Ukraine as a threat. As a matter of fact, the Kremlin became obsessed with monitoring the 

developments in Kiev after the Orange Revolution, more than in the case of Tbilisi (Shla-

pentokh 2007). To illustrate, the 2008 Russo-Georgian War also underlined Russia’s limited 

ability to expand and utilize its influence by only pulling on the levers of soft power 

(Klitsounova 2009: 109). However, Russia has since the dissolution of the Soviet Union had 

difficulties in defining its foreign relations with Ukraine due to the two states’ close linguistic, 

ethnic and civic proximity. In engaging with Ukraine, Russia operates with the dictum that, to 

cite Yevgeny Yevtushenko’s famous line of poetry: “a border in Russia is more than a 

border” (Trenin 2002: 1). The actual implementation of the concept of sovereign democracy 

was set off in Putin’s infamous “Munich Speech” in 2007, which turned out to be the starting 

signal to a more aggressive and pro-active Russian foreign policy – starting in Georgia. 
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7. A New Approach to Colours: 2008 Russo-Georgian War and the Maidan Revolution 
 

7.1. Back to the Future: Pulling Back the Rose and Orange Revolutions 

The period after 2007-2008 saw a new dimension of Russian countering strategies against 

post-Soviet colour revolutions – with tools and means not used during the Rose and Orange 

Revolutions. Under tumultuous circumstances, Russia entered into war with Georgia in mid-

2008 over the semi-autonomous secessionist regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia, as a part 

rolling back the pro-Western and democratic trends of the Rose Revolution. For Russia, the 

two regions provided an opportunity to increase its influence in the Caucasus region and, at 

the same time, halt the Georgian integration into the Western institutional set-up. In 2008, 

Russia’s foreign policy vision vigorously collided with the Saakashvili administration’s ‘Rose 

Revolution promise’ of re-establishing control over the lost regions, and plans of strengthen-

ing ties with NATO (Bryce-Rogers 2013: 348). Around this time, NATO temporarily rejected 

membership actions plans (MAP) for Georgia and Ukraine at the 2008 Bucharest Summit, but 

stated that both “will become members of NATO” and that “therefore we will begin a period of 

intensive engagement with both at a high political level” (Ellison 2011: 352). In relations to 

this, the Kremlin was determined to stop the alliance’s further expansion, and at the Bucharest 

Summit Russia managed to block the issuance of MAPs to Georgia and Ukraine (Tsygankov 

2015: 282). In line with this, Putin signed a formal decree authorising direct relations between 

Russia and the secessionist regions, followed by Russian passports, massive aid, and security 

assistance in a move that caused Tbilisi to fear a Russian invasion of the Georgian separatist 

regions. In August 2008, the tensions between Tbilisi and Moscow – regarding the Russian 

military’s proximity in the region and Georgia’s NATO aspirations – reached a boiling point 

with the outbreak of war. After five years of, what from the Russian side was considered as 

the West meddling in the internal affairs of Georgia, Russia lured the US-backed Saakashvili 

administration into a short and ill-judged war. In the wake of the 2008 Russo-Georgian War, 

little debate remained as to the outcome: when Tbilisi decided to regain its territorial integrity 

by force, this was met with Moscow’s conventional force with – among other objectives – the 

intention of initiating a regime change in Tbilisi and halting its ambitions of NATO member-

ship (Trenin 2009: 14-15). In trying to justify and legitimise the subsequent ‘independence’ 

declarations of South Ossetia and Abkhazia, Russia used the example of Kosovo, thus de-

nouncing the West’s sui generis discourse (Giles et al. 2015).  
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The same countering strategies of military force were used in Russia’s response to the 2013 

Maidan Revolution, which erupted as a result of Yanukovych’s refusal to sign the Association 

Agreement (AA) with the EU. In this case, Moscow managed to undermine and exploit the 

inborn weaknesses of the EU’s strategy – in the context of the growing authoritarian tenden-

cies and resulting isolation of Ukrainian authorities under Yanukovych (Ellison 2011: 344; 

Bērziņa 2014: 3). The main problem with the EU’s approach, focused on long-term benefits 

of functional integration into the Single Market, was that it required lengthening time hori-

zons of the political elite in the neighbouring countries. For the EU, the problem worsened in 

the context of Russia’s engaged role in the region: in mid-2013, the economic crisis and 

increasing energy prices proved highly conducive to a shortening of the time horizon for the 

Yanukovych administration, which faced enormous political and economic pressures (e.g. 

Russian sanctions) combined with significant incentives (financial bailout) from Russia 

(Delcour & Wolczuk 2015: 466-469). Over the course of 2013-2014, massive protests in the 

western part of Ukraine turned into a revolution causing Russia to react. By this token, 

Moscow reacted by annexing Crimea and de-facto invading the Donbas region, with the 

purpose of disabling any efforts to reignite an ‘Orange Revolution 2.0’. 

 

7.2. No More Colours in the Near Abroad: The Resurrection of Russian Hard Power 

By 2007-2008, it became evident that the nature of Russian foreign policy was changing. 

With almost a decade of intense state power building, Moscow entered into a new phase of 

more pronounced and aggressive foreign policy formation. At this point, the 2008 Russo-

Georgian War came to represent the most extreme manifestation of the new, more assertive 

direction in Russian foreign policy (Freire & Kanet 2012: 41). Even though it is difficult in 

international relations to mark a specific event or even a timeline for a significant change in 

foreign policy, this study argues that, in the case of Russia, it would be Putin’s 2007 Munich 

speech (Maitra 2014: 125). However, Moscow’s countering strategies did not change com-

pletely around 2008, as there was still a profound focus on regime survival and strengthening 

state power. In sum, the main difference was that there was added a new dimension to it. Over 

the course of Putin’s two terms as president, the Kremlin had grown strong and its ability to 

extract its growing power had increased, as the oppositionist elite was neutralised. By and 

large, Moscow’s ‘delayed’ response to the Rose Revolution, with the 2008 Russo-Georgian 

War, and the Maidan Revolution came to exemplify a new phase of countering colour revolu-
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tions. 

 

The Munich Security Conference of 2007, and the subsequent war with Georgia, saw Putin’s 

attempt to return Russia to the status of a great power in international relations and officially 

end the post-Cold War unipolar world order (Giles et al. 2015: 8; Kanet 2008: 1). In trying to 

fulfil these foreign policy objectives, the clash of interests in the post-Soviet space turned into 

conflict in 2008 with, in the eyes of the Kremlin, NATO’s capture of Georgia and Ukraine. 

However, this prevalent threat was not new for the Russians, but it had moved closer – and 

thus, demanded new responses. The Kremlin’s adoption of a new Foreign Policy Concept, i.e. 

a system of views on the content and main areas in the foreign policy activities of Russia –

further reaffirmed the fundamental importance of the CIS as an area of privileged interests 

(Kramer 2008: 4). The Foreign Policy Concept of 2008 identified, for the first time, NATO as 

the main threat to Russian state security, whereas the destabilisation of neighbouring states, 

i.e. colour revolutions, ranked as the second-highest threat. In contrast to the doctrines prior to 

2008, e.g. that of 2000 focused on internal political stability, this Foreign Policy Concept, 

focused on external challenges to Russian security (Foreign Policy Concept 2008). Two years 

later, Moscow adopted a new military doctrine, which directly came to define elements of its 

new approach to post-Soviet colour upheavals (Grätz 2014: 2). 

 

7.2.1.  A Resurgent Russia: Bringing Back Hard Power 

In the wake of the Rose and Orange Revolutions, the Kremlin effectively deflected the 

transmission of colour revolutions to Russia, and the 2007-2008 elections convincingly 

showed the Putin regime’s ability to manage elections with a formal transfer of leadership 

(Wilson 2010: 22). However, the regime established under Putin’s presidency continued with 

further pace under Medvedev – just with a ‘reconfirmed’ electoral backing. In October 2008, 

Russia started implementing what numerous military experts have called the greatest trans-

formation of the Russian military since the creation of the Red Army in 1918 (ibid.: 22). 

Russia began trying to modernise its conventional military power, and in real terms the reform 

enforced a 31 per cent increase in defence spending between 2008-2013 (Keck 2014). The 

reform of the Russian military was largely dependent on a confluence of various critical 

factors, including the availability of sufficient financial resources, a directed and powerful 

civilian leadership, a stimulus or trigger for reform, in which the shortcomings of the Russo-

Georgian War created the “perfect storm” for change (Bryce-Rogers 2013: 343). The process 
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of building up modern armed forces was perceived as a keystone for the Kremlin’s great 

power ambitions, including stopping colour revolutions (Grätz 2014: 1). Consequently, the 

Russian involvement in Georgia, while demonstrating Moscow’s resolve to use military force 

in defence of its interests, revealed the substantial deficiencies of the military, in terms of 

organisation, capability and communications (Menon & Rumer 2015: 104). Efforts at reform-

ing the Russian military have a long and conflict-ridden past, which have often faltered due to 

insufficient determination, lack of political prioritisation or resistance from the traditionalist 

military leadership. However, Putin already at an early stage of his presidency started to 

create the conditions for implementing new military reforms by strengthening state power, 

and thus sidelining the military’s decision-making power. In general, attempts at reforming 

the military are not new, and it was also placed high on Yeltsin’s priority list due to the 

revealed weaknesses of the Russian military during the First Chechen War. While Putin had 

military change on the agenda, the administration needed to consolidate enough power to take 

any steps forward without upsetting the critical support base of the military establishment 

(Bryce-Rogers 2014: 343). As a matter of fact, ground-breaking military reforms have 

throughout the 1990s been more or less impossible to implement, due to the persistent opposi-

tion of the powerful military establishment. Generally, there has been widespread conflict of 

power between the Kremlin and military elite, i.e. the General Staff and the Security Council 

of Russia (SCRF) – a consultative body guiding, coordinating and integrating the national 

security policy of Russia. As a part of strengthening state power, Putin has pulled influence 

and power away from these two actors by establishing a civilian control over the military 

through a further strengthening of the Minister of Defence, in which the appointment of the 

first civilian Defence Minister in 2007 – Anatoly Serdyukov – became a watershed in Putin’s 

take over of the military (Bryce-Rogers 2013: 345-346).  

 

7.2.2.  Military Intervention as a Means of Countering Colour 

As stated in the above, Russia decided to intervene militarily in both Georgia and Ukraine, as 

a response to revolutionary and pro-Western sentiments. This line of action is based on a 

combination of external and domestic driving forces shaping Russian foreign policy: the 

perceived threats to Russia’s interests in the near abroad and a conservative national spectrum 

of regime building. By and large, Moscow’s immense role in the on-going revolutionary wars 

in the post-Soviet space remains a central prerequisite in understanding the vital features of 

Russian foreign policy (Simão 2016: 491). For Moscow, the strategy of destabilising post-
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Soviet states through military means, creating territorial disputes and questions of legal 

authority, is not new – as e.g. can be seen in the Moldovan-Russian conflict of Transnistria 

and the Armenian-Azerbaijani-Russian conflict of Nagorno-Karabakh. There is an old saying 

in Russia: “What is a secure Russian border? One with Russian troops on both sides of it”. At 

this point, the colour revolutions of 2008 and 2014 came to represent the first cases of direct 

Russian military force used against revolutionary trends in the near abroad. As a result of the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union, old ethnic conflicts reopened in Nagorno-Karabakh, Trans-

nistra, South Ossetia and Abkhazia between the newly established Azerbaijani, Moldovan and 

Georgian central authority and the pro-Kremlin-oriented forces – creating “frozen conflicts” 

(Timofeychev 2016). To this end, the Georgian frozen conflicts are consequently classified as 

products of its contemporary environment (power politics), and the renewal of military action 

in the regions proved valuable resource for Russia in their ‘delayed’ response to the Rose 

Revolution. Even though the post-Soviet frozen conflicts have different origins, they are all 

created with the same end: impeding the westernisation of post-Soviet states, distracting the 

government in Kiev, Kishinev and Tbilisi from successfully pursing reforms, maintaining 

Russian influence and pressure within the states, and preventing any regime change efforts at 

home (Whitmore 2014). The Russian interventions in the secessionist conflict in Moldova and 

the South Caucasus in the 1990s have, in consequence, regained vital contemporary strategic 

relevance for the Kremlin under Putin’s leadership, with the same being the case for the 

interventions in Georgia and Ukraine. As a result, these frozen conflicts provide an important 

leverage in Russia’s strategy of limiting the encroachment of pro-Western ideas, while at the 

same time being the core element of a new narrative of Russian identity, linked to the role of 

reviving and uniting the Russian world (Russkiy Mir) (Simão 2016: 493). For the Kremlin, 

the colour revolutions in Georgia and Ukraine provided the tilting point of its reactive policies 

in the near abroad, further underlining the need to adopt a more proactive approach. Hence, 

the military interventions in Georgia and Ukraine can be explained as a need to assure the 

cohesiveness of the Russian regime (state power), and its protection from centrifugal forces 

advancing in Moscow’s direction. In contrast to Russia’s counter strategies during the Rose 

and Orange Revolutions, in which the Kremlin did not possess the sufficient military means 

or strong state power capability to extract a potential military intervention, this aspect 

changed with Putin’s increased regime consolidation and military reforms of 2008 (ibid.: 

494). As mentioned above, despite the contradictory nature inherent in Moscow’s view of 

humanitarian intervention and territorial integrity, the main logic driving Russia’s colour-
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countering strategy of military interventions was the objective of “winning full sovereignty 

for Russia”, i.e. foreign policy should strengthen domestic consolidation around the national-

ist ideal of Russkiy Mir (Trenin 2014: 4). In this reasoning, a strong hand abroad justifies a 

strong rule at home – a condition Putin saw with the military invasions of Georgia (2008) and 

Ukraine (2014), in which regime popularity increased significantly. By this, Putin managed to 

blame domestic woes on the West while at the same time generating a ‘rally-around-the-flag’ 

effect, with the objective of increasing the regimes ability to extract power (Drabyn 2016). 

Generally, military interventions play a vital role in this consolidation process. For Moscow, 

its political borders do not coincide with its geopolitical ones, since the protection of the Putin 

regime requires an active engagement in the near abroad. Russia’s interventions in South 

Ossetia, Abkhazia, Donbas and Crimea has all been justified by the humanitarian clause – not 

only to reinforce the military campaign, but also to unmask the, in the eyes of Moscow, 

perceived hypocrisy and power politics in the West’s use of the principle. However in doing 

so, Russia has managed to unmask its own hypocritical approach towards the territorial 

integrity of post-Soviet states (Simão 2016: 495). 

 

As argued above, the military interventions in Georgia and Ukraine do not constitute a radical 

shift in Russian foreign policy towards the near abroad. However, according to Simão (2016: 

496), the more aggressive Russian response after 2008 was a sign of: 

 

“ (…) a more muscular take on the use of military means for the attainment of foreign poli-

cy goals as well as a display of opportunistic interventions with clear counter-

revolutionary goals”. 

 

The apparent move towards a more aggressive and muscular foreign policy, with e.g. the 

military interventions in Georgia and Ukraine, requires a more in-depth look into why this 

counter strategy was realized. In line with the military reforms of 2008, it gradually became 

apparent that the military remained at the heart of Russia’s self-perception of derzhavnost. 

Moscow’s decision to use the military instrument in Georgia and Ukraine represented a 

qualitative shift (not radical) in its overall strategy towards the near abroad (ibid.: 498). 

However, the military interventions of 2008 and 2014 have, to some degree, resulted in a 

more fragile position for Russia – regionally and globally. Although the Putin regime has tried 

to legitimate the military interventions, this has been done mainly through a mistaken inter-
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pretation of humanitarian intervention and the Responsibility-to-Protect (R2P) exercise (ibid.: 

499-500). By using military interventions as a counter strategy, Russia has tried to assure the 

constant state of “managed instability” in the post-Soviet states, in order to dictate the long-

term political control. 

 

7.2.3.  Military Intervention and Grand Strategy 

A vital variable in describing the Russia’s response to post-Soviet colour revolutions is the 

role of doctrines and strategies. Normally, Russian grand strategies have sought to identity 

military-security concerns to the security of the state and to devise plans for securing the state. 

Since the arrival of Putin, Moscow has been able to form a consensus regarding a Russian 

grand strategy, including two central definitions of Russia’s international objectives: (i) the 

preservation of global influence as an independent power and (ii) hegemonic dominance in 

the post-Soviet space (Tsygankov 2011: 31). In relations to the latter objective, this strategic 

goal has been achieved through several different means – depending on the perceived external 

threat and the strength of Russian state power. In achieving the above objectives, Russia has 

in Georgia and Ukraine used military interventions as a counteracting force against post-

Soviet revolutionary trends. The issue whether military interventions in the post-Soviet space 

in general form part of a larger Russian grand strategy to halt colour revolutions is a rather 

complex matter. On the one hand, some scholars of Russian foreign policy argue that Russia’s 

rather erratic and weak response indicate a pragmatic approach following the events as they 

unfolded – thus not cohesively integrated into a grand strategy. On the other, some maintain 

that the interventions form part of a broader grand strategy with the objective of preserving 

the Putin regime through foreign policy actions, halting the West’s permanent encroachment 

into its sphere of influence and upholding pro-Kremlin regimes in Tbilisi and Kiev (Ellison 

2011: 343-345).  

 

In dealing with the 2008 Russo-Georgian War, it is difficult to assess whether the Russian 

intervention formed part of a larger grand strategy of reversing the Rose Revolution, or a case 

of defensive measures reacting to the unfolding events. The latter holds that the poor civil-

military leadership coordination and decision-making leading up to the war indicated a lack of 

well-developed military strategic planning – being a case of “fog of war”. This study holds 

that the above considerations do not constitute an ‘either-or situation’. The two conflicting 

analytical statements above surely have valid implications in their own right, however in the 
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context of Russia’s response to post-Soviet colour revolutions, they become somewhat 

intertwined. To a certain degree, Moscow based its decisions on reactions to the unfolding 

events, though that does not exclude Russia from having a grand strategy, placing Georgia 

within its sphere of influence and prioritising military interventions as a potential means for 

achieving its ends (ibid.: 345). As a result, the weak military performance and coordination 

between the military and civil leadership was mainly caused by the poor condition of the 

Russian military around 2008. According to Bryce-Rogers (2013: 348), the 2008 Russo-

Georgian War was inevitable, since Russia reportedly had been preparing for a military 

operation in the region for around three years. To this end, Moscow deployed a great amount 

of troops in May 2008 near the Georgian border to repair an important rail line that would 

later be utilised to move equipment and troops (ibid.: 348). Following the continuously 

deteriorating relations between Moscow and Tbilisi, the 2008 Russo-Georgian War posed a 

long-planned policy – simply waiting for the opportunity to intervene and roll-back the effects 

of the Rose Revolution. In this case, the intervention of South Ossetia and Abkhazia proved 

only to be the superficial causes for the war. The real reason was the core conflict between 

Russia and Georgia over Tbilisi’s desire to break free of its quasi-colonial relationship with 

Moscow (Asmus 2010: 216). At this point, the use of military intervention seemed to be the 

only effective tool left for Russia in order to protect its interests in Georgia – having no soft 

power leverage and the humiliating events of the Rose Revolution in mind. As a result, the 

2008 Russo-Georgian War was more about Russia’s relationship with Georgia and the West, 

than about a post-Soviet ethnic conflict (Grätz 2014: 2).  

 

In this reading, the Crimean annexation should not be perceived as single event, but rather as 

a part of a Russian grand strategy – in which the Ukraine Crisis represented an opportunity for 

the Putin administration to restore Russian derzavnost, a goal shared by many Russians, and 

consolidate its domestic political position (Bruunsgaard 2014). Even though military interven-

tion was not highlighted as a way of hindering upheavals in neighbouring states in the 2000 

Military Doctrine or the 2009 National Security Strategy, this changed with the introduction 

of the 2010 Military Doctrine (Grätz 2014: 3-4). The 2010 Military Doctrine for the first time 

officially indicated a willingness to use military force for the protection of Russian citizens in 

the near abroad. Accordingly, the operations in Ukraine further confirmed the fact of the 2008 

Russo-Georgian War – that Russia was capable and willing to use the resources necessary to 

accomplish its objectives of countering anti-Kremlin forces, irrespective of international law. 
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In line with this, returning Ukraine to Russia’s strategic control has been a long-term goal of 

Russia since the dissolution of the Soviet Union – given the depth of its cultural, economic 

and political ties (Menkiszak 2016: 2). With regards to the military responses in Georgia and 

Ukraine, Russia has followed a copybook pattern of confrontation with the West, drawing a 

line in the sand with the interventions – stating that it will not allow any encroachment in its 

sphere of influence (Maitra 2014: 127-128).  

 

However with the 2014 Military Doctrine and the 2016 National Security Strategy, the 

Kremlin formally started to address the concerns over the spectre of a potential Russian 

colour revolution. The 2014 Military Doctrine, as a direct consequence of the Ukraine Crisis 

and as a manifestation of an increasing Russian assertiveness in the near abroad, directs much 

closer attention to developments in the post-Soviet space, including the threat of colour 

revolutions. The establishment of regimes that “threaten Russian interests” is explicitly 

categorised as a one of the greatest military dangers, as are territorial claims against Russian 

and inter-ethnic tensions (Klein 2015: 1-2). In line with the theoretical assumption of the 

study, the Military Doctrine identifies a close linkage of domestic and foreign risks – with 

increasing emphasis devoted to the former: “activities aimed at forcibly changing the consti-

tutional system of Russia” (Military Doctrine of Russia 2014: 3). Generally, the 2014 Military 

Doctrine shows how strongly the Kremlin fears for the stability of the regime and how 

vulnerable it feels to pro-democratic revolutionary tendencies (Klein 2015: 3). Overall, the 

2016 National Security Strategy identifies two major threats to Russia: biological weapons 

and post-Soviet colour revolutions. The increasing focus on colour revolutions as a threat to 

Russian security leads Moscow to ‘new ways’ of preventing a Russian colour revolution 

scenario, with the expansion of its “non-linear” warfare capabilities – collected under the 

Gerasimov Doctrine (ibid.: 1). 

 

7.2.4. Countering Colour Revolutions: Escalating Violence 

As stated above, a successful colour revolution requires a non-violent resistance to legitimate 

itself, because it will: (i) appear sympathetic to the public and more people will join the 

movement, (ii) destroy the credibility of the government in power if it attempts to supress the 

movement violently and (iii) help to co-opt representatives from power structures such as the 

police and military (Bērziņa 2014: 13). On the contrary, if representatives of the colour 

revolution movement start to perform acts of violence, it gives the opponent a legitimate 
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excuse to crack down the movement. In this case, for the successful countering of colour 

revolutions, it was important for Moscow to escalate the pro-democratic upheavals into 

violence – which also explains why Russia intervened and why it defines colour revolutions 

as a type of warfare. At a morale level, the rejection of Western dominance, and colour 

revolutions per se, are based on the denial of democracy as a global value, but the actual 

resistance takes place by breaking the idea of non-violent resistance (ibid.: 13-14). For the 

Kremlin, countering colour revolutions can be done by escalating violence, as was the case in 

the 2008 Russo-Georgian War and the Maidan Revolution, or balancing the West with equal 

military force. In relations to this, the eruption of violence serves as a pretext for Russia to 

engage in military operations – under the guise of having the right/responsibility to protect the 

Russian compatriots in South Ossetia, Abkhazia, Donbas or Crimea. In the cases of the 2008 

Russo-Georgian War and the Maidan Revolution, Moscow sought to escalate and maintain 

violent conflicts by either supporting or artificially constructing one of the conflicting sides in 

the domestic conflict. However, this new type of colour revolution warfare is best described 

in the Gerasimov Doctrine, which also touch upon the soft power dimension of Russia foreign 

policy (ibid.: 17).  

 

7.2.5. The Gerasimov Doctrine 

The Russian response to Ukraine’s Orange Revolution 2.0, i.e. the Maidan Revolution, 

demonstrated Moscow’s increased willingness to focus on new forms of politically-focused 

operations in the future. In a February 2013 issue of the ‘Military Industrial Courier’, a 

weekly Russian newspaper, Russia’s Chief of the General Staff, Valery Gerasimov, addressed 

how the rules of war had changed, how it affected Russian security and how to adapt it 

(Drabyn 2016), in which he noted that: 

 

“The role of non-military means of achieving political and strategic goals has grown, and, 

in many cases, they have exceeded the power of weapons in their effectiveness” (Cordes-

man 2014).  
 

The change of war, whether called “ambiguous war”, “non-linear war”, “special war” or 

“hybrid war”, is not specifically new in international politics – but the new doctrine has 

managed to adopt and update Russian foreign policy instruments to account for the complexi-

ties of modern warfare (ibid.). In the case of Russia, the change of focus has been coined “The 
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Gerasimov Doctrine”; and has thus become Moscow’s new normal in responding to events in 

neighbouring states. This new doctrine, as also indicated in the 2016 National Security 

Strategy, identifies colour revolutions as the West’s new approach of warfare – encouraging 

regime changes in pro-Kremlin post-Soviet states and in Russia itself. To illustrate, Gerasi-

mov defines colour revolutions as a: 

 

“form of non-violent change of power in a country by outside manipulation of the protest 

potential of the population in conjunction with political, economic, humanitarian and other 

non-military means” (Cordesman 2014).  

 

In this, both the ‘Gerasimovian’ and Western understanding of colour revolutions sees a 

change of government as the main aim of mass protests. However, the Western understanding 

sees colour revolutions as a step towards democratisation, whereas the Gerasimovian sees it 

as a non-military means of achieving politico-military goals in opposing states – provoking 

civil unrest and destroying internal stability (Shevtsova 2015). As in all other aspects of 

Russian foreign policy, the Gerasimov Doctrine has a foreign and domestic character. With 

the Gerasimov Doctrine, Russia has aggressively tested its non-NATO near abroad, seen in 

the “invasion” of eastern Ukraine and the annexation of Crimea, through a combination of 

espionage, special operational forces (e.g. little green men) and disinformation campaigns 

(Drabyn 2016). In the aftermath of the Russian engagement in Ukraine, it has generally been 

studied as a case of Russian ‘counter-colour revolution’ (Bērziņa 2014: 9). In using non-linear 

instruments, Russia has found itself in a situation where many of its perceived strengths are 

either less decisive than initially thought, or constrained by the geopolitical and economic 

realties. By and large, Russia has turned this new ‘guerrilla geopolitics’ into a way of playing 

to its opponents’ weaknesses and its own strengths. Broadly speaking, there are two main 

elements of Russian non-linear instruments: ‘kinetic’ and ‘information war’. Firstly, the 

‘kinetic’ element contains the need to deploy special armed forces, with the capability to 

operate with more autonomy than formerly the case for Russian troops, and likewise with 

greater precision (Galeotti 2015). To this end, Moscow has developed its special and interven-

tion forces, i.e. Spetsnaz, able to operate decisively and covertly outside Russia’s borders. 

Secondly, Moscow has focused much effort in strengthening its capacity to fight the ‘infor-

mation war’, with the objective of undermining and contesting the West’s interpretations 

through broadcasting its own messages. In this case, Russia Today (RT), a Kremlin-

established international television station, has become a crucial player in espousing the 
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Kremlin discourse (ibid.). Looking at the result of Russia’s counter-colour strategies, the 

Crimean annexation and the intervention in Ukraine provide classic examples of when the 

Gerasimov Doctrine works, and when it fails.  

 

The use of the Gerasimovian non-linear instruments, to prevent the democratic movement of 

the Maidan Revolution for succeeding, seemed rather successful in the annexation of Crimea. 

Overall, Crimea provided the perfect context for Moscow to test its new tactics: (i) the local 

population, alienated by maladministration by Kiev and twenty years of neglect, were pre-

dominantly willing to join Russia, (ii) the peninsula already hosted Russia’s Black Sea Fleet 

facilities and (iii) the local Ukrainian military forces were mechanics and technicians, not 

front-line combat troops and (iv) there existed a pro-Kremlin Crimean establishment eager to 

gain control over power. For the Kremlin, the above conditions were ideal, since they allowed 

for waging a pre-emptive information war to establish grounds for its mission and precluded 

the need to destabilise the target before intervention (Galeotti 2015).  

 

However, the invasion of the Donbas region in eastern Ukraine revealed some obvious flaws 

of the Gerasimov Doctrine. In this case, Moscow also supported and armed irregular pro-

Kremlin detachments, backed by Russian military forces and presented as a local and sponta-

neous response to the ousting of the pro-Russian Yanukovych regime in Kiev (ibid.). Follow-

ing this, Russian propaganda sought to muddy the waters in the West e.g. by presenting the 

new post-colour revolution regime as comprising on fascists. Initially, Russia expected the 

operations in Donbas to be a ‘quick-fix’ that would capitalise on the West’s hesitancy and 

demonstrate to Kiev, what happens when you turn your back on Moscow. For the Kremlin, 

the main objective was for the government in Kiev to roll-back the movements towards 

NATO and the EU, and further provide constitutional guarantees for Moscow’s client and 

allies in the east. However, the factor that seemed to work to Moscow’s advantage in Crimea, 

i.e. the prevalent anarchy in Kiev, now proved a serious problem in the intervention in Don-

bas, as there was no one in Kiev willing or able to accept the politically ruinous Russian 

demands (ibid.). According to Galeotti (2015), this: 

 

 “(…) ’short, victorious war’ (as Interior Minister Plehve invoked before the disastrous 

1904-5 Russo-Japanese War) turned into a ‘bleeding wound’ (as Mikhail Gorbachev char-

acterised the 1979-88 invasion of Afghanistan)”.  
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In the on-going chaos in Donbas, Russia has so far been able to uphold what Kremlin defines 

as a group of genuine local support, which in military terms best can be described as a loose 

coalition of non-entities, opportunists, criminal entrepreneurs, Kremlin proxies, gangsters and 

local warlords (ibid.). In the short-term, Russia has managed to halt the Ukrainian colour 

revolutionary trends, however, Kiev’s engagement with the West has not declined corre-

spondingly. For the time being, the Donbas region appears to be categorised as yet another 

post-Soviet frozen conflict, dependent on Moscow for its economic and security survival. At 

this point, the Gerasimov Doctrine still needs to show its real power in countering colours.  

 

As another part of the Gerasimov Doctrine, Moscow created in April 2016 a National Guard 

(Rosgvardiya) with the sole objective of countering one of the most formidable challenges 

facing the Russian state, namely: a Russian colour revolution (McDermott 2016). The Krem-

lin has watched numerous cases of colour revolutionary trends in its near abroad, where 

regime changes and governmental collapse has threatened Russia. The National Guard has 

marked a far-reaching transformation in Russia’s domestic security capabilities tracing back 

to similar bodies in the former Soviet Union. Overall, the creation of the Nation Guard is 

consistent with statements and public discussions among the political-military leadership – 

and Russia’s 2016 National Security Strategy. Furthermore, it should also be perceived as yet 

another step in Putin’s civilian takeover of the military. To this end, the Guard in itself and the 

appointment of Viktor Zolotov, a close ally of Putin, as head of the force – show Putinist 

attempts to counterbalance the army, Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu and the FSB (Abramov 

2016). According to Gaaze, the “creation of the National Guard is a way to solve the political 

problem of Shoigu”, in which: 

  

“The newly established National Guard is the president’s army in the literal word. An ar-

my, which can be used without intermediaries in the form of a defense minister and without 

the constitutional rules of the use of the Armed Forces” (Ambramov 2016). 

 

Some observers see this as a direct response to fears in the Kremlin over mass protests chal-

lenging the Putin regime, in which the counter-colour revolution strategy now links domestic 

and foreign threat assessments (McDermott 2016). Internally, one of the catalysts for the 

National Guard was provided by the Bolotnaya Square protests in 2011-2012 over presumed 

falsified Duma elections as well as the FSB’s subsequent harsh counter-actions. However, the 

forthcoming election cycle in Russia with parliamentary election in 2016 and presidential 
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election in 2018 provides some context for the timing of the reform, though the underlying 

drivers preceded it: the need to counter colour revolutions at home and abroad is deeply 

embedded in Moscow’s security documents and doctrine (McDermott 2016; Abramov 2016). 

On the operational level, the National Guard will report directly to the president, whereas its 

manpower will be based on the Ministry of Interior’s Internal Troops (170,000), special rapid 

reaction units (30,000), the police’s private security department – including the Ministry of 

Interior’s specialist riot police (200,000). As a result, the National Guard represents an 

internal security reform of a magnitude that by far exceeds the 2009 reform of the Armed 

Force. In relations to this, it is important to note that the reform adds no additional structures 

to the Russian security system (e.g. more military troops), but moves existing structures to 

increase powers to act against colour revolutionary threats to the state. In sum, the creation of 

the new National Guard may well reduce the prospects for colour revolutions undermining the 

existence of the Kremlin regime (McDermott 2016). In May 2016, it was revealed that the 

Guard is, through secret training exercises, preparing for a “Moscow Maidan” (Standish 

2016). 

 

Besides preventing a domestic colour revolution by the use of conventional force, Moscow 

has previously applied a more civic-oriented dimension, namely pro-Kremlin mass rallies. 

This dimension leads back to the establishment of the Nashi movement, which showed its 

instrumental worth in the wake of the anti-Putin “Bolotnaya protests” of 2011-2013, officially 

named “the White Revolution”. For the fear of further escalation, Moscow reacted by staging 

a series of pro-Kremlin rallies to serve as a public demonstration, making the removal of the 

incumbent government much more difficult. For Russia, this represented a simple though 

powerful non-violent tool of resisting a colour revolution, since it is a crowd against a crowd, 

and not the people against the government (Bērziņa 2014: 16-17). As a matter of fact, the pro-

Kremlin unrest in eastern Ukraine can be defined as “anti-governmental force”; therefore, the 

colour revolution warfare concept of the Gerasimov Doctrine may be mirrored back as 

Moscow’s own strategy of countering the West’s influence in Ukraine (ibid.).  

 

7.3. Russkiy Mir as a Counter-Colour Strategy 

In dealing with contemporary Russian foreign policy, and in this case the policy response 

towards post-Soviet colour revolutions, one should bear in mind the role of nationalism, 

ideology and identity formation as variables affecting foreign policy outcome. Russia’s 
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counter-colour military interventions in Georgia and Ukraine were, by and large, justified on 

the basis of the above ideational issues. As a matter of fact, these issues form a vital part of 

the Gerasimov Doctrine’s counter-measures against colour revolutions. However, already 

before the realisation of the Gerasimov Doctrine, conservatism had re-emerged in Russian 

political discourse and was thus employed in the volatile post-election political environment 

in 2011-2012, and later to legitimise the interference in Ukraine. So far, the renewed conserv-

atism in Russia has been a rather loosely defined ideological construct – centred on several 

themes (Secrieru 2014: 1). On the domestic front, it is all about consolidating state power 

through promoting economic mobilisation, Christian values, patriotic education and the 

imperial history of Russia, whereas, in terms of foreign policy, it focuses on the decline of the 

West, the subsidiary statehood of the near abroad countries, the technical (temporary and 

conditional) borders of Russia with these states, including Georgia and Ukraine, and the 

concept of the “Russkiy Mir” (ibid.: 2).  

 

The concept of Russkiy Mir was initially developed in parallel to Russia’s official compatriots 

policy of targeting Russian speakers and building their loyalty to the regime (Kudors 2010: 3; 

Makarychev 2009: 46). Moscow’s first attempt to protect its “compatriots” abroad with the 

help of military force (R2P) came in the 2008 Russo-Georgian War. Following the increased 

consolidation of state power in the hands of the Kremlin regime after 2008, the countering 

measures of protecting the Russian diaspora became even more pronounced leading up to the 

2014 Maidan Revolution. The annexation of Crimea was on the official pretext of ‘saving’ the 

compatriots who ended up outside of Russia’s borders after the dissolution of the Soviet 

Union (Lukyanov 2016). According to Putin, Russia has the right (permission) to protect 

population groups deemed to belong to the Russkiy Mir – even if it entails the revision of 

post-Soviet states’ territory:  

 

“We, of course, had no right to abandon the Crimeans to the whims of [Ukraine’s] radical, 

militant nationalists.” He went to warn: “I would like to make it clear to all: our country 

will continue to actively defend the rights of Russians, our compatriots abroad, using the 

entire range of available means— from political and economic to operations under inter-

national humanitarian law and the right [of compatriots abroad] to self-defense” (Socor 

2014).  

 

At its core, Russkiy Mir is understood to comprise not only a pragmatic irredentism towards 
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the Russian diaspora in the neighbour states, but also an ideological concept of Russian 

culture and its mission in world affairs (Kudors 2010: 2). The concept has since 2007 been a 

vital part of Russia’s counter-colour strategies, offering the Kremlin a particularly powerful 

repertoire, as: (i) it serves as a justification for what Russia considers to be its right to oversee 

domestic affairs of its neighbours, and sometimes for an interventionist policy, (ii) its reason-

ing is to reconnect with its Soviet past through reconciliation with the diaspora abroad and 

(iii) it is identified as a critical instrument for Russia to brand itself in the international scene 

(Laruelle 2015: 1). In particular, the emergence and growth of ideology and nationalism in 

Russian foreign policy, together with anti-Western sentiments, coincided with the Ukrainian 

colour revolutionary events of 2005 and 2014. In these cases, the formation of the Russkiy 

Mir discourse has constituted one of the key pillars of contemporary Russian foreign policy of 

legitimising the regime and its foreign policy actions. For Russia, the 2014 engagement in 

Ukraine was not a case of geopolitical considerations of territorial expansion, however, it was 

prompted by a specific worldview and major ideological conceptions (Zevelev 2014). For 

Russia, the Russkiy Mir doctrine represents a unique Russian-dominated civilisation in its 

own right, which does not need inferior Western culture or values to exist.  

 

In relations to this, the Russian Orthodox Church has been a powerful driving engine for the 

‘enlargement’ of the Russkiy Mir doctrine. In geographical terms, the concept more or less 

coincides with the canonical territory of the Russian Orthodox Church – including Russia, 

Ukraine, Belarus and Moldova – also known as “Novorossiya” (New Russia) (Trenin 2014: 

11). For the Kremlin, the role of the church to act as their ideological instrument is under-

standable, since ‘accession’ to the Russkiy Mir should be a question of emotions and not 

rational explanations. The Russkiy Mir is a case of pure ideology, which does not offer any 

structural changes, reduction of corruption, trade, cooperation, economic benefits, or other 

democratic values. At its core, the concept is about Russian ‘spirituality’, and the imposition 

of Russian national identity on the near abroad (Urcosta & Valkov 2014). In the case of 

Ukraine, the existence of pro-Kremlin forces sympathetic to the concept of Russkiy Mir can 

further be used to promote the Kremlin’s anti-colour revolutions policy (Meister 2016). 

Furthermore, the doctrine has provided Moscow with a great amount a political leverage in 

the post-Soviet space, creating an excuse for intervening anywhere in the region. In this 

regard, this may lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy by which governments in the near abroad 

come to distrust their ethnic Russian populations, leading to discrimination that creates the 
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conditions for Russia to repress potential colour revolutionary attempts, as seen in the post-

2008 cases of Georgia and Ukraine (Gorenburg 2014).  

 

In justifying the annexation of Crimea by evoking the concept of Russkiy Mir, Russia has 

tried to adopt a soft power approach to foreign policy. In 2013, the Foreign Policy Concept 

acknowledged the need to improve the application of soft power in engaging with the near 

abroad (Foreign Policy Concept 2013). With this in mind, it is important to note that Russia’s 

attempts at projecting soft power in the post-Soviet space, and especially in the case of 

Ukraine, in no way have softened its willingness to use hard power to assert its influence. In 

countering the prospect of its neighbours integrating closely with the West, Russia has used 

every instrument in its hard power toolbox (Tafuro 2014: 5). To paraphrase Joseph Nye, one 

could question whether Russia’s deployment of both soft and hard power seems to suggest 

that Moscow is trying to balance its power strategy in a “smart way”. However, there are 

several obstacles to this approach. Even though Russia had formally adopted the vocabulary 

of soft power, the Western concept of the term still provides a poor guide by which to analyse 

Russian actions. In combining its soft and hard power tools, Russia has sent a strong message 

to its neighbours that it its prepared to coercively assert its authority – which basically under-

mines the conventional understanding of soft power, i.e. “the ability to get what you want 

through attraction”, and its efforts to become a pole of attraction (Lutsevych 2016: 4). Fur-

thermore, Moscow’s understanding of the concept of soft power is different from that in the 

West. Soft power in the West is mainly produced by a pluralistic civil society, culture and the 

‘way of life’ in general (Tafuro 2014: 5). On the other hand, Russia’s conception contains a 

security dimension in which the Kremlin is the main soft power actor in the world – thus 

reinforcing the impression that Moscow’s soft power is predominantly Soviet-style propagan-

da in support of the Kremlin’s foreign policy goals. In this regard, the Russian state controls 

its soft power narratives and resources, making it a relatively state-directed exercise with the 

aim of exploiting the neighbours’ vulnerabilities (Lutsevych 2014: 5). At its core, the Russkiy 

Mir doctrine’s objective is to obfuscate Russia’s lack of foreign policy legitimacy and soft 

power in the post-Soviet space. Thus, the doctrine is used as a means of driving other foreign 

policy interests. Though, it would be a fallacy to underestimate Russia’s soft power potential 

in the post-Soviet space with: the presence of large Russian minorities, a shared history, 

linguistic and cultural proximity, a larger economy and energy resources. To add, the Russian 

vision of an alternative geopolitical pole, centred on nostalgia for the Soviet past and anti-
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Western sentiments, is found in many neighbouring societies. In sum, Moscow’s powerful 

media outlets (e.g. RT) and deep social and economic ties with its neighbours might prove 

valuable in achieving its short-term foreign policy objectives. However, Russia’s willingness 

to use hard power to impose its objectives, and lack of vision to attract non-Russian popula-

tions in the post-Soviet states, mean that its soft power is unlikely to endure in the long-term 

(Tafuro 2014: 5-6). 

 

 

8. Countering Colour Revolutions: A Self-Defeating Policy? 
 

Having analysed how and why Russian responds to the threat of post-Soviet colour revolu-

tions as it does, this study asks the question of whether this line of policy is self-defeating or 

power maximising?  

 

When dealing with Russia’s international reputation, it is difficult to neglect the immense 

repercussions of the military engagement in Ukraine. In the cases of Donbas and Crimea, it 

seems that Putin hoped to transmit the similar cumulative effects generated during the military 

interventions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. The 2008 Russo-Georgian War – what seemed 

then a victory – can now be recognised as one of the worst disasters in post-Cold War Russian 

foreign policy. On the one hand, it is true that the war against Georgia generated a moment of 

national unity, which, though deeply superficial, proved politically very useful for the legiti-

macy of the Kremlin regime (Baev 2015). Moreover, for Moscow the war produced a convic-

tion that the West was weak and divided. To this end, Russia fought the war as a deterrent – 

wanting to deter the West from thinking about any further NATO enlargement in the post-

Soviet space (Asmus 2010: 221). However, this deterrence strategy has for now ended up 

providing a lesson in precisely the opposite, as seen in the case of Ukraine. With the annexa-

tion of Crimea, Putin sought to reproduce the same moment of “patriotic unity”, which soon 

thereafter gave Russia the Donbas quagmire and international economic sanctions. Moreover, 

this has become a self-perpetuating process for Russia in which attempts at countering other 

post-Soviet colour revolutions, e.g. in Belarus or Moldova, will entail another show of exter-

nal aggressiveness and domestic repression. In this, the Russian elite increasingly worries that 

the Kremlin’s next incursion could prove a blunder too far. While breaking the norms of 

international behaviour, Moscow may fancy itself a champion of change in the world order; 



In Fear of Colour Revolutions: A Neoclassical Realist Study of 
 Russia’s Colourless Foreign Policy in the Post-Soviet Space 

	

Page 68 of 85	

but in fact, it is increasingly seen as an arrogant maverick (Baev 2015). To further underpin 

this point, similar dynamics are visible in the Russian engagement in the Syrian Conflict.   

 

In terms of assessing the current bilateral relations between Kiev and Moscow, it is viable to 

conclude that Putin’s Ukrainian dream has turned into a nightmare, with the Russo-Ukrainian 

relationship at a post-Soviet nadir. Militarily, the use of force seems to have backfired leading 

the situation in Ukraine into a stalemate, whereas the Kremlin’s attempt of ideologically 

converting south-eastern Ukraine into “Novorossiya” has been effectively, and perhaps 

permanently, shattered (Karatnycky & Motyl 2015; Menon & Rumer 2015: 86). Socially, 

both Crimea and Donbas have for a long time been on the verge of a humanitarian catastrophe 

for which Russia is to be blamed. Economically, the conflict has imposed ruinous costs on 

Russia, whose economy has already battered by Western sanctions and declining oil prices. 

While the beginning of the 2010s saw a small rapprochement between Tbilisi and Moscow, 

this turned upside down with the Russian intervention in Ukraine. Even the Kremlin’s closest 

allies, Minsk and Almaty, have denounced Russia’s actions in Ukraine – in fear of similar 

events occurring at their doorstep (Baev 2015). In sum, the Kremlin’s quest for new and ever 

more elaborate tools to secure and strengthen its state power and eradicate all sources of 

hostile influence – domestic and external – seems to reveal a deep-rooted nervousness (Rumer 

2015).  

 

A question looming, in regards to Russia’s handling of post-Soviet colour revolutions, is the 

issue of whether the Kremlin has a real grand strategy or not. The question was touched upon 

in the above; however, its complexity continues to remain high. The complexity is to some 

extent a product of Putin’s incredible shrinking inner circle, which in recent years has made it 

more difficult – compared to the years of Yeltsin – to predict, assess, decode and analyse 

Russian foreign policy-making processes (Galeotti 2016). The shrinking inner circle should 

be seen as a token of Putin’s brand of conservatism: as the Kremlin regime has strove for 

consolidation and stability, it has lost the ability to change, and traditionalism has become 

Moscow’s new normal (Stanovaya 2016). In relations to this, many observers have suggested 

that the political structures of “Putinist system” are stagnating, as it did under Leonid Brezh-

nev. However, instead of sliding into stagnation, Putin’s regime is changing from within in 

order to meet the internal threat of erosion of power. To illustrate, the personnel shakeup of 

2016 in which Putin fired old associates – including the former Minister of Defence and Chief 
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of Staff, Sergei Ivanov – and hired new, loyal strongmen (siloviki) revealed an on-going 

power struggle in Moscow. In substance, the policy on Ukraine and the formation of the 

National Guard have been the primary bones of contention – symbolising a struggle for power 

between Putin and the Presidential Guard (FSO), on the one hand, and the military establish-

ment, including the SCRF and FSB, on the other (ibid.). According to Galeotti (2016), these 

tendencies have excited speculation about: “the emergence of a neo-Stalinist form of autocra-

cy or, at the other extreme, wild claims of splits in the leadership and a challenge to Putin”. 

For now, the SCRF might want to try to contain the “adventurous” and aggressive Putin, or 

Putin might want to use a new small “victorious” war in the neighbourhood, e.g. in Ukraine or 

Belarus, to seize control over the SCRF (Åslund 2016).  

 

 

9. Conclusion 
 

The outset of this study was to analyse why and how Russia responds to the threat of post-

Soviet colour revolutions through the eyes of the international relations theory of neoclassical 

realism. As a result, this study focused on how systemic pressures (independent variable) are 

translated through domestic unit-level intervening variables to produce state behaviour or 

foreign policy – the outcome and dependent variable. In the case of describing Russian 

foreign policy towards post-Soviet colour revolutions, this study identified the intervening 

variables of state power, the ability to extract state power, grand strategy formation and the 

ideational issues of ideology and nationalism. In this case, three hypotheses were formulated 

and the analysis of Russia’s counter-measures provides some justifications for the hypotheses 

to be corroborated. In answering what characterises and determines Russia’s response towards 

post-Soviet colour revolutions, this study analysed which systemic pressures affect and shape 

the general direction of contemporary Russian foreign policy. At a systemic level, post-Cold 

War Russia has been affected by its relative decline of global (and regional) power and 

relevance – and the corresponding prominence of the Western-led world order. At this stage, 

Moscow has sought to counter its declining global position through the means of advocating 

for the occurrence of a multipolar world order. In this regard, this study found that Moscow’s 

sphere of privileged influence, i.e. the post-Soviet space, serves a special place in the for-

mation of Russia’s foreign policy in its pursuit of developing and preserving its: (i) position as 

a global power in world politics, (ii) status as a regional hegemon in the post-Soviet space and 
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(iii) survival of the authoritarian regime. To labour the point, it is obvious that Russia per-

ceived the democratic uprisings in Georgia and Ukraine as a geopolitical struggle for power, 

in which the West attempted to subvert Russian influence in the region. Furthermore, the 

democratic nature of the Rose and Orange Revolutions posed an existential threat to the 

legitimacy of the Kremlin-regime. In analysing how Russia responded to the threat of post-

Soviet colour revolutions, the above intervening variables provided a high degree of explana-

tory power. For this purpose, the study identified significant differences in Russia’s approach 

to countering colour revolutions from the periods 2000-2008 to 2008-present. As a result, the 

study was divided into two parts – each representing one of the periods. In the first period of 

countering colour revolutions, i.e. the Rose and Orange Revolutions, there was an extensive 

externalisation of Russian domestic policy. At this point, Moscow countered the Rose and 

Orange Revolutions by strengthening the state power (regime building), cracking down on 

domestic NGOs, de-legitimating the democratic nature of the revolutions and promoting the 

state ideology of ‘sovereign democracy’. These counter-measures were taken for the reason of 

avoiding any revolutionary democratic tendencies from spreading into the Russia, or finding a 

permanent foothold in the post-Soviet space. In sum, this study found that the first period of 

countering colour revolutions were characterised by a high degree of internal regime consoli-

dation, as the relative weak state of Russia state power meant that Moscow did not have the 

ability and capacity to act effectively on an external level. However with the 2008 Russo-

Georgian War, Russia managed to add an extra dimension to its foreign policy trajectory of 

countering colour revolutions, namely hard power. In responding to the threat of colour 

revolutions, Russia continued to strengthen and consolidate the internal stability of the 

regime, thus putting all executive power in the hands of the Kremlin. In line with the increase 

of state power, Moscow managed to resurrect hard power as a countering tool – seen through 

the military interventions in Georgia and Ukraine, the formation of more aggressive grand 

strategies and the realisation of the Gerasimov Doctrine. To add, this study found that Russia 

is engaging in a widespread ideology formation, i.e. ‘sovereign democracy’ and ‘Russkiy 

Mir’, when under threat of colour revolutions, as a way of legitimating a more aggressive-

oriented foreign policy. Lastly, this study discussed the viability of Russia’s foreign policy 

responses towards colour revolutions, which might end up being self-defeating for its foreign 

policy objectives in the near abroad and the survival of the regime.  
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