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Russian Revanche:  
External Threats & Regime Reactions

Keith A. Darden

Abstract: Has the development of post-Soviet Russia in an international system dominated by a democ-
racy-promoting United States bred an authoritarian reaction in Russia as a response to perceived threats 
from the West? Beginning with the NATO bombing of Yugoslavia in 1999, Russian elites have increas-
ingly seen the United States as a distinctively threatening power, one with a strategy to exploit civic orga-
nizations, ethnic groups, and other forms of domestic pluralism as “fifth columns” in an effort to over-
throw unfriendly regimes. With each new crisis in U.S.-Russian relations–Ukraine 2004, Georgia 2008, 
Ukraine 2014–the Russian leadership has tightened controls over society, the press, and the state. The re-
sult is that the United States’ muscular promotion of democracy abroad has produced the opposite of its 
intended effect on Russia, leading successive Russian governments to balance the perceived threat from the 
United States by pursuing greater military and intelligence capacity to intervene abroad, and by tighten-
ing internal authoritarian controls at home to prevent foreign exploitation of the nascent internal plural-
ism that emerged in the wake of Communism.

For the first post-Soviet decade, the pole star for 
Russia and much of Eurasia lay in the West. While 
championing their country’s distinctiveness, Rus-
sian elites sought investment, modernization, and 
integration into a set of world institutions and a lib-
eral economic order that was designed and domi-
nated by the U.S. and European states and compa-
nies. They measured their progress by the standard 
of Western states and institutions, and success was 
defined as access to the markets and influence in the 
institutions of Europe and the United States. Alter-
natives to Western liberalism, and in particular al-
ternatives to liberal democracy, were certainly ex-
plored, but the basic standard remained.1 

That is clearly no longer the case. Over the past de-
cade, and accelerating in the past three years, we have 
witnessed Russia’s deliberate distancing from West-
ern (U.S.) values, institutions, rules, and norms, and 
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from the cooperative role that Russia had 
been expected to play in international af-
fairs. This has challenged every aspect of 
Russia’s rocky relationship with the United 
States and Europe. Internally, we have seen 
the tightening of societal controls, increas-
ingly limited political competition, and a 
resurgence of nationalism and conserva-
tism in ideology and rhetoric.

Is there a connection between Russia’s 
geopolitical turn away from “the West” 
and its turn away from liberalism at home? 
Traditionally, if the link between Russia’s 
political regime and its international rela-
tions has been discussed at all, the assump-
tion has typically been that Russia’s undem-
ocratic internal politics and political econ-
omy drive its oppositional foreign policy.2 
Whether it is because of the economic im-
perative of low soil yields or the ideological 
imperatives of pan-Slavism and revolution-
ary communist ideology, scholars have re-
peatedly argued that Russia’s domestic char-
acter drives it to expand and project power 
outward.3 In contemporary writing, it is of-
ten assumed that as leaders of a nondemo-
cratic (kleptocratic,4 fascist5) regime, Rus-
sia’s elite relies on distracting its population 
with military victories and imaginary exter-
nal threats to stay in power. Putin pursues 
war abroad to gain legitimacy at home.

The arguments are familiar, if not tak-
en for granted. Less attention has been 
given to the converse thesis: that the cur-
rent Russian regime is partially the prod-
uct of the post–Cold War international en-
vironment in which it developed–an en-
vironment that Russian elites, rightly or 
wrongly, have progressively come to see as 
threatening to their state’s survival. Rus-
sia, in the twenty-five years following the 
end of the Cold War, developed in an era 
of unprecedented American power. Pow-
er need not imply threat, but it is the ex-
ception to the rule for states not to find 
the preponderance of power threatening. 
And over the course of the past twenty-five 

years, and especially following the nato 
bombing of Yugoslavia in 1999, American 
power and influence have come to be per-
ceived in Russia as a multifaceted Western 
threat. By 2016, the predominant Russian 
view–expressed in official statements, 
state media, and elite policy circles–sees 
the United States as the preeminent mil-
itary power in the world and leader of a 
military alliance that has marched relent-
lessly to the Russian border and has used 
force and funds to overthrow and infiltrate 
rival regimes.6 Russian restrictions on civ-
il society and ngos, on foreign aid and as-
sistance, on the media, and on the control 
of strategic economic assets–all critical 
features of its authoritarian regime–have 
been justified as a need to internally bal-
ance against an external Western threat. 
Even if we grant that such fears are not ful-
ly grounded in fact, is it possible that a gen-
uine perception of external threat has driv-
en some of the Russian leadership’s deci-
sions about domestic control, and that 
an alternative international environment 
would have led to a very different, more 
democratic Russia?

These questions afford no definitive an-
swers, since we cannot remove Russia from 
its international context and see how its 
regime might have developed in different 
conditions. But that is precisely the point. 
We cannot presume that the international 
environment in which Russia was situated 
had no effect on the internal changes that 
took place, nor that international relations 
will have no future effect on Russia’s inter-
nal developments. In this essay, drawing on 
the sequence of contentious international 
events of the past two decades and Russia’s 
inward turn toward authoritarianism, I ex-
plore the prospect that there is a vicious cy-
cle at work in which external threats and in-
ternal closure feed one another, driving the 
Russian state deeper into a nondemocratic, 
reactive spiral in its relations with the Unit-
ed States and with its own citizenry.
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We do not typically think of U.S. pre-
dominance as a source of nondemocratic 
regimes. In the past decade, the authors 
who have begun to examine the role of the 
international environment in shaping do-
mestic political regimes, both as a general 
phenomenon and within postcommunist 
Europe, have consistently viewed West-
ern influence as a contributor to greater 
democratization. These authors have sug-
gested that (liberal) international and re-
gional organizations promote democrati-
zation by socializing elites, by leveraging 
the economic benefits of membership to 
shape the regimes of potential members, 
and by enhancing the linkage of nondem-
ocratic regimes to the economies and pol-
ities of democratic states.7 Many have ex-
amined the longer-term impact of interna-
tional democracy assistance programs and 
the construction of civic organizations and 
media that provide the basis for democ-
ratization, as well as more bilateral ties of 
linkage and leverage among neighboring 
states and allies.8 Others explore the role 
of transnational activist networks in mo-
bilizing for democratic change in response 
to rigged elections.9 Democratic interna-
tional society assimilates states through 
socialization, sanction, and transborder 
networks and interactions. There is no 
shortage of works that look at democra-
tizing international influences.

Yet these works have a distinctly benign 
or liberal view of the international envi-
ronment and the nature of international 
influence. External influences are primar-
ily “benevolent” in the sense that outside 
actors are helping societies to overthrow 
the shackles of their nondemocratic lead-
ers, and international influences work in 
the direction of democracy. This is a val-
id but nonetheless quite narrow view of 
the role of international influences on do-
mestic political regimes. Significantly, per-
haps, it is not the view of international re-
lations one encounters in Moscow or Bei-

jing. It neglects the role of external threat 
or perceived concerns about national se-
curity and territorial sovereignty, and the 
effect of conflictual geopolitical relations 
among states on their internal develop-
ment. 

These are major omissions. Early social 
theorists drew a connection between ex-
ternal threats and internal freedoms, or 
the “constitution” of states. Otto Hintze, 
the military historian and contemporary 
of Max Weber, noted that to focus solely 
on the internal sources of political regimes 
was “in effect, to wrench each single state 
from the context in which it was formed; 
the state is seen in isolation, exclusive in it-
self, without raising the question wheth-
er its peculiar character is co-determined 
by its relation to its surrounds.”10 In keep-
ing with the Realist tradition in interna-
tional relations, the “surrounds” that in-
fluenced regime development were char-
acterized as threatening, with the degree 
and nature of the threat determined by 
geography and proximity to other pow-
ers. States were not directly socialized by 
the other states that constituted their en-
vironment; their constitutions were a re-
sponse or reaction to the security environ-
ment they faced. States were influenced 
not by the “values” of their neighbors, 
but through existential competition with 
them.11 For political scientist Harold Lass-
well, heightened levels of war and external 
threat would breed undemocratic “garri-
son states” at home.12 The sparse contem-
porary literature on how external threats 
have shaped the development of political 
regimes suggests that external threats and 
interstate conflict work against the devel-
opment of democracy.13 

To assess the role of external threat it 
is useful to examine both the realities of 
relative power as well as Russian percep-
tions of threat. What is the international 
environment in which Russia has found 
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itself over the past twenty-five years? It is 
a world in which the United States is mil-
itarily dominant, active, and increasingly 
present on Russia’s borders. During Pu-
tin’s first term as president, from 2000 
to 2005, U.S. military spending increased 
from $415 billion to $610 billion and its 
share of overall world military spending 
rose above 40 percent.14 The nato alli-
ance–at American impetus–steadily ex-
panded: to Poland, the Czech Republic, 
and Hungary in 1999; to Slovakia, Slove-
nia, Romania, Bulgaria, and the three Baltic 
states–Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania–in 
2004; and to Croatia and Albania in 2009. 
The alliance made clear that its doors were 
open to new members, raising the possi-
bility that additional territories that were 
once part of the Soviet Union would be-
come part of the nato security architec-
ture.15 At the Bucharest Summit in 2008, 
nato explicitly stated that Georgia and 
Ukraine “will become members.”16 

Along with the increase in relative U.S. 
military power and expenditure and the 
expansion of U.S. alliances was a shift in 
U.S. doctrine to define foreign democrati-
zation and human rights as a primary na-
tional security interest and to explicitly ad-
vocate interference in the internal affairs of 
other states. This shift in U.S. doctrine was 
bipartisan–as much characterized by the 
“muscular liberalism” of the Clinton ad-
ministration’s actions in the Balkans and 
the expansion of nato as by the Bush ad-
ministration’s intervention in Iraq–but it 
was most clearly articulated in George W. 
Bush’s Second Inaugural Address in 2005:

We are led, by events and common sense, 
to one conclusion: The survival of liberty in 
our land increasingly depends on the success 
of liberty in other lands. The best hope for 
peace in our world is the expansion of free-
dom in all the world. 

America’s vital interests and our deepest be-
liefs are now one. . . . Advancing these ideals

is the mission that created our Nation. It is 
the honorable achievement of our fathers. 
Now it is the urgent requirement of our na-
tion’s security, and the calling of our time. 

So it is the policy of the United States to seek 
and support the growth of democratic move-
ments and institutions in every nation and 
culture, with the ultimate goal of ending tyr-
anny in our world.17

If the perception of threat derives from 
a combination of capability and intent,18 
one would have to be strongly committed 
to the idea of the benevolence of Amer-
ican power and influence not to find the 
United States threatening in the post–
Cold War period.19 Russian elites do not 
have strong priors regarding Western be-
nevolence. The stated commitment to in-
tervention “in every nation and culture” 
was perceived not as liberal benevolence 
but as the pretext for the use and expan-
sion of American power. From the Rus-
sian government’s perspective, the past 
twenty-five years have been a progressive 
revelation of the threat emanating from 
a preponderance of U.S. power.20 Koso-
vo 1999. Iraq 2003. Ukraine 2004. Georgia 
2008. Libya 2011. Ukraine 2014. Each cri-
sis sparked and reinforced a growing elite 
narrative about the dangers of a powerful, 
interventionist United States.

What effect did liberal American dom-
inance have on Russia? Some have raised 
the possibility that the collapse of one pole 
in a bipolar system has meant the end of 
effective opposition,21 or at least the end 
of an alternative normative standpoint.22 
Michael McFaul argued that in the “uni-
polar” world that followed the collapse of 
the ussr, the removal of competitive pres-
sures, combined with the singularity of the 
democratic, capitalist model, meant that 
the United States no longer feared revolu-
tionary regime change; other states were 
no longer in a position to provide external 
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assistance to authoritarian regimes that re-
press popular opposition.23 The effect of 
the international environment on domes-
tic regimes would be to move them closer 
to democracy. In a sense, in a world with 
one normative pole and center of power, 
the only available option is to jump on the 
bandwagon.

Russia, of course, has done the opposite. 
In response to the build-up and repeated 
use of U.S. expeditionary forces, Russia 
increased military expenditure and un-
dertook major reforms of the structure of 
the armed forces, creating a far more ca-
pable and less corrupt force.24 Russia ini-
tiated limited reforms in Putin’s first term 
and increased expenditure considerably, 
although military spending as a share of 
Russian gdp and overall government ex-
penditure stayed relatively constant at ap-
proximately 4 percent and 10–11 percent, 
respectively.25 Following the Russo-Geor-
gian War of 2008, however, the Russian gov-
ernment pursued a series of transformative 
reforms under Defense Minister Anatolii 
Serdyukov, shifting from an officer-heavy 
mass mobilization force to a more effec-
tive mobile force based more heavily on 
well-equipped, well-trained professional 
soldiers. Spending increased while person-
nel were cut. The basic model of the Rus-
sian military was transformed. Snap in-
spections and readiness drills became the 
norm. Russia invested heavily in the pro-
duction of a new generation of tanks and 
aircraft, and increasingly equipped its units 
with advanced weaponry. Russia continued 
to rely on nuclear weapons as a response 
to existential threats, but created well-
trained mobile special-operations units  
that could be deployed quickly and quietly 
to counter conventional threats. 

The Russian government also increased 
the repression of dissent at home. To what 
extent has the closure of Russia’s political 
regime been a response to the increasing 
perception of a threatening international  

environment as a result of these crises? 
Many raise the possibility that Russian lead-
ers simply frame the international environ-
ment as threatening as a tool to preserve a 
corrupt and closed regime, and Russia is 
often labelled a kleptocracy. But a country 
whose regime is primarily devoted to the 
personal enrichment of its leaders should 
not invest over a tenth of its government 
budget in its militaries, especially not in ac-
tual preparedness through costly regular ex-
ercises. Kleptocrats–those who rule sole-
ly for the purpose of personal financial en-
richment, such as Yanukovych in Ukraine 
or Mobutu in the Congo–take the money 
for themselves while allowing all aspects of 
the regime not critical to political survival 
to atrophy. If the Kremlin were simply gin-
ning up the perception of external threat to 
stay in power, it would not have made real 
investments in defense. The government’s 
spending suggests that the official state-
ments about external threat are not sole-
ly propaganda for domestic consumption. 

As noted above, we simply do not have ac-
cess to a counterfactual world in which the 
United States were weaker and did not fuse 
democracy promotion abroad with mili-
tary power. We can, however, gain some 
leverage by examining the timing and se-
quence of regime changes in Russia. If ex-
ternal threat is contributing to restrictions 
on domestic freedoms, then salient U.S. or 
nato actions should be followed by clo-
sure of Russia’s regime. Each new crisis in 
external relations should be met with a se-
rial closing of Russia’s doors to the interna-
tional liberal order, with investment in co-
ercive capacity and with a tightening of au-
thoritarian controls at home. The Russian 
leadership’s response has been to progres-
sively balance against U.S. power and influ-
ence–a kind of “conservative realism”– 
manifest through tighter political control 
at home and more use of force abroad. 

Judging from officially issued securi-
ty documents, such as the Foreign Policy  
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Conception of the Russian Federation and 
the National Security Conception of the 
Russian Federation, the critical turning 
point in Russian perceptions of threat came 
with nato’s offensive military operations 
in Kosovo. Prior to this point, the United 
States and U.S. power were not presented 
as a threat to Russia in official government 
security assessments. nato expansion–
which began in the mid-1990s–was not 
well received in Russia, but nato expan-
sion alone appears to have been insufficient 
to raise the specter of a threat to Russia’s 
territorial integrity.26 Russia’s security doc-
trine in 1997, which followed the invitation 
of Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Repub-
lic to join the nato alliance, did not explic-
itly identify nato or the United States in 
the list of threats Russia faced. Indeed, ex-
ternal military threats hardly merited men-
tion. Even nato’s first (ever) major mili-
tary engagement, the offensive operation 
in Bosnia against the Bosnian Serb forces, 
was undertaken with the approval of the 
un Security Council. nato expansion and 
the use of force were uncomfortable, per-
haps, but not sufficient to lead to a funda-
mental rethink of the nonadversarial per-
ception of the United States that had been 
in place since Gorbachev. 

This changed with Kosovo. The nato 
bombing of Yugoslavia in 1999 shifted per-
ceptions completely: it showed that the al-
liance could (and would) be used for of-
fensive out-of-area operations to intervene 
in the internal affairs of a sovereign state 
without United Nations approval. Russian 
leaders immediately registered the po-
tential threat. The link of external (U.S./
nato) military power with internal op-
position (the Kosovo Liberation Army) to 
undermine a rival government came to be 
perceived as a new model of warfare and 
the “foundation of a unipolar world.”27 In 
Russia’s October 1999 National Security 
Concept–the first following the Kosovo 
War–international influence in Russia’s 

internal politics was identified as a threat 
to national security.28 An expansion of the 
domestic control of the state was articulated 
as strategically necessary to prevent exter-
nal actors from undermining Russia’s in-
ternal security. In a world of asymmetric 
Western power, the notion that a state’s 
internal opposition could be exploited by 
outside powers to undermine a regime cre-
ated a perverse incentive for some regimes 
to circumscribe or eliminate the internal 
pluralism essential to democratic rule. The 
astute observer of Russian security poli-
cy and future National Security Council 
director Celeste Wallander noted in ear-
ly 2000 that “many Russian analysts be-
lieve that bilateral relations [between the 
United States and Russia] are approaching 
Cold War levels of mistrust.”29

Shortly after the nato bombing of Yugo-
slavia in the spring of 1999, Russia took an 
inward authoritarian turn.30 Yeltsin select-
ed a former kgb officer as his successor and 
the Kremlin tightened its vertical of pow-
er and invaded Chechnya to restore central 
government control, foreclosing the poten-
tial for a Kosovo-style Western intervention 
in Russia on behalf of an active separatist 
movement on Russian territory. The first 
terms of Putin’s presidency saw a dramat-
ic expansion of state control. State corpora-
tions and banks acquired key television me-
dia assets. The heads of state corporations 
and banks, in turn, were replaced with loy-
al cronies, typically with ties to the securi-
ty sector (the siloviki).31 Natural resource as-
sets were renationalized, with those person-
ally loyal to Putin placed in control. Private 
wealth-holders either demonstrated polit-
ical loyalty to the regime (Mikhail Frid-
man, Vladimir Potanin, Vagit Alekperov) or 
were expropriated (Mikhail Khodorkovsky, 
Vladimir Gusinsky, Boris Berezovsky). For-
eign investors were pushed out of key sec-
tors. New military districts were created 
and the elections of regional governors 
came to an end. 
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All of these developments, in turn, wors-
ened relations with the United States. U.S. 
presidents criticized Russian actions, which 
in many ways simply reinforced the Rus-
sian view that in a world of overwhelming 
U.S. power, and a willingness of the United 
States to intervene in the domestic affairs 
of states, all potential internal opposition–
whether ethnic/separatist, liberal, or hu-
manitarian–was a potential fifth column 
waiting to be exploited by an overwhelm-
ingly powerful external enemy. American 
concerns with internal Russian affairs re-
inforced the assumed link between the ne-
cessity of internal control and the counter-
ing of external threat.

The U.S. invasion of Iraq and the color 
revolutions heightened the sense that pre-
dominant U.S. power presented a novel 
kind of threat and continued the downward 
spiral.32 The color revolutions in Yugoslavia 
(2000), Georgia (2003), and Ukraine (2004) 
were particularly significant. Like Kosovo’s 
Liberation Army, the opposition in these 
cases were perceived not as popular move-
ments for freedom and democracy, but as 
organizational pro-Western proxies used by 
the United States to oust unfriendly lead-
ers. Even when direct involvement of the 
U.S. government in these revolutions was 
not evident, many Russian elites assumed 
that the United States had a role, and that 
the “freedom agenda” shrouded a general 
U.S. strategy to oust unfriendly leadership. 
The assumption of a link between Western 
support and domestic opposition was not 
entirely groundless. Political scientists Ste-
ven Levitsky and Lucan Way point to the or-
ganizational linkage of the West to a coun-
try’s business and ngo communities as a 
key factor influencing democratization.33 
As McFaul has noted regarding Ukraine, 
external assistance from the United States 
and European countries “played a signifi-
cant role in underwriting the activities of 
civic organizations that helped get out the 
vote and then protect it” and “one of the 

most effective media outlets, Ukrainska pra-
vda, relied almost exclusively on external fi-
nancial support.”34 Transnational networks 
did train activists and mobilize external 
support.35 The triad of support for ngos, 
election monitoring, and media organiza-
tions became an essential part of U.S. for-
eign assistance and international democra-
cy promotion efforts. 

Following the Orange Revolution in 
Ukraine, Russian security doctrines revealed 
yet another dark turn in Russian perceptions 
of the role of the United States in its inter-
nal affairs. Countering U.S. unipolarity was 
not simply a matter of building up Russian 
military capability to counterbalance U.S. 
strength. The goal was also to limit the U.S. 
“freedom agenda,” which was posited as a 
vehicle for the extension of U.S. power and 
intervention through “hybrid warfare.” Be-
ginning in the early 2000s, Russian leader-
ship articulated the view that the United 
States extended its influence through infil-
tration and subversion of unfriendly gov-
ernments, that the United States exploits 
domestic and international law when and 
how it suits its relentless pursuit of power, 
and that much of the international order is 
a mechanism for imposing U.S. influence 
and designs. Regime change was equated 
with U.S. subjugation. Norm entrepreneurs 
and the domestic civil society organizations 
linked to them are the tips of the American 
spear. By January 2005, Russian state media 
was openly stating that Russia was the target 
of a new Cold War, waged “by political prov-
ocation, played out with the help of special 
operations, media war, political destabiliza-
tion, and the seizure of power by an aggres-
sively activated minority . . . with the help 
of velvet, blue, orange etc. revolutions.”36

The perceived link between the Unit-
ed States and domestic opposition–real 
or imagined–also negatively affected the 
domestic regime.37 In May 2005, the head 
of the fsb (Federal Security Service), Ni-
kolai Patrushev, warned in a speech to the 
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Russian Duma that foreign intelligence ser-
vices were using ngos to infiltrate Russian 
society and that “under the cover of imple-
menting humanitarian programs in Russia, 
they lobby for the interests of certain coun-
tries and gather classified information on 
wide ranges of issues.”38 The Russian gov-
ernment responded to the December 2004 
Orange Revolution in Ukraine by creating 
new restrictions on ngos, tightening con-
trol over foreign assistance, and limiting 
media freedoms, transnational advocacy 
networks, and election monitors.39 Putin 
explicitly stated that the laws restricting 
ngos were “intended to protect against 
the intervention of foreign states in the in-
ternal political life of the Russian Federa-
tion.”40 The increased control of society–
and the promotion of nationalist parasoci-
etal organizations and the strengthening 
of the nationalist line in propaganda–fol-
lowed fairly quickly on the back of the col-
or revolutions and are reasonably inter-
preted as a direct response.41 

When the U.S. government openly 
praised the 2011–2012 protests in Russia, 
with Secretary of State Hillary Clinton stat-
ing in a speech in Lithuania that “the Rus-
sian people, like people everywhere, de-
serve the right to have their voices heard and 
their votes counted,”42 the Russian govern-
ment responded with the expulsion of us-
aid, a law demanding that entities receiv-
ing foreign funding must register as “foreign 
agents,” new restrictions on protest partic-
ipation, and continued rhetoric about the 
influence of external actors on Russia’s in-
ternal affairs.43 Prior to the crackdown, Pu-
tin noted that opposition leaders “heard the 
signal and with the support of the U.S. State 
Department began active work. . . . We are 
all grownups here. We all understand the 
organizers are acting according to a well-
known scenario and in their own merce-
nary political interests.”44 The perceived 
threat of the color revolutions–potential-
ly with external sponsorship and encourage-

ment–effectively generated their antithesis 
in Russia: a set of authoritarian strategies, 
doctrines, and ideas. External support for 
democracy led to regime closure. 

The internal closure of the regime and 
hostility between Russia and the United 
States spiraled downward precipitously 
with the crisis in Ukraine in 2014.45 The 
extra-constitutional ouster of Viktor Ya-
nukovych’s government and the seizure 
of power by a pro-U.S., pro-nato, and 
anti-Russian coalition clearly marked a 
sharp increase in the perception of threat 
in Moscow, triggering a full triad of balanc-
ing efforts (military, internal, and ideolog-
ical).46 As a military response, Russia used 
its newly revamped special forces to quick-
ly invade and annex Crimea and to sustain 
a separatist insurgency in eastern Ukraine. 
By May 2014, the Russian security doctrine 
identified color revolutions as a form of hy-
brid warfare used by the United States as 
the primary external threat.47 New legisla-
tion further restricted the presence of for-
eign donors and limited foreign owner-
ship of Russian media to 25 percent shares, 
which led to the sale and replacement of 
the editorial board of Vedomosti, one of the 
last moderately independent news sourc-
es. Opposition figures were targeted with 
propaganda and persecuted as “fifth col-
umnists” of the West. The Duma passed 
legislation authorizing the fsb to fire on 
crowds.48 And the Kremlin is creating a 
new National Guard that will be directly 
subordinate to the president. 

Surely not all of Russia’s steps away from 
formal democracy should be linked to ex-
ternal factors. Boris Yeltsin shelled his own 
parliament and imposed a superpresiden-
tial constitution through a referendum in 
1993, actions that have no evident link to in-
ternational factors. The restrictions placed 
on political parties have no plausible in-
ternational connection, since no political 
parties received foreign support. More-
over, some of the regime tightening–such 
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as the end of gubernatorial elections and 
the control of civic groups–correspond-
ed to incidents of terror and secession that 
would clearly have heightened a sense of 
domestic threat. The Nord-Ost hostage cri-
sis in October 2002 was followed by anti-
terrorism laws restricting media coverage 
during emergency situations and the ef-
fective government takeover of ntv, the 
last independent television station. In the 
wake of the Beslan massacre in 2004–and 
over a month prior to the Orange Revolu-
tion in Ukraine–the Russian Duma passed 
legislation ending the elections of region-
al governors. But the statements of the re-
gime and the explicit efforts to close off 
avenues of foreign influence by tighten-
ing domestic controls suggest that even 
these domestic concerns were increasing-
ly viewed through the lens of internation-
al threat and competition.

 Not all countries would, or could, re-
spond to U.S. power by balancing it or by 
introducing greater authoritarian controls. 
Germany and other nato members re-
sponded by reducing their military spend-
ing and accepting diminished readiness 
to respond to external threats. They em-
braced American power and saw it as pro-
viding rather than undermining their own 
security. But Russia’s Soviet past left it with 
a different set of priors, with which actions 
such as the nato airstrikes on Yugoslavia 
resonated like a tuning fork. The Russian 
elite has a long history of perceiving inter-
nal opposition as agents of a foreign power. 
As George Kennan noted in his Long Tele-
gram in 1947, 

In 1924 Stalin specifically defended the reten-
tion of the “organs of suppression,” meaning, 
among others, the army and the secret police, 
on the ground that “as long as there is a cap-
italist encirclement there will be danger of 
intervention with all the consequences that 
flow from that danger.” In accordance with 
that theory, and from that time on, all internal 

opposition forces in Russia have consistently 
been portrayed as the agents of foreign forc-
es of reaction antagonistic to Soviet power. 

The Russian reaction to U.S. power may 
not have been inevitable, but it certainly 
fit comfortably into Soviet Cold War nar-
ratives of enemy infiltration and threat. 

To place the Russian reaction in broader 
context it is useful to recall historian and 
diplomat E. H. Carr, who pointed to the 
relations of power that underlay norma-
tive commitments in international affairs. 
Writing in the 1930s, but looking back at 
the ideologies of predominant states, Carr 
noted that internationalism and universal-
ism were ideologies of states that aspired to 
world leadership–to hegemony. Univer-
sal values suit the powerful, Carr thought, 
for they justify universal intervention and 
interference in the internal affairs of other 
states, something only the powerful are ca-
pable of. “Pleas for international solidarity 
and world union,” Carr wrote, “come from 
those dominant nations which may hope 
to exercise control over a unified world.” 
Similarly, Carr noted that the ideological 
reaction of rising powers was a function of 
positions of relative weakness. “Countries 
which are struggling to force their way into 
the dominant group naturally tend to in-
voke nationalism against the internation-
alism of the controlling powers.”49 Uni-
versalism, whether liberal or communist, 
is the ideology of the dominant. The aspir-
ing or declining powers mobilize nation-
alism and particularism.

In the post–Cold War period, Russia de-
veloped in an international environment 
dominated by a United States that com-
bined military power, a normative com-
mitment to democratic regime change, and 
transnational activist networks for the pro-
motion of democratic elections abroad. In 
the antiliberalism of great powers like Rus-
sia and China, we see the paradoxical effect 
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of the singularity of American power and 
dominance: a defensive inversion of dom-
inant norms. For states strong enough to 
mount a challenge, and with a prior histo-
ry of framing internal pluralism as a source 
of external threat, resistance to U.S. power 
will present as an antiliberalism that is like-
ly to shape domestic institutions. It is de-
pressing that the primary effect of a world 
dominated by liberal democratic states may 
not be the gradual extension of democra-
cy and the normative assimilation of the 
world’s nondemocratic emerging powers, 
but it should not come as a surprise. The pri-
mary effect of muscular liberalism may be 
to generate an opposing reaction. 

This is precisely what we have seen in the 
Russian case, where the response to liber-
al democratic universalism and American 
power has been military buildup combined 
with domestic repression and a more con-
servative antidemocratic nationalism. In 
reacting to the perceived threat of U.S. pow-
er and potential interference in its domestic 
affairs, the Russian leadership consistently 
tightened its political control over the Rus-
sian state and society, further worsening re-
lations with the United States. In this sense, 
the repressive regime in Russia is not en-
tirely indigenous. It evolved in part as a re-
sponse to the international environment of 
U.S. power and the international promo-
tion of democracy. As liberal universalism 
has grown more muscular–more identifi-
ably American in its networks of support 
and legal foundation–and penetrated clos-
er to Russian borders through the expan-
sion of nato and the color revolutions, 
Russia has not grown more open domesti-
cally, but more closed. As the level of exter-
nal threat has increased with confrontation 
with the West over Ukraine and the ensuing 
sanctions, Russia has simply grown more 
nationalist, more closed, and more repres-
sive. Paradoxically–but perhaps predict-
ably–the Russian reaction to U.S. power 
and democracy promotion was to shore up 

both the doctrine and practice of national-
ism, illiberalism, and nondemocratic rule. 
If Russia had a less threatening relationship 
with the United States, it is possible that we 
would have a very different, more demo-
cratic Russia. And, in turn, a more demo-
cratic Russia might have reinforced a better 
relationship with the United States.

This is not to suggest that the authori-
tarian turn in Russia or its conflictual rela-
tionship with the West is the “fault,” in any 
meaningful sense, of any particular U.S. 
government or leadership. Neither U.S. 
power nor its democratic institutions were 
plausibly subject to change in the post-
war period. The simple fact of U.S. pow-
er combined with U.S. values might have 
been sufficient to make the U.S.-Russian 
relationship problematic. But beginning 
with Kosovo, the tightening of domestic 
controls in Russia following international 
crises with the West suggests that the mar-
riage between power, particularly the use 
of military force, and liberal ideals was par-
ticularly pernicious in the Russian case.

And the Russian case is perhaps not 
unique, but rather begs some deeper ques-
tions about the relationship between pow-
er and ideas, and about U.S. power and 
the effective promotion of democracy. A 
muscular liberalism backed by the world’s 
dominant power may lead to concerns that 
freedom will be exploited to interfere in 
the internal affairs of states. The enterprise 
of international democracy promotion–
supporting media, civic organizations, 
and academics that are favorably inclined 
toward the values of the more powerful 
state–may paradoxically promote a re-
pressive nationalist response, or at least 
undermine indigenous sources of democ-
ratization. Power, and especially military 
power, may undermine the capacity of a 
country to promote its ideas. Democra-
cy’s virtues may be the truth, but from the 
mouth of the most powerful state in hu-
man history, it can easily sound like a lie. 
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