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a one-sided Power 1

Several decades ago, a brilliant wit and former FRG chancellor, Helmut Schmidt referred 
to the USSR as the Upper Volta with rockets. The remark was offensive, but largely fair. 
The USSR faded rapidly, losing its cultural and ideological appeal, incrementally falling 
behind the leading Western nations as well as Japan and South Korea, both economically 

and technologically. The primary basis of its claims to being the second superpower was its military 
might. However, this claim was also supported by the respectable strength of its natural sciences. 
At the turn of the 1970s and 1980s, the Soviet development model had become exhausted. Still, 
nothing changed. The nomenclature prospered, the intelligentsia quietly hated the governing 
power, whoever could leave – left, while the public remained silent. The Soviet identity and 
ideology, imposed with blood by the death of millions of people and a massive propaganda machine 
that was strengthened by victory in WWII and increasingly based on this victory, began to crack. 
People no longer believed in anything and the future looked bleak. When oil prices fell, it was the 
collapse. Military strength could not save the country from the crisis, it merely intensified it. 

Sergey Karaganov, Chairman of Global Economy and International Politics at the Higher 
School of Economics (Moscow), member of the Scientific Committee of the Franco-Russian 
Observatory

1.  The article is largely based on the studies conducted by the Council on Foreign and Defense Policy in 2013, within the 
framework of the “Strategy XXI” program, directed at the development and proposal to the government and society at large of an 
alternative to the current path of development, which is a dead end that can only lead to mediocrity. 
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Today, Russia is in better condition. Due to the end of the USSR, not only 
did it lose part of itself: Ukraine, Belarus, as well as many peripheries conquered 
by the czars in the geopolitical maneuvers of the 19th century, which only fed on 
the resources of the metropolis, Central Asia and the Caucasus. 

Along with the surplus, Russia cast off the military yoke that was strangling 
the USSR. After all, the army and military-industrial complex consumed a 
quarter or more (it is unclear how much) of the nation’s budget, not to mention 
its gross national product. Currently, due to reforms started by the defense 
minister, Anatoliy Serdyukov, and continued by Sergey Shoygu, Russia will most 
likely have an adequate military by the end of the decade. 

However, despite its losses, Russia has retained its nuclear superpower status, 
and a seat in the United Nations Security Council. It has also maintained its 
history as a victorious nation over the course of half a millennium. Of course, 
it occasionally lost small wars, but in the end it was always victorious. Russia has 
also maintained its great culture (although it remains highly underappreciated), 
created by the empire’s elite. 

In the early 2000s, Russia finally got lucky. Growth in Asia spurred demand 
for traditional Russian exports – raw materials, energy and metals. The demand 
for water-intensive goods, such as food, cellulose and petrochemicals, increased 
incrementally. The country can increase the production of these materials with 
relative ease. 

Russia also got lucky geopolitically; the traditional competitors sank all at 
once. The US – due to the two major defeats (in Iraq and Afghanistan), and 
flaws in their economic model, revealed during the crisis of 2008 but have since 
overcome. Another problem is the political schism among the American elite, 
which continues to widen. 

Meanwhile, Europe sank due to excessively rapid expansion of the EU and 
the euro zone, and the reluctance of most countries (other than Germany and 
Scandinavia) to abandon the model of development based on consumption and 
the increase of rights at the expense of responsibilities. This model, despite its 
obvious humanitarian appeal, turned out not to be viable in the face of Asia’s 
rapid expansion. 

The weakening of the West, however, holds serious negative consequences. 
The impulse to modernize is waning, which in Russia historically almost always 
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came from the West. The chances of a geopolitical alliance with Europe, at least 
for the time being, have decreased. 

All reinforce, within Russian society, traditionally strong isolationist tenden-
cies of the elite who were unable to compete, and were clearly opposed to all 
that is “Western, ” despite the advancement and efficiency of the latter. In 
addition, the “threat” from the West, whether military or even spiritual, was 
unprecedentedly low. 

Russia’s influence and prestige at the international level are not only by 
chance; they are in large part due to action that is anything but metaphysical: 
firm policy and skillful diplomacy that maximize the country’s positions. This 
diplomacy is currently compensating for the dwindling economy, weakening 
institutions and human resources, which are shrinking both qualitatively and 
quantitatively. While foreign policy may partly depend on internal policy to 
some extent, Russia’s foreign policy has currently risen and advanced with excep-
tional force when compared with the increasingly dull internal base. 

Russian diplomacy, traditional at its core, largely plays by the rules of the 
geopolitical templates of the past and the Westphalian nation-oriented interna-
tional model. But this model of diplomacy is turning out to be quite adequate in 
today’s modern globalized yet increasingly ungovernable world, where nations, 
fearing the challenge, have quickly become weakened, yet still able to defend 
the interests of their state; a world where re-nationalization is on the rise; where 
there are hopes (and fears) regarding the future absolute power of transnational 
corporations, global civil society and world governance (and, bluntly speaking, 
“behind the world’s scenes”); where legislative, moral and decency standards are 
rejected, even though they still shaped international relations in the recent past. 

In this world, Russian diplomacy, which has preserved and improved its 
skill, is no longer burdened by ideology or values (aside from its undeniable 
sovereignty and, perhaps, its identity as a great nation rooted over the last 300 
years in the national consciousness and desire to be among the first), and seems 
as comfortable as a fish in water.

The most recent example of such diplomacy is the dashing Syrian gambit 
of 2013, featuring an offer to destroy the Syrian arsenal of chemical weapons. 
This incidentally saved the Obama administration from a trap, in which it found 
itself against a wall, by demanding a strike against Syria. It also saved – at least 
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temporarily – Bashar al-Assad, by relating to him as a client and ally of Russia. 
But most importantly, it increased the weight of Russia’s foreign policy. 

strenGths and weakness oF russia’s diPLomacy 

However, even prior to this event there were plenty of successes. Russia 
has noticeably strengthened its positions on the former USSR’s territory. The 
Customs Union and, more importantly, the Eurasian Union are both being built 
under a guise less hegemonic than to strengthen international competition. 

However, the West attempted to take advantage of the political crisis at the 
end of 2013 and beginning of 2014 in Ukraine, which had objective roots (the 
growing inability of the elite to ensure the most basic order and progress in the 
country), in an attempt to make up for shortcomings during the last few years 
and to slow Russia’s rise in the realm of foreign policy. Moscow, having encoun-
tered this provocation (from its point of view), directed at the continuation of 
the soft politics of the Cold War, when the West systematically encroached upon 
Russia with the expansion of NATO, the structures of the European Union, 
retaliated harshly. Its goal was the prevention of this expansion. Moreover, the 
bloody crisis in Kiev threatened to expand into the regions, putting the interests 
and lives of the inhabitants of the southern and western regions of the country 
in danger. The situation around Ukraine also deteriorated, as it was framed by, 
and in part due to, the unprecedented (since the worst period of the Cold War) 
propaganda attack that unfolded during 2013 and reached its peak during the 
Sochi Olympics.

The latest round of battling over Ukraine has also shown Russia’s weaknesses, 
but not with respect to its foreign policy. The desire of many Ukrainians to 
join the EU, even though only virtually, is not just inspired by the elite’s fear of 
the harsher and more powerful Russian competition, but rather by the much 
more attractive quality of life in Europe, often referred to as “soft power.” Many 
Ukrainians want to at least dream of living “as they live in Europe, ” not as they 
live in Russia. 

In Asia, although Russia has a relatively weak hand in economic and military 
matters, it manages to maneuver quite successfully in the Russia-China-US 
triangle as well as in the Russia-Japan-China triangle, but continually finds itself 
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in “third place.” Despite the overwhelming economic superiority of China in 
the region, – Russia has maintained warm and friendly relations with China. At 
the same time, friendly and productive relationships are being established with 
countries neighboring China, as was evident during Putin’s November 2013 
tour. This is not just true of India, but Vietnam, South Korea and Japan as well. 
This contrasts with the US, which is trying to establish a system of military-
political containment of China, whereas Russia, it seems, is pursuing a system of 
“open arms,” creating non-hostile conditions to balance China’s might, which is 
also more advantageous for China. But most of all, advantageous for Russia. 

Russian diplomacy is also doing very well in Iran. Together with the Western 
nations, Russia took part in harsh economic pressure on Tehran in an attempt 
to avert it from turning into a military nuclear power. In parallel, Moscow 
persistently and successfully prevented the outbreak of war against Iran, which 
would lead to the continued destabilization of the region and force Russia to 
take sides. As a result, Russia did not make an enemy of its geopolitically impor-
tant southern neighbor, which behaved constructively during the Chechen war, 
and during the Caucasus situation in general, as well as assisting in assuaging the 
crises in Central Asia. It can also be hoped that it will assist in the regulation of 
the situation in Afghanistan.    

Very quickly and with minimal expense, Russia is filling gaps in the Near East 
that are opening up as a result of the departing exhausted Americans. Russia is 
on civil terms with Iran, and even has decent relations with Israel. Relations with 
Egypt, another key nation in the region, are also improving. 

One can form various attitudes toward the abstract objectives of official 
Russian policies that aim to cut off any influence on internal policies. This is 
being done both by limiting the possibilities of financing Russian NGOs, and 
through the reduction of opportunities for Russian officials to hold undeclared 
assets and property abroad. It is also manifested in an unwillingness to further 
discuss with the Western partners the internal politics in Russia, as was the case 
until quite recently. I believe that the intense pressure on NGOs has done more 
harm than good, having demoralized Russian civic activity. And without it, and 
without a revival of self-management at the municipal level of government, the 
country will not develop. 

As a result, more politicians and analysts come to the conclusion that 
the external pressure on Russia regarding questions of internal policy is 
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counterproductive. Many Russians also hold this belief. They see that appeals 
to the West do not bring the desired outcome, and that they can only rely on 
themselves. Russia is getting rid of the legacy of the 1990s, but also of the Soviet 
legacy, when the regime, realizing its own weakness and illegitimacy, even went 
so far as to exchange Soviet citizens – Jews – for economic subsidies, and at least 
partial political recognition. 

Currently, the cost of such policies is not so high. An annoyance over the 
demonstrative political independence and a rejection of imposed rules in terms 
of values did not translate into readiness by the West to put harsh and collective 
pressure on the Kremlin. It is unclear how well it can unite in response to the 
Ukrainian crisis. In any case, in the contemporary multipolar world, this policy 
will be much less effective than during the time of bipolar opposition. 

Russian foreign policy nevertheless has its own weaknesses. Many embassies 
are kept isolated from the societies in the nations where they are implanted, 
possibly more so than during the existence of the USSR. The diplomats do not 
want or know how to socialize and are not inspired to do so. The shift toward 
Asia is not reinforced by a strategy of renewed development in Siberia and the 
Far East, and is stagnant as a result. But to put it into pseudo-scientific terms, the 
above-mentioned shortcomings do not supersede the basic conclusion: Russian 
foreign policy and diplomacy have been very successful during the last few years. 

In the last years of its existence, the USSR was a one-sided military and 
political power. Russia, as is especially evident in 2013, is turning into a one-sided 
diplomatic power that does not have or does not resort to other sources of 
power. Naturally, a diplomatic nation is better than a military one. However, it is 
still one-sided and therefore implicitly unstable. 

Of course, if the current global instability continues to increase, Russia and 
its diplomacy, reinforced by its upgraded military capabilities, can continue to 
maintain its status among the top three leading powers, while Vladimir Putin 
will continue to rank among the top in terms of world leaders. But it is unwise to 
bet on instability; especially as one of its foundations, the Near East, will sooner 
or later be linked with Russia. 

The United States, having detached itself from the conflicts in the Middle 
East, and having partially left the region after insuring its independence in terms 
of energy, will be freed up, in part, to put further pressure on Moscow. China will 
continue to grow stronger and loom large. 
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There are also other tendencies that can lead to weakening political diplo-
macy, which is currently key for Russia. With the expansion of alternative energy 
sources, from Africa, Asia and, of course, the shale revolution, Russia’s impor-
tance as an exporter of oil and gas is on the decline. The slowing of economic 
growth in Asia reduces the political value, not to mention the economic value, of 
Russian natural resources. Even more importantly, Russia’s unresolved economic 
problems are piling up. A leftover of the 1990s, the illegitimacy of large private 
holdings, and more importantly their legal vulnerability along with a high level 
of corruption, has led to a drop in investment activity and already paved the way 
for a slowing economic growth in the near future, independent of the climate of 
the world markets. Meanwhile, the situation does not look well. 

This deterioration of medium-term prospects of economic development is 
already quite obviously decreasing Russia’s political weight as well as the readi-
ness of its partners to take Moscow’s interests into consideration or respect its 
opinions. This decrease in “soft power” can only be slightly offset by flawless 
rhetoric or even by committed and skillful diplomacy. 

It is unlikely, for example, that President Obama would allow himself to skip 
a summit with the Chinese government, which represents the most dynamic 
economy in the world (second only to the US), as he did in September of 2013, 
by refusing to attend the Russian-American summit before the meeting of the 
“big 20” in Saint Petersburg, even though the activities of the Chinese govern-
ment incite annoyance and concern in Washington. And this refusal, although 
indirect, weakened Russia’s position in its dialogue with China, Europe and 
other partners and competitors. 

For the time being, Russian diplomacy has been able to compensate any 
possible losses caused by the Syrian maneuver. In the shortterm, this has rein-
forced Moscow’s position as well as the overly harsh Russian response to the 
Western challenge in Ukraine. However, this has not solved the problem of the 
outside world believing that Russia has a dim future.

The moderate rise of German rhetoric in relation to Russia in the last year 
is not just tied to internal politics. Other causes are: the drive to push out the 
socialist-democrats, considered “pro-Russian,” annoyance with the checks placed 
on German humanitarian organizations that operate on Russian territories as 
well as the NGOs that are financed by them, and the Russian rejection of the 
most recent European attitudes regarding the rights of sexual minorities and 
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other value-based disagreements. These differences always existed and typically 
ran much deeper. 

There is another direct long-term perspective of a decrease in European and 
German dependence on Russian energy, which has led to a pessimistic assess-
ment of the Russian market’s future. This has weakened the positions of the 
German business partnership, which in the last few decades has played a key role 
in determining Germany’s policies regarding Russia. 

Lastly, due to the decline of economic growth, and more importantly, due 
to the absence of an active and focused development policy, Russia has simply 
ceased to interest many partners. This is fairly obvious to most regular partici-
pants of international forums, myself included. 

Even more disconcerting than the current problems are the long-term 
foreign policy prospects. This is especially the case because of the weakening 
internal foreign policy foundation. 

The Russian technological lag is increasing. Not only is the country barely 
taking part in the creation of new technologies, it looks as though this topic is 
virtually absent. 

Rather than solve these and other key problems that Russian society faces, 
the government fairly artfully manipulates public opinion, bringing up ever-new 
artificial problems for discussion. The elite escape, taking their children and 
capital with them, and even self-indulgently criticize the government.

Pessimism becomes the dominant emotion in society. Russians have begun 
to lose their courage and bravado, which saved them so often during tragic 
incidents of their history and led them to celebrated victories. Russia is slowing 
down, looking into the past, and not directed toward the future. It is unclear if 
the crisis surrounding Ukraine will be able to reverse this trend. 

Previous paragraphs would have voluntarily been omitted from an article 
dedicated to Russian foreign policy, were it not for the fact that the dead end, 
decline of growth and increasing pessimism of today’s environment marked by 
the freeflow of information, are quickly seen by the outside world and weaken 
the country’s foreign policy positions. Vladimir Putin and Sergei Lavrov’s 
spirited attack tactics only partially compensate for this pessimism. 

Moreover, the world’s competitive focus is moving ever more sharply toward 
economic and technological realms as well as those relating to information 
and ideas. The role of military strength has not decreased. However, it plays a 
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secondary or tertiary role and primarily between nations of secondary impor-
tance. The leading nations cannot use it due to the nuclear standoff. And when 
they do use it, they usually lose, as demonstrated by the presence of the US and 
NATO in Iraq and Afghanistan. Even Lebanon did not turn out to be a victory. 
Globally, rockets carry less weight than during the time when Helmut Schmidt 
mocked the USSR. 

Victorious in this competition are those capable of creating new tech-
nologies and/or those who can quickly and effectively implement them 
into the economy on a broad scale. Those who are using the most advanced 
communication methods can offer or impose their own views and values. 
In the contemporary information world, which has never been more open, 
these concepts and figures, these brand images – not just of products but also 
of countries – play a growing role in the definition of companies and nations’ 
competitive positions. Technologies are more available than ever before. But in 
order to implement them, a large number of educated and motivated people are 
needed. 

And now I have reached the most important point. Russia has a chance of 
entering the circle of the most advanced nations, and to maintain its status as a 
great power. However, it is worth noting that masterful diplomacy or military 
power is not enough. National policy must shift toward development of the still 
valuable human capital – with upstream efforts to develop the nation’s educa-
tion, health services and high cultural level through massive investment in the 
new generation, through the creation of political, social and – especially – legal 
conditions so as to encourage young adults to remain in the country, linking 
their future to it, and preventing them from sending their children and capital 
elsewhere. Development of the nation’s human capital must become the new 
national objective for a generation. If we take these steps, the world will quickly 
take the future economic and social development into consideration and the 
current, unavoidable lag for the coming years will not lessen our weight in terms 
of foreign policy. The country will have a future. 

A large-scale, economically advantageous project of development aimed at 
the future is needed. Despite its probable utility, the Eurasian Union is not in 
fact effective. The ambition to integrate into Europe, which unites the Central 
European elite, also is not one of the “big projects” in the current context of 
prolonged crisis in the EU and European model. On the other hand, rejection 
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of this track of development that began with the Varangians, and adoption of 
Christianity by the Byzantines – the then leaders of Russia – would represent a 
rejection of its own essence as a nation. 

Apparently, this project needs to be the renewed highlighting of Siberia and 
the Far East, which has been discussed for years. This can be achieved through 
the use of technologies and capital from Europe and America, the leading 
Asian nations, including, of course, China. This would link Russia to the Pacific 
fast track of growth and turn Russia into a major Asian-Pacific power, not just a 
European one. It is quite obvious how this is to be done, however, this is a subject 
for another article. Meanwhile, I will finish this one with the assertion that for 
the next 10 years, and for the first time ever, the primary reserve of Russian 
foreign policy lies within its internal development. That is also where the most 
serious risks lie, which could cause the country to lose its political weight and 
status as a major power, both of which are important elements for the majority 
of the population. 
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