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Cover

The Ukrainian flag flies from the back 
of military vehicles during the opening 
ceremony of the land portion of Exercise 
SEA BREEZE on 28 June 2021 in Oleshky 
Sands, Ukraine. The U.S. Sixth Fleet and 
the Ukrainian navy have cohosted SEA 
BREEZE as a multinational maritime 
exercise in the Black Sea since 1997. 
While the exercises were designed to 
enhance interoperability of participating 
nations and strengthen maritime security 
and peace within the region, Russia’s 
February 2022 invasion of Ukraine 
changed the situation fundamentally. In 
this issue, the Review features several 
articles addressing different aspects of the 
war in Ukraine.

Source: U.S. Navy photo by Mass Com-
munication Specialist 3rd Class Jack D. 
Aistrup 
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FROM THE EDITORS

As of this writing, the Russo-Ukrainian war persists and continues to evolve 
along various dimensions, but its fundamentals have remained relatively un-
changed since its early months� Russia has sustained a massive defeat which it 
is clearly unable to reverse—at least on the conventional battlefield� The authors 
assembled in this issue explore those fundamentals and assess the war’s future 
direction in light of them�

In the first place, there is the maritime dimension� In “Naval Considerations 
in the Russo-Ukrainian War,” Seth Cropsey provides a sketch of the overall tra-
jectory of the war prior to the dramatic success of the Ukrainian offensive in the 
Kharkiv area in September, emphasizing the importance of the Black Sea in Rus-
sia’s attempts to consolidate control of the war’s real strategic prize: possession of 
the greater part of Ukraine’s coast on that body of water—which also serves as 
NATO’s southeastern maritime frontier� (He notes in passing that the now largely 
destroyed and impoverished Donbas no longer can be considered such a prize�) 
Cropsey argues that the importance of control of the Black Sea only can increase 
as the Ukrainians continue to weaken Russia’s hold on their country’s southern 
periphery, and ultimately on Crimea� NATO, and especially the neighboring  
Romanians, likely will have an increasingly critical role to play here� Seth Crop-
sey, a former Deputy Under Secretary of the Navy, is president of the Yorktown 
Institute�

There has been to date little public discussion of the legal regime relating 
to access to the Black Sea, but this too is a critical aspect of the war’s maritime 
dimension� The Montreux Convention of 1936 continues to govern Turkey’s 
management of access to the Black Sea via the Bosporus and Dardanelles� In 
“The Russia-Ukraine Conflict: Blocking Access to the Black Sea,” Raul Pedrozo 
reviews the terms of this agreement, which in essence allows the Turkish govern-
ment to close the straits to the warships of all belligerent powers in time of war 
except those returning to their home base from elsewhere� It did so a week after 
the Russian invasion� Few noticed, however, that the Turks have taken advantage 
of a loophole in the treaty to deny access to naval forces of nonbelligerent powers 
as well—which is to say, U�S� and nonriparian NATO navies� This move, evidently 
intended to appease the Russians, undermines the integrity of the treaty regime 
and could have far-reaching strategic consequences� Captain Raul Pedrozo, USN 
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(Ret�), is a professor in the Stockton Center for International Law at the Naval 
War College�

Undoubtedly the greatest question mark looming over the entire conflict 
in Ukraine is the nuclear one� In “Nuclear Weapons in Russia’s War against 
Ukraine,” Stephen Blank analyzes contemporary Russian doctrine regarding 
nuclear use in the course of a conventional conflict, within the larger context of 
Russia’s calculated use of nuclear threats as a psychological instrument to deter 
and constrain adversaries’ potential responses to Russian actions both in peace-
time and in war� He suggests that the only real success the Russians have had in 
the current war is in intimidating effectively those elements of Western opinion 
in favor of terminating the war on Russian terms and in persuading Western 
governments to limit the kinds of military aid they have been willing to supply to 
the Ukrainians� Whether Vladimir Putin actually would push the nuclear button 
under any set of circumstances Blank does not try to guess, but he makes clear 
that the long-standing Russian/Soviet habit of treating tactical nuclear weapons 
as an integral part of the country’s operational military arsenal is certain to 
continue giving the West cause for alarm� Stephen Blank is a senior fellow at the 
Foreign Policy Research Institute�

In “The Euro-Russian Energy Divorce: How Ukraine and Climate Broke Ost-
politik,” Emily J� Holland examines another critical dimension of the current con-
flict, this one with ramifications extending far beyond the battlefield� It is hard to 
overstate the importance of oil and natural gas not only for the economy of Russia 
but for those of European Union member states as well� Even after Russia’s seizure 
of Crimea in 2014, the Europeans—especially the Germans—essentially turned a 
blind eye to Russian geopolitical misbehavior for the sake of preserving Europe’s 
access to plentiful and relatively inexpensive Russian gas� Although the Euro-
peans envisioned eventually weaning themselves off natural gas as alternative 
forms of “green” energy became available in the future to cope with anticipated 
global warming, the invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 brought a moment of 
reckoning� Germany was compelled to recognize the folly of its overreliance on 
Russian gas, while at the same time the sudden constriction in global fossil-fuel 
supplies began to force a rethinking of the Europeans’ equally feckless embrace 
of a problematic green-energy future� Emily J� Holland is an analyst in the Russia 
Maritime Studies Institute at the Naval War College�

Enlarging the aperture of the Russo-Ukrainian war still further brings us to 
its potential impact on Russia’s relationship with China, and thereby also on 
the international position of the United States� In “Putin’s Ukraine Invasion: 
Turbocharging Sino-Russian Collaboration in Energy, Maritime Security, and 
Beyond?,” Andrew S� Erickson and Gabriel B� Collins provide some far-ranging 
speculations about the future of the Russia-China relationship, beginning with 
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a look at its energy dimension� Although the Chinese had seemed to be moving 
toward a tighter embrace of Vladimir Putin, they have been ambivalent about 
his Ukrainian venture and have declined to provide the Russians with overt 
military assistance� Putin’s military debacle clearly has altered the terms of the 
relationship, with Russia now a distinctly junior partner—a situation with which 
the Russian leadership may become increasingly uncomfortable� Erickson and 
Collins make the important point that the Chinese are no longer in the position 
of relying on Russian/Soviet military technology transfer to provide their high-
end weapons systems—with the important exception of submarine-quieting 
technology, which the authors suggest could form the basis for a grand bargain 
that could pose grave dangers for the United States in its efforts to contain the 
Chinese military threat in the western Pacific� They speculate further about pos-
sible increased access by the Chinese to Russian port facilities in the Far East and 
the Arctic� Andrew Erickson is a senior analyst in the Naval War College’s China 
Maritime Studies Institute, and Gabriel Collins is a fellow at Rice University’s 
Baker Institute for Public Policy�
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PRESIDENT’S FORUM

IN JANUARY 2022, the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) and 
the Secretary of the Navy launched an initiative designed to 

foster within the Navy an ecosystem—a culture—that helps our service to as-
sess, correct, and innovate better than the opposition does� Get Real, Get Better 
(GRGB) promises to accelerate our competitive edge as the world’s strongest 
navy� It is a call to action for every Navy leader to apply a set of Navy-proven lead-
ership and problem-solving best practices that empower our people to achieve 
exceptional performance�

Admiral Michael M� Gilday, USN, describes key components of GRGB in the 
following way:

• The Navy has teams with great culture and performance, but we also see ex-
amples of teams with poor culture and weak performance� The gap between 
our best and our worst performers is too large�

• To remain the world’s strongest navy, we must have a consistently strong 
performance� Get Real, Get Better is the mind-set that our best performers 
use consistently�

• This approach empowers our people to find and fix problems—and inno-
vate—at their own levels, from the deckplates to senior echelons� We reward 
ownership and ingenuity, and we help each other remove barriers�

• We are committed to accelerating our war-fighting advantage by unleashing 
our people, not burdening them with additional requirements, policies, or 
bureaucracy�

• These principles make our Navy more ready for competition and combat�

Get Real, Get Better
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He expands on these broad themes by noting that Get Real, Get Better is a 
proven mind-set that every Navy leader must embrace to unlock the full potential 
of our people� It starts with our core values of honor, courage, and commitment 
as the bedrock of a winning navy�

Building on these values, he defines the key components of GRGB as follows: 

• “Getting Real” is about having the courage to self-assess and to build teams 
that embrace honest, hard, transparent looks at our performance to under-
stand our strengths and shortcomings� We must be our own harshest critics�

• “Getting Better” is about a commitment to improving, to being self-correcting� 
It’s about taking pride in high standards and fixing problems together when 
they’re small, before they grow large and complex� It’s about applying proven 
methods to get after the things that matter most in a focused and disciplined 
way, not by just adding activity�

Here at the Naval War College (NWC), our College of Leadership and Ethics 
(CLE) is helping our institution to embrace the tenets of GRGB� CLE has imbued 
the principles of self-assessment and self-correction into our in-residence course 
(Leadership in the Profession of Arms) and the flag-level leader-development 
courses for two- and three-star admirals and senior civilian executives� The 
Navy can accelerate our war-fighting advantage by having a growth mind-set and 
building learning teams� For example, when leaders self-assess they help their 
teams focus on aligning with the organization’s standards and goals� They lead 
their teams to identify and tackle problems, often encapsulated in the concept of 
“embracing the red�” This entails focusing on performance using data to challenge 
preconceived notions� Another facet of GRGB that NWC teaches is embracing 
the Navy’s core values of honor, courage, and commitment� Living these values 
can mean telling your boss about your challenges, not just sharing successes� 
It can mean having the courage in a meeting to spotlight barriers that you and 
your subordinates have recognized and bringing them to the boss with potential 
solutions�

Self-awareness is a crucial grounding point in anyone’s leadership-development  
journey� It’s the first step in GRGB’s self-assessment phase� Once you’ve self-
assessed, getting feedback will help you self-correct so you can focus on what 
matters most� These are two behaviors that the Vice CNO has highlighted as 
desirable GRGB behaviors� The third behavior is to build learning teams� There 
is a difference between leading individual learners and leading a learning team� A 
learning team has a culture that supports getting to the root cause of each prob-
lem it uncovers and attacking that root cause relentlessly� A learning team shares 
trust and respect across the group� Team members provide their input without 
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fear of being ridiculed for thinking of something new or for challenging the as-
sumptions underlying a proposed solution�

While GRGB is a Navy initiative, it aligns with recent Joint Staff directives 
to move the professional military education programs of all the services to an 
outcomes-based military-education (OBME) environment� This shift relies 
heavily on a robust process of authentic, direct assessments that approximate 
the conditions our graduates will face in their operational environments� NWC 
faculty members have been working hard for more than four years, under the 
leadership of the dean of academics, to embrace the tenets of OBME� Akin to the 
“Get Real” prong of GRGB, we are developing a plan to assess how well our edu-
cational programs provide our students with what we expect them to know, value, 
and do once they complete the program, as defined by written program learning 
outcomes� We will delve into the many implications of adapting our educational 
programs to embrace OBME concepts in a future President’s Forum column�

In summary, the GRGB initiative encourages us to act transparently, focus on 
what matters most, and build learning teams� It’s about fostering a culture that 
rewards leaders, sailors, and civilians not only for the outcomes they achieve 
but for how they lead� This underlying cultural focus will drive us, at NWC and 
throughout the Navy, to perform at peak levels�

SHOSHANA S� CHATFIELD

Rear Admiral, U.S. Navy
President, U.S. Naval War College
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NAVAL CONSIDERATIONS IN THE  
RUSSO-UKRAINIAN WAR

Seth Cropsey

 On the face of it, the Ukraine war is a land-centric conflict�1 In the physical 
sense, Russia invaded Ukraine by land� Moreover, all wars are fought for 

terrestrial objectives� While other elements of military power may be decisive, 
the ultimate arbiter of victory is one actor’s ability to impose its will on the other 
on land. Nevertheless, naval forces and maritime considerations have played a 
crucial role in the Ukraine war� This article will review this role and explicate the 
insights the course of the conflict thus far holds for naval strategy and planning�2 
First, we must build a strategic hermeneutic of Russian objectives and locate 
maritime factors within that structure to assess the role of naval power in the 
Ukraine war� Russia invaded Ukraine for a variety of reasons� Ironically, however, 
for a continental power par excellence, Russia’s grand military strategy stems 
from a variety of naval and maritime considerations, and the overall strategy has 
a distinct maritime bent� Therefore, Russia’s strategic objectives in Ukraine and 
initial campaign plans contained a similar naval element�

While the war began in one manner, it evolved quickly into a conflict that is 
radically different from what most analysts anticipated� Thus, second, we must 
understand the role that naval power has played in Russia’s strategic reorientation 
in Ukraine� The Ukrainian south coast is Russia’s most tangible strategic prize� 
Naval forces are crucial to holding this prize� As the balance has shifted over the 
war’s first five months, it has become clear that a carefully planned Ukrainian 
strategy has stressed key elements of Russia’s maritime strategy� Indeed, Ukraine’s 
theory of victory is shaped by maritime considerations as thoroughly as Rus-
sia’s—its land-based actions have clear maritime objectives�

While Ukraine has leveraged its capabilities for maritime effect, Russia retains 
a fundamentally strong naval position that it will leverage to pressure the West 
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in the long term� Thus, third, we need to assess alliance dynamics and American 
naval strategy and capabilities, as well as review the prospects of a naval mission 
that breaks the Russian Black Sea blockade while also deterring Russian escala-
tion elsewhere�

THE PRELUDE:  
RUSSIAN STRATEGY IN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE
Russia’s 24 February 2022 invasion of Ukraine had multiple drivers� However, a 
synoptic overview of Russian strategy indicates the central role naval consider-
ations have played in Russia’s approach to Ukraine and its broader policy toward 
Europe� Naval considerations motivated the Ukraine war, shaped Russian opera-
tional planning during the lead-up to the invasion, and were apparent through-
out the invasion’s first weeks�

First, we need to establish a historical perspective by which to assess Russian 
European strategy and Ukraine policy� In brief, intersecting domestic-political 
dynamics—driven by Vladimir Putin’s individual choices—blended with a shift-
ing tactical and technical situation to guarantee an invasion at some point from 
late 2020 onward�

Modern Russia is the last multiethnic European empire� Soviet ideology and 
the trappings of modernity have allowed a fundamentally premodern Russia to 
masquerade as a modern state�3 Nominally, contemporary Russia recognizes its 
multiethnic nature, with its over two dozen national republics and autonomous 
districts among its eighty-odd federal subjects; each non-oblast is a designated 
national homeland for a non-Slavic ethnos that nevertheless remains part of the 
Russian state�4 However, like the traditional multiethnic empires—for example, 
the Ottomans and the Habsburg Austrians—the Russian state is bifurcated along 
ethnic and geographic lines�5 On one side is the ruling class of European Slavs 
that dominate European Russia� On the other are the various subject peoples—
the Buryats, Chechens, Dagestanis, various other Caucasians, and other Central 
Asians and Siberians who are intermixed with ethnic Russian Slavs�6

Early Russia
From Peter I’s reign (1682–1725) onward, Russian political economy and society 
have been structurally identical, despite changes in nominal political authority 
and industrial expansion� Slavic northern European Russia serves as the impe-
rial capital and “gateway” to Russia� Saint Petersburg exemplifies this; the city is 
a Slavic facsimile of Amsterdam, complete with the Admiralty Building, a visual 
reminder of Russian maritime, and by extension great-power, ambitions at its 
center�7 The Saint Petersburg–Moscow axis receives foreign visitors� The two 
cities are the primary access point to the vast material wealth locked in the Rus-
sian interior� The exports may change—although foodstuffs remain a constant, 
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oil and natural gas have replaced timber and various stones and ores since the 
early twentieth century—but the basic political structure is identical�8 The ruler, a 
Slavic European Russian, reigns from Moscow or Saint Petersburg or both, over a 
host of subject nations stretching from the Dniester and Vistula in the west to the 
Kamchatka Peninsula in the east, presiding over the greatest collection of physical 
wealth and the largest unified landmass in human history� It makes little differ-
ence whether this leader terms himself tsar, general secretary–cum–maximum 
leader, or federal president�

This imperial structure naturally encourages a cultural chauvinism, expressed 
through Russian Orthodox religious practice and even in literature�9 The Russian 
imperial-national imagination seeps out of historical confusion and myth� In the 
Russian case, the narrative attempts to equate the medieval Rus’, a multiethnic, 
multipolitical religious community bound by a shared Old Slavonic liturgy, into the 
primordial core of the Slavic-Russian ethnos.10 Ukraine and Belarus are historically 
crucial to any self-image of Russian empire� Ukraine—namely, Kyiv—is the home 
of the first assertive Rus’ political unit and was the heartland of Russian culture 
under the ancient narrative before the Mongol conquests drove the Rus’ to the re-
mote north�11 In turn, as Russia emerged from the Muscovite forests, Ukraine and 
Belarus were the new Russian state’s first tangible European frontiers, subjugated in 
the eighteenth century during a series of wars against the European great powers�12

Ukraine’s Significance
Ukraine is particularly relevant� During the nineteenth century, its eastern re-
gions formed imperial Russia’s earliest industrial hub�13 Its farmland served as 
Russia’s breadbasket� Its southern coastline—including Crimea’s ports and newer 
settlements such as Mariupol’, Berdyansk, Mykolayiv, Kherson, and Odesa—of-
fered ample export opportunities and a commanding position in the Black Sea� 
These same factors persisted throughout the lifetime of the Soviet Union�14 When 
Ukraine’s central role in Russia’s national-historical narrative is considered, the 
present-day relevance of Ukraine to the Russian state becomes clear� The Soviet 
Union formally collapsed in 1991� Moscow lost swaths of territory in Eastern 
Europe and Central Asia� Yet the situation was less revolutionary than it seems to 
Western observers� The Warsaw Pact states such as Poland, the former Czecho-
slovakia, Hungary, and the erstwhile German Democratic Republic adopted 
surprisingly robust representative governments� Most joined NATO and the Eu-
ropean Union (EU) during several expansion waves from the mid-1990s through 
the 2010s� But apart from the Baltic States, the post-Soviet republics generally 
stagnated� Moscow maintained its sphere of influence in Central Asia and East-
ern Europe primarily because the Soviet nomenklatura—the hybrid civil service, 
security service, and party bureaucracy that managed each Soviet state—simply 
converted itself into a nominally democratic ruling class�15
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The same dynamic occurred in Ukraine and Belarus� Aleksandr Luka- 
shenko came to power democratically, but rapidly consolidated his position and 
maintained Soviet-era symbolism, industrial policy, and state organs, including 
the Belarusian KGB�16 Cosmetically, Ukraine’s changes were more robust� Nev-
ertheless, postindependence Ukraine was a small-scale facsimile of the Russian 
Federation, complete with ex-communist “reformist” heads of state in Kravchuk 
and Kuchma, a new oligarch class, and a security service, the SBU, that wielded 
significant domestic political power�17 Although the Cold War had ended, Rus-
sia was eminently capable of manipulating Ukraine as it wished, given nearly 
identical Russian and Ukrainian political cultures, ruling classes, and security 
structures� 

The 2004 Orange Revolution modified the situation to an extent� Indeed, this 
revolution was the first clear instance of Russian meddling in Ukrainian politics� 
The Kremlin attempted to assassinate the pro-European Viktor Yushchenko and 
may have had a hand in rigging the election results to favor its preferred candi-
date, Viktor Yanukovych�18 Mass protests in central Ukraine stemmed from clear 
electoral fraud� Yushchenko won in an internationally observed, constitutionally 
mandated rerun election and governed liberally for his five-year term� 

Despite this apparent thaw in Ukrainian domestic politics, in 2010 Yanu-
kovych defeated the Europhilic Yulia Tymoshenko, apparently guaranteeing the 
Kremlin’s control over Ukrainian policy just two years after the Russo-Georgian 
conflict�19 Here, the true nature of Vladimir Putin’s grand strategy emerges� It is 
fundamentally reactive. Its aggression stems from repeated Russian miscalcula-
tion and weakness�20 The ultimate decision to invade Ukraine was the result of a 
string of Russian failures toward Ukraine and Europe from 2013 onward�

Modern Developments
From 2008 to 2013, the Kremlin enjoyed a relatively stable relationship with 
the West� The Obama administration’s “reset” had little tangible effect� But the 
former president’s desire to end American commitments in Iraq and Afghani-
stan, along with the 2008 financial crisis and Great Recession, focused Ameri-
can attention on domestic political concerns, not European strategy� Indeed, 
Russia and China even acquiesced in the European-led, American-supported 
2011 intervention in Libya, demonstrating the degree to which neither Moscow 
nor Beijing viewed the United States as a serious Eurasian player�21 Until 2013, 
Putin’s goal was simply to maintain the status quo� The United States seemed 
willing to leave well enough alone in Eastern Europe� Despite the great Russian 
caterwauling over the U�S� invasion of Iraq in 2003, the Kremlin did not view 
the United States as a serious geopolitical competitor� The Baltic States, and 
most non-Soviet former Warsaw Pact members, joined NATO by 2004 without 
even mild Russian diplomatic protest, despite the Kremlin’s retroactive narrative 
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modifications�22 The civil upheaval of the 2013–14 Euromaidan protests in Kyiv 
transformed the strategic situation and, interestingly, it also stemmed from 
Putin’s miscalculation� Yanukovych, while fundamentally a Russian political 
creature, nonetheless understood Ukrainian domestic demands� He was willing, 
albeit reluctantly, to sign an EU association agreement that most Ukrainians 
supported� The Kremlin pressured him into abandoning that agreement and 
replacing it with a far less economically lucrative affiliation with the Eurasian 
Economic Union� Ukraine erupted in mass protests, which escalated throughout 
the winter until the Yanukovych government dissolved and the erstwhile presi-
dent fled the country�23

The Annexation of Crimea. At this point, Russia lost control of the Ukrainian 
government� The entirety of Russia’s European strategy since Yanukovych left 
Kyiv for Russia in the early hours of 22 February 2014 has centered on regaining 
this control� Russia without Ukraine and Belarus is in European terms a small, 
poor, sparsely populated country beyond Moscow and Saint Petersburg� Russia 
could not allow Ukraine to slip from its orbit� Moreover, Ukrainians would de-
rive significant economic benefits from long-term European association, even 
without EU membership� Putin could not allow Ukrainian economic gains to 
neutralize the political fundamentals of his regime�

Hence, the Kremlin acted quickly to recover the situation� Capitalizing on 
the chaos in Kyiv, Russia invaded and annexed Crimea, and sponsored separat-
ist fighters in Donets’k and Luhans’k Oblasts�24 The Crimea operation went off 
nearly without incident, apart from isolated pockets of light resistance�25 Indeed, 
many Ukrainian soldiers, security officials, and law-enforcement officers simply 
accepted the new situation—and for good reason� The government in Kyiv was 
on the verge of collapse, would be unable to pay basic salaries for months at least, 
and would demand relocation to nonoccupied Ukraine; whereas Russian rule 
offered stability, a consistent paycheck, and a normal life� After all, Crimea had 
the highest proportion of Russian speakers in Ukraine and was a popular holiday 
destination for middle-class European Russians and Ukrainians prior to 2014� 
Rule from Moscow, it seemed, would be identical to rule from Kyiv, apart from 
a different flag�26

Eastern Ukraine developed differently� Russia’s manufactured revolt in the 
Donbas should have spread further, considering the poor state of the Ukrainian 
armed forces in early 2014� Ukraine had only several thousand deployable sol-
diers, including several understrength mechanized brigades and no more than 
five hundred special-operations forces�27 Naturally, the Ukrainian state turned to 
paramilitaries for additional manpower� Despite their disadvantages, including 
varying levels of training and equipment, this collection of soldiers and volun-
teers fought the Russian-backed separatists to a standstill, stabilizing the situation 
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by late spring 2014�28 After several months, Russian regulars intervened, primar-
ily because the Ukrainian military—regrouped and intellectually recalibrated—
had launched a counteroffensive against the separatists that would have retaken 
the Donbas� Again, the motley collection of Ukrainian forces held its ground, 
throwing Russia back from Mariupol’ multiple times� For all Russia’s supposed 
dominance in Ukraine, as early as 2014 the careful observer should have noticed 
the Ukrainian military’s competence�29

After Crimea. By early 2015, it became apparent that Russia was unable to grind 
its way through Ukraine� It had gained one tangible benefit from its de facto in-
vasion: the Crimean Peninsula� With Crimea in hand and most of the Georgian 
coastline under its tacit control, and with the Ukrainian fleet neutralized through 
defection and capture, Russia now held a commanding position in the Black Sea� 
Nevertheless, Russia was militarily and economically unprepared for a broader 
war against Ukraine, despite a lack of Western support for Kyiv at the time�

The Kremlin shifted its strategic approach� It pursued a hybrid strategy that 
mixed diplomacy with coercion and sustained conflict�30 The Minsk II Agree-
ment mired Ukraine in endless negotiations that did not prevent Russia from 
sustaining the combat power of its proxies in the Donbas�31 Apparent Russian 
good faith was enough to convince France and Germany to “engage,” effectively 
negating the impact of limited Western sanctions and increasing Russian pet-
rochemical exports to Europe� Over time, Russia hoped to pressure Ukraine 
gradually into accepting a political Trojan horse into its body politic� Ideally, 
Minsk II, the “Normandy format” negotiations, and fluctuating military pres-
sure, along with Franco-German carelessness and American disengagement, 
would erode Kyiv’s will� After several years, Putin expected, post-Euromaidan 
Ukrainian president Petro Poroshenko would leave power and be replaced by 
a more amenable interlocutor who sought peace�32 Any peace deal would leave 
Donets’k and Luhans’k as part of Ukraine with increased autonomy, giving the 
Kremlin’s agents in the Donbas a functional veto over Ukrainian policy�33 Com-
bined with those Russophilic, anti-European elements within Ukraine—and 
with effective intelligence penetration—the Kremlin could prevent Ukraine 
from drifting out of its orbit�

DECISION TO INVADE, BUILDUP, AND INITIAL  
OFFENSIVE—NAVAL POWER AND RUSSIAN STRATEGY
Russia sustained this situation from 2015 onward, sporadically increasing pres-
sure on Ukraine in the East when it wished to drive Kyiv back to the negotiating 
table� However, as stated above, Putin’s hybrid-pressure strategy stemmed from 
weakness� As of 2015, Russia was militarily incapable of subjugating Ukraine� 
Indeed, it was incapable even of improving its own geographic position by force�
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This made Russia’s position in the Black Sea and eastern Mediterranean ex-
tremely vulnerable� Unlike the Soviet Union, with its massed tank divisions and 
military capacity to absorb conscripts, the Russian army possesses only a few 
hundred thousand soldiers, including draftees having only a year of training�34 
Russia’s long-term strategic objective, however, remained identical to the Soviet 
one: the Kremlin hoped to shatter NATO, ensure Russia’s position as the only non-

European power with a say in 
European affairs, and drive 
the United States from west-
ern Eurasia� Russia’s strategy, 
therefore, was to exploit seams 
in NATO� This strategy led to 

Russia’s intervention in Syria and its expansion in the High North, both of which 
were derived from the same logic—in each case, Russia could threaten NATO’s vul-
nerable maritime flanks�35 Geography enabled Russian basing in the High North, 
but it had to develop a much longer logistics and command network in the south, 
extending from Rostov-on-Don to the Levantine Basin and central Mediterranean�

Crimea, site of the Black Sea Fleet’s headquarters, is the backstop for any Rus-
sian power projection against NATO’s south� Yet Russia has struggled to resupply 
Crimea since the 2014 annexation� Ukraine controlled the North Crimean Canal, 
limiting the peninsula’s water supply�36 The Kerch Strait Bridge, completed in late 
2019, alleviates this pressure, but it lacks the capacity to sustain Crimea indefi-
nitely� And Russia has a limited merchant and military logistics fleet to transfer 
matériel to Crimea, let alone civilian supplies to Crimea’s now-Russian popula-
tion� If all things were equal, this situation might have been tenable� The Kremlin 
may have hoped to outlast Europhilic forces in Kyiv, await a pliant government, 
and resolve the situation in its favor� Yet all was not held equal� Three develop-
ments undermined Russia’s hybrid strategy and drove Putin to war—and naval 
considerations were paramount throughout the Kremlin’s assessment�

First, Ukrainian society neither collapsed nor produced a pliant leader� Ini-
tially, it appeared that television personality and comedian Volodymyr Zelensky 
would prove an effective proxy� Not only was he a political neophyte whom the 
Kremlin’s agents in Kyiv could manipulate, but he also ran on a pledge to end 
the Donbas war�37 Zelensky’s inexperience, however, implied little about his 
domestic political instincts� He rapidly realized that the Ukrainian population 
had no desire for concessions� This was true even in the country’s previously 
Russophilic East; unlike Crimeans under direct Russian rule, Russian-speaking 
and ethnically Russian eastern Ukrainians witnessed societal collapse in the self-
proclaimed Donets’k and Luhans’k People’s Republics, reducing desire for Rus-
sian rule�38 Zelensky, moreover, paradoxically benefited from his outsider status� 

Naval considerations motivated the Ukraine 
war, shaped Russian operational planning 
during the lead-up to the invasion, and were 
apparent throughout the invasion’s first weeks.
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His victory represented an assertion of nascent Ukrainian civil society against the 
post-Soviet oligarchs whom Putin had been able to influence more easily�39 But 
this alone would not drive Russia to war; perhaps the Kremlin could wait until 
2024 and bet on a new president�

Second, however, the Ukrainian military was improving� Over seven years of 
war, Ukraine had rotated through the Donbas around nine hundred thousand 
men, many of whom saw combat service� It had developed a corps of technical 
specialists—similar to noncommissioned officers—that amplified Ukrainian 
military effectiveness and enabled the integration of new technologies, particu-
larly unmanned combat aerial vehicles (UCAVs) to improve artillery targeting�40 
The Russian General Staff did not believe that the bulk of Ukrainian soldiers 
would fight their Slavic brothers or that Ukraine’s political authorities would have 
the stomach to resist� But Ukraine was gaining a decisive advantage over the Don-
bas militsiya, which had become little more than a collection of bandits after the 
Kremlin ejected soldiers of fortune such as Igor Girkin, who were, despite their 
brutality, more effective commanders than their replacements�41

During the period from 2020 to 2022, Ukraine had no desire to reconquer 
the Donbas� However, a more aggressive replacement for Zelensky—one with 
neo-Nazi inclinations, in the Kremlin’s warped worldview—might pressure the 
Donbas� Alternatively, an adventurous Zelensky, who already had shown his will-
ingness to reject the Kremlin’s advances and to stand up to the then U�S� president 
Donald J� Trump, might pressure the Donbas during the run-up to Putin’s own 
2024 election�42 This timing is significant because of Putin’s domestic transforma-
tion from 2014 onward� From 1999 to around 2012, Putin portrayed himself as 
a pragmatic technocrat who would preside over stable economic growth and en-
sure Russian security in return for continued power� After 2012, and particularly 
after 2014, post-Crimea sanctions and an oil price drop hollowed out the Russian 
economy�43 Putin responded by morphing into the avatar of Russian sovereignty: 
a personalization of Russian glory akin to that of a medieval monarch�44 This 
glory stemmed primarily from his exploits in Ukraine—namely, the annexation 
of Crimea and the supposed defense of Russian speakers and ethnic Russians 
from Ukrainian Banderite predation�45 If Russia could not defend the Donbas 
separatists, Putin’s domestic image would collapse, leaving him vulnerable to 
pressure from Russian ultranationalists and liberals alike�46

Thus, the 2022 invasion was in one manner a preventive war to preclude a 
mortally threatening domestic crisis� Third, not only were Ukrainian military 
capabilities expanding in general but, more specifically, Ukrainian long-range 
strike and naval capabilities were improving� After several years of development, 
the Luch Design Bureau, based in Kyiv, finally began low-rate initial produc-
tion of the R-360 Neptune antiship cruise missile (ASCM), modeled after the 
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Soviet Kh-35 ASCM but with more than double the range�47 Ukraine fielded the 
first Neptune training unit in March 2021 and it planned to field an operational 
Neptune naval infantry division in 2022 and up to three Neptune divisions by 
2024–26� An adequate number of Neptunes could have jeopardized the Russian 
navy’s control of the Black Sea from Crimea, interdicted Russian resupply to the 
peninsula during conflict, and thereby confounded Russian power projection 
in the eastern Mediterranean� Moreover, once the Intermediate-Range Nuclear 
Forces Treaty collapsed, Ukraine stated that it would use the Neptune as the basis 
for an intermediate-range cruise missile�48 Although an extended-range Neptune 
was only notional as of 2022, improving Ukrainian standoff capabilities would 
erode Russian naval strength further and, depending on the technology, allow 
Ukraine to strike targets within Russia�

Russia’s response to the above-noted strategic incentives was an ambitious 
theory of victory� However, conquering the Donbas alone would not solve the 
fundamental strategic issue� Absent a land bridge connecting Russia to Crimea 
at a minimum, the peninsula would remain vulnerable to Ukrainian pressure� 
Indeed, the root of the problem was a nonpliant Ukrainian state slipping away 
from the Kremlin’s orbit by the day; the solution, as initially conceived, was to 
eliminate that state� Putin’s war began with the unabashed aim of conquering and 
subjugating all Ukraine� However, Russia’s invasion stemmed not from Putin’s 
irrationality, isolation, and chauvinism but rather from a rational assessment of 
political conditions, albeit by an incorrigibly malicious actor�

The Reality of Invasion
Yet Russia lacked the forces to grind through Ukraine outright� Its response 
was an outgrowth of the Russian General Staff ’s highly sophisticated vision of 
modern war, sometimes termed the Gerasimov Doctrine in the West, named for 
Valery Gerasimov, the Russian chief of the General Staff�49 In brief, the Gerasimov 
Doctrine understands information and perception as decisive elements in mod-
ern combat� Victory stems from two factors: the ability to act more rapidly than 
an adversary and, in turn, to shape that adversary’s decision-making�50 Combat 
remains violent and high-speed� But the ultimate impact of military maneuvers 
is informational, not simply kinetic� Viewed through this prism, Russia’s initial 
invasion plan becomes far less irrational� Rather, the plan used Gerasimov Doc-
trine principles to attempt to shape Ukrainian and Western decision-making� 
The overall plan, however, stemmed from a series of ultimately incorrect assump-
tions by the Russian leadership� Three of these assumptions were most crucial�

First, Russia assumed that Ukrainian forces had uneven morale� Russian lead-
ers believed that some elements, such as the much-discussed Azov battalion and 
other supposedly Banderite National Guard units, would fight until the end, but 
that a significant proportion of Ukrainian units either would lay down their arms 
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or, better yet, defect to Russia once high-intensity combat began� Ukraine might 
hold out for some time, but it rapidly would lose the ability to mount an effective 
strategic defense—or so thought the Russian military�

Second, Russia believed that Ukraine’s command structures were inefficient 
and that morale at the top was poor� Putin and the Russian security service 
(FSB) likely had a poor view of Zelensky’s resolve, partly as a result of false 
information and partly as a product of ingrained Russian chauvinism and 

reflexive anti-Semitism�51 In-
deed, the FSB assumed that it 
had compromised members 
of the Ukrainian security 
services and Ukrainian po-
litical figures, meaning that 
Zelensky’s inner circle would 

be under significant pressure to concede before an invasion and flee to L’viv or 
NATO territory� Additionally, Russian leaders believed that Ukraine’s untested 
and low-quality commanders would not be able to cope cognitively or psycho-
logically with a display of overwhelming force, thus paralyzing the Ukrainian 
military and disrupting Kyiv’s ability to mount an effective defense�

Third, the Kremlin inferred from Western behavior from 2014 onward that 
NATO neither would intervene on Ukraine’s behalf nor would provide signifi-
cant military-technical support in the event of an invasion� Just months after the 
annexation of Crimea, Germany approved the operation of the Nord Stream 
pipeline to “maintain dialogue” with Russia�52 The post-2014 sanctions package 
inflicted only limited damage on Russia; paradoxically, it also allowed Putin to 
co-opt the remaining oligarchs who resisted him and provide them with lucra-
tive state-backed companies as replacements for their confiscated assets in the 
West� Moreover, following America’s withdrawal from Afghanistan—a country 
to which it had committed far greater resources than it had to Ukraine—Putin 
did not expect the Biden administration to do more than announce token sanc-
tions, then leave Ukraine to its fate�53 The Europeans would lobby actively for this 
strategy as well, limiting Western involvement even if Ukraine resisted for some 
weeks after the assault began�

These misconceptions explain Russia’s multimonth military buildup, repeated 
exercises, and displays of force prior to the invasion�54 They were intended to 
frighten the West and Kyiv into submission with repeated demonstrations of 
Russian military superiority� Indeed, in retrospect, the articles, studies, and in-
terviews by military analysts that either warned of nuclear consequences if the 
West supported Ukraine or decried this support as useless in the face of absolute 
Russian superiority were the result of a complex information operation� From 

However, Russia’s invasion stemmed not from 
Putin’s irrationality, isolation, and chauvin-
ism but rather from a rational assessment of 
political conditions, albeit by an incorrigibly 
malicious actor.
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Syria onward, this information operation pushed the West to believe that Russian 
victory would be inexorable� Technically speaking, Russia attempted to impose 
“reflexive control” on Ukraine and the West, with an eye to manipulate both par-
ties into voluntarily acting in accordance with Russian objectives�55

Naval Considerations of the Invasion
Russia’s campaign plan aimed to provide information that overawed Ukraine 
and the West with its military might� In the air, this was expressed through a 
scripted campaign targeting air-defense and command posts throughout the 
country to paralyze Ukrainian decision-making�56 On the ground, Russian 
forces would execute a multiaxis invasion to overwhelm Ukrainian defenses, 
with the crown jewel being a lightning dash against Kyiv, facilitated by an 
aggressive airdrop at Hostomel Airfield and an armored thrust through the 
Chernobyl exclusion zone�57 Russian leaders predicted that Zelensky would flee 
within days, leaving Kyiv naked and allowing Russia to install a puppet govern-
ment by mid-March�

At sea, the Russian navy had two tasks� Within the Black Sea, Russian surface 
combatants, submarines, air defenses, and amphibious warships would support 
the axes of advance from Crimea and help to create a pocket between Kherson 
and Melitopol�58 Ukraine’s negligible naval forces were dealt with in the war’s 
first hours, and Snake Island, a small outcropping that delineates the Ukrainian 
exclusive economic zone, was captured quickly�59 Russia’s amphibious grouping, 
which it had assembled over two months, projected the image of strength� This 
maritime force was tasked with both holding Ukrainian forces around Odesa, 
thus preventing them from reinforcing decisive combat elsewhere, and, if nec-
essary, conducting limited amphibious landings in the Azov Sea to support a 
drive against Berdyansk and Mariupol’�60 In the eastern Mediterranean, Russia 
also had assembled a major naval grouping, including several large surface 
combatants, two Kilo-class submarines, air-defense units, and naval strike air-
craft deployed from Khmeimim Air Base in Syria�61 These forces were tasked 
with several things: creating an outer defensive cordon, sealing off the Black 
Sea from NATO meddling, keeping the USS Truman carrier strike group from 
intervening in Ukraine, and menacing NATO’s southern flank during the inva-
sion’s crucial first seventy-two hours�62

Russian military planning contained several flawed assumptions� But naval 
power had a coherent place in Russian strategy�

RUSSIA’S REORIENTATION AND  
SHIFTING THE BALANCE WITH UKRAINE
Once the conflict began, Russia’s ambitious multiaxis assault failed to decapi-
tate the Ukrainian government, destroy its morale, or prevent Western military 
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support to Ukraine� As the war developed, naval considerations, including Rus-
sian naval capabilities, increased in importance as the Russian military attempted 
to regain control� Moreover, naval considerations became equally crucial to 
Ukrainian—and Western—strategy� By early April, Russia, Ukraine, and the West 
all had modified their strategies� Naval power remained essential to each actor’s 
new theories of victory�

Russia’s initial campaign did not meet its strategic objectives� Ukraine did not 
collapse, nor did the West fold� Indeed, a steady—if initially limited—supply of 
light weapons allowed Ukraine to hold its ground around Kyiv and ultimately 
to launch a counterattack, driving Russia from Ukraine’s North�63 Nevertheless, 
Russia’s initial failures did not destroy its strategic position� It reoriented and 
modified its approach, leveraging its advantages to continue to prosecute the war�

Territorially, as of mid-April, Russia had made limited gains in Ukraine’s East, 
partly encircling Kharkiv and pushing forward in the Donbas to create a pocket 
between Severodonets’k and Slovyansk� However, Russia’s strongest position was 
in the South� Kherson fell within the war’s first week, a victim of Russia’s only 
successful intelligence operation�64 Russia rapidly consolidated a pocket running 
from Kherson to Melitopol, then took Berdyansk and encircled and besieged 
Mariupol’� Although Mariupol’ would not fall until 2 May 2022, Russia effec-
tively controlled every major Ukrainian port barring Mykolayiv and Odesa�65 The 
Russian Black Sea Fleet, meanwhile, patrolled the Ukrainian coastline; Russia’s 
Crimea-based air-defense platforms bolstered antimissile coverage; and, with 
Snake Island in hand, Russia had a relatively robust air-sea network blanketing 
southern Ukraine�

Although Russia has modified its strategy to align with operational realities, 
its strategic fundamentals have been identical since mid-April� Russian grand 
strategic objectives did not change: the Kremlin still sought the destruction of 
the Ukrainian state�66 However, Russia had to shift its timetable in response to 
Ukrainian resistance� Russia’s new objective was to secure the territory needed 
for a cease-fire that would place it in a strong position to resume the war in the 
coming two years� This objective encompassed two goals�

First, Russia sought to conquer the Donbas�67 Initially, the Russian General 
Staff may have believed the Russian military could encircle Ukrainian forces in 
the East, thereby destroying Ukrainian combat power and weakening Kyiv’s posi-
tion�68 However, after several weeks of grinding combat, it became clear that Rus-
sia could not conduct a combined-arms encirclement at this scale; Russia’s mili-
tary lacked the men, logistical capacity, and command talent to do so� Hence, it 
switched to an incremental approach that leveraged its massed artillery volumes 
to pummel Ukrainian positions and used only a handful of infantry soldiers to 
take them�69 This approach prevented the Russian offensive from culminating (to 
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use Clausewitz’s term) and slowed its pace� It took, for example, a full ten weeks 
for Russia to take Severodonets’k and Lysychansk, following multiple rounds of 
vicious urban combat and assaults on fixed trench lines�

Yet the East is not a strategic prize beyond the moral value it affords Putin’s 
regime� The Donbas is no longer Ukraine’s industrial heartland� Until 2014, suc-
cessive Soviet and then Ukrainian governments propped up the region’s coal and 
steel production through massive government subsidies�70 Once these vanished 
and the Donbas war began, the region’s economy collapsed� Similarly, Ukrainian 
food production comes from the country’s South and West and is exported from 
its major southern ports�71 The Donbas is, therefore, economically irrelevant�72 As 
a Russian satellite, it is also—following eight years of war and control by Russian-
backed war chiefs—brutally poor�

Thus, after securing the East, Russia sought to hold the Ukrainian South� 
Kherson, Zaporizhzhya, and southern Donets’k Oblasts contain all Ukraine’s ma-
jor ports except Odesa and Mykolayiv� They also have some of Ukraine’s largest 
food-production facilities and multiple silos and grain depots� Moreover, hold-
ing southern Donets’k and Zaporizhzhya Oblasts affords Russia a land bridge to 
Crimea, solidifying Russia’s naval position in the Black Sea�73 While the East may 
be the Ukraine war’s political objective—after all, Putin launched the invasion 
under the guise of protecting the Russian speakers in the Donbas from supposed 
cultural and ethnic genocide—the South is its strategic prize, affording Russia a 
far more robust maritime position on NATO’s eastern flank� Russia’s assessment 
to this effect generated a second campaign plan that, even more so than the first, 
rested on Russian naval power� Its new strategy, which was valid until around late 
July 2022, had two tenets�

A New Strategy
First, Russia could concentrate its forces to overwhelm Ukraine and push 
through the Donbas over time� Russia collected well over half its deployed com-
bat power in the Donbas, particularly around the Severodonets’k–Slovyansk 
pocket, and sought to drive Ukraine from the area through constant bombard-
ment� In time, this action would provide Putin with a political prize and allow 
him to claim that he had repelled National Socialist genocidal aggression against 
Russian speakers�

Second, Russia could squeeze Ukraine, and the West, economically through its 
control of the South� This was the more critical aspect of Russian strategy� Ukraine 
and Russia combined produce between 10 and 50 percent of global foodstuffs, de-
pending on the item—wheat, barley, and maize are plentiful within Ukraine�74 Rail 
export could replace some shipping volumes� However, maritime transport remains 
the most efficient means to move bulk goods, and Ukraine employs the Russian 
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railway gauge, necessitating new rolling stock once shipments reach Romanian or 
Polish territory�75 With foodstuff disruptions combined with the weaponization of 
gas supplies—as exemplified by Russia’s control of the Nord Stream pipeline—Rus-
sia sought to wage a global commodity war�76 The Kremlin bet that intensifying 
inflation, combined with food and energy disruptions, would crack Western public 

resolve and force Ukraine to 
the negotiating table�

However, the commodity- 
war strategy retained an infor-
mational bent� Sanctions are 
an uneven tool that do not de-
stroy an economy overnight� 
Western analysts, typically 

critics of the war, argued that they were ineffective� The ruble, after all, gained 
strength from February onward, after a short dip, and the Russian economy as of 
August 2022 showed little sign of slowing down�77 Hence, Russia could wage an 
attritional war, both on the battlefield, eroding Ukrainian defenses in the Donbas, 
and weathering the sanctions storm as the decadent West imploded�

Neither element of Russian strategy held� The Russian military lacked the 
endless matériel stocks needed for this approach; the sheer volume of fires ap-
plied began to wear out gun barrels by mid-July�78 Moreover, sanctions pressure 
simultaneously crippled the Russian defense-industrial complex, preventing it 
from repairing or replacing heavy weapons without cannibalizing an increasingly 
limited pool of spare systems, and forced the Kremlin to engage in large-scale 
economic interventionism it could not sustain over time�79 Nevertheless, the 
portrayal of competence can substitute for actual competence, as the run-up to 
the invasion demonstrated�

Naval Power as Part of the New Strategy
Naval power played three roles in this new Russian strategy� First, the Russian 
navy maintained a long-term blockade against Ukraine� Although Odesa and 
Mykolayiv remained beyond Russian control, the Russian navy had enough 
missile-armed surface combatants and submarines to interdict Ukrainian ship-
ping�80 Russia and Ukraine both also mined Ukraine’s southwestern coast, further 
complicating any exports�81 In this case, naval forces were not simply warships 
and submarines; they included Russian aircraft and air-defense systems based in 
Crimea and, most critically, Snake Island, just off the Ukrainian coastline�

Second, Russian naval forces provided desperately needed air defenses and 
long-range precision munitions to support ground forces� Once Russia began 
to reorient toward the Donbas, it was forced to move far more than just artillery 

An assessment of Ukrainian strategy dem-
onstrates its solid grasp of naval power and 
makes clear how the beleaguered country used 
limited naval power-projection capabilities 
and careful operational design to derail Rus-
sia’s attritional approach.
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tubes� It had to construct an air-defense network to defend its ammunition 
depots and logistics sites from Ukrainian aerial attack� Russia’s initial cam-
paign—lest anyone forget—utterly failed to destroy the Ukrainian air force, while 
Ukraine leveraged the TB2 medium-altitude long-endurance UCAV to excellent 
effect throughout the Kyiv offensive�82 The Black Sea Fleet’s surface combat-
ants—the flagship Moskva and two or three Gorshkov-class frigates—all fielded 
S-300 or S-350 pattern air defenses� These mobile antiair systems could prevent 
Ukraine from pressuring Russia’s supply and logistics lines in Kherson Oblast 
with its remaining manned and unmanned assets not dedicated to the Donbas� 
Additionally, as the war passed the two-month mark, Russia began to run low 
on long-range precision munitions and became unwilling to launch strikes from 
within Ukrainian territory, but missile-armed submarines and warships could 
provide the additional strike capacity that Russia sorely lacked�83

Third, sea control afforded Russian land forces crucial strategic depth in 
Ukraine’s South� The Russian military depends on the rails for logistics� In the 
Donbas, the high density of rail networks opens the door to a high volume of 
fires, but in the South they are far less dense and developed� Ironically, the Rus-
sian annexation of Crimea dissuaded Ukrainian rail development in the South; 
many key lines remain single tracked, which increases transport time and vul-
nerability� Russia could not rely on the same high-volume bombardment in the 
South that it could in the East� Thus, Russian surface action groups could provide 
land-based units in the South—impeded as they were by poor logistics and num-
bers—with valuable strategic depth�

This Russian strategy might have succeeded� However, Ukraine did not hold 
all factors equal� An assessment of Ukrainian strategy demonstrates its solid 
grasp of naval power and makes clear how the beleaguered country used limited 
naval power-projection capabilities and careful operational design to derail Rus-
sia’s attritional approach�

Ukrainian Strategy
Ukrainian prewar preparation, intelligence strategies, and early-warning sys-
tems are beyond the scope of this article� Nevertheless, Ukraine, despite its clear 
structural disadvantages against Russia, has fought this war with strategic and 
operational skill�

Ukraine’s long-term strategy throughout the conflict has been one of corro-
sion� Its strategic culture is unique—far more so than any Western or Russian 
observer assumed before 24 February� In one respect, the Ukrainian armed 
forces (UAF) remain Soviet; they plan and fight on the basis of the operational-
strategic level of war� Intellectually speaking, perhaps the most similar thinker is 
John Boyd, the American air-combat and strategic theorist who recognized the 
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pervasive role of friction in warfare and the importance of intensifying adversary 
friction wherever possible�84 The first phase of Ukraine’s defensive campaign 
limited rapid Russian gains and absorbed Russian offensive momentum� Russia 
built up its military forces in an attempt to crack Ukrainian morale, but once the 
shooting started Ukraine could leverage its geographic depth and the defensibil-
ity of urban strongpoints to disrupt Russia’s overly ambitious assault�85 Russia 
initially made major gains, primarily in the South; as stated previously, Russia 
consolidated the Kherson–Melitopol pocket, neutralized Mariupol’, and took 
Snake Island, giving it strategic leverage over the Ukrainian economy� Neverthe-
less, skilled Ukrainian defense and high morale among Ukrainian forces spoiled 
Russia’s attempts to encircle Kharkiv, Sumy, Chernihiv, and, most crucially, Kyiv� 
Once the early offensive stalled, Ukraine began to pressure Russian logistics, 
using its special-operations forces as light infantry to harass the Russian supply 
lines running toward Kyiv� After weeks of strategic corrosion, Ukraine finally 
counterattacked at scale, successfully threatening the Russian forces to Kyiv’s west 
with encirclement and compelling their withdrawal�86

Yet the war continued� Russia’s strategic shift to the Donbas and its hold on the 
South compelled a Ukrainian operational reconsideration� Kyiv’s central strategic 
question was one of prioritization� Russian concentration in the East put Ukraine 
at an operational disadvantage; the sheer volume of Russian fires, combined with 
Ukraine’s dwindling Soviet-era ammunition stocks, made Russian gains likely 
over time�87 The Donbas lacks strategic importance beyond its depth, but if Russia 
could take the Donbas before its hold on the South was jeopardized, the Krem-
lin could declare victory, push for a cease-fire, and solidify its hold on occupied 
Kherson and Zaporizhzhya Oblasts�88

Therefore, Ukraine’s new approach was one of strategic balancing� The UAF 
needed months to receive and train on new Western systems—namely, M777, 
Caesar, and PzH-2000 heavy artillery, along with the M142 high-mobility ar-
tillery rocket system (HIMARS) and other precision multiple rocket launchers 
(MRLs)�89 It committed a significant number of troops to holding the Donbas, 
ceding ground slowly, and even counterattacking in Severodonets’k to erode 
Russia’s operational reserve� However, the South was Ukraine’s strategic target� 
Its operational plan was to improve its position slowly and pressure obvious 
Russian weaknesses, ultimately counterattacking and imperiling Russia’s hold 
on the occupied South� Given Ukrainian capability deficits, the UAF had to 
conduct a long-term shaping campaign to undermine Russia’s southern posi-
tions� The strategic depth that naval forces provided Russia implied a navally 
focused effort�

Ukraine’s first major action was to destroy Moskva, the Slava-class cruiser 
and Black Sea Fleet flagship�90 Unlike the Black Sea Fleet’s smaller surface 
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combatants and submarines, Moskva lacked land-attack missiles� Its sixteen 
P-1000 antiship missiles were irrelevant, considering Ukraine’s negligible fleet� 
However, Moskva fielded S-300F long-range and Osa-M antiaircraft missile 
systems, along with short-range surface-to-air missile systems� Considering 
Russia’s inability to destroy the Ukrainian air force and Ukraine’s effective use 
of TB2s, Moskva served as a crucial mobile air-defense platform covering Rus-
sian forces’ southern maritime flank� But on 13 April 2022, Ukraine hit Moskva 
with two R-360 ASCMs� The ship’s poorly trained crew and lack of modern 
equipment, along with the Ukrainian tactics of spoofing and distraction with 
a TB2, nullified the guided-missile cruiser’s air defenses�91 The ship sank the 
next morning�

Russia compensated by deploying forward several smaller patrol and landing 
craft to the western Black Sea, while holding its Gorshkov-class frigates beyond 
Ukrainian missile range�92 It also transferred short-range antiair systems to Snake 
Island to counter Ukrainian pressure� After Moskva was sunk, Ukraine began at-
tacking Snake Island with ground-launched TB2s�93 Over time, Ukraine eroded 
Russia’s position� Absent Moskva and unwilling to deploy the Gorshkov frigates 
closer to the Ukrainian coast, Russia could not place enough air defenses on 
Snake Island to secure the location or to counter Ukrainian attacks on its landing 
craft� Moreover, once Ukraine secured Western ammunition and MRLs it could 
intensify its attacks on Snake Island, hitting individual air-defense systems with 
long-range barrel artillery fire� On 30 June 2022, Russia withdrew from Snake 
Island and rapidly redeployed its naval forces to the eastern Black Sea�

This withdrawal removed Russia’s strategic depth in Kherson Oblast, giving 
Ukraine an opportunity to increase its pressure� Long-range barrel and rocket 
artillery allowed Ukraine to disrupt Russia’s offensive in the Donbas�94 As stated 
above, the Russian logistics system is rail dependent, manpower heavy, and cen-
tralized; by hitting key depots and transit sites, the flow of shells to the front can 
be undermined� In the Donbas, however, overwhelming Russian concentration 
allowed the Russian military to continue its bombardment, albeit on a lesser scale� 
Similar Ukrainian activity in the South—hitting command posts, logistics sites, 
and railways—has had a far greater effect on a weaker Russian position� As of this 
writing, Russia has poured more soldiers into the Kherson–Nova Kakhovka area 
to maintain a hold on the Dnieper’s north bank�95 But Ukraine has disabled every 
major bridge over the wide Dnieper River, hit new pontoon bridges, and damaged 
rail lines and rolling stock along the single-tracked railways on which Russian 
forces rely� Ukraine is approaching the point where, through careful operational 
sequencing, it can slice Russia’s Dnieper bridgehead into shards and threaten with 
encirclement up to fifteen thousand Russian soldiers� This scenario would be a 
crushing loss for a Russian military that has absorbed high casualties already�
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Ukraine’s pressure in the South also has jeopardized Russia’s “commod-
ity war” strategy� If Russia’s southern position unravels, it cannot maintain 
an effective blockade of Odesa or Mykolayiv unless it commits submarines 
and surface combatants farther forward than they have been previously� This 
both exposes Russian surface combatants to attack and raises the possibility of 
Western antisubmarine weapons reaching Ukraine, which would break Russian 
naval power� Russia’s loss of the South would be devastating� Without the Rus-

sian military at least holding 
the Donbas-to-Crimea land 
bridge,  running through 
Mariupol’, Berdyansk, and 
Melitopol, Crimea will be 
jeopardized again� Even a 
nominal “victory” that leaves 

Mariupol’ in Russian hands is insufficient; the Sea of Azov is too small and 
congested to control unless Russia holds the entire northern coastline� Russia’s 
long-term geographic position would be functionally identical to that of 24 
February—with tens of thousands of additional casualties�

THE WEST, UKRAINE, AND NAVAL POWER
Naval considerations have shaped Russian and Ukrainian strategy throughout 
the conflict� However, there are additional naval ramifications of the war: the role 
of naval forces and considerations in Western strategy, and the political aspects of 
the Ukraine war as they relate to alliance cohesion and credibility� Two facts are 
critical in addressing these issues�

First, the Russian military is damaged so heavily that naval forces are virtu-
ally the only element capable of applying offensive pressure� Russia is believed 
to have committed some 85 percent of its combat power to Ukraine—a nebu-
lous Pentagon metric with little methodological explication, but nevertheless 
a reasonable indication of the degree to which the Ukraine war has soaked up 
resources�96 Naval forces, in contrast, have been less stressed� Russia deployed 
landing ships and some surface combatants and submarines to Ukraine�97 
However, the Russian Northern Fleet still has military capabilities, as does the 
Russian Pacific Fleet� Pending Swedish and Finnish NATO memberships act to 
reduce the Baltic Fleet’s operational relevance, although even prior to the war 
it had a high concentration of aging surface combatants rather than offensively 
relevant submarines� Yet NATO still must be aware of horizontal escalation 
and recognize that Russia will use naval forces almost exclusively to expand its 
military pressure�

The critical strategic issue of the war is access 
to, and control of, the Black Sea—the northern 
segment of a maritime theater that stretches 
through the Bosporus, spans the Mediterra-
nean, and debouches into the Indian Ocean.
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Second, the West’s primary strategic considerations are naval� The Ukraine 
war’s macroeconomic effects stem almost exclusively from the Russian block-
ade and the invaders’ hold on the South� If both can be broken, sustaining 
Ukraine over time becomes far more palatable as inflationary pressures recede 
and Russia’s gas weapon loses its potency with European supply changes� Ad-
ditionally, absent a sustainable position in Crimea, Russian power projection 
in the Levantine Basin and Middle East becomes far more difficult�98 This po-
tential consequence ought to encourage the West to contain Russia’s navy using 
southeastern Europe’s natural choke points—namely, the Dardanelles—and 
ensure Russia’s naval defeat�

Accomplishing this requires both large-scale arms transfers to Ukraine and, 
as Russia loses strategic control, Western air and naval presence in the Black Sea� 
Long-range antiship missiles, even in limited numbers, will ensure the Russian 
Black Sea Fleet remains far enough removed from Odesa to blunt the blockade� 
Ukraine also has proved remarkably adept at using ground-attack missiles and 
MRL systems to strike smaller Russian warships� However, Russian submarines 
will remain a threat, and Russia, with an increasingly adverse geographic position 
in southern Ukraine, may continue its blockade efforts using them� This method 
forces the West to consider the possibility of a navally directed deployment to the 
Black Sea, whether with warships or antisubmarine and naval strike aircraft and 
weapons stationed in NATO’s Black Sea states� These strategic priorities intersect 
with complex political dynamics� Three political actors are most relevant: Turkey 
and the Black Sea NATO states of Romania and Bulgaria�

Political Actors with Influence

Turkey. Turkey has used the Ukraine war to repair relations with NATO� From 
2015 onward, Turkey aggrandized itself at the expense of NATO cooperation, 
leveraging American inattention to expand its footprint in the Middle East and 
North Africa�99 The high point of Turkish adventurism came in 2020, when Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, four years removed from the alleged Gülenist coup, 
directed Turkish intervention in Libya on behalf of the Tripoli-based Govern-
ment of National Accord�100 This pitted Turkey against Russia, France, the Gulf 
Arabs, and Egypt� The United States, embroiled in COVID-19 debates and do-
mestic issues, did little more than plead for a diplomatic solution� However, Tur-
key cultivated a robust defense relationship with Ukraine� Prior to the Russian in-
vasion, Ukrainian companies were set to produce components of the now-feared 
TB2 UCAV�101

Turkey remained coy for the war’s first days, likely assessing whether Ukraine 
would collapse; if it had, Turkish aggression elsewhere was probable�102 Erdoğan 
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quickly recognized Russia’s difficulties and closed the straits to foreign warships� 
Russia could redeploy forces into the Black Sea, but it no longer could extract 
them once deployed, forcing Russia to balance its need for outer naval defense 
with its military difficulties in Ukraine�103 Turkey also has served as the conflict’s 
primary mediator, hosting trilateral talks with Russia and Ukraine and organiz-
ing the UN-sponsored “grain deal” that, despite Russia’s immediate violation of it, 
remains in effect� Furthermore, Turkey has leveraged its strategic role to extract 
concessions from NATO� The exact nature of what Ankara received for acquiesc-
ing to Swedish and Finnish NATO membership is not public, but the Biden ad-
ministration likely “bought off ” Turkish resistance with some sort of technology 
transfer and economic agreement�104

Nevertheless, the West could apply far more pressure to Turkey to shift it 
from being an affiliate to an actual partner in the Ukraine war� Non–Black Sea 
states cannot operate in the maritime space without Turkish consent, per the 
Montreux Convention�105 Various inducements to Turkey exist, including trade 
and economic support as it struggles through a (partly self-induced) inflationary 
crisis� Militarily, Turkey could be tempted with readmission to the F-35 program 
or a concerted U�S� effort to balance Greece’s desire for F-16s with Turkish skit-
tishness over Greek capabilities, given the long-standing enmity between the two 
NATO members�

Romania and Bulgaria. Although Turkey controls the straits, and by extension 
naval access to the Black Sea, Romania and Bulgaria are strategically relevant 
because they allow the United States to circumvent Turkish diplomatic displea-
sure� Both have long Black Sea coastlines and have signaled since 2014 a willing-
ness to expand their military role in Eastern European defense�106 Romania is 
a particularly fruitful partner� Its borders with Ukraine and Moldova give it a 
distinct interest in Russia’s defeat, and its historical links to Ukraine make it psy-
chologically predisposed to oppose Russian aggression� Beginning in mid-2020, 
Romania began to invest in long-range fires, receiving its first HIMARS units 
in February 2021�107 It and Bulgaria also have expanded their basing capacity, 
which has afforded U�S� and allied antisubmarine warfare aircraft and UCAVs 
greater access to the western Black Sea� To paraphrase Nicholas Spykman’s idea, 
Ukraine’s Black Sea coast is to the Ukraine war as the rimland is to the Eurasian 
landmass� Control of Eurasia’s coastal regions is essential to control of the interior 
land; so it is with Ukraine�

Defeating Russia in Ukraine is a fundamental interest of the United States� A loss 
to Russia would end the U�S�-established international order that for nearly eighty 
years has supported free markets, human rights, and untrammeled global naviga-
tion while limiting armed seizure of sovereign territory� Russian expansion would 
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 1� I will refer to the current conflict by this term 
throughout this article, as it captures the cen-
ter of the conflict—Ukraine—more accurately 
than “Russo-Ukrainian war�” The conflict is 
one fought over land and the identity of those 
who inhabit it; it does not represent merely a 
collision between Kyiv and Moscow�

 2� Some of the citations used below will be gath-
ered from open-source material found on so-
cial media� More so than even the recent wars 
in Syria and Libya, open-source information 
has allowed the interested analyst to follow 
the Ukraine war at the subtactical level�

 3� Anders Åslund, Russia’s Crony Capitalism: 
The Path from Market Economy to Kleptocracy 
(New Haven, CT: Yale Univ� Press, 2019), 
p� 131� Compare with Richard Pipes, Russia 
under the Old Regime (New York: Scribner’s, 
1974), pp� 85–111�

 4� Helge Blakkisrud, “Blurring the Boundary 
between Civic and Ethnic: The Kremlin’s New 
Approach to National Identity under Putin’s 
Third Term,” in The New Russian National-
ism: Imperialism, Ethnicity and Authoritari-
anism, 2000–15, ed� Pål Kolstø and Helge 
Blakkisrud (Edinburgh, U�K�: Edinburgh 
Univ� Press, 2016), pp� 249–55�

 5� Thomas James Dandelet, The Renaissance 
of Empire in Early Modern Europe (New 
York: Cambridge Univ� Press, 2014), pp� 
76–78� The Ottomans took this policy to an 
extreme with their institutionalized system 
of slave civil servants� See Ehud R� Toledano, 
Slavery and Abolition in the Ottoman Middle 
East (Seattle: Univ� of Washington Press, 
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THE RUSSIA-UKRAINE CONFLICT
Blocking Access to the Black Sea

Raul Pedrozo

 Following Russia’s renewed invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022, Ukraine’s 
ambassador to Turkey, Vasyl Bodnar, requested that Turkey close the Turk-

ish Straits—the Bosporus (Istanbul) Strait, Sea of Marmara, and Dardanelles 
(Çanakkale) Strait—to Russian warships�1 One week later, Turkey effectively 
closed the straits to warships of all nations, except warships returning to their 
home ports in the Black Sea� Specifically, Turkey’s foreign minister, Mevlüt 
Çavuşoğlu, announced, “When Turkey is not a belligerent in the conflict, it has 
the authority to restrict the passage of the warring states’ warships across the 
straits� If the warship is returning to its base in the Black Sea, the passage is not 
closed� We adhere to the Montreux rules� All governments, riparian and non-
riparian, were warned not to send warships across the straits�” Turkish president 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan confirmed the foreign minister’s statement, emphasizing 
that these measures were taken to “prevent the Russia-Ukraine crisis from further 
escalating�”2

The passage of ships through the Turkish Straits is regulated under the 1936 
Montreux Convention�3 This article examines whether Turkey’s decision effective-
ly to close the straits to all warships was legal considering its rights and obligations 
under the convention� It also analyzes the legal regimes regulating access to the 
Black Sea through the Rhine–Main–Danube (Europa) Canal and the Volga–Don 
Canal (via the Sea of Azov and Kerch Strait)�

ACCESS TO THE BLACK SEA
Ships can access the Black Sea from the Cas-
pian Sea via the Volga–Don Canal, Sea of Azov, 
and Kerch Strait; from the North Sea via the 

Captain Raul Pedrozo, USN (Ret.), is the Howard S. 
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Rhine–Main–Danube (Europa) Canal; and from the Mediterranean Sea via the 
Turkish Straits�

Volga–Don Canal, Sea of Azov, and Kerch Strait
Russia maintains a sizable flotilla in the Caspian Sea, comprising twenty-seven 
warships, including gunboats, landing craft, minesweepers, and cruise-missile-
capable corvettes�4 Although the Caspian is a closed sea, it is connected to the 
Sea of Azov by the Volga–Don Canal� The canal connects the lower Volga River 
with the Don River in southwestern Russia� Passage through the canal is under 
the exclusive control of Russian authorities, thus allowing Russian warships 
from the Caspian Flotilla to conduct unimpeded naval exercises and opera-
tions with Russian warships from the Black Sea Fleet� In April 2021 and January 
2022, for example, numerous naval units assigned to the Caspian Flotilla and 
Black Sea Fleet conducted joint naval maneuvers, including live-fire exercises, 
in the Black Sea�5

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the Sea of Azov no longer 
is bordered by a single state but rather by both Ukraine and Russia� Ships can 
transit between the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov via the Kerch Strait� A bilateral 
agreement between the two littoral states provides that Ukrainian- and Russian-
flagged merchant and government ships “enjoy freedom of navigation in the Sea 
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of Azov and Kerch Strait,” as do foreign-flagged commercial vessels going to or 
returning from a Russian or Ukrainian port�6 However, foreign-flagged warships 
and other government, noncommercial vessels may pass through the Kerch Strait 
and enter the Sea of Azov only if invited by one of the littoral states or by mutual 
agreement of both states�7

Authority to regulate foreign-warship transits appears to be based on article 1 
of the bilateral agreement, which suggests that Russia and Ukraine consider the 
Sea of Azov and Kerch Strait to be internal waters�8 Nonetheless, both Ukraine 
and the European Union, two of the principal users of the strait, have indicated 
that ships (including warships) of all nations enjoy the right of transit passage in 
the Kerch Strait�9 Transit passage applies in straits used for international naviga-
tion between one part of the high seas or an exclusive economic zone (EEZ) and 
another part of the high seas or an EEZ�10 The Sea of Azov is 220 miles (360 km) 
long and 110 miles (180 km) wide and comprises territorial seas and EEZs of 
Russia and Ukraine�11 The Kerch Strait therefore connects two areas of EEZs in 
the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov� It also is used extensively by ships of numer-
ous nations that engage in international trade (almost thirty thousand transits 
in 2020)�12 The strait thus meets both the geographic and functional criteria of 
a strait used for international navigation under Part III of the UN Convention 
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), where the right of transit passage applies� Ac-
cordingly, foreign-flagged ship passage through the strait cannot be hampered 
or suspended by Russia or Ukraine for any purpose during peacetime, nor for 
neutral shipping during an international armed conflict�13

In 2014, Russia annexed the Crimean Peninsula from Ukraine, thus solidify-
ing Moscow’s control of the approaches to the Kerch Strait� Despite the terms of 
the 2003 agreement and Ukrainian protests, between 2016 and 2018 Russia con-
structed a bridge across the strait connecting mainland Russia with the Crimean 
Peninsula� The bridge’s dimensions limit the height of vessels that can enter the 
strait, thereby impeding navigation in violation of the 2003 agreement, as well as 
the right of transit passage�14 Prior to construction of the bridge, Panamax-class 
vessels accounted for over 20 percent of ship traffic through the strait, but these 
ships no longer can make the transit�15

In September 2016, Ukraine instituted an arbitration against Russia with 
the Permanent Court of Arbitration under article 287 and annex 7, article 1, 
of UNCLOS concerning coastal-state rights in the Black Sea, Sea of Azov, and 
Kerch Strait� Ukraine requested, inter alia, that the arbitral tribunal adjudge the 
following:

f� Ukraine has the right to passage through the Kerch Strait; any restrictions placed 
by the Russian Federation on Ukrainian transit through the Kerch Strait is [sic] 
not compatible with UNCLOS;
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g� The Russian Federation shall cooperate with Ukraine in the regulation of the 
Kerch Strait, including pilotage along the canal in the Kerch Strait; the Russian 
Federation’s failure to cooperate is not compatible with UNCLOS; and

h� The Russian Federation may not lay a submarine cable, construct a bridge, or 
construct a pipeline through and across the Kerch Strait from Russian territory to 
the Crimean Peninsula without Ukraine’s consent; any such activities engaged in 
or authorized by the Russian Federation are not compatible with UNCLOS�16

To date, the tribunal has not issued a final ruling�
Although Russia has not abrogated the 2003 agreement, six months after the 

opening of the bridge Russian authorities blocked access to the Kerch Strait by 
positioning a large containership under the Kerch bridge�17 Russian coast guard 
patrol boats then opened fire on and detained three Ukrainian naval vessels—
the Gyurza-M-class artillery boats Berdyansk and Nikopol and the tugboat Yany 
Kapu—and arrested their twenty-four crewmembers� The Kremlin claimed that 
the Ukrainian vessels had entered illegally a closed area of Russia’s territorial sea 
as they approached the Kerch Strait and refused to comply with demands to leave 
the area�18

Following the incident, Ukraine filed a request for the prescription of provi-
sional measures with the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS) 
under article 290(5) of UNCLOS requesting, inter alia, that Russia do the  
following: 

a� release the Ukrainian naval vessels Berdyansk, Nikopol, and Yani Kapu and return 
them to the custody of Ukraine;

b� suspend criminal proceedings against the twenty-four detained Ukrainian service-
men and refrain from initiating new proceedings; and

c� release the twenty-four detained Ukrainian servicemen and allow them to return 
to Ukraine�19

On 25 May 2019, by a vote of nineteen to one, ITLOS ordered Russia, inter alia, to 
release the Ukrainian naval vessels immediately and return them to the custody 
of Ukraine and release the detained Ukrainian servicemen immediately and al-
low them to return to Ukraine� Russia complied with the tribunal’s order in June 
2019�

Notwithstanding the ongoing proceedings, on 24 February 2022 Rosmor-
rechflot (the Russian Federal Agency for Maritime and River Transport) an-
nounced that “[d]ue to a warning received from the Russian Defense Ministry’s 
Black Sea Fleet amid the beginning of antiterrorist operations � � � , navigation 
in the Sea of Azov was suspended until further notice�”20 Although Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine is a clear violation of article 2(4) of the UN Charter, as a 
belligerent in an international armed conflict Russia may establish an exclusion 
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zone or war zone identifying a particularly dangerous operational area that pro-
hibits the entry of foreign-flagged vessels or aircraft without its authorization�21 
The establishment of an exclusion zone or war zone does not relieve Russia of 
its obligation under the law of naval warfare to refrain from attacking vessels 
and aircraft that do not constitute military objectives� A vessel or aircraft that is 
otherwise protected does not forfeit its protection from being attacked simply by 
entering the zone�22 The establishment of the Sea of Azov exclusion zone or war 
zone in effect has closed the Kerch Strait to all ships, except those vessels that 
Russia authorizes to transport cargo to and from the Russian ports of Taganrog 
and Rostov-on-Don�23

Although there is no evidence that ships from the Caspian Flotilla have en-
tered the Sea of Azov or the Black Sea since the commencement of hostilities, 
ships of the flotilla have participated in the naval bombardment of Ukraine� For 
example, in March 2022 Russian warships fired Kalibr cruise missiles from the 
Caspian to destroy a military fuel-storage facility in Ukraine�24 In August 2022, 
eight X-101 (X-555)–type cruise missiles were fired from the Caspian at targets 
in central, southern, and western Ukraine�25 This is not the first time the Caspian 
Flotilla has participated in an armed conflict; in September 2015 and November 
2015, Russian ships in the Caspian fired twenty-six cruise missiles at eleven tar-
gets and eighteen cruise missiles at seven targets, respectively, which were located 
in the Raqqah, Idlib, and Aleppo provinces of Syria�26

Rhine–Main–Danube (Europa) Canal
A second waterway that can be used to gain access to the Black Sea is the Europa 
Canal� The waterway is more than 3,500 kilometers long, traverses or connects 
to fifteen European countries, and links the port of Rotterdam, Netherlands, on 
the North Sea with the Port of Constanța, Romania, on the Black Sea� Navigation 
of a portion of the waterway is regulated by the 1948 Convention regarding the 
Regime of Navigation on the Danube, which applies to the navigable waters of the 
Danube River between Ulm, Germany, and the Black Sea through the Sulina, Ro-
mania, arm/channel� Article 1 of the convention grants free and open navigation 
on the Danube for vessels of commerce of all states� Navigation of the Danube by 
non-Danubian-state naval vessels, however, is prohibited� Naval vessels of Danu-
bian states may navigate the Danube within their respective borders; however, 
they may not navigate beyond the frontiers of their respective countries without 
the agreement of the Danubian states concerned�27 Thus, a Dutch warship would 
require the consent of up to fourteen other states to transit from Rotterdam to 
Constanța� Those riparian states include Serbia, which traditionally has aligned 
itself politically with Russia and therefore would be unlikely to grant such con-
sent in the present crisis�28 Thus, the likelihood that NATO warships could access 
the Black Sea via the Europa Canal is negligible�
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The sixty-four-kilometer-long Danube–Black Sea Canal, which links the main 
Europa Canal and Danube River with the Black Sea, can be used to transport 
goods from the Black Sea to Western Europe� The volume of goods transported 
on the Danube–Black Sea Canal has increased steadily over the past few years� 
For example, during the first nine months of 2021, “the volume of traffic on the 
Danube–Black Sea Canal amounted to 13,557 thousand tons, or 111�9% of the 
volume in 2020�”29

Nonetheless, access to the Danube–Black Sea Canal was restricted on 24 
February 2022, after Russian naval forces overwhelmed the thirteen-man Ukrai-
nian border-guard detachment on Snake Island and occupied the strategic isle�30 
Given that the island is located just twenty nautical miles from the mouth of the 
Danube and seventy-seven nautical miles from Odessa, Ukraine, its occupation 
allowed Russia to control maritime traffic in the northwestern Black Sea and the 
Danube delta, in Ukraine and Romania� The island lies astride the key shipping 
lanes connecting Ukrainian ports in the northwestern Black Sea with the Europa 
Canal—the only alternative maritime shipping route for Ukrainian goods�31

On 26 February, Russian naval vessels began notifying all merchant vessels via 
VHF channel 16 that Russia was conducting counterterrorist operations in the 
Black Sea and demanded that all ships located in the Odessa and Danube areas 
proceed immediately to the Bosporus Strait�32 Under the law of naval warfare, bel-
ligerents have the right to control the immediate area of naval operations, which is 
defined as the “area within which hostilities are taking place or belligerent forces 
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are actually operating�”33 To ensure proper battlespace management and force-
protection objectives, a commander may restrict the activities of neutral vessels 
and aircraft within the immediate vicinity of naval units and, if required by mili-
tary necessity, may prohibit their entry into the area altogether�34 This includes 
control over the communications, except legitimate distress communications, of 
neutral merchant ships and civil aircraft if those communications might endan-
ger or jeopardize the success of the operation� Merchant ships and civil aircraft 
that fail to conform to a commander’s restrictions may be considered to have 
acquired enemy character and may be liable to attack or capture�35 A review of 
the interactive map on the Marine Traffic website confirms that neutral shipping 
complied with the Russian demands and cleared the area�36

On 20 June 2022, Ukrainian forces launched a counterattack to regain Snake 
Island� Following repeated Ukrainian assaults over the next ten days, Russian 
forces withdrew from the island on 30 June, making grain exports possible again 
through the Europa Canal�37 Ten days later, the Ukrainian Sea Ports Authority 
announced that the Bystre Canal (the Europa Canal’s Danube–Black Sea deep-
water route) on the mouth of the Danube was open for entry and exit of ships 
transporting Ukrainian agricultural products�38 Although the deepwater route 
allows for two-way traffic year-round, it still is limited to four vessels per day and 
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can accommodate only vessels with a deadweight of up to five thousand tons�39 
Prior to the liberation of Snake Island, merchant vessels were limited to using 
the Romanian Sulina Canal south of the Danube delta, which also has a limited 
capacity of five to six ships per day�40 Nevertheless, the opening of the Bystre 
Canal will allow Ukraine to increase the amount of grain exports by 500,000 tons 
per month�41 However, given its capacity limitations, the Europa Canal is not an 
acceptable alternative to the Turkish Straits, through which about 48,000 ship 
transits transport over 650 million tons of cargo annually�42

The Turkish Straits
Access to the Black Sea from the Mediterranean is under the exclusive control 
of Turkey and is regulated by the 1936 Montreux Convention�43 The convention 
upholds the “principle of freedom of transit and navigation” through the straits for 
all ships, subject to certain limitations in times of peace and war�44 There is no right 
of transit for aircraft through the straits; moreover, vessels of war transiting the 
straits are prohibited from making use of any aircraft they may have on board�45

Merchant Ships. In time of peace, all merchant vessels, regardless of flag or cargo, 
enjoy complete freedom of transit through the straits�46 Although the convention 
is not of unlimited duration, the principle of freedom of transit and navigation re-
flected in article 1 continues to apply for an unlimited period�47 All ships entering 
the straits must stop at a sanitary station near the entrance to the straits for the 
purpose of sanitary controls prescribed by Turkish law�48 However, if Turkey con-
siders itself to be “threatened with imminent danger of war,” article 2 continues to 
apply except that vessels must enter the straits by day through designated routes�49

In time of war, if Turkey is not a belligerent, all merchant ships, regardless of 
flag or cargo, may transit the straits, subject to the same conditions applicable to 
merchant ships in time of peace under articles 2 and 3�50 If Turkey is a belliger-
ent, neutral merchant vessels may transit the straits by day through designated 
routes, but only if they do not assist the enemy�51 As a general rule, neutral states 
are all states not party to an international armed conflict�52 The principal duties of 
a neutral state are abstention—a duty to abstain from providing belligerents with 
war-related goods or services—and impartiality—exercising duties and rights in 
a nondiscriminatory manner toward all belligerents�53

Vessels of War. For purposes of the convention, vessels of war are defined in annex 
2 to include capital surface ships, aircraft carriers, light surface vessels, subma-
rines, minor war vessels, and auxiliary vessels�54 In time of peace, warships also 
enjoy passage rights through the straits, subject to certain limitations (prior no-
tification, tonnage restrictions, limitation on numbers of ships, and time limits)� 
In time of war, passage rights are dependent on whether Turkey is a belligerent in 
the armed conflict and the status of the warship—neutral or belligerent�
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Naval auxiliary vessels that are designed specifically for the carriage of fuel, 
whether liquid or nonliquid, do not have to comply with the notification require-
ments contained in article 13 and are not counted for the purpose of calculating 
the tonnage limitations under articles 14 and 18�55 However, naval auxiliaries 
must pass through the straits singly and their armament may not include the 
following: “for use against floating targets, more than two guns of a maximum 
calibre of 105 millimeters; for use against aerial targets, more than two guns of a 
maximum calibre of 75 millimeters�”56

Peacetime transits: In times of peace, light surface vessels, minor war vessels, 
and auxiliary vessels, regardless of flag and whether belonging to Black Sea or 
non–Black Sea powers, enjoy freedom of transit through the straits, provided 
their transit begins during daylight and subject to the notification requirements 
in article 13 and the conditions specified in articles 14 through 18�57

In times of peace, Black Sea powers may send through the straits capital ships 
that exceed the tonnage limitations set out in article 14, provided that these ves-
sels pass through the straits singly and are escorted by no more than two destroy-
ers�58 Although submarines generally are prohibited from transiting the straits, 
Black Sea powers are authorized to send submarines constructed or purchased 
outside the Black Sea through the straits for the purpose of rejoining their base, 
provided that adequate notice of the construction or purchase of such subma-
rines is given to Turkey�59 Black Sea–power submarines also may transit the straits 
to be repaired in dockyards outside the Black Sea, provided that detailed informa-
tion on the matter is given to Turkey�60 In either case, the submarines must travel 
by day and on the surface and must pass through the straits singly�61 Submarines 
of non–Black Sea powers may not enter the Black Sea through the Turkish Straits�

Ships transiting the straits must provide advance notification to the Turkish 
government through diplomatic channels� Black Sea powers shall provide notice 
eight days prior to a transit; non–Black Sea powers shall provide fifteen days’ 
prior notice� Any change of date is subject to a three-day notice�62 Vessels of war 
shall transit the straits expeditiously unless a delay is rendered necessary by dam-
age or force majeure�63

The maximum aggregate tonnage of all foreign naval forces that may transit the 
strait at one time shall not exceed fifteen thousand tons, except as otherwise provid-
ed for Black Sea–power capital ships in article 11� The transiting foreign naval force 
may not exceed nine vessels�64 Consistent with these rules, six Russian warships 
and a Kilo-class submarine transited the straits in early February 2022, two weeks 
before Russia attacked Ukraine, purportedly to participate in a naval exercise in 
the Black Sea� Three Ropucha-class tank landing ships (RFS Minsk [127], RFS Ko-
rolev [130], and RFS Kaliningrad [102]) transited on 8 February; two Ropcha-class 
amphibious ships (RTS Georgy Pobedonosets [016] and RTS Olenegorsky Gornyak 
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[012]) and an Ivan Gren–class landing ship (RTS Pyotr Morgunov) transited on 9 
February; and a Kilo-class diesel-electric attack submarine (RTS Rostov-na-Donu 
[B 237]) transited on 11 February� The submarine was returning to its home port in 
the Black Sea after an eleven-month deployment to the Mediterranean�65

A vessel of war, whether of a Black Sea or non–Black Sea power, that makes a 
port visit in the straits at the invitation of the Turkish government (see article 17) 
shall not be included in the tonnage limitations� Similarly, any vessel of war that 
has suffered damage during its transit of the straits shall not be included in the 
tonnage limitation�66 The tonnage and composition limitations of article 14 also 
do not apply to a naval force that the Turkish government has invited to make 
a port call of limited duration in the straits�67 Vessels of war making a port visit 
in the straits shall leave by the same route used to enter the straits unless they 
comply with the requirements of articles 10, 14, and 18�68

The aggregate tonnage of vessels of war that non–Black Sea powers may have 
in the Black Sea shall not exceed thirty thousand tons� However, if at any time 
the tonnage of the strongest fleet in the Black Sea exceeds by at least ten thousand 
tons the tonnage of the strongest fleet in the Black Sea at the date of the signature 
of the convention, the aggregate tonnage of thirty thousand tons shall be in-
creased by the same amount, up to a maximum of 45,000 tons�69 There is also an 
exception for deployment of naval forces, not exceeding eight thousand tons, into 
the Black Sea for humanitarian purposes�70 In any event, vessels of war belonging 
to non–Black Sea powers may remain in the Black Sea only for twenty-one days�71

Wartime transits: In time of war, if Turkey is not a belligerent, foreign vessels 
of war enjoy complete freedom of transit through the straits under the same 
conditions that apply in peacetime (articles 10–18), with the following excep-
tion: Turkey may prohibit the transit of vessels of war belonging to the belligerent 
powers unless the vessel in question is returning to its home port in the Black 
Sea�72 Vessels of war belonging to belligerent powers shall not make any capture, 
exercise the right of visit and search, or carry out any hostile act in the straits�73

Under article 20, if Turkey is a belligerent, the passage of foreign vessels of war 
is left entirely to the discretion of the Turkish government�74 Additionally, if Tur-
key is not a belligerent but considers itself to be threatened with imminent danger 
of war, it may apply the provisions of article 20�75 Any vessel that has transited the 
straits before Turkey invokes article 21 that then finds itself separated from its 
home base may return thereto; however, Turkey may deny return rights to vessels 
of war belonging to the state that is threatening Turkey�

TURKEY’S DECISION TO CLOSE THE TURKISH STRAITS
Turkey views the Montreux Convention as an essential element of Black Sea 
security and stability, and it has implemented the provisions of the convention 
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faithfully for eighty-six years�76 Consistent with its role as gatekeeper of the 
straits, Turkey announced on 28 February 2022 that it was restricting passage of 
warships belonging to Ukraine and Russia through the straits unless said ships 
were returning to their bases in the Black Sea�77 This decision prevented Russian 
warships operating in the Mediterranean Sea, such as the Slava-class cruisers 
RTS Marshal Ustinov (055) from the Northern Fleet and RFS Varyag (011) from 
the Pacific Fleet, from entering the Black Sea to augment Russian naval forces 
participating in the invasion of Ukraine�78

Turkey’s decision to close the straits to Russian and Ukrainian warships is 
clearly consistent with article 19 of the convention� However, Turkey’s decision 
effectively to prohibit the passage through the straits of all foreign warships, 
whether belonging to the belligerents or not, to prevent escalation of the crisis can 
be justified only if Turkey considers itself threatened with imminent danger of 
war�79 Given Turkey’s amicable relations with both Ukraine and Russia, it would 
be extremely difficult for Ankara to make a convincing argument that it considers 
Turkey to be threatened with imminent danger of war from either belligerent�80 To 
date, no foreign warships have ignored Turkey’s warning and no state has provided 
notice to Turkey of its intent to send a warship through the straits�

Conceivably, Turkey might argue that allowing NATO warships to transit the 
straits while prohibiting Russia’s access to the Black Sea could result in an armed 
attack by Russian forces, and therefore that application of article 21 is warranted� 
It is more likely, however, that Turkey invoked article 21 as a political expedi-
ency to mitigate adverse repercussions from Russia� Invoking article 21 where 
there is insufficient evidence to support an argument that Ankara believes that 
Turkey is in imminent threat of danger of war tarnishes the country’s status as 
an honest broker and faithful guardian of the Montreux Convention� In the long 
term, this could have unintended consequences for the continued viability of 
the convention�
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 Russia has not used nuclear weapons in its war of aggression against Ukraine�  
Nevertheless, Russian nuclear weapons’ potential deployment has been and 

remains a major focus of this war� Indeed, Russia’s nuclear threats and the resultant 
concern about potential nuclear use continue to suffuse Western policy responses 
to the war� These vague threats build on earlier threats and exercises that estab-
lished a belief among many Western observers that Russia can and will use nuclear 
weapons, including in a conflict that begins as a purely conventional war, to force 
its enemies to accept its terms� Anxiety about possible Russian nuclear use therefore 
has been pervasive and has inhibited some Western relief efforts—for example, the 
campaign for a no-fly zone or for sending warplanes to Ukraine� Consequently, 
Western restraint and statements to the effect that “we will not fight World War 

III with Russia over Ukraine” have encouraged re-
peated and unrestrained Russian threats of nuclear 
use that are taken as inherently credible, even as 
Western deterrence is not seen as credible� Thus, the 
balance of deterrence has been destabilized�1

Russian president Vladimir V� Putin and his reti-
nue continue to make nuclear threats almost daily� 
This article attempts to explain why this continues, 
beyond the fact that such threats represent for Rus-
sian elites a kind of political Viagra; they make them 
feel powerful and feared, and in an intimidation cul-
ture such as Putin’s Russia—resembling that of the 
Mafia—instilling fear is the paramount motivation�
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The article also examines Russian nuclear strategy not only during the war but 
during the crisis leading up to it, from well before the onset of hostilities� “Russian 
military planners [have been] pursuing a broad range of upgraded and new ver-
sions of nuclear weapons,” which “suggests that the[ir] real doctrine goes beyond 
basic deterrence and toward regional warfighting strategies, or even weapons 
aimed at causing terror�”2 The article further argues that Russian nuclear-weapons 
strategy, as manifested in Ukraine, aims at achieving the following interrelated 
goals: intimidating and deterring any NATO reaction to Russian participation in 
a war; obtaining and retaining escalation dominance, and thus the strategic initia-
tive and freedom of action throughout all stages of a crisis, from start to finish, 
regardless of how it develops; and creating—in theory, if not also operationally—a 
seamless web of threats to Russian enemies from both conventional and nuclear 
weapons, to retain that control over escalation processes� Finally, Russia’s rhetoric 
and exercises display the regime’s concept of strategic deterrence in action�

STRATEGIC DETERRENCE
In Russian policy, strategicheskoye sderzhivanie (strategic deterrence) explicitly 
calls for the state to use all the instruments of power at its disposal to deter an 
attack, whether nuclear or conventional� In other words, it is expressly a concept 
of multidomain coercion� This concept of using all the state’s capacities to effec-
tuate deterrence is the product of some twenty to thirty years of post–Cold War 
rethinking of the contemporary character of war and of Russia’s strategic situa-
tion, and it has been very much on display in this war�

Strategicheskoye sderzhivanie bears only a tenuous connection to the U�S� 
concept of deterrence� Because the Russian government and its defense planners 
inhabit a rather different cognitive universe from ours, deterrence connotes much 
more to them than it does to us� Sderzhivanie, the term they use to character-
ize Russian operations, means holding back, keeping out, restraining, or even 
constraining� In contrast, they characterize U�S� deterrence programs as being 
intimidating� This is despite the fact that Putin’s Russia, if not its predecessors, 
betrays all the hallmarks of a classic intimidation culture, not unlike that of the 
Mafia, to which Putin’s rule often has been likened�3 This is the logic behind the 
Russian preference for the more anodyne word sderzhivanie rather than the Rus-
sian word for intimidation, ustrashenie, which is derived from the word for terror, 
strakh—which is used habitually to characterize U�S� deterrence programs�4

This usage conforms to the first rule of Russian propaganda, polemics, and 
thinking about war and peace—namely, that Russia is always right, and equally 
always is threatened by other, malevolent powers� Therefore, whatever Russia 
does is intrinsically defensive and should be seen as such� If external actors do 
not view Russian military-political activities as defensive, then their resistance, 
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however it expresses itself, is invariably, a priori threatening to Russia� This justi-
fies Moscow’s subsequent activities aimed at negating, countering, or overcom-
ing that resistance� Strategicheskoye sderzhivanie is also a concept of deterrence 
that comports very well with fundamental tendencies in Russian culture (not 
just strategic culture), and even could subsume the widely used, even prevailing 
(although often incorrectly applied) term for Russian strategy, hybrid warfare.5

This correspondence with Russian strategic and general cultural traditions 
and with the practices widely known as hybrid warfare can be discerned from the 
official Russian definition of the term strategicheskoye sderzhivanie:

A coordinated system of military and non-military (political, diplomatic, legal, 
economic, ideological, scientific-technical and others) measures taken consecutively 
or simultaneously � � � with the goal of deterring military action entailing damage of a 
strategic character� � � � Strategic deterrence is directed at the stabilisation of the military-
political situation � � � in order to influence an adversary within a predetermined 
framework, or for the de-escalation of military conflict� � � � The objects to be influenced 
through strategic deterrence may be the military-political leadership and the popula-
tion of the potential adversary state (or coalition of states)� � � � Strategic-deterrent 
measures are carried out continuously, both in peacetime and in wartime�6 

Thus, the Russian government carries out (or at least intends to do so) all these 
measures in multiple domains simultaneously and continuously, whether the 
country is at peace or war� In fact, it assumes the existence of a condition of near 
war, if not actual war, at all times� The concept aims explicitly at compelling or 
coercing the enemy to act within a framework that Moscow controls, thereby also 
linking strategicheskoye sderzhivanie to the concept of reflexive control (discussed 
later)� This scope of the concept clearly includes the entire domain of informa-
tion warfare�

Second, strategicheskoye sderzhivanie aims at imposing Moscow’s control on 
the entire process of deterrence, encompassing prewar and wartime periods, if 
not postwar times as well� The concept thus also conforms to Harry Summers’s 
observation that, “[a]t least from the military perspective, it is well understood 
that conflict prevention depends on a credible capability for conflict control.”7

Third, the concept of strategicheskoye sderzhivanie does not subsume only 
the cross-domain coercion we have observed in Ukraine, in Syria, and across all 
Russian security policy� It also presupposes constant tensions that could explode 
at any time into actual hostilities�8

Fourth, another objective of strategicheskoye sderzhivanie clearly is to use Mos-
cow’s entire arsenal (some of which will be described in more detail later) to main-
tain constant escalation control� This is not what Western observers have called 
an “escalate to de-escalate” strategy, although that aspect of strategicheskoye sder-
zhivanie is by no means incompatible with a broader strategy of escalation control�
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Fifth, strategicheskoye sderzhivanie represents a conscious ambition or aspira-
tion of Russian planners and leaders to efface the demarcations between offense 
and defense and between deterrence and coercion� According to Kristin Ven 
Bruusgaard,

The third unique feature of the Russian deterrence concept is its blending of the logics 
of deterrence and coercion through its continued role in wartime� The Russian concept 
transcends a traditional perception of deterrence having failed if conflict erupts� It 
should continue to work “in times of war to prevent escalation, to ensure de-escalation, 
or for the swift termination of conflict on terms acceptable to Russia�” The Russian 
concept seeks more actively to influence wartime calculations through demonstrating 
Russian willingness to use coercive measures� One interesting aspect of this logic is 
how the need to demonstrate coercive capability increases as the destructiveness of 
the deterrent tools employed decreases� Whereas the sheer destructiveness of nuclear 
weapons means their mere existence should be enough to deter, non-nuclear and 
non-military tools in particular must be demonstrated or used coercively in order to 
deter a potential adversary� The Russian term strategic deterrence is thus a clustered 
term used to describe all of the following: activities aimed at containing any threat 
from materialising against Russia; activities aimed at deterring any direct aggression 
against Russia; and, lastly, activities focused on coercing an adversary to cede in a 
confrontation to terms dictated by Russia�9 

Dmitry Adamsky arrives at the same conclusion: that the Russian concept of 
deterrence follows the Leninist and Soviet practice of erasing distinctions be-
tween offense and defense and between compellence (and we may add coercion) 
and deterrence� As Bruusgaard notes, all this easily could yield the perception of 
a classic security dilemma—and a misperception of the situation� Thus, the chal-
lenge for any adversary that cannot understand fully the logic behind Moscow’s 
actions is to devise a strategy that holds the line and does not misread Russia’s 
intentions and actions�10

Russia’s Arctic deployments express this strategy� They aim not only to hold 
U�S�, Canadian, and other allied targets at risk, but to impose control over U�S� 
policy� This involves not only defending Russian territory but also threatening 
allied lands� The goal is to decouple the NATO alliance, and thereby to compel 
the United States to accept the Russian view that these two great powers must 
be shackled together like prison inmates, and to be shackled as well to a mutu-
ally assured destruction regime whose a priori logic is that conflict between 
them is unavoidable, and in fact constitutes the very foundation of modern 
international life�

This strategy rests on what the German theorist Carl Schmitt called the pre-
supposition of conflict, and in this regard it remains faithful to a Leninist welt-
anschauung (worldview) and legacy� By presupposing the a priori existence of 
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conflict—even when, in the present case, there was no allied threat to or from 
Ukraine—Russia has generated and launched a process that, in the absence of 
many arms-control mechanisms—not least because of Russian cheating—easily 
could explode�

In sum, under the rubric of strategicheskoye sderzhivanie, Russia aims to deter 
every conceivable threat to itself, on a continuous basis, irrespective of distinc-
tions between peacetime and wartime� It blends together the logic of deterrence 
and that of coercion, making it all too easy for Russia to convince itself that 
threats exist—allegedly in Ukraine—that must be deterred by means of threat-
ened or actual coercion�11

NUCLEAR WEAPONS, INFORMATION WARFARE, AND  
REFLEXIVE CONTROL
In Russian political culture, displaying the state’s capacity to intimidate others 
is of utmost importance� Just as Russia desperately needs to see itself as a great 
power, it equally needs to be feared, to validate its self-perception as a great global 
power� But since intimidation expresses above all a psychological relationship 
between the parties involved, the prominent display of nuclear weapons carries 
with it a powerful informational-psychological charge that also fully comports 
with Russian strategic thinking�

Russia’s threats clearly aim to intimidate NATO into not intervening in 
Ukraine, to impede efforts to enhance NATO cohesion, and to block weapons 
supplies, and thus to isolate the Ukrainian theater of operations and retain the 
strategic initiative and escalation dominance in the war� These are basic objec-
tives of Russian nuclear, and thus military, strategy�

Such approaches have a deep-rooted basis in Soviet practice� Prior Soviet 
tactics and strategies have provided a foundation for the development of new 
Russian strategies that incorporate at least some of the Leninist repertoire along 
with new factors, such as the availability and use of nuclear and high-precision 
weapons and large-scale cyber and information-warfare tools� All these are com-
bined in the conduct of continuous political warfare against hostile targets� The 
continuity in tactics employed in Ukraine with those used in earlier, Communist 
takeovers underscores this point� For example, Moscow attempted to convince 
Kyiv that its allies could not or would not defend it—just as it did with Prague 
in 1968, when it succeeded in isolating the Dubček regime� At that time, Ivo D� 
Duchacek expressed the contention that “[f]or a successful revolution the Com-
munists must have among other things a clearly favorable balance of potential 
outside aid� The democratic majority must feel isolated internationally, while the 
Communist minority is sure of direct or indirect support from Soviet Russia or 
other Communist states�”12
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Isolation of the theater and the enemy, however achieved, facilitates Mos-
cow’s objective of achieving the strategic initiative and dominance of the 
escalation ladder� To do this, it merely needs to make what are assumed to be 
innately credible threats of nuclear use, even if they are unsupported in reality� 
Thus, after Putin in February 2022 supposedly placed Russian nuclear forces 
on a higher alert status—one that may not even be a real category—no observer 
saw any “muscle movements” of Russia’s nuclear forces�13 Yet Russia’s rhetorical 
invocation of nuclear threats that are assumed to be inherently credible, re-
gardless of the facts, reflects Russia’s understanding that nuclear weapons are 
not merely tools of enormous destruction but also a very potent informa-
tion weapon that can be employed to manipulate enemies’ psychology and  
decision-making�

In that context—and accepting the idea that Russia’s military operations can 
be understood using the concept, originated by Adamsky, of cross-domain co-
ercion—we can see how the mere credible threat of nuclear escalation and use 
can be subsumed, along with other instruments of power, within the conceptual 
framework of cross-domain coercion� Today, it is the integrity and resilience of 
societal and political institutions that represent the Clausewitzian center of grav-
ity from which power springs for all belligerents in this war� From this perspec-
tive, the centrality to all sociopolitical activity, not just kinetic combat operations, 
of the availability of accurate and true information becomes quite clear� There-
fore, Russian leaders and theoreticians rightly emphasize the informational-
psychological aspect of war as the most critical element, even more than actual 
combat operations� They invest much time and resources in that form of warfare 
to derange and unhinge actual and potential opponents� They see information 
warfare as a possible first strike in itself, and even as something that can and 
should be waged continuously, not just in wartime but in peacetime�14 Thus, 
cross-domain coercion actually represents a form of warfare targeted on societal 
and state resilience and the opponent’s ability to comprehend and act on reality� 
As Adamsky writes, “[T]he current Russian cross-domain coercion campaign is 
an integrated whole of non-nuclear, informational, and nuclear types of deter-
rence and compellence� Finally, the campaign contains a holistic informational 
(cyber) operation, waged simultaneously on the digital-technological and on the 
cognitive-psychological fronts, which skillfully merges military and non-military 
capabilities across nuclear, conventional, and sub-conventional domains�”15

Even the ultimate (i�e�, nuclear) weapon fits right into this perspective on con-
temporary war� Deliberately reckless rhetoric, nuclear overflights, and submarine 
probes (to be detailed later) all contribute to this aspect of contemporary war—
and none of these phenomena would be unfamiliar to the fathers of deterrence 
theory: Schelling, Brodie, Kissinger, Wohlstetter, Kahn, and others� But Russia’s 
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embrace of these tactics does highlight the fact that the psychology and char-
acter of the current regime are essentially those of an intimidation culture� As 
Andrei A� Soldatov and Irina Borogan observe, “The Putin approach is all about 
intimidation, more often than actual coercion, as an instrument of control�”16 The 
Russian emphasis on nuclear weapons not only relates to this culture and system 
of intimidation; it also comports fully with the long-standing element of Rus-
sian political culture that relies on the external projection of fear to augment the 
regime’s domestic support and attenuate the enemy’s base of support and will to 
resist�17 Consequently, Putin’s strategy has been to amass instruments comparable 
to what he and his entourage believe the West is deploying against Russia and to 
deploy them preemptively and uninterruptedly against the West� And whereas 
the West devalues nuclear weapons in its rhetoric and policy, Russia must elevate 
their utility because it lacks other means of suasion that can be deployed to make 
credible intimidating threats�18

However, beyond Moscow’s use of nuclear weapons as informational weapons 
to intimidate external audiences with Russia’s power and its resolve to use them 
in a first-strike mode if challenged or resisted, nuclear weapons also function as 
instruments of Russian reflexive-control operations� “Reflexive control is defined 
as a means of conveying to a partner or an opponent specially prepared informa-
tion to incline him to voluntarily make the predetermined decision desired by 
the initiator of the action�”19 Reflexive control is linked directly to information 
warfare� As Major General N� I� Turko, who served in Russia’s General Staff Acad-
emy in the 1990s and 2000s, observed, “The most dangerous manifestation in the 
tendency to rely on military power relates more to the possible impact of the use 
of reflexive control by the opposing side through developments in the theory and 
practice of information war rather than to the direct use of the means of armed 
combat�”20 For Turko and his disciples, reflexive control can be employed in the 
context of potential nuclear use� “For example, [Turko] and a colleague described 
a new containment theory under development that portrayed new means for 
coping with confrontation between new large-scale geopolitical groupings� This 
theory involves information warfare means; specifically, the threat of inflicting 
unacceptable levels of damage against a state or group of states by attacking their 
information resources�”21

Moscow long has exploited the associated techniques of reflexive control and 
information warfare to frighten Western leaders and societies into making deci-
sions that redound to its benefit�

Russia has repeatedly implied that tactical nuclear weapons might be used against 
NATO states in the event of conflict� Moscow capitalizes on the prospect that this is 
highly alarming for Western leaders� Within this overall atmosphere of apprehension, 
Russia cultivates its image as an irresponsible actor in order to increase the credibility 
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of the nuclear threat� It also actively disseminates the highly dangerous argument  
that the best way to respond to Russian nuclear posturing is to withdraw the last re-
maining non-strategic nuclear weapons from Western Europe� In this way, counter- 
intuitively, Russia creates a mindset where abolishing a significant deterrent at the 
West’s disposal is presented as a rational response to Russian behavior�22 

Russian writers from about 2005 onward increasingly identified information 
warfare and the manipulation of targeted adversaries’ psychological states as the 
most crucial element in modern war�23 The intimidation effect created by the 
prominent display of nuclear weapons aims to convince gullible foreign observ-
ers that defying Russia means war, and potentially nuclear war� Since it appears 
that Russia, as did the Soviet Union, equates deterrence with the ability to fight 
a nuclear and large-scale conventional war—and even though it prefers to use 
nonnuclear deterrents, if possible—because it lacks those nonnuclear weapons 
Moscow must shackle Washington to a deterrence relationship that presupposes 
enmity ab initio� As nuclear war is unthinkable, the West must yield, at least in 
part, to Russian demands—or so the logic of Russia’s position goes�

This thinking is evident in a paper prepared in 2017 by Jacob W� Kipp and 
Matthew Kroenig�

In the past decade and a half, Russia has come to rely more on nuclear weapons as a 
means of deterrence and for warfighting to manage local wars� The possibility of a lo-
cal war against NATO remains Moscow’s highest priority security threat� Russia relies 
on the early resort to nuclear use in part to offset its aggregate conventional inferiority 
vis-à-vis NATO� Moscow’s concept of “de-escalatory” nuclear strikes envisions limited 
nuclear strikes on NATO targets early in a conflict in a bid to frighten Western leaders 
into suing for peace on terms favorable to Moscow� Even if such strikes are never em-
ployed, the possibility enhances Russia’s coercive leverage in a crisis and � � � blackmail 
threats in peacetime�24

In light of steadily deteriorating perceptions of the external security order 
and growing apprehensions about the threat, and in view of Russia’s continuing 
conventional inferiority to a fully mobilized NATO, especially the United States, 
this perception and strategy regarding nuclear weapons create strong pressures 
for first-strike use� As Kipp and Kroenig observe,

Russia’s nuclear forces and strategy also present a number of weaknesses, however, 
that could be subject to Western exploitation� Russia does not prefer dependence on 
nuclear weapons, but is forced to rely on them largely in order to offset conventional 
disadvantages� This creates a number of problems, including imposing demands for 
rapid escalation in the case of successful initial operations by opposing forces� In 
addition, leaders in Moscow must confront the prospect that limited nuclear warfare 
might be conducted across the depths of Russia’s homeland if NATO honors commit-
ments to the Baltic States and the conflict escalates to the nuclear level�25
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Therefore—and in the best tradition of Sun-tzu’s recommendation that the 
best strategy is one that negates the opponent’s strategy without firing a shot—a 
robust Western conventional deterrent in the Baltic and Black Sea theaters and 
across Europe negates incentives for Russia to believe it can win quickly in a 
limited conventional war that might bring in NATO� This robust conventional 
deterrent also thereby deters nuclear escalation�

Another reason for advocating such an approach pertains to the information 
dimension inherent in nuclear threats that is related to the intimidation factor 
discussed above� As Ofer Fridman has noted, Russian military professionals as-
sign informational tasks to their armed forces to support otherwise nonmilitary 
actions during a conflict, simply by virtue of the armed forces’ presence and their 
demonstration of military potential� Thus, this aspect of nuclear strategy is actu-
ally part of Russia’s overall military strategy�26

But while nuclear use in a first-strike mode to retrieve a losing conventional 
war and force NATO to de-escalate may be part of the strategy (escalate to de- 
escalate), that arguably is merely a part of a much broader nuclear strategy that 
relies heavily on the psychological and intimidating or informational compo-
nents of nuclear weapons�27 In other words, we see a broader nuclear strategy that 
aims to use these weapons to control the entire process of escalation throughout 
the crisis from start to finish� If the crisis becomes kinetic, escalating to de-
escalate may well become an operative possibility�

For instance, in a March 2015 meeting in Germany, Russian generals told 
Western delegates that any NATO effort to retake Crimea and return it to 
Ukraine would lead them to consider “a spectrum of responses from nuclear to 
non-military�”28 Apart from the obvious physical threat and its intimidation “quo-
tient,” the information conveyed clearly partakes of information warfare, under-
stood in Russian terms as manipulating opponents’ psychological reactions and 
hence their policies� Putin too, no doubt with similar ends in mind, has made nu-
merous remarks threatening nuclear strikes� Such rhetoric, accompanied by the 
regular dispatch of bomber and submarine probes against all members of NATO 
(covered in more detail in a later section), clearly is intended to intimidate and 
deter—the mission par excellence of bombers and submarines in peacetime�29 But 
it also is indisputable that, for Russian leaders and commanders, nuclear weapons 
are to be used for war-fighting missions and operations� Indeed, as General Sir 
A� Richard D� Shirreff, who was NATO’s Deputy Supreme Allied Commander 
Europe from 2011 to 2014, has stated, “Russia hardwires nuclear thinking and 
capability to every aspect of their defence capability�”30

Thus Russia, since NATO’s Kosovo operation in 1999, gradually has developed 
both a strategy and a capability involving nuclear weapons that Western elites do 
not comprehend fully� Its approach is much broader than the catchphrase “escalate 
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to de-escalate” implies�31 In fact, that formulation unfortunately exemplifies the 
increasing U�S� tendency to mirror image countries such as Russia, including 
to depict the strategies and goals of Russian leaders as if they were Americans� 
In fact, the Russian nuclear strategy is broader still than the one described here� 
Russia’s deployment of nuclear and conventional weapons indicates that Moscow 
believes the former deter not only nuclear but conventional attacks� This mode of 
strategizing and thinking directly rebuts the complacent and groundless notion 
that nuclear weapons deter only other nuclear weapons� For Russia, both types 
of weapons are intended to deter the U�S� or broader NATO aerospace attacks (as 
Russia calls them), thereby allowing Russia to operate offensively under the um-
brella of its potent integrated air-defense system (IADS)� In other words, Russian 
defense policy emphasizes medium-to-large-scale conventional and even nuclear 
war fighting at the expense of insurgency, counterinsurgency, stability operations, 
and the like� Consequently, nuclear weapons are at the core of this so-called asym-
metry, to forestall the application of NATO’s conventional superiority�

Adamsky’s insight that the “nuclear component is an inseparable part of Rus-
sian operational art that cannot be analyzed as a stand-alone issue,” because it 
abets Russian conventional threats and aggression through the deterrence of ad-
versaries’ counteraction to that aggression, is equally apt here�32 Similarly, Major 
Amos C� Fox, USA, wrote that the strategic defense provided by Russian nuclear 
weapons and the IADS facilitates the attainment of all Russia’s conventional-
warfare objectives: deterring NATO expansion into Russia’s historic sphere of 
influence, retaining regional hegemony in Eurasia, and demonstrating improve-
ments to Russian military capabilities�33 But beyond that,

[t]he presence of nuclear weapons is perhaps the first critical component for mod-
ern hybrid warfare� Nuclear weapons provide insurance against a massive ground 
response to an incremental, limited war� The offensive nation that possesses nuclear 
weapons knows that the adversary or its allies will not likely commit large ground 
forces to a conflict for fear of the aggressor employing those weapons against ground 
[or naval] forces� This dynamic emboldens the aggressor nation� In the case of Russia, 
its possession of nuclear weapons emboldens leaders to take offensive action because 
they know that even the threat of nuclear employment forces potential adversaries to 
a standstill�34

In other words, nuclear weapons make the world safe for conventional war 
on the nuclear power’s terms—or so its leaders may believe� We see this belief 
reflected in Moscow’s behavior and its apparent nuclear strategy� Since the docu-
ment detailing that strategy and the conditions for nuclear use is classified, the 
doctrinal statements available are hardly revealing� To say that nuclear weapons 
might be used in a first strike if there is a vital threat to the state’s survival is hard-
ly revelatory for any nuclear power, especially one haunted by the real specter of 
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state disintegration and that cannot afford to lose any war in which it engages� 
But Russia’s “nuclear behaviour” is sufficient grounds for real anxiety� As Colin S� 
Gray observed, despite the fact that there is no sign of Russian discourse coming 
true concerning the use of a nuclear weapon to defeat NATO in limited nuclear 
scenarios, Moscow talks as if it can achieve this outcome� Thus, Gray wrote the 
following:

In a manner that is ominously reminiscent of Adolf Hitler, Putin and others have 
chosen to introduce explicitly ruthless threats, including nuclear threats, into Russian 
reasoning about acute international crises� They hypothesize about the high political 
value that would accrue as a result of nuclear use on a limited scale� The hope, ap-
parently, is that the NATO enemy, certainly the less robust members, at least, would 
be out-gunned either by the actuality, or more likely only by the credible threat[,] of 
nuclear use [especially in a first-strike mode]�35

Not surprisingly, and in conformity with the argument laid out above, for Gray 
the inescapable conclusion was that Russia seeks escalation dominance�

In the language of now-classic strategic theory from a past generation of theorists, 
the Russians currently are talking with apparent seriousness about nuclear escalation 
dominance. Russian theorists claim, perhaps expect, they could win a war wherein 
Russia employs nuclear weapons only on a very modest scale� This expectation 
follows from a Russian belief that Moscow’s employment of a few nuclear weapons 
would give them a decisive coercive edge in the diplomacy that should follow� Rus-
sian authors have advised us ironically that the use of these weapons would prove to 
be a decisive de-escalatory move—de-escalatory because NATO would be expected 
to capitulate� The high determination shown unmistakably by the fact of Russian 
nuclear use would surprise, even shock, audiences politically around the world� Thus, 
with unmatched boldness Russia should achieve a considerable political, perhaps 
even military[,] victory�36

While no such scenario yet has occurred, nor is its incidence immediately 
likely, the current war with Kyiv does not just display Moscow’s brazenness; 
equally, if not more importantly, it also shows how nuclear scenarios can become 
intertwined with conventional wars� Nuclear weapons represent important, even 
critical, parts of Putin’s so-called asymmetric or indirect strategy� These sectors 
are critical not only because they show up in procurement priorities but also 
because until recently Russia clearly envisaged fighting a limited nuclear war, 
and it still may think in terms of doing so� It is true that a reading of Russia’s 
most recent published military doctrines suggests a move toward greater reliance 
on what might be called nonnuclear or conventional deterrence�37 But Russia’s 
procurement programs and the exercises it conducts reveal a habitual recourse 
to nuclear-, chemical-, or biological-weapons use, and also point to a lowered 
threshold for escalating to such operations� While the controversy over the role of 
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nuclear weapons in Russian strategy and the question whether Russia’s threshold 
for nuclear use is high or low remain unresolved, the Ukraine war nevertheless 
shows how Moscow instrumentalizes the mere threat of nuclear escalation as an 
intrinsic element of its overall strategy�38

RUSSIAN NUCLEAR STRATEGY
Judging by current appearances, NATO must fear nuclear escalation, while Putin 
need not do so� Consequently, it is reasonable to assert that Russia’s nuclear arse-
nal has enabled the current war in Ukraine, not least because of the implicit cred-
ibility of Putin’s nuclear threats�39 This fact also confirms Adamsky’s argument 
quoted previously, that “the nuclear component is an inseparable part of Russian 
operational art that cannot be analyzed as a stand-alone issue�” This is because 
nuclear threats abet Russian conventional threats and aggression by deterring 
adversaries from counteracting that aggression�40

Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Affairs Celeste Wallander 
stated the following with regard to Russia:

Its nuclear arsenal backs a military doctrine that emphasizes the coercive military 
value of nuclear weapons, including limited nuclear first-use in conventional regional 
conflict, at multiple levels of the conflict spectrum� As we have seen even recently, 
Russia routinely threatens nuclear use irresponsibly and often casually, causing alarm 
with its nuclear saber-rattling, including in conjunction with its renewed invasion of 
Ukraine� We are also likely to face Russian systems and methods of warfare as Russia 
proliferates military capabilities to others, including the potential basing of nuclear 
weapons in Belarus�41

Many of, if not all, these elements of Russian nuclear policies are on view in 
this war� We see the cavalier and irresponsible threats to use nuclear weapons 
(or saber rattling) and the likely deployment of weapons in Belarus to heighten 
the existing threats to the West�42 Since Russia itself is not under threat and the 
stationing of nuclear weapons in Belarus neither enhances Russian security nor 
materially affects operations in Ukraine, we must conclude that the purpose of 
the move, apart from further cementing Russian hegemony in that country, is to 
threaten Europe with more nuclear contingencies that seem altogether too cred-
ible, and thus to deter Western replies to the aggression against Ukraine�

The entering argument—that Russian threats are inherently credible—appears 
incontestable� Alexander R� Vershbow, deputy secretary general of NATO from 
2012 to 2016, stated that NATO leaders at that time had concluded that Russian 
plans for nuclear use in a major crisis were sincere, and thus credible�43 Similarly, 
Christopher S� Chivvis of the Carnegie Endowment has recounted that during 
his time as a U�S� intelligence official for Europe, scores of allied war games pro-
jected that Putin would launch a single nuclear strike if he faced limited fighting 
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with NATO or major setbacks in Ukraine that could be blamed on the West�44 
This credibility, apart from intelligence reports, derives from Russian leaders’ 
published statements, in the form of doctrine and rhetoric, and also Russian mili-
tary exercises, as will be discussed in a later section� Moreover, the widespread 
anxiety about a prospective Russian escalation exists despite the fact that such a 
step requires several persons to effectuate it; Putin does not appear to have sole 
or exclusive discretion over the use of nuclear weapons�45

Moscow’s inclination toward first use is evident from Russian doctrinal guid-
ance� By 2000, Moscow had introduced the idea of “de-escalating” a war by 
responding to a large-scale conventional attack—one that exceeded its ability 
to defend against it—with a limited nuclear strike�46 By 2010, Russia’s nuclear 
weapons were assigned only to conflicts in which Russia is fighting another 
nuclear-weapon state�47 And all its major exercises through 2013 also contained 
the contingency of a limited nuclear strike�48 Indeed, this characteristic of Rus-
sian exercises continues into the present�49 But despite Russia’s stated emphasis on 
developing its nonnuclear-deterrence capabilities, nuclear weapons and threats 
still enjoy pride of place in its strategy and doctrine�

Doctrine
Russia’s naval doctrine of 2017 states that in a major conflict Russia could con-
duct a “demonstration of readiness and determination to employ nonstrategic 
nuclear weapons” (also known as tactical nuclear weapons—TNWs)�50 As noted, 
this strike supposedly would function as a “de-escalating factor�”51 Such writings 
reinforce the idea, which first appeared in 2003 and is now popular in the West, 
that this Russian strategy aims at “escalating to de-escalate” or “escalating to win,” 
as such a strike would be presumed to lead to a negotiation on Moscow’s terms�52

These are by no means isolated Russian thoughts on nuclear strategy� This 
naval doctrine explicitly invokes the navy’s use of nuclear weapons as a legitimate 
deterrent�53 But it goes still further in extolling the possibility of nuclear strikes 
launched from forward-based naval (and, implicitly, air-based) platforms� Thus, 
it observes that “development and maintenance of the naval capability to strike 
ground targets of a potential enemy with conventional as well as nuclear weap-
ons” is a priority of the Russian navy�54 Some excerpts from the doctrine follow�

 32� The Navy is one of the most effective instruments of strategic (nuclear and 
non-nuclear) deterrence, including preventing “global strike�” This is due to the 
Navy possessing strategic nuclear and conventional naval forces and the ability to 
implement its combat potential in virtually any area of the World Ocean; ability 
to deploy naval expeditionary groups in a short period of time into the areas of 
conflict and remain in these areas for an extended period of time without violat-
ing the sovereignty of other states; as well as a high level of readiness for actions, 
including strikes on critically important enemy targets�
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 33� With the development of high-precision weapons, the Navy faces a qualitatively 
new objective: destruction of enemy’s military and economic potential by striking 
its vital facilities from the sea�

 34� Possession of a sufficient number of high-precision weapons and the ability to use 
them in different ways ensures deterrence of a large-scale military action against 
the Russian Federation�

 35� The primary elements of the strategic deterrence system are nuclear and non-
nuclear deterrence�

 36� Conventional naval forces retain an important place in the implementation of 
strategic deterrence objectives�

 37� During the escalation of military conflict, demonstration of readiness and de-
termination to employ non-strategic nuclear weapons capabilities is an effective 
deterrent�55

Building on those statements, Michael B� Petersen of the U�S� Naval War Col-
lege has written that

[i]n Russian thinking, strategic deterrence operations are executed in peacetime and 
wartime, and they feature what western strategists might define as conflict dissuasion 
and escalation control� Military forces achieve these missions through pre-conflict 
signaling and by inflicting specifically assigned damage criteria in local, regional, and 
strategic conflicts� In regional and strategic conflicts—wars against the North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization (NATO) in particular—this criteria is met in part via attacks 
against an adversary’s critical infrastructure� These operations perform the vital func-
tion of military signaling during what Russian thinkers term the “period of threat,” and 
then apply measured force against strategic targets during the ensuing “initial period of 
war�” Thereafter, these operations also provide a means of escalation management�56

The 2020 guidelines for nuclear use published by Moscow clearly delineate a 
first-strike posture and a lowered or broadened threshold for first-strike nuclear 
use—for example, against conventional strikes that endanger the stability of the 
government�57 Western elites—with good reason—have taken Putin’s declaration 
of a lowered threshold for a nuclear first strike, and the resultant threats of such 
use, as being credible, thereby establishing his bona fides�

The first point to be made is that, despite some Western claims to the con-
trary, a nuclear strike against Ukraine, or a NATO that is openly aligned with it, 
comports perfectly with Russian nuclear doctrine, exercises, and rhetoric� Argu-
ments that Putin is merely bluffing misread Russian doctrine and Putin�58 Indeed, 
already in 2014, while seizing Crimea, Putin mulled the possibility of calling a 
nuclear alert, despite the absence of any strategic threat�59 So both this instinct 
to invoke disproportionate nuclear threats and Putin’s linked obsession with 
Ukraine are well-established behavioral patterns� Today that idea—that Ukraine 
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posed a threat to Russia that triggered his newest efforts at intimidation—is rec-
ognized as absurd, but nonetheless its congruence with Russian doctrine makes 
it much more dangerous� Putin’s war against Ukraine represents a wager on his 
regime’s survival� Therefore, and since Russia “reserves the right to use nuclear 
weapons when the very existence of the state is under threat,” the Putin regime 
itself is now under threat, both domestically and externally, owing to its initial 
aggression and subsequent mismanagement of this war�

The point here is that the posing of the threat in ambiguous and vague terms 
is intrinsic to Russian strategy, because the overall strategy aims at escalation 
dominance—that is, retention of the strategic initiative throughout all stages of a 
crisis to enable Russia to impose its terms on an adversary� It therefore must de-
ploy the threat of, if not the actual, launch of these weapons as an informational-
psychological weapon in its own right�

This operative condition for nuclear use now has come into play, which clearly 
frightens the West� Given that Putin has stated explicitly that an independent, 
or even merely a West-leaning, Ukraine represents an existential threat to Rus-
sia, the conditions for nuclear use became operative immediately on the start of 
this war�60 But we also see here how Putin conjoins information operations, in 
the form of nuclear threats that seem credible but are actually insubstantial, to 
instrumentalize fear of nuclear war to make others bow to his ambitions�61 Such 
processes fully validate an assertion put forward by The Economist that Putin’s 
modus operandi is escalation, not cutting his losses�62

Second, in tandem with the Western assumption of the credibility of Russian 
threats, there appears to be a growing consensus that the longer this war lasts the 
more dangerous it becomes; Russian operational failures, combined with Putin’s 
inability to retreat, increase the possibility of escalation�63 But to Moscow, that 
perception enhances the utility of its nuclear threats�

Third, Russia’s war shows that a nuclear power can engage in brutal regional 
aggression yet escape the most severe penalties for doing so because of its nuclear 
arsenal�64 This is a dangerous example to nuclear wannabes� In other words, Rus-
sia’s aggression deranges not only European security but also the overall nuclear 
global order�65

Prewar and Wartime Rhetoric and Exercises
Even before the Ukraine war began, Russian rhetoric and exercises firmly estab-
lished Russia’s credibility for escalating to the nuclear level if foreign interven-
tion occurred� Since the onset of hostilities, this pattern of Russian behavior has 
continued, with marked success—for example, by inhibiting Western discussions 
of supplying planes to Ukraine or establishing no-fly zones—owing to fears of es-
calation� Since Putin, in accordance with Russian strategy, retains both escalation 
dominance and the operational-strategic initiative, he has no reason to refrain 
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from attempting to intimidate NATO via rhetorical-threat escalation, or opera-
tional escalation on the ground (e�g�, chemical weapons use, bombing areas near 
Poland), or both�66 Furthermore, because Putin cannot afford to be seen as losing 
this war, escalation not only appears to work for him; it has become his default 
option, making this a war of escalation�67

Russian Rhetoric. Russia’s prewar rhetoric overtly displayed a readiness to make 
nuclear threats, often in combination with conventional threats� In December 
2021, senior Russian officials warned that NATO enlargement to the east would 
lead to Russian deployments of TNWs�68 This threat was particularly visible in 
the naval or maritime domain� Rhetorically, the propensity to escalate and intim-
idate also was clear from Putin’s speeches on 21 and 23 February 2022, in which 
he announced the war�69 These speeches included what most observers believed 
to be threats to use TNWs or low-yield weapons in first-strike and war-fighting 
modes�70 In the 23 February speech, Putin said, “Anyone who tries to interfere with 
us, or even more so, to create threats for our country and our people, must know 
that Russia’s response will be immediate and will lead you to such consequences 
as you have never before experienced in your history�”71 Then on 27 February, 
Putin invoked Western threats to justify raising the alert status of Russian nuclear 
weapons, claiming that “[s]enior officials of the leading Nato countries also al-
low aggressive statements against our country, therefore I order the minister of 
defence and the chief of the general staff [of the Russian armed forces] to transfer 
the deterrence forces of the Russian army to a special mode of combat duty� � � �  
Western countries aren’t only taking unfriendly actions against our country in 
the economic sphere, but top officials from leading Nato members made aggres-
sive statements regarding our country�”72

Other Russian officials also made threats regarding nuclear use if NATO re-
fused to guarantee an end to its expansion� Likewise, Russia also demanded that 
NATO withdraw from Romania and Bulgaria, and that Finland and Sweden, 
in which public support for joining NATO was growing, must provide security 
guarantees to Russia�73 Moscow also threatened repeatedly to strike at NATO 
vehicles transferring weapons to Ukraine�74 Subsequent threats expressed a re-
fusal to rule out nuclear escalation in the event of an “existential crisis” to Russia 
growing out of the war�75 Such threats, as delivered by former president Dmitry 
A� Medvedev, Foreign Minister Sergey V� Lavrov, and Putin’s press secretary Dmi-
try S� Peskov, inevitably regenerate foreign apprehension about nuclear use and 
inhibit allied responses to Russia’s aggression, thereby allowing the Putin regime 
to retain the initiative despite its poor military performance�76

Russian Military Exercises and Deployments. Russian nuclear exercises build on 
this wide-ranging understanding of the usefulness of nuclear weapons’ utility and 
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potency� Obviously, one function of exercises is to intimidate potential or real en-
emies with the actuality of potential military use, as showcased in the field� They 
convey genuine possession of and readiness to use nuclear weapons, to impress 
on audiences Russia’s threat by showing it in fact rather than rhetorically and 
by demonstrating Russia’s readiness to use such weapons in a first-strike mode� 
Thus, they extend and confirm the information conveyed in official rhetoric�

Evidence of Russian nuclear threats may be found in the fact that a huge 
nuclear exercise, Operation GROM (THUNDER), whose purpose clearly was to 
intimidate the West, immediately preceded the war� In GROM-2022, Russia simu-
lated nuclear strikes in the Arctic and on Finland, Sweden, and Norway� Moscow 
reportedly deployed to sea some of its missile and attack submarines, with some 
carrying the Yars mobile intercontinental ballistic missile, which can attack both 
the United States and Europe� Finally, some reports claim that Putin relocated to 
a secret nuclear bunker in Siberia�77

Operation GROM-2022 was not an anomaly� In 2009, during the annual 
ZAPAD exercise, Russia simulated an attack on Warsaw with a nuclear missile� 
Since then the Russian military has simulated nuclear attacks on Sweden and the 
United Kingdom, conducted regular submarine and aerial probes of Europe and 
the United States and aerial probes against Japan and South Korea, and made 
diplomatic threats against Denmark� Most dangerously, in March 2022 Russian 
planes—Su-24 bombers escorted by Su-27 fighters—carrying nuclear weapons  
purposefully violated European Union airspace�78 Thus, overt Russian nuclear 
threats continue�

Similarly, the GROM-2019 exercise—which at the time was unprecedented in 
size and complexity—highlighted a program of what Pavel K� Baev calls “nuclear 
renaissance�” It included the idea that “Russian leadership not only accepts the 
possibility of but also seeks to prevail in a large-scale nuclear war involving 
multiple exchanges of various strikes�”79 GROM-2019 evidently was intended to 
showcase Russian nuclear superiority in Europe�

Involving all elements of the strategic triad and spreading across all strategic direc-
tions, Grom-2019 was unprecedented in scale and complexity; Putin personally 
supervised it, pushing the buttons of the super-computer in the National Defense 
Control Center� The plan for launching simultaneously combined nuclear strikes in 
different theaters indeed goes far beyond the “escalate-to-deescalate” proposition, 
which envisages a single or a very limited use of nuclear weapons aimed at altering 
the pattern of a conventional operation� Russian military experts suggested that the 
scenario of the exercise indicated that Russian leaders prepared for massive nuclear 
exchanges in a previously unthinkable total war� This may appear to be speculation 
that goes too far, but it reflects the alarming expansion of political discourse on the 
readiness for and the practicable possibility of a victory in nuclear war�80
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Another important feature of this exercise was the integrated employment 
of strategic and nonstrategic capabilities, the latter involving sea-launched 3M-
54 Kalibr cruise missiles and land-based 9K720 Iskander tactical missiles�81 
This integration of conventional and nuclear weapons is now a hallmark of 
Russian escalation doctrine—one that threatens to pose many problems to 
defenders against Russian missile strikes, because all the new missiles are dual 
capable, which makes it difficult to determine what kind of attack is incoming� 
Arguably there is a seamless web that leads from conventional scenarios up to 
and including these supposedly limited nuclear-war scenarios, perhaps involv-
ing low-yield or tactical nuclear weapons—scenarios for which the West has 
found no response yet�82 As former Finnish lieutenant colonel Pentti Forsström 
argues,

In this way � � � the concept of traditional strategic deterrence is broadened to cover 
both Russian nuclear and conventional assets� On the other hand, the abolishment of 
the restrictions for the use of nuclear weapons means that the dividing line between 
waging war with conventional or with nuclear weapons is vanishing� When the prin-
ciple of surprise is connected to this idea, it seems that Russia wants to indicate that 
non-strategic nuclear weapons could be regarded as “normal” assets on a conven-
tional battlefield� This is the basis upon which Russia regulates the level of deterrence 
in the Kaliningrad exclave, for example� By introducing the concept of pre-emptive 
strike to its military means, Russia is trying to enhance its non-nuclear deterrence 
even further�83

Other exercises just before this war had comparable intentions and purposes� 
First, in January 2022, the Northern Fleet, ostensibly conducting exercises, 
surged into the North Atlantic, specifically off the Irish coast, astride the main sea 
lines of communication from North America to northern Europe� This activity 
was part of a larger exercise “involving 140 combat and supply ships from all four 
fleets, from the Pacific to the North Atlantic� Three of the Northern Fleet’s am-
phibious assault ships that in mid-January were flexing muscles in the Baltic Sea 
and made Sweden � � � increase military readiness, sending troops to the island of 
Gotland, are now sailing into the Mediterranea[n]�” They were “[l]ikely on their 
way to the Black Sea amid growing tensions and part of Russia’s military buildup 
in the area�”84 Another assessment of these exercises commented as follows:

A series of training maneuvers of the Northern Fleet in the Barents Sea began in 
January� During the exercises, the participating forces practiced maritime communi-
cations protection, including in crisis situations� A few days before the war, about 20 
Russian ships entered the Barents Sea to search for foreign submarines and to establish 
control over navigation in this body as well as the airspace above� It is now possible to 
conclude that those activities were to prepare the ground for potential Russian nuclear 
ballistic missile submarine (SSBM [sic]) operations� During the attack on Ukraine, the 
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Project 1144 cruiser Peter the Great notably remained in the Barents Sea to protect the 
Russian SSBMs in case NATO were to attempt to enter the conflict�85

Then in February, Russia issued the largest warning ever for the Norwegian 
part of the Barents Sea for another exercise� The scope of this notice to air mis-
sions (known as a NOTAM) of Russian missile activity in the zone stretched 
about a thousand kilometers, from Kolguyev Island in the eastern Barents Sea to 
Bear Gap—and half this distance falls inside Norway’s exclusive economic zone 
(EEZ), which is, however, in international waters�86 Subsequently, once Putin sup-
posedly raised the nuclear alert level, the Northern Fleet launched a new exercise 
around the Kola Peninsula, the home base of the nuclear portion of the fleet, 
ostensibly to “train [on] maneuvering in stormy conditions�”87

Apart from these exercises, some “human activity” was responsible for the cut-
ting at Svalbard of the cable that Space Norway operates at the SvalSat park� The 
cable serves over one hundred satellite antennae and can provide all-orbit support 
to operators of polar-orbiting satellites, making the site a key intelligence and 
communications node�88 Although this disruption of (or effort to interdict) North 
Atlantic communications cannot be attributed definitively to anyone, it smacks of 
Russian sabotage operations of the type that would be used to blind allied intel-
ligence and satellite communications in the initial period of a war� Certainly, the 
surge into the waters off Ireland and the exercises in the Barents Sea, along with 
the possible missile operations inside Norway’s EEZ, resemble operations that the 
Northern Fleet would conduct during the period preparatory to war, the initial 
period of the war, or both, to threaten or interdict North Atlantic shipping� Since 
Russian surface vessels and submarines (like the Arctic-based air forces) increas-
ingly are armed with dual-capable missiles that can attack both Europe and the 
United States, the nuclear threats that such deployments pose are clear�89

Other exercises, around the Black Sea and the Mediterranean, have had the 
aim not only of deterring NATO but of ensuring the isolation of Ukraine from 
external maritime support� Moscow dispatched long-range, nuclear-capable Tu-
22M3 Backfire bombers and MiG-31 fighters carrying the latest Kinzhal (Dag-
ger) hypersonic cruise missile (with a range of up to two thousand kilometers and 
a speed of Mach 10) to Russian bases in Syria and Kaliningrad� Their purpose 
was to threaten U�S�, other NATO, and Ukrainian targets, including ships in the 
Mediterranean, and thus deter U�S� and other NATO support for Ukraine� These 
flights dovetailed with the patrols that Tu-22 bombers flew over Belarus in 2021�90 
These deployments and the threats they embody are the same as would be made 
preparatory to war, so they serve both a deterrent and an operational function 
against NATO and Ukraine�

Such exercises and deployments of dual-capable aircraft to Syria seem to have 
become habitual� In May 2021, three Backfire bombers landed at Russia’s air base 
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in Khmeimim, Syria� Hitherto they had flown from Russia to Syria, dropped their 
bombs, and returned home� Now they will remain based in Syria, giving them 
coverage of the entire Levant and Middle East� Since these are among Moscow’s 
most potent antiship strike platforms, the threat to the Mediterranean, Red 
Sea, and Persian Gulf is readily discernible�91 For example, the new, improved 
Tu-22M3 version of the Backfire has a range of 1,850 miles� Therefore, it could 
deliver nuclear or conventional missiles not only to Middle Eastern targets but 
also to European ones or those in the Indian Ocean�92 Recent Russian videos 
show the loading of the Backfire with long-range, nuclear, air-launched cruise 
missiles (either the nuclear-capable Kh-101, with a 4,500-kilometer range, or 
the nuclear-only Kh-102, with a 5,000-kilometer range)� Moreover, along with 
those jets Russia also sent to Syria MiG-31 fighters that can fire the hypersonic 
and dual-capable Kinzhal missiles—supposedly for Mediterranean and Middle 
East “training�”93 These deployments signify Moscow’s intention to concentrate 
meaningful airpower throughout the Mediterranean, North Africa, and the 
Middle East, and perhaps the Indian Ocean and Sahel as well� But they also could 
threaten escalatory strikes against any NATO ships seeking entry into the eastern 
Mediterranean and later perhaps the Black Sea�

So, while the ostensible aim of converting the Russian navy by 2020 into a plat-
form primarily for conventional deterrence was announced way back in 2014, the 
current reality is rather more clouded—leaving space for first-strike nuclear es-
calation in the naval domain�94 These deployments in the eastern Mediterranean 
highlight that in Russian theory and practice, power projection and deterrence 
are tied together inextricably; therefore, power projection is a prerequisite for 
deterrence, and it often is intended to accomplish that purpose�

The deployments discussed above have not been restricted to any particular 
theater� In fact, their size and scope show that a conflict originating in Ukraine 
easily could morph into a multitheater or global conflict� Thus, the aim of Rus-
sian naval exercises conducted just before the onset of hostilities, beyond simple 
training, was to deter NATO from entering the eastern Mediterranean or block-
ing ships sent from the Northern and Baltic Sea Fleets from entering the Black 
Sea� And indeed, in December 2021 ships from the Pacific Fleet entered the 
Mediterranean to participate in exercises there�95 In February 2022, Defense Min-
ister Sergey K� Shoygu traveled to Syria, where he witnessed exercises conducted 
in the eastern Mediterranean� By thus showcasing “exercises in operationally 
important areas of the World Ocean, as well as in the waters of the seas adjacent 
to Russia,” Russia highlighted its global naval ambitions�96 During the exercises, 
the ships of the Black Sea Fleet’s Mediterranean Eskadra (Squadron) performed 
“measures to search for foreign submarines [and] establish control over naviga-
tion in the Mediterranean Sea and the flight of aircraft over it�”97 This last phrase 
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captures clearly the strategic benefits that eastern Mediterranean bases offer 
Moscow in relation to scenarios that might play out in the Middle East, Africa, 
and Europe—including Ukraine�

Russia repeatedly has invoked nuclear threats as part of its overall strategy� This 
started before the Ukraine war began and has continued afterward�

As a first general observation, it is clear that in this particular aspect of the 
Ukraine war (which otherwise has displayed a rather lackluster performance by 
Moscow), the strategy has been successful in inhibiting NATO from undertaking a 
bolder and more imaginative response (e�g�, creating a no-fly zone) and in limiting 
the types of weapons the West has provided to Ukraine� Thus, in this war, even if 
Russia will not use nuclear weapons—as some commentators have maintained—
Russia arguably has obtained a certain leverage over allied decision-making�98 The 
ongoing refusal to admit Ukraine to NATO also suggests as much�99

Second, despite the widespread malfeasance its military has displayed, Russia 
clearly retains the strategic initiative and escalation dominance� The evidence for 
this is the publication in the West of articles arguing for a compromise with Russia 
or a cease-fire and a rapidly negotiated settlement�100 Invariably those champion-
ing such a course invoke the specter of escalation, seemingly mindless of the fact 
that the Russian armed forces have proved themselves even less able to take on 
NATO than was assumed previously to be the case� The commentators also seem 
to forget that Putin never has come close to posing a direct challenge to NATO, 
and in fact has retreated from previous challenges to the West’s interests when 
Washington or Brussels subtly communicated its resolve, such as in preventing 
forcible regime change in Georgia in 2008�101 That example, combined with Mos-
cow’s failure to make good on its threats to strike foreign weapons-supply lines 
to Ukraine, suggests there are real opportunities for the West to take bolder steps, 
including sending Ukraine more of the weapons for which it has been pleading 
(e�g�, aircraft, longer-range artillery, and more—essentially, everything it needs)�

Given Russia’s propensity for making nuclear threats, a settlement that leaves 
Russia in control of some of the territory it has seized since 2014 merely freezes 
the war and leaves open the possibility of a Korea-like situation or a Cold War–
era Germany in Ukraine� And—given Moscow’s obsession regarding Ukraine, 
plus the sense of failure it would suffer for failing to achieve its goals of destroying 
Ukraine as an independent state and incorporating Ukrainian territory into Rus-
sia’s by deportation and conquest—we can count on Russia’s (i�e�, not just Putin’s) 
abiding efforts to use its remaining nuclear trump card and other kinetic and 
nonkinetic instruments to undermine any new rump Ukrainian state�

Since—if Russia is not defeated in Ukraine, or absent some other suitable 
Western response—the regime’s nuclear threats clearly will have been shown to 
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 Russia’s February 2022 invasion of Ukraine has led to a seismic shift in the 
global energy landscape� In the lead-up to the conflict, energy was a focal 

point—especially the highly politicized Nord Stream 2 (NS2) natural-gas pipe-
line project, which German regulators were examining for final certification 
at the time of the invasion� The pipeline would have doubled the capacity for 
direct Russian natural-gas exports to Germany and reduced Ukraine’s role as a 
transit corridor for Russian energy to Europe� As Russian troops amassed along 
Ukraine’s borders, German chancellor Olaf Scholz came under increasing inter-
national pressure to cancel the controversial project� As a result of this pressure, 
Scholz halted the project on 22 February 2022, signaling an end to the Ostpolitik 
(Eastern policy) principles that had guided Western Europe’s relationship with 
Moscow for over fifty years�

Since the early 1970s, the relationship between Moscow and European capi-
tals was supported through creating liberal linkages between trade and politics, 
particularly in energy� Liberalism’s basic tenet—that peace flourishes through 
free trade—governed a contentious relationship through the depths of the Cold 
War, the collapse of the Soviet Union, and even Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 

2014�1 This system became increasingly strained, 
particularly over the past eight years, because of 
two factors� First, Russia is a nondemocratic state 
that has grown authoritarian, especially since 
President Vladimir V� Putin’s fourth term began in 
2018� A plethora of literature exists discussing the 
relationship between economic interdependence 
and conflict, but evidence shows that autocracies 
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and democracies are prone to conflict with each other�2 This article does not delve 
into that debate in detail but instead focuses on the second factor that led to the 
collapse of the European security architecture: the relationship between energy 
and climate�

Rapid technological change in energy, the hastening of the climate crisis, and 
climate’s place on the political agenda inserted a destabilizing element that prom-
ised to upset the balance of power in Europe� In the period 2014–22 Europe’s goal 
of climate neutrality became tangible for the first time—a reality that eventually 
would render Russia’s primary role as hydrocarbons supplier to the continent 
obsolete by 2050� This posed an existential security threat to Moscow, as oil and 
gas exports account for about half of Russia’s total exports and approximately 40 
percent of its budget revenue� Further, Russia’s status on the European continent 
is centered on using economic statecraft to achieve political goals�

First, this article will provide an overview of the origins of the contemporary 
Russo-European relationship on the basis of energy� Next, it will review Europe’s 
energy and climate policies, as well as technological changes in the energy sec-
tor that opened up opportunities for Europe to diversify its energy supply both 
geographically and substantively� The period 2014–22 is crucial to understanding 
the outcome of the current conflict, because Russia’s 2014 invasion of Crimea 
did not prompt a significant change in the Russo-European energy relationship� 
In fact, despite a U�S� political agenda to decrease European energy dependence 
on Russia, energy interdependence between Russia and Europe’s largest econo-
mies deepened during that period� The final section of the article discusses the 
implications of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on global energy flows and alliance 
politics�

THE ORIGINS OF OSTPOLITIK
The foundations of contemporary Russo-European energy interdependence were 
laid in the 1960s, when the Soviets discovered huge oil and gas reserves in west-
ern Siberia, and Austria—a neutral country—saw an opportunity to capitalize 
on its status and Europe’s declining indigenous energy production� In June 1968, 
Austria’s state-owned monopoly oil and gas company, the OMV Group, signed a 
contract to import Soviet gas�3 Although Austria was crucial as a vanguard actor 
in setting up the symbiotic energy relationship between Russia and the West, it 
was Willy Brandt (born Herbert Ernst Karl Frahm)—foreign minister and later 
chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) (i�e�, West Germany)—
who launched Ostpolitik, the policy that would define European energy relations 
with Russia, and by extension provide the basis for European security, over the 
next fifty years� Through Ostpolitik, Brandt sought a new approach to the Soviet 
Union and to normalizing relations with the German Democratic Republic (i�e�, 
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East Germany) that was centered on creating interdependence through trade, 
primarily in gas� On 1 February 1970, the Soviet Union signed a historic gas-
export contract with the FRG that defined Ostpolitik and was hailed as the model 
that could solve all economic and political issues between Russia and Europe�4 
This contract established the Russo-German energy relationship; today, Ger-
many remains the largest importer of Russian gas in Europe and is Russia’s most 
important trade partner, and the two countries’ political relationship is the most 
important in Europe�5

The energy relationship between Europe and Russia expanded throughout 
the 1970s and ’80s� The Soviets needed finance, technology, and hard currency, 
and Europe needed a cheap and reliable source of energy to build its industrial 
base� The 1973 oil shock pushed European states to think about diversification, 
but when oil prices collapsed in the late 1970s anxiety over energy security also 
decreased� Throughout the 1960s and ’70s, many viewed natural gas as environ-
mentally friendly; thus, as concerns over the environment became part of main-
stream politics, natural gas seemed to be a conscientious choice�

The Russo-European gas bridge survived German reunification, the collapse 
of the Soviet Union, and creation of the single market in Europe� Between 1995 
and 2005, the Russian state-controlled gas monopoly, Gazprom, went from 
dropping gas off at the West German border to becoming a firmly established 
presence in the European gas structure, through its partnership with German oil 
and gas conglomerate Wintershall�6 This partnership cultivated a close relation-
ship between German and Russian industry managers that lasted for over two 
generations, with former German chancellor Gerhard F� K� Schröder taking se-
nior board positions at Russian energy company Rosneft (until resigning in May 
2022) and Nord Stream after leaving office�7

Throughout the post-Soviet period, numerous price disputes, allegations of 
corruption, and two highly publicized gas cutoffs in 2006 and 2009 have defined 
Russia’s energy relations with Ukraine� Even though Ukraine remains a key tran-
sit corridor for Russian gas to European markets, it was the 2006 and 2009 dis-
putes, paired with a deterioration of relations with Russia relating to the conflict 
between Russia and Georgia in 2008, that brought energy security to the forefront 
of the European policy agenda�

In 2009, Gazprom halted all gas supplies to Europe traveling through Ukraini-
an pipelines after Moscow accused Ukrainian operators of stealing gas for which 
European consumers already had paid�8 Gas supplies were halted for thirteen 
days in January 2009, ultimately resulting in the deaths of eleven people because 
of lack of heat during extreme temperatures�9 After this crisis, the European 
Commission (EC) accelerated several policy initiatives, most notably the third 
energy package (TEP), which came into force in September 2009� The main aim 
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of the TEP was to break up Gazprom’s monopoly position in the European gas 
market, forcing the separation of the gas company’s generation and sale opera-
tions from its transmission and distribution�10 In practice, the TEP was the first 
attempt to make an internal European Union (EU) energy market that, if realized, 
would decrease greatly Gazprom’s position as price maker and monopoly sup-
plier to the weaker and more energy-poor states in the EU�11

Nevertheless, after 2009 Gazprom continued to expand its energy sales to Eu-
rope, most notably through the inauguration of its Nord Stream (NS1) pipeline� 
In 2011, German chancellor Angela D� Merkel, Russian president Dmitry A� 
Medvedev, French prime minister François C� A� Fillon, and Dutch prime min-
ister Mark Rutte inaugurated the pipeline at a ceremony, thereby directly linking 
Russia with its most profitable consumer—Germany�12

As Russia’s political relations with Ukraine increasingly grew strained, Gaz-
prom’s strategy changed to constructing pipelines to Europe that would circum-
vent Ukraine� Almost as soon as NS1 was operational, Gazprom started exploring 
the construction of an expansion project that would double the annual capacity 
of NS1� Dubbed NS2, this pipeline eventually would emerge as a symbolic center-
piece for any country’s political stance on Russia� Throughout 2012 and 2013 the 
project proceeded through various stages of development—until Russia annexed 
Crimea and sent military support to two separatist regions in eastern Ukraine�

In response to the annexation, the West implemented a moderate sanctions 
regime against Russia that was tailored carefully to avoid sanctioning Russian en-
ergy, because it was deemed too crucial to European allies� Thus, despite a serious 
deterioration of relations between Russia and the West, Western European states 
still expanded what they considered pragmatic energy cooperation� In June 2015, 
Gazprom signed an agreement to build NS2 with Royal Dutch Shell, German 
company E�ON, Austria’s OMV, and French company Engie�13 Poland—which 
long had campaigned against further cooperation with Russia, arguing that it 
was a security threat—blocked the creation of a joint venture in the EU, thereby 
forcing Gazprom and its partners to create a joint-financing agreement with a 
Swiss Gazprom subsidiary�

As the project progressed, the United States attempted to halt it and criticized 
its European allies for cultivating deeper dependence on Russian energy� On tak-
ing office in 2020, U�S� president Joseph R� Biden sought to repair relations with 
Europe that had deteriorated under President Donald J� Trump, and he reached 
a deal with German chancellor Merkel that would allow the project to proceed� 
As part of the deal, Berlin pledged to impose sanctions on Moscow if it weapon-
ized energy, and Germany set up a billion-dollar fund to help promote Ukraine’s 
transition to clean energy�14 Construction on NS2 was completed in September 
2021—just as Russia began amassing troops along the Ukrainian border�
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THE RISE OF THE CLIMATE AGENDA
In 2014, the EC published a policy framework setting its “20/20/20” target, aim-
ing for a 20 percent reduction in greenhouse gas emissions, 20 percent share of 
energy usage from renewable sources, and a 20 percent increase in energy effi-
ciency by 2020�15 It also laid out an ambitious target for reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions by 40 percent by 2030, in line with the EU goal of achieving climate 
neutrality by 2050�16 Addressing climate change became an increasingly salient 
political priority after the 2015 Paris Agreement established a new globally and 
legally binding climate regime from 2020 onward� The EU and all its member 
states ratified the agreement and pledged to reduce EU emissions by at least 
55 percent by 2030�17 A 2018 EC study estimated that EU energy-import de-
pendence would decline from 55 percent to 20 percent by 2050, and that while 
natural gas would remain critical until 2030 its importation would fall by 60–92 
percent by 2050�18

Balancing the policy priorities of achieving climate neutrality on one hand 
with the energy security of the entire bloc on the other was challenging, especially 
as natural gas was envisaged as a “bridge fuel” to a low-carbon future� Before 
transitioning fully to an economy focused on renewables (primarily wind and so-
lar energy), natural gas was the cleanest and cheapest substitute for coal� Much of 
the EU transition planning was built around the idea that natural gas would act as 
a cleaner fuel while waiting for actual clean-energy technology to develop at suf-
ficient scale� While this technology was in development, however, the EU needed 
natural gas in greater quantities—particularly in the residential and industrial 
sectors� In 2014, natural-gas consumption in Europe was expected to rise until 
2050, and although the EC emphasized the need to diversify gas suppliers, it also 
acknowledged the need to strengthen “our relationship with existing suppliers�”19 
Although the use of liquefied natural gas (LNG) would help Europe in its quest to 
find alternative gas suppliers, traditional pipeline gas from Russia would remain a 
keystone of the European energy mix for several decades to come� However, even 
Germany—whose reluctance to abandon Ostpolitik would become one of the de-
fining aspects of the European response to the 2022 Ukraine conflict—foresaw an 
eventual abandonment of natural gas� Germany’s 2016 long-term climate strategy 
plans for a complete abandonment of natural-gas usage as the main component 
of its decarbonization strategy by 2050�20

Russian energy experts were aware of these trends, and they knew that main-
taining their country’s energy exports at their pre-2020 levels would be all but 
impossible� The export of Russian oil was expected to decline sharply after 2020, 
and while experts estimated that natural-gas prospects were more positive until 
2040, natural gas’s use was expected to decline also� As a result, Russia’s average 
gross domestic product (GDP) was estimated to fall by 0�9–1�7 percent annually 
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until 2040�21 A common theme in Russian interpretations of the EU energy tran-
sition is that climate change is a method by which the EU politicizes energy 
cooperation and ignores economic efficiency�22 Because the EU promotes energy 
transition by arguing that it also reduces dependence on Russia, Russian policy 
makers have perceived the energy transition to be a cloak for anti-Russian senti-
ment in the one area that had managed to survive through the Cold War and the 
collapse of the Soviet Union�23 The nature of this discourse precluded any Russian 
engagement with the EU’s long-term planning process, and thus supported only 
short-term solutions to the impending decline in cooperation�

Changes to energy technology also played a role in accelerating the clean-
energy transition� LNG, a more flexible alternative to pipeline gas, became more 
widely available and opened up new diversification possibilities� After the annex-
ation of Crimea, the EU focused on supply diversification through the southern 
gas corridor, and even “possibly the USA�”24 On taking office in 2016, President 
Trump sought to boost U�S� domestic oil and gas production by expanding U�S� 
LNG exports� In 2018, Trump met with EC president Jean-Claude Juncker and 
later tweeted that the EU would “be buying vast amounts of LNG!”25 Despite 
Trump’s enthusiasm, however, U�S� LNG did not take off as a serious alternative 
to Russian pipeline supplies, because it was more expensive, it required the con-
struction of import infrastructure, and it was experiencing a domestic produc-
tion crisis� Nevertheless, the advent of LNG changed the European gas market, 
expanding the role of spot and hybrid markets�

In 2020, President Biden came to office with addressing climate change as one 
of the four pillars of his administration� He rejoined the Paris Agreement as his 
first act in office and promised to increase cooperation with Europe in the renew-
able energy sector�26 The German elections in September 2021 brought to power 
a coalition including Green and Liberal leaders that was much more hawkish 
toward Russia and supportive of Ukraine and eastern Europe than Germany had 
been previously� These events brought climate change to the top of the Western 
policy agenda�

UKRAINE BREAKS OSTPOLITIK
The war in Ukraine has accelerated dramatically the break in Russo-European 
energy interdependence� Because of the depth of long-standing energy relations, 
from infrastructure to complex business-ownership arrangements and corrup-
tion, this divorce never was going to be easy, either for Russia or for Europe� Russia 
more or less refused to engage in long-term planning about what a carbon-neutral 
Europe might do to its own position on the continent, and while Europe had a 
strong climate vision it did not have a straightforward or clear energy path for ar-
riving there� Furthermore, Europe did not engage in strategic planning about its 
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long-term foreign policy toward Russia, which necessarily would change after the 
clean-energy transition rendered the principles of Ostpolitik obsolete�

Since February 2022, the West has instituted several rounds of sanctions, 
which, unlike the post-Crimea sanctions, target Russian energy directly� On 8 
March 2022, President Biden signed an executive order banning the import of 
Russian oil, natural gas, and coal to the United States—a largely symbolic move, 
since Russia provided only about 3 percent of total crude imports to the United 
States in 2021�27 Even prior to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the United States 
began working with European leaders to try to find solutions for the inevitable 
energy crisis that would subsume Europe in the case of an interruption in energy 
supplies from Russia—a very real possibility, given that more than a third of Rus-
sian gas imports transited through Ukraine in 2019�

On 8 April 2022, as part of the fifth round of EU sanctions on Russia, the EU 
approved an embargo on Russian coal that would enter into effect on 10 August 
2022�28 While this was significant because it was the first time the EU sanctioned 
Russian imports to Europe, coal plays a relatively minor role in Europe’s energy 
mix and is easy to replace from other suppliers� As the war continued into the 
spring of 2022, pressure mounted to increase the impact of the sanctions regime� 
However, given the disparities in energy endowments, geography, and energy 
strategies of its member states, the EU struggled to gain the required consensus 
necessary to implement a full embargo on Russian oil imports�

On 18 May 2022, the EC published REPowerEU, its comprehensive strat-
egy to gain full independence from Russian fossil fuels by 2027—acceler-
ating the transition by over twenty years�29 Although energy experts have 
expressed skepticism concerning the viability of the plan, the document 
calls for a two-thirds reduction in consumption of Russian gas by the end 
of 2022�30 Planners envision that additional LNG imports from the United 
States, increased intra-EU energy cooperation, and a reduction in demand 
will cover this shortfall�

On 2 June 2022, the EC adopted a partial oil embargo on Russian oil as part of 
its sixth round of sanctions, to enter into force at the end of 2022�31 This amend-
ment bans the import of Russian oil via maritime routes, with important excep-
tions carved out for Bulgaria and an exemption for Russian pipeline oil deliveries 
to the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Hungary—the last being the key dissenter 
to the sanctions package� This is significant, as EU member states paid $108 bil-
lion to Russia for oil supplies in 2021, when oil demand was down owing to the 
pandemic�32 As a result, EU member states have embarked on a quest to secure 
non-Russian supplies of oil from a variety of alternative suppliers—sharply driv-
ing up oil prices to near-record levels�33
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IMPLICATIONS
In the space of a few short months, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine fundamentally 
transformed the basis of the Euro-Russian relationship and global energy flows� 
The clean-energy transition already was poised to disrupt this relationship over 
the next few decades, but the process accelerated significantly between 2014 and 
2022 owing to technological advancements and increasingly existential climate 
realities� Europe’s energy plans, laid out ambitiously in REPowerEU, will alter 
Russia’s place in Europe permanently� The quick disintegration of this relation-
ship, one that was created on the basis of hard-nosed economic advantage for 
Western Europe and shrewd economic statecraft for Russia, is sending shock 
waves through the international system� Now, Russia’s belligerence on the Euro-
pean continent has hastened what it feared most: the loss of the cash-cow hydro-
carbons market, and of the regime’s related political capital in Europe�

One of the most significant implications of the Ukraine war is the renewed sense 
of purpose in the transatlantic alliance in security and energy� In December 2021, 
the United States gleefully promoted the voyage of a flotilla of U�S� LNG tankers 
to gas-starved Europe�34 The EU-U�S� Energy Council then met in February 2022 
and reaffirmed the importance of EU-U�S� cooperation to ensure the energy secu-
rity of the EU and its neighborhood, in particular Ukraine�35 During the first four 
months of 2022, the United States exported 74 percent of its LNG to Europe, while 
U�S� LNG exports to Asia declined by 51 percent�36 In March 2022, President Biden 
traveled to Europe to promote a transatlantic pact to reduce European reliance on 
Russian energy, and at the Group of Seven summit in June 2022 leaders met to dis-
cuss increasing collaboration on a variety of clean-energy technologies�37

While transatlantic cooperation is key to Europe’s transition away from Rus-
sian energy, there are still significant challenges to European energy security� 
Europe is not the only consumer of LNG; global supply is tight, and much spare 
capacity is committed to Asian markets already through long-term contracts� In 
addition, access to LNG-import infrastructure is not distributed evenly through-
out the European continent, making it very difficult to supply the most depen-
dent states with extra volumes of LNG� Nevertheless, Russia’s forced exit from 
the European energy market has fostered a transatlantic energy relationship that 
will remain strong through the clean-energy transition and will support closer 
cooperation on a host of issues�

The quick scramble to secure non-Russian energy supplies has thrown the world 
into a global energy shock even more severe than the 1973 oil crisis, because it is 
hitting all the world’s major sources of energy simultaneously: oil, gas, and coal� 
The impact of this shock is being felt most severely in Europe, where natural-gas 
stores are low and energy officials are only beginning to implement conservation 
measures� The International Energy Agency predicts energy shortages in Europe 
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during the 2022–23 season—a shortfall that U�S� supplies cannot ameliorate�38 As 
a consequence, European leaders now are backsliding on climate goals in favor of 
using any readily available non-Russian source of energy, even coal�

The global economic downturn—including a European inflation rate of 8�1 
percent in May 2022 and exploding consumer-energy prices—is beginning to 
splinter the unusual European unity that characterized the first few months of 
the war�39 The EU barely was able to pass the modified oil embargo; Hungary and 
Slovakia refused to pass the package without exemptions, and even Germany 
had major reservations� Leaders at the Group of Seven summit said they would 
“explore” price caps on Russian oil and gas but were unable to reach an agreement 
even within that limited forum�40 European states always have had profound 
disagreements on energy issues, and although the war in Ukraine has pushed 
the entire continent away from Russian hydrocarbons, major differences remain�

Beyond energy, food prices are soaring owing to war-related disruptions� 
These higher consumer prices are impacting domestic politics in Europe already� 
A failure to address the energy crisis could lead to a resurgence of right-wing 
populism in Europe, even from leaders who were considered toxic given their 
proximity to Putin� Marine Le Pen received more than 40 percent of the vote in 
the second round of the French presidential elections, and Putin’s closest ally in 
Europe, Hungary’s Viktor Orbán, won his fourth consecutive two-thirds majority 
in parliament� Major populist electoral gains could break the fragile consensus on 
Russia, weakening the efficacy of energy sanctions on Russia and policy toward 
Ukraine� Recent polls show that Ukraine fatigue may be setting in—a trend that 
economic hardship will exacerbate�41 Disagreements over a desired end state to 
the war and future relationship with Russia also are emerging� Poland seems 
unwilling to entertain peace until Russia is punished, but France, Italy, and Ger-
many are beginning to discuss peace settlements to bring an end to the conflict 
ahead of winter�42

Outside Europe, a realignment of trade and relations between Russia and China 
is one of the most profound consequences of the war� As the European market has 
shunned Russian hydrocarbons, Russia has reoriented its sales strategy—at dis-
counted prices—toward China� Since the invasion of Ukraine, Russia has become 
China’s top oil supplier, with crude imports rising 55 percent from 2021 levels�43 
This too was an inevitable trend that the sanctions regime accelerated� After 
Crimea sanctions locked Moscow out of much Western financing, Moscow began 
pursuing Chinese financing for exploration and extraction projects in Siberia and 
the Arctic, eventually rendering energy the most extensive area of Sino-Russian 
cooperation� However, because Moscow knew it could not achieve European 
prices in Asian markets, moving toward China always was viewed as a second-best 
option� Moreover, China was not the same type of consumer as European buyers; 
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Russia achieved significant political concessions associated with its energy trade 
in Europe, but China is insulated from this type of foreign policy�

The full implications of Russia’s war in Ukraine are, as yet, unknown� But the 
redrawing of global energy flows and a reevaluation of contemporary European 
security architecture are inevitable� Russia is a pariah in Western energy markets, 
and the war has forced Europe into a brutal reckoning with its energy depen-
dence on that country� Even if European unity does not hold in the long term, the 
glory days of Russian energy domination in Europe are over, as European states 
turn to cleaner energy technology and nuclear energy is poised for a renaissance� 
This undoubtedly will diminish Russia’s place on the European continent and 
force its attentions eastward, where it must engage within a much more challeng-
ing environment�
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PUTIN’S UKRAINE INVASION
Turbocharging Sino-Russian Collaboration in Energy,  
Maritime Security, and Beyond?

Andrew S. Erickson and Gabriel B. Collins

 Putin’s war of choice in Ukraine goes far beyond Javelins, the High Mobility 
Artillery Rocket System (i�e�, HIMARS), and Russia’s campaign of destruc-

tion against the second-most-industrialized post-Soviet state� Shock waves from 
the war now wash across the shores of maritime Asia, with years of unfolding 
impacts ahead� Accordingly, this article takes readers through a journey featur-
ing ecosystems inhabited by oil barrels, gas pipelines, submarine technologies, jet 
engines, and basing access� It also will explore China and Russia’s centuries-old 
relationship cycle of fear, temporary bonds of common cause, and division anew�

In coming months and years, China will tap the Russian raw material store-
house more deeply� But a Moscow under duress and isolation could yield far 
more than cheaper oil and gas; Russian military pinnacle technologies—par-
ticularly in the undersea-warfare realm—could be coupled with China’s financial 

resources and industry to tip the Indo-Pacific 
security balance in favor of a Sino-Russian axis of 
autocracy at the expense of the United States and 
its allies and partners� People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA) access to air and naval bases in the Russian 
Far East and High North, plus acoustic intelligence 
sharing, could make conditions in the Indo-Pacific 
even worse for the United States and its allies and 
partners�

Yet downside risk for the United States is not 
the only story unfolding� This article also assesses 
potential limiting factors that could constrain, 
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divert, or even derail Sino-Russian interaction� Long-standing mutual suspicions 
have dogged the two countries’ relationship, arguably since the 1689 Treaty of 
Nerchinsk� The treaty was the first-ever such agreement between the tsardom of 
Russia and the Qing dynasty of China, and defined their initial mutual border 
and market access�1 Exigencies of the day dominate the present discourse on 
Russo-Chinese relations, but the ongoing Russo-Ukrainian war does not elimi-
nate concerns among Russia’s current decision makers, or its populace, regarding 
China’s long-term ambitions—nor does it fundamentally change the reality that a 
weakened Russia could arouse revisionist ambitions in China�

A Russia whose motives for aggressive military action in Europe likely include 
regaining the fear-based “respect” accorded the Soviet Union in the past may tire 
of being viewed—and perhaps treated—as a vassal of China� Indeed, scholars 
Fiona Hill and Angela Stent assess that Putin “wants the West and the global 
South to accept Russia’s predominant regional role in Eurasia� This is more than 
a sphere of influence; it is a sphere of control, with a mixture of outright territo-
rial reintegration of some places and dominance in the security, political, and 
economic spheres of others�”2 Such a vision is likely to generate friction points 
rapidly with China (the self-styled leader of the aforementioned “global South”) 
as it deepens its already large economic presence in Central Asia� Moreover, in 
the probable event that Putin increasingly accommodates People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) demands in an attempt to shore up Russia’s economic situation, 
Russian popular resentment at national subservience may prompt Putin or his 
ultimate successor to reset relations symbolically, and even substantively, away 
from Beijing’s preferences� In any event, the equations likely to govern ongoing 
geoeconomic and geopolitical shifts are dynamic and multivariate� That being the 
case, this article aims to illustrate potential boundaries, identify important shap-
ing forces, and thus create a template for understanding both ongoing processes 
and evolutions yet to come�

The extreme complexity of the Sino-Russian relationship—both for the parties 
involved and regarding their combined impact—must be factored into projec-
tions of possible trends and outcomes� A key contradiction and friction point lies 
in the fact that China already regards Russia as being on an unstoppable decline 
to permanent marginalization, as measured by key economic and demographic 
metrics; yet Russia’s historical and cultural identity resists accepting a position as 
China’s resource pool or subaltern� Simultaneously, however, there is a complex 
codependency; rather than merely using it as a vassal, Beijing needs Moscow 
as an independent partner—one globally regarded as such—that exemplifies 
the benefits that a China-led order provides for PRC partners and that is strong 
enough to hold up in the face of challenges and resistance from the United States, 
European Union (EU), and other entities, including in the Middle East� If, for 
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example, PRC president Xi Jinping views events unfolding in Ukraine as the 
opening salvo in a broad East-versus-West confrontation for control of the inter-
national system, in keeping with his signature assessment that “the world is un-
dergoing profound changes unseen in a century, but time and situation are in our 
favor,” and that the changes will shift the international system away from Western 
dominance, then Sino-Russian collaboration could deepen significantly�3

With such transformative possibilities in mind, this article will ground its 
assessments in the best available empirical data and be transparent in its as-
sumptions and logic, but it will not shy away from examining what may well be 
low-probability yet high-impact possibilities� After all, few government organiza-
tions or analysts anywhere appear to have anticipated fully the scope and pace 
of PLA development over the last two to three decades, yet this development has 
enabled the dramatic overturning of cross-strait military equations and threatens 
to become the central security issue of this decade�

A CRITICAL INFLECTION POINT?
Depending on how the aforementioned factors interact, the United States and its 
allies and partners may face the prospect of a China that is simultaneously some-
what less reliant on seaborne oil and gas imports and far more able to project 
power regionally and globally through an enhanced nuclear-powered submarine 
force� On a five-to-ten-year time frame, as Europe potentially becomes more 
dependent on seaborne liquefied natural gas (LNG) imports for its gas supplies, 
the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) even might develop capacity to hold 
maritime energy commerce of the United States and its allies at risk—thereby 
outflanking the maritime energy blockade concept that formerly was seen as an 
asymmetric, unilateral, American advantage in a conflict with the PRC�4

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine—the first attempt by an industrialized nation-
state to conquer another by force in many decades—is transforming national-
security outlooks tectonically and altering a range of international relationships� 
The metamorphic process is unfolding rapidly—and to Russia’s dramatic detri-
ment in its relations with the NATO / Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) countries� Collectively, this bloc still accounts for 
about 45 percent of global gross domestic product, as measured in terms of pur-
chasing power parity (the metric most favorable to the PRC, Russia, and other 
nondollar, non-euro economic zones), and controls key intellectual property 
behind many apex civilian and military technologies�5

If the OECD countries can reduce exposure to markets influenced by Russia 
over time, this might seem to improve their net security position� The outstand-
ing example would be energy commodities; reducing imports of natural gas and 
crude oil / refined products from Russia appears to be evolving into a multiyear 
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campaign�6 However, such reduction of exposure does not occur in isolation� 
Russian entities are not passive actors in the face of external pressure� Indeed, 
over the past decade they have shown remarkable creativity and resilience in their 
adaptations to Western sanctions imposed in the wake of the Kremlin’s February– 
March 2014 invasion of Ukraine, which initiated the Russia-Ukrainian war that 
persists to the present�7 Moreover, commodity markets abhor a vacuum� Eco-
nomically discounted resource supplies soon attract the interest of opportunistic 
parties—a process occurring already in oil markets as buyers quietly flock to 
Russian Urals-grade crude oil that sells for a discount of thirty dollars per barrel 
relative to global benchmarks� China’s world-leading appetite for raw materials 
makes it an integral player in these developments�

As (or if ) European importers wean themselves from Russian-origin com-
modities such as crude oil, refined products, and natural gas, then the loss of 
market share conceivably might keep some portion of molecules in the ground 
and unproduced� But the more likely outcome is that—as has happened multiple 
times in human industrial history—commodity-flow patterns will realign and 
adapt to new geopolitical realities� This article accordingly will assess the propel-
ling factors and potential limitations that could govern key commodity markets’ 
future evolutions in the postinvasion Sino-Russian relationship�

These circumstances affect the nature of the Sino-Russian relationship fun-
damentally� Russia’s vulnerability makes it more reliant on China for economic, 
political, and perhaps even military support� To the extent that Beijing helps 
Moscow in this time of need, it almost certainly will expect something in return� 
China will demand benefits (quid pro quos) for the political and economic harm 
that will come from supporting Russia, which is now a pariah state to Group of 
Seven (G7), European, and Western countries (although not to India, nor much 
of the developing world)� Key questions include, therefore, what China might 
attempt to “buy” with this goodwill and how China might seek to leverage its 
growing influence over Russia in ways that harm U�S� interests, especially in the 
maritime realm�

Potential for apex military technology transfer bears particularly close con-
sideration� While China already has purchased, acquired illicitly, or developed 
indigenously most of what Russia has in terms of military technologies, open 
sources have not confirmed yet PRC mastery of several apex technologies with 
which Russia long has demonstrated cutting-edge capabilities� In perhaps the 
greatest single example, Russian nuclear-powered submarines have retained a 
tremendous edge over Chinese ones, which long have been excessively noisy, 
particularly owing to the heretofore primitive nature of their nuclear-propulsion 
plants, which are derived from a generations-old Soviet nuclear icebreaker 
design�8 With Beijing’s leverage rapidly increasing, Moscow’s ultimate military 
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pièces de résistance finally may be within its reach and doubtless will attract 
concerted PRC attention� Could the United States and its allies soon face some 
form of multifarious Russo-Chinese security alignment with bilateral echoes of 
the trilateral security pact among Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States (AUKUS)?9

RUSSIA’S ISOLATION MAY GIVE THE IMPRESSION OF A  
“SUPERSIZED IRAN”
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine both has been far less successful overall and has elic-
ited far more negative, concerted, international countermeasures than Putin and 
his advisers likely expected� Russia increasingly is isolated politically, its civilian 
economy faces growing disconnection from much of the outside world, and its 
military now is embroiled in a costly, protracted conflict that already has pro-
duced casualties and equipment losses on a scale that Russia has not experienced 
since 1945� Armed hostilities potentially could persist for years� Indeed, in Sep-
tember 2022 Russia commenced its first large-scale military mobilization since 
World War II� The effort officially aims to raise three hundred thousand soldiers, 
but unconfirmed reports suggest it actually may have a target of more than one 
million men�10 Congruently with his attempts to expand Russia’s military man-
power base, Putin also is endeavoring to mobilize Russia’s defense-industrial 
sector more fully�11

As the ongoing war intensifies the isolation that began after Putin’s first in-
vasion of Ukraine in 2014, Russia is sliding toward becoming what Alexander 
Gabuev memorably calls “a giant Eurasian Iran�”12 The metaphor aptly illustrates 
one set of impacts on the Sino-Russian relationship: China’s opportunity to ob-
tain discount-priced hydrocarbons and other raw materials from a counterparty 
that has made itself a pariah across much of the industrialized world�

And There Are Some Limited Echoes on the Energy Front
The planned European embargo on Russian oil supplies is a strong diplomatic 
signaling move, but it fundamentally does not alter the reality that Russia still 
accounts for nearly 10 percent of global oil production—a vital position sur-
passed only by Saudi Arabia and the United States�13 Assets specifically oriented 
to transport Russian oil to customers in Europe, such as the ironically named 
Druzhba (Friendship) pipeline, likely will be underused significantly if the em-
bargo enters into force as planned at the end of 2022� In the Druzhba’s case, the 
line can carry approximately 1�3 million barrels per day (bpd) of crude oil, but 
the EU markets exempted from an embargo against Russian oil supplies (those of 
the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Slovakia) have a combined daily oil demand 
of only about 460,000 bpd, which, in theory, would leave the line running at only 
35 percent capacity�14
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Yet most of Russia’s oil reaches global markets, including Europe, by seaborne 
tankers that readily can be diverted to new customers, whether in China, India, 
or elsewhere� Indeed, although certain Chinese constituencies favor expanding 
overland oil supplies, over the past fifteen years the country increasingly has 
turned to seaborne imports—even for oil obtained from Russia and Kazakhstan, 
with which China has direct pipeline links (see exhibit 1)�15

Natural gas is different, because Europe obtains most of its Russian-origin 
supplies through trunk pipelines that total at least sixteen thousand kilometers 
(km) in length built over the last five decades� The primary Russian pipeline 
corridor to Europe—via Ukraine, Belarus, and Nord Stream 1—collectively 
can transport 235 billion cubic meters (bcm) of gas per year, but in 2021 it only 
moved 167 bcm, as Gazprom withheld supplies to destabilize Europe ahead of 
Russia’s second invasion of Ukraine in February 2022�16 Volumes will be far lower 
in 2022� Gazprom has shut down the Yamal Pipeline through Poland, and in Sep-
tember 2022, saboteurs destroyed the Nord Stream 1 and 2 pipelines under the 
Baltic Sea, leaving it unclear when—or even if—the lines could resume service 
(or in Nord Stream 2’s case, begin service at all)�17

EXHIBIT 1
CHINA SEABORNE VS. OVERLAND OIL IMPORTS, 2006–21 (MILLION METRIC TONS)

Source: China General Administration of Customs, english.customs.gov.cn. 
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The pipeline-centric past and present of Europe’s gas-supply architecture, to-
gether with the likelihood of a future more centered on seaborne LNG, create two 
consequential asymmetries� In the first asymmetry, Russian pipeline gas accounts 
for about one-third of Europe’s total gas supplies and nearly 8 percent of Europe’s 
total primary energy supply, but less than 7 percent of Russia’s federal budget 
revenues� This creates strong near-term incentives for the Kremlin to weaponize 
gas flows, given the disproportionate and immediate impact on European energy 
security and the continent’s industrial, economic, and political bases� European 
decision makers—Germany’s in particular—failed to address sufficiently this clear 
potential for coercion despite repeated warnings, and now they are left scrambling 
for supplies in a gas crunch that potentially could persist for several years�18

The second, future-oriented asymmetry leans more in Europe’s favor� The 
harms and breach of trust wrought by Russia’s unprecedented weaponization of 
gas against prime customers in Western Europe increasingly are prompting ma-
jor consumers, including Germany, to pursue a “gas geoeconomics” diversifica-
tion policy�19 LNG constitutes a major prong of this approach, as it credibly could 
displace much, if not most, of Russian gas supplies into Europe�20

An expansion of LNG import capacity that allowed a 25 bcm/year residual 
volume of Russian pipeline gas supplies would require Europe to add on the 
order of 165 bcm/year of additional LNG regasification facilities—the equivalent 
of roughly twenty-five floating storage and regasification vessels�21 The vessels 
require roughly two and a half years to build and would cost approximately 
$350 million apiece, with an additional $150 million in infrastructure costs to 
integrate them into shore-based pipeline systems�22 A summation of the above 
infrastructure totals an estimated $12�5 billion in capital-investment needs� We 
conservatively increase that total by half again to account for unforeseen ad-
ditional infrastructure needs, yielding an overall investment sum just shy of $20 
billion� That is the prospective “breakup fee” for Europe to end its pipeline gas 
relationship with Russia�23

What, then, of that “now homeless” 165 bcm/year of Russian gas supplies? 
Putin’s objective prior to the 2022 invasion likely was to create a Eurasia-spanning 
gas web that eventually would allow it to maximize pricing power in Europe by 
simultaneously underpricing most seaborne LNG to protect its market posi-
tion in Europe, while also hanging the prospect of greater exports to China as a 
sword of Damocles over European consumers during price negotiations�24 Now 
the issue likely is to become not one of commercial arbitrage but instead one of a 
semidesperate position that entails one of the following: (1) facing the prospect of 
shutting production in, and potentially damaging, fields; (2) expanding LNG ex-
port capacity significantly; or (3) constructing a pipeline infrastructure between 
Russia and China that replicates the one linking Russia to Europe now� Both the 
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second and third approaches may prove tremendously challenging and costly to 
Russia relative to the status quo ante�

While Novatek now operates two world-scale projects in the Russian Arctic 
(Yamal LNG and Arctic LNG 2), Russia would need to expand its northern Sibe-
rian LNG capacity four- to fivefold to absorb the gas that would become available 
if Europe successfully backs out of Russian pipeline supplies from that region over 
time�25 However, this is unlikely for several reasons� First, building the facilities 
would take years—potentially a decade� Second, LNG facilities are more compli-
cated to construct and operate than pipelines, and key firms with the requisite 
technology and expertise likely would be deterred by sanctions exposure under 
the U�S� Countering America’s Adversaries through Sanctions Act (CAATSA), 
which could be amended to include Russian LNG facilities if the Kremlin were to 
embark on a major expansion� Third, if Russian entities used stolen intellectual 
property (IP) to build LNG trains, cargoes exported from those facilities potential-
ly could be seized at non-Russian ports to settle claims brought by the IP owner�26

Accordingly, the baseline scenario would involve Russia seeking to export 
gas to China by pipeline� Multiple tactical and strategic factors thus likely would 
guide Chinese counterparties as they contemplated pipeline imports from Rus-
sia� On a tactical level, PRC parastatals could be reluctant to finance the pipelines 
Russia would need to redirect Siberian gas supplies to China� Doing so could 
expose them to sanctions under CAATSA, which includes provisions to sanction 
entities that support construction of Russian energy-export pipelines�27 Western 
and OECD entities clearly would not finance China-bound pipelines, and PRC 
entities likely will refrain from doing so on the basis of concerns about CAATSA 
risk� This leaves Russia in a position in which it would have to self-finance gas 
pipelines that could cost $4�0 million per kilometer (see exhibit 2)�28 

Assuming a need for four additional 35 bcm/year gas pipelines to China that 
average 4,000 km apiece in length, this would imply a total additional financial 
commitment of at least $65 billion� Notably, Gazprom bore the cost of its initial 
pipeline to China (the Power of Siberia project, which came on line in late 2019), 
along with the supporting fields and infrastructure� Whether it can do so again 
under a sanctions regime far more onerous than the one that existed during the 
period of 2014–21 remains uncertain� What is clear is that Russia’s isolation from 
most international finance options means that each ruble spent on redirecting 
gas from Europe to Asia would be one fewer ruble available to support warfare 
or rebuild depleted military combat power�

There are ways that China could finance additional Siberian pipeline proj-
ects� Its commercial and development banks can marshal enormous resources, 
and PRC financiers could create a special-purpose entity that is protectively 
“sandboxed” away from the reach of U�S� sanctions� Chinese actors took such an 
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approach with respect to Iran sanctions by making Kunlun Bank the designated 
transactor with Iranian entities�29 A PRC consortium backing the pipelines even 
could be seeded by selling U�S� Treasury holdings—a point worth considering, 
given that between January and June 2022 the PRC sold down more than $90 
billion of its Treasury portfolio�30 Oil-trading ventures tap into a range of services 
intersecting with the dollar economy that expose them to sanctions (and, perhaps 
as importantly, expose their counterparties to secondary sanctions)� This reality 
makes the bigger actors, even from the PRC, hesitant to flout U�S� sanctions� How-
ever, a continental gas network between Russia and China whose PRC side was 
housed in a special corporate vehicle segregated from the U�S� financial system, 
that did not need insurance from London, that used domestic steel and compres-
sor turbines, and that priced the delivered gas in Chinese yuan would be highly 
sanctions resistant�31 All the above notwithstanding, just because Beijing could 
find a way to finance the lines does not mean it will do so—at least not on the ac-
celerated time frame that Moscow probably would seek� Rather, Beijing is likely 
to allow distress to build, play for decision-making time, assess the evolving situ-
ation, and maximize its commercial leverage and policy options in the process�

China needs more gas and will have to import a substantial portion of it, but 
Russia is not its only supply option� On the strategic level, PRC decision makers 

EXHIBIT 2
EURASIAN GAS PIPELINE COSTS

Sources: Global Energy Monitor, www.globalenergymonitor.org; “Yearly Average Currency Exchange Rates”; PetroChina, www.petrochina.com.cn;  
South China Morning Post, www.scmp.com.

Name Countries Commodity
Capacity 

(bcm) / Year Length (km)
Cost (million 
USD) (raw)

Cost (million 
USD) / km

Power of Siberia 1 Russia, China natural gas 38 3,968 15,912 4�0

West–East Pipeline II China natural gas 30 8,819 20,000 2�3

West–East Pipeline III China natural gas 30 6,840 20,000 2�9

Central Asia– 
China Gas Pipeline C

Turkmenistan,  
Uzbekistan,  

Kazakhstan, China

natural gas 25 1,833 7,000 3�8

West–East Pipeline I China natural gas 17 4,000 5,700 1�4

Central Asia– 
China Gas Pipeline A

Turkmenistan,  
Uzbekistan,  

Kazakhstan, China

natural gas 15 1,833 7,300 4�0

Central Asia– 
China Gas Pipeline B

Turkmenistan,  
Uzbekistan,  

Kazakhstan, China

natural gas 15 1,833 7,000 3�8

Myanmar– 
China Gas Pipeline

Myanmar, China natural gas 12 770 1,040 1�4
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thus will weigh the pros and cons of seaborne LNG versus pipeline gas from 
Russia� They will make this consideration because domestic resources and gas 
from Central Asia (China’s other pipeline gas source) appear unable to expand 
fast enough to meet rising demand�32 Central Asian producers, especially Turk-
menistan, have large reserves, but “aboveground” issues could impede full devel-
opment of their resources� This leaves LNG imports—a source that potentially 
would be vulnerable to maritime interdiction during a major crisis or outright 
war, but otherwise would allow Chinese buyers to access gas from dozens of 
supply points worldwide and avoid coercion by any single supplier� Russian gas, 
in contrast, comes via physically secure pipeline routes, but it is a single-point 
source coming from a country that now actively is weaponizing gas against large 
European customers such as Germany, with which it previously had a stable, 
four-decade-plus commercial relationship� Such actions likely will give PRC deci-
sion makers pause�

Ultimately, China is expected to expand both its LNG import capacity and 
pipelines from Russia (funded by Gazprom) to give China options for gas sourc-
ing at favorable, depressed prices while also minimizing the perceived interdic-
tion risk associated with seaborne imports�33 Accordingly, China opportunistical-
ly will capitalize on Russia’s isolation and European attempts to push Russian gas 
out of the continent’s gas markets, but in a way that emphasizes supply diversity 
and hedges against Russia’s demonstrated potential for weaponizing energy ex-
ports�34 The past decade of China’s gas-import sourcing reflects precisely such an 
approach of balancing overland pipelines from multiple regions against seaborne 
LNG (see exhibit 3)�

PRC planners likely are to continue favoring a portfolio approach to oil and 
gas sourcing, rather than casting their lot entirely with either overland or sea-
borne imports� Strategically, pipelines are a two-way street; the seller becomes 
dependent on the buyer, but—given the sunk infrastructure costs—so too does 
the buyer on the seller� This is a linkage that China may prefer to mitigate by 
investing in LNG terminals as opposed to focusing overwhelmingly on pipe-
lines�35 Militarily, pipelines would be an extremely concentrated fixed target set 
in the event of great-power conflict� The majority of additional Russian oil and 
gas exports to China thus will come by sea—the approach affording Beijing the 
greatest flexibility and resilience� Their protection will be a growing—and highly 
challenging—mission for the PLAN�36

But from an Indo-Pacific Strategic Interest Standpoint,  
Military Technology Is the Critical Area . . . 
China probably sees some elements of its Iran relationship reflected in its evolv-
ing ties with Russia—namely, the opportunity to nibble around the edges of sanc-
tions to obtain energy commodities at far lower prices than would be possible 
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otherwise� But there is a whole other dimension in the present case that is entirely 
absent from China’s relationship with Iran: Russian defense firms’ financial du-
ress could induce them to sell flagship technologies, the transfer of which would 
have been inconceivable just twelve months prior� The systems China covets 
are not affected critically by Russia’s poor military performance in Ukraine� For 
armaments that may be somewhat tarnished (e�g�, some surface-to-air missiles 
[SAMs]), PLA planners are (1) learning from Russian mistakes and (2) assuming 
that Russia has good weapons capital and poor human capital, while China will 
be sure to develop both�

Russia’s defense sector and its aging workforce arguably face a highly uncertain 
future� Some Russian analysts close to their nation’s defense establishment view 
the Ukraine war as a source of both opportunity and challenge, of which the net 
result over the long term very well could be positive� They contend that while the 
war has cut off Russia from the West and will cause significant economic contrac-
tion of the national economy overall, the defense economy will become larger 
and far more important as the overall economy becomes more securitized and 
militarized� By this logic, Russia’s defense sector will be the domestic winner as it 

EXHIBIT 3
CHINA NATURAL GAS IMPORTS, 2006–21 (MILLION METRIC TONS)

Source: China General Administration of Customs, english.customs.gov.cn.
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supplies the enormous needs of the military—a military that can afford to spend 
its money because the Russian state is cash rich owing to its still-robust energy 
income and extensive financial reserves� In this scenario, such domestic demand 
will more than compensate for any sharp drop-off in arms exports�

The more pessimistic scenario for Russia’s defense industry, and arguably 
the more realistic one, is that Russia’s defense sector faces dire straits overall� 
Domestic war mobilization efforts likely would mean supplying weapons on an 
IOU basis to a Kremlin that is long on requirements and short on cash to pay for 
them� Meanwhile, foreign technological inputs have become harder to obtain at 
scale and export markets that in the past generated vital hard currency revenues 
for the Russian defense sector now are being crimped seriously�37 Buyers fear run-
ning afoul of Western sanctions and—fairly or not—find their confidence shaken 
by myriad instances of American, European, and Turkish military systems 
asymmetrically devastating Russian land-combat systems, air-defense systems, 
helicopters, and tactical jets� Many of the armaments thus imperiled are operated 
by Russia; much of Ukraine’s own legacy systems are similarly of Russian origin� 
Overall, the Russian defense economy’s trifecta of distress presents strategic op-
portunities to China�

Beijing probably has relatively little interest in the staple Russian systems 
suffering physical and reputational damage on battlefields in Ukraine� Three de-
cades of effort and more than $3 trillion of defense expenditures since 1992 have 
closed most of the technology gaps in surface warships, aerospace, and missiles 
that formerly drove Sino-Russian defense dealings� Additionally, Ukraine deliv-
ered critical Russian technology to China in substantial quantities, which helped 
China to reduce the gaps further� Among the most blatant examples of this 
technology transfer are the Liaoning aircraft carrier’s hull; the prototype fight-
ers that China turned into the J-15 fighters to fly off the carrier’s ski-jump deck; 
the extensive consultancy services connected to finishing the hull, with Varyag’s 
lead designer Valery Babich involved throughout the process; and the training of 
the pilots�38 Moreover, China has targeted Russia’s defense industry further with 
industrial espionage and reverse engineering while leveraging the world’s largest 
organizational apparatus for acquiring and applying strategic foreign technolo-
gies by all means possible�39

But a handful of critical Russian strong points still interest China—perhaps 
none more than submarine and undersea-warfare technologies� Rumors have 
swirled for years about assistance provided by Russia’s Rubin Design Bureau 
to China’s Type 093 nuclear-powered attack submarine (SSN) and Type 094  
nuclear-powered ballistic-missile submarine (SSBN) programs�40 In the 1990s, 
one experienced interlocutor relates, “Russian military officials said that they 
were talking with the Chinese about providing expertise and technology on 
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submarine quieting capabilities, on which the Chinese were especially behind the 
curve�”41 A cyber attack on Rubin disclosed in April 2021—reportedly exhibiting 
“Chinese characteristics”—strongly suggests that Russian entities still possess 
troves of data and expertise that PRC submarine designers, builders, and opera-
tors hope to access and use�42 Moreover, there reportedly have been extensive joint 
Chinese-Russian research activities relevant to antisubmarine warfare, including 
regarding fiber-optic hydrophones�43 Real-world events amplify PRC motives to 
obtain as much Russian submarine-design and -operations data as possible� In an 
outstanding recent example, unnamed Pentagon officials disclosed to the televi-
sion news program 60 Minutes that in the summer of 2018 one of Russia’s most 
modern nuclear-powered guided-missile submarines (SSGNs), the Yasen-class 
boat Severodvinsk, entered the Atlantic and eluded NATO trackers for “weeks�”44

Technology and expertise transfer could occur along six primary vectors� 
The first would entail individual Russian defense firms transacting with Chinese 
counterparts� China’s acquisition of Russian defense technology and expertise 
was intense and voluminous in the 1990s after the downfall of the Soviet Union�45 
Russia subsequently has sought to constrain these channels, especially the re-
cruitment of scientists and engineers� Today, as Russia’s defense sector mobilizes 
more fully for war (meaning assertion of more Kremlin control over a broader 
subset of decision-making), this is a less likely path�

A second path would entail PRC leadership making future assistance to Rus-
sia (financial, military, or otherwise) contingent on access to key technologies 
of interest� Paths three and four would come into play if the Kremlin continued 
withholding technology and expertise to which China sought access� The third 
path would involve PRC recruitment of Russian experts seeking economic op-
portunity and refuge abroad, and the fourth would involve cyber attacks aimed at 
exfiltrating data from Russian entities with relevant technologies (although this 
is probably already under way in a broad sense)�

A fifth possible vector is more operational: transferring tactics, techniques, 
and procedures (TTPs) for submarines (or other forces) during combined exer-
cises, such as future iterations of VOSTOK/ZAPAD or JOINT SEA� A sixth potential 
area for Sino-Russian technology transfer is sharing intelligence, particularly as a 
Russian advantage that Moscow might seek to barter with Beijing (e�g�, acoustic 
intelligence on U�S� and allied submarines and other undersea systems and access 
to data from Russian sonar networks/assets in regions China might not be able 
to access readily)�

In practice, the first four technology-transfer pathways probably will occur 
simultaneously, with their relative emphases and trajectories depending on 
case-specific circumstances� Robust trade relationships—some of them covert—
already exist between the Russian and PRC defense sectors, offering multiple 
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pathways and suggesting a substantial degree of PRC institutional familiarity 
with Russia’s defense-industrial ecosystem�46

Regardless of the specific channel(s), additional Russian submarine technol-
ogy and possibly operational expertise worth billions of dollars could be fed 
into China’s military-industrial juggernaut� If that occurred, its capacity for as-
similating foreign technology, adapting it to local needs, and producing at scale 
would be globally destabilizing and seriously inimical to U�S� national-security 
interests� China’s massive investments in long-range antiair and antiship missiles 
already have eroded U�S� and allied surface and air forces’ ability to operate near 
the PRC’s periphery at a given level of risk, but American submarines and under-
sea warfare have hitherto been affected far less by these rapid improvements in 
counterintervention capabilities� As the sea surface, air, and space realms increas-
ingly are contested, this remaining area of American undersea dominance offers 
increasingly irreplaceable options� Contributions from a Russia under duress, in 
theory, could offer a fast-tracked “great leap forward” for PRC undersea-warfare 
capabilities and acoustic intelligence to inform their employment, thereby shift-
ing the Sino-American military balance of power significantly during this critical 
decade�

The reality may prove complicated, however� China’s absorption of Russian 
(and former Soviet) defense technologies and knowledge during the 1990s and 
the following decade allowed China to catch up by a generation or so in specific 
areas in which China was able to obtain key technologies� This is a key factor in 
the impressive progress that China’s defense sector has made, in addition to its 
domestic sources of innovation and upgrading� A further wave of Russian tech-
nology and knowledge inflow to the PRC system could offer similar effects, but 
almost certainly would be less impactful than the initial tidal wave of support 
during the twenty years following the collapse of the Soviet Union�47

Russia increasingly is running short on military technologies and systems of 
interest to China� PRC government purchase of Su-35s suggests some continued 
desire to augment indigenous capabilities, but China is now equal or superior to 
Russia in many defense technological areas and disciplines� Definite remaining 
exceptions include submarine design and quieting� Possible noteworthy excep-
tions include selected aspects of the most advanced military jet engines and the 
SA-21 (S-400) Triumf surface-to-air missile system that China has procured from 
Russia�48 The Pentagon’s 2021 China report elaborates that “[t]he PLAAF [People’s 
Liberation Army Air Force] conducted its first SA-21 test fires in December 2018� 
The PRC is also developing its indigenous CH-AB-X-02 (HQ-19), which will likely 
have a ballistic missile defense (BMD) capability�”49 “Many of the PRC’s missile pro-
grams are comparable to other international top-tier producers,” the report judges, 
and “the PRC may try to use aspects of the S-400 surface-to-air missile � � � system 
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it began receiving from Russia in 2018 to reverse-engineer capabilities it lacks�”50 
There is reportedly already direct precedent for such an approach in China’s basing 
of the HQ-9 family on S-300 SAMs purchased from Russia� Beyond these extant 
Russian naval and aerospace systems, technologies under development in Russia 
in potentially pivotal emerging areas such as hypersonics, space systems, artificial 
intelligence, and quantum technologies also may attract PRC interest�51

China already has obtained and incorporated large amounts of Russian tech-
nology into its existing weapon systems, assimilated knowledge, and improved it 
to the point that little Russian military hardware and expertise remain superior 
to those of China� China is particularly strong with respect to ballistic missiles, 
cruise missiles, and SAMs—all improved substantially through the incorpora-
tion of Russian technologies� China’s most-advanced deployed cruise missiles, 
the YJ-12 and -18, are derived from Russian designs handed over fifteen to 
twenty years ago� China’s Yu-6 and -7 torpedoes use Russian-derived propulsion 
systems� The Type 093 SSN’s towed-array sonar is based on Russian technology 
transferred years ago�52 Russian aircraft no longer offer much that China does not 
have already, in part because China has obtained and emulated Russian aircraft 
so aggressively since the 1990s�

Given its lack of long-standing experience with advanced engines and poten-
tial concerns with its current inventory, China still may benefit from acquiring 
additional numbers of certain types of Russian engines� Interest in engines and 
other reverse-engineering opportunities similarly may explain why China pro-
cured twenty-four Su-35s from Russia despite its own rapid military aviation 
progress� The Pentagon’s 2021 China report summarizes the mixed state of PRC 
jet engines as follows:

[T]he PRC’s aviation industry is unable to produce reliable high-performance aircraft 
engines and relies on Western and Russian engines, such as the Franco-American 
CFM Leap 1C that powers the COMAC C919 [commercial aircraft] and the Rus-
sian D-30 that powers the Y-20 [military transport] and H-6K [long-range strategic 
bomber] and H6-N [nuclear-weapons-delivering bomber] variants� The PRC is de-
veloping the CJ-1000, AEF3500, and WS-20 high-bypass turbofan engines to power 
the C919, CR929 [commercial aircraft], and Y-20, respectively�53

Indeed, the WS-20 already has appeared on the Y-20�
Looking forward, China already may have obtained much of what it could 

from Russia regarding jet engines writ large� China’s WS-10 engine appears to 
be employed on the J-20 low-observable fighter, whose large deployed numbers 
(over 150) suggest overall satisfaction with the aircraft—and hence with its en-
gines, which are so central to performance�54 Technologies associated with Rus-
sia’s AL-21F Saturn engine seem to have helped the WS-10 achieve thrust vector-
ing and other relatively advanced capabilities� The Pentagon assesses that China’s 

111

Naval War College: Autumn 2022 Full Issue

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 2022



 1 0 6  NAVA L  WA R  C O L L E G E  R E V I E W

H-6K “features more-efficient turbofan engines for extended-range” and that 
“the PLAAF is preparing upgrades for the J-20, which may include � � � installing 
thrust-vectoring engine nozzles, and adding super cruise capability by installing 
higher-thrust indigenous WS-15 engines�”55

These characteristics and performance parameters are only at the level of 
American or Western European military jet engines circa 1985, but that re-
flects persistent limitations in both Chinese and Russian engines� Having never 
achieved the levels of the most cutting-edge Western European (British/French) 
and American engines, both Russia and China have compensated partly by 
maximizing engine power at the expense of requiring frequent overhauls and 
limiting engine life—options that are available for military jet engines procured 
in sufficient numbers but would be completely impracticable for their civilian 
counterparts�

PRC technology acquirers likely will remain interested for some time to come 
in both Russian materials science and engine-control software� Aviation software 
(e�g�, for jet engines) can be extremely difficult and time-consuming to produce 
on a per-line basis, because of requirements concerning annotation, documenta-
tion, line traceability, integration, and module and robustness testing� Depending 
on the baseline against which it is measured (random application code, non-
aviation industrial code, etc�) the total effort multiple for aviation software can 
range between ten- and fiftyfold� How to handle the relevant engine software is 
therefore a key question for any exporter of packages that include jet engines� 
The United States typically is able to avoid divulging source codes, despite re-
peated requests from customers such as Israel, because its military aircraft are so 
desirable�56 With China already able to produce airframes equivalent to or better 
than their Russian counterparts, a conundrum arises whereby Russian jet engine 
makers either might have their hands forced or, conversely, might fight harder to 
retain the proprietary know-how that gives Russian engines the last increments 
of performance edge relative to Chinese-made ones�

Russia’s remaining zenith technologies and systems also include significant 
space and cyber capabilities; the latter are beyond the scope of this article but 
are broadly evident� With regard to space, Moscow has leading technology- and 
geography-based advantages in intelligence access and global instrumentation, 
however reluctant it may be to provide access to or to bargain with them� These 
advantages include a wide range of space and maritime tracking and observation 
facilities, signals-intelligence sites, and other clandestine and covert-collection 
instrument accesses�57 Beyond technology per se, and specifically regarding 
access for intelligence facilities and networks, China could seek greater intel-
ligence collaboration with Russia, particularly against the United States and the 
EU� Beijing seeks access to sites for global instrumentation for all manner of 
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terrestrial and space surveillance and well-developed networks for access and 
finished analysis—both areas to which Moscow has applied extensive resources 
and effort since the early years of the Cold War�

An example of an issue in which Sino-Russian national interests aligned and 
resulted in technical and policy alignment of their shared concerns is the two 
countries’ collective attitude regarding American Terminal High Altitude Area 
Defense (THAAD) system deployment to South Korea� The end result prompted 
their collaboration on ballistic-missile defense�58 Their partnership began as 
copious joint statements in the wake of the THAAD deployment to the Repub-
lic of Korea, then matured into joint military drills, and continues today�59 This 
represents meaningful collaboration in an area in which China remains behind 
(ballistic-missile warning and responses)�

Collaborative ballistic-missile early-warning-system (BMEWS) development 
and related information sharing started decades ago and may be an area for fur-
ther relationship expansion between Russia and China� “In the event of system 
integration, stations located in the North and the West of Russia could provide 
China with warning data,” suggests a leading Russian expert on Sino-Russian 
military-technology issues� “In turn, China could provide Russia with data col-
lected at their Eastern and Southern stations� This would enable the two coun-
tries to create their own global missile defence network�”60

In the undersea-warfare domain, China already may have received at least 
some of the remaining critical Russian technologies, with these inputs in the 
process of bearing fruit but not yet conclusively verifiable through open sources� 
The production pace and acoustic characteristics of China’s Type 095 SSN, likely 
soon followed by China’s Type 096 SSBN, will be the key indicators� If the Type 
095 is as far along and promising in development as it seems, then key technology 
transfer has occurred already� China now is making the reactor and the advanced 
sound mounts it needs for the Type 095 SSN and Type 096 SSBN; the question 
is how advanced they will prove in practice� Joint Sino-Russian development of 
nuclear reactors circa 2010 gave China access to the Russian KLT-40S commer-
cial reactor, for which Russia sold or provided the technological data or a baseline 
prototype� The KLT-40S design is very similar to the OK-650 reactors on Russian 
third-generation submarines� China’s own ACPR50S reactor appears to have ben-
efited from these Russian inputs, and therefore has the potential finally to offer 
China a baseline for high-power, quiet nuclear-submarine propulsion�

According to International Atomic Energy Agency nuclear-information spe-
cialist Viet Phuong Nguyen,

Despite initially considering to import floating NPP [nuclear power plant] technol-
ogy from Russia, in 2016 China announced its first Chinese floating nuclear project 
using a 200 MWt (60 MWe) ACPR50S reactor designed indigenously by the China 
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General Nuclear Power (CGN), which was followed by a joint-venture led by the 
main competitor of CGN in the domestic nuclear market—the China National 
Nuclear Corp� (CNNC) in 2017 based on its own 310 MWt (100 MWe) ACP100S 
model� Aside from CGN and CNNC, other types of floating NPPs based on fast reac-
tors have also been under research and development in China�61

Along these lines, China began building a functional ACPR50S reactor proto-
type in 2018, finished it in 2021, and has been testing it in 2022� The pneumatic 
sound mounts, produced in a variety of relevant sizes, appear to be akin to the 
Russian Rubin Bureau’s APRK mount and undoubtedly will be used in the 
PLAN’s next generation of nuclear submarines� China has heretofore pursued 
parallel SSN and SSBN development and construction, suggesting a desire for 
cost savings rather than a lack of satisfaction with design issues; it is possible 
that China finally dived in with a detailed Type 095 SSN design around 2018 and 
possibly began construction of hull sections by 2021� If China successfully has  
adopted Russian approaches to quieting (including a large table raft with pneu-
matic sound mounts, and either a large low-revolutions-per-minute steam tur-
bine or a direct-drive electric motor, and a pump jet propulsor) this will require 
significant volume—far more than the current Type 093A can provide� Should 
China’s Type 095 SSN and Type 096 SSBN be much larger than their respective 
Type 093 and Type 094 predecessors, then this would be a strong indicator of 
pursuing Russian quieting techniques�

Beyond these particular submarine technologies, there may remain several 
true capstone capabilities that even a Russia under subservient leadership would 
be hesitant to transfer, because its own military is only now in the process of ap-
plying them in very small platform numbers—with no possibility of building out 
ahead at even a fraction of China’s meteoric naval shipbuilding rates� The transfer 
of such apex technologies—an extremely unusual practice for any nation that 
possesses them—would imperil Russia’s few remaining areas of military advan-
tage� China appears to have access already to Akula-level quieting, which may be 
the last frontier that Russia feels comfortable making available� Even in extremis, 
Moscow might hesitate to give Beijing the “keys to the kingdom” beyond this: the 
K-560 Severodvinsk, a Project 885 Yasen-class nuclear-powered guided-missile 
submarine, which is still quieter�

Beyond that, only one Russian navy submarine, the Project 885M Kazan, has 
next-level quieting technology� Russia is motivated further to guard its remain-
ing state-of-the-art capabilities because of the extremely limited scope, scale, 
and overall sophistication of its naval shipbuilding industry� Russian shipyards 
struggle to build vessels larger than corvettes, with production of sufficiently 
powerful gas turbines being a major bottleneck� In part, this is yet another reflec-
tion of Russia remaining far behind the United States and Western Europe in 
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production of aeroengines� In part, it also results from Russia’s post–2014 Crimea 
invasion breakdown of military-industrial relations with Ukraine, a country with 
which Russia’s key defense infrastructure was intertwined as a legacy of Soviet 
planning� Ukraine previously had been the supplier of naval gas turbines to Rus-
sia, and similar problems resulted from lack of access to Ukrainian aeroengine 
technology after 2014�

Beyond the realm of technology and intelligence, there is one major military 
advantage that Russia conceivably could offer to China: naval, and possibly air, 
basing access in geographies of high strategic interest� China seeks overseas bas-
ing and access in a range of countries, but none of the current or likely additional 
near-term locations have airfields yet�62 Occasional access to Russian airfields 
could enable Chinese Y-20s to refuel or have crew rest, thereby extending options 
for military diplomacy, noncombatant evacuation operations, and other activities 
farther from China�

For more-sensitive military aviation operations, access to Chuguyevka Air 
Base north of Vladivostok (from whence Viktor Belenko defected by flying his 
MiG-25 to Hakodate, Japan, in 1976), the Dolinsk Sokol Air Base on Sakhalin 
(from whence came the Su-15 that shot down commercial airliner KAL 007 
in 1983), Yelizovo in southern Kamchatka, or Klyuchi in northern Kamchatka 
would be relevant for establishing new PLA aerial vectors of approach to Japan 
or to reconnoiter/interdict American air approaches from Alaska, including the 
Aleutians� Some of these could require infrastructure upgrades to host a PLAAF 
presence�

On the naval side, access to Russian Pacific Fleet facilities would facilitate a 
sustained PLAN presence in the Sea of Japan� The most strategically meaning-
ful step for Moscow would be to grant PLAN SSBN access to Russia’s two major 
submarine ports: the Rybachiy submarine base near Petropavlovsk on the Kam-
chatka Peninsula in the Pacific and the Sayda-Guba (Sayda Bay) submarine base 
on the Kola Peninsula in the Barents Sea� Cold War operations may suggest a 
limited-access model: U�S� SSBNs used to operate out of Holy Loch, Scotland, 
and Rota, Spain, but still pulled in to Faslane, Scotland, from time to time� They 
were not homeported there, but access allowed them logistical support to oper-
ate better and far forward� Alternatively, to operationalize such an opportunity 
fully, particularly given current limitations in Russian infrastructure, the PLAN 
conceivably might seek a dock and dry dock at Rybachiy, or Sayda-Guba, or both, 
and it might base a submarine tender there—all highly visible signs for which to 
monitor� Even if Chinese submarines used Russian infrastructure to try to main-
tain a lower profile, the exposed open-air piers of Rybachiy or Sayda-Guba would 
permit regular overhead observation via optical and synthetic-aperture-radar 
satellites, among other means�
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A major appeal of Russian port access would be to allow PLAN SSBNs to op-
erate within protected bastions from which their submarine-launched ballistic 
missiles (SLBMs) could range key targets while minimizing U�S� and allied sub-
marines’ ability to track, trail, and hold them at risk� China doubtless is extend-
ing the range of its JL-2 and next-generation JL-3 SLBMs, including by replacing 
aluminum skin with lighter composite materials, but it has not yet demonstrated 
mastery of SSBN quieting and clearly lacks experience� Type 094 SSBNs seem too 
noisy for effective open-ocean deterrence patrols�63

Within a bastion in the Sea of Okhotsk that Russia works so hard to pro-
tect, China could deploy SSBNs with next-generation JL-3 SLBMs that might 
well have range to reach anywhere in the continental United States, including 
Washington, DC, via great-circle routes� Rybachiy also would offer proximity to 
Arctic sea-lanes in which PLAN strategists have expressed great interest for naval 
presence in general and potential incipient submarine operations in particular� 
The Kamchatka Peninsula port is navigable year-round for priority vessels such 
as submarines that could have icebreakers assigned to them to clear channels 
through any ice� While Sayda-Guba is far from China, it lies within a bastion that 
Russia has even greater capacity to protect, and it would allow even range-limited 
JL-2 SLBMs to cover Europe fully and most of North America�

The Pentagon’s 2019 China report states that “a strengthened Chinese military 
presence in the Arctic Ocean � � � could include deploying submarines to the region 
as a deterrent against nuclear attacks�”64 The Russian military historian Alexander 
Shirokorad articulates precisely such an approach� After highlighting the chal-
lenges that PLAN SSBNs face in operating undetected in Asia-Pacific waters and 
in covering the continental United States, he suggests, “In venturing to the Arctic, 
the Chinese ‘immediately kill two birds with one stone’: significantly decreasing 
vulnerability and simultaneously reducing the distance to potential targets�”65

At a minimum, the following low-end model appears to be relatively likely: 
China has not learned lessons of operations in the Far North yet, it aspires to be 
there for competition and to protect northern passage sea-lanes for PRC trade, 
and it wants to develop a partnership that may facilitate technology transfer from 
Russia (particularly if economically advantageous)� If Russia and the United 
States, and any other nation, are going to operate there, then—even if only for 
the peer recognition—China will want to operate there also� It may do so only 
episodically (annually), with perhaps a cooperative visit to Rybachiy, such as dur-
ing a VOSTOK exercise� With further development of land-attack cruise missiles, 
the PLAN could extend reach and threat axes, but it is probably better suited to 
operations in the northwest Pacific and even the northern Pacific�

Sino-Russian interactions over the past decade concerning the Arctic have 
been more tense than would be expected from countries that truly saw each other 
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as strategic partners� For instance, Russia blocked Chinese vessels from conduct-
ing surveys along the Northern Sea Route in 2012 and in 2020, and Russian of-
ficials arrested the head of the Arctic Civic Academy of Sciences on charges of 
providing classified information to PRC intelligence entities�66 On the basis of 
recent trends, it appears that Russian distrust will modulate Sino-Russian Arctic 
cooperation aside from very specific areas, such as investment in energy facilities� 
PRC access to Arctic-adjacent submarine facilities would be a game changer suf-
ficient to warrant continued close observation, although the probability of such 
events manifesting appears uncertain� Time will tell�

Russian behavior in the South China Sea may offer a glimpse of at least one 
plausible future for Sino-Russian Arctic interactions� Rosneft’s Vietnamese 
subsidiary has continued drilling within Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone 
despite PRC displeasure and China Coast Guard harassment� Russian foreign 
minister Sergey Lavrov apparently declined a 2019 request by PRC foreign min-
ister Wang Yi to halt Rosneft’s drilling in that area�67 The self-interest govern-
ing the actions of Russia—and its parastatal firms—as well as the geopolitical 
dimension would be magnified in the Arctic region� Unlike the distant South 
China Sea, the Arctic is a proximately located zone of high importance to Rus-
sian economic and national-security interests� This brings us to our conclud-
ing section surveying potential future paths and pitfalls for relations between 
Russia and China�

WHAT COULD DERAIL DEEPER SINO-RUSSIAN STRATEGIC  
SECURITY ALIGNMENT?
The ambitious nationalistic autocrats leading China and Russia share a powerful 
desire to undermine a rules-based order that they consider the bedrock of an 
American-dominated international system and that impedes their prerogatives 
and historical missions�68 Yet a broad common objective of eroding U�S� domi-
nance does not eliminate fundamental sources of friction and suspicion that on a 
multiyear time frame plausibly could curtail or even derail entirely Sino-Russian 
partnership, and with it maritime-security cooperation� Indeed, this has hap-
pened already at least once in relatively recent history, with the 1960s Sino-Soviet 
split� The two countries’ shared history is what one might expect that of two ad-
jacent empires to be: variable over time, but with a tendency toward storminess 
and tremendous vicissitudes� Jo Inge Bekkevold encapsulates the relationship this 
way: “During the last century, China has seen Russia as imperialist, a comrade 
in arms, a foe, and a partner, and it is now discussing whether it should be an 
ally�”69 Shared opposition to the United States and its allies has driven recent Sino-
Russian rapprochement under Xi and Putin, yet various dynamics could upset 
this powerful alignment in the future�
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For four centuries, the Russian Empire averaged fifty square miles’ expan-
sion daily, and came to encompass one-sixth of the earth’s landmass�70 As Russia 
grew in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, with Cossacks, fur traders, and 
settlers forging their way east toward the Pacific, conflict ensued� As mentioned 
above, the Treaty of Nerchinsk—signed in 1689 after multiple Qing attacks on 
the Russian fortified settlement at Albazin—bought nearly two centuries of peace 
amid Chinese decline�71 Then, during the Opium War period, an embattled Qing 
dynasty signed the Treaty of Aigun (1858), followed by the Treaty of Peking 
(1860), codifying Russian seizure of Chinese territory roughly one and a half 
times the size of Texas (see exhibit 4)�72 

The lands in question have remained in Russia since 1860, albeit with lingering 
historical unease described later in this section� Furthermore, Russia’s historical 
eagerness to position itself as a mediator or arbitrator—purportedly siding with 
China, but in fact territorially aggrandizing itself at Chinese expense—creates 

EXHIBIT 4
MODERN RUSSIAN LANDS OBTAINED FROM CHINA THROUGH  
OPIUM WAR–ERA TREATIES

Source: Manchuria-U.S.S.R. Boundary (Washington, DC: Central Intelligence Agency, 1960), Library of Congress Geography and Map Division, Washing-
ton, DC, available at www.loc.gov/.
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real questions about what kind of “ally” Russia would prove to be in a pinch� If 
a future conflict triggered a maritime blockade of seaborne energy flows into 
China, could Beijing truly depend on Moscow to ensure the flows continued 
unabated and not to exploit the situation to China’s detriment?

Contemporary Russian thought likely emphasizes seeking positional opportu-
nity amid Sino-U�S� confrontation� Political scientist Sergey Karaganov wrote in 
mid-2021, “Now there is the opportunity to be a balancer amidst Sino-American 
enmity (with a friendlier stance toward China) and in a new Greater Eurasia�”73 
But a greater set of questions arises when accounting for the reality that Beijing 
sees the world in hierarchical terms (with itself on top), while Moscow seeks to be 
accorded peer or quasi-peer status far exceeding the demographically declining 
nation’s power—economic, technological, and soft—on the world stage�

American (and, increasingly, Chinese) international power exhibits qualities 
of a gravitational force field: often subtle, yet pervasive and hard to resist� Its mere 
presence reshapes the surrounding environment and the decisions that actors 
make therein� The same is not true for Russia� The mismatch between the degree 
of influence Moscow wishes to have and the degree that it actually achieves spurs 
it repeatedly to seek relevance and recognition through high-risk geopolitical ac-
tions—including energy-supply cutoffs, nuclear posturing, invasion of neighbors, 
and military intervention on behalf of fellow autocratic regimes� China may tol-
erate some of these behaviors on a tactical basis, as it has done thus far with the 
Ukraine war� But Moscow’s adventurism and tendency to try to amplify its limited 
influence through chaos and destruction is ultimately inimical to Beijing’s strategic 
vision, which is predicated on stability, aggrandizement of Chinese influence and 
presence, and construction of a new Sino-centric regional and international order�

Moscow might attempt to find a way to “compartmentalize” by focusing 
its chaos and violence-based strategies on Europe and the former Soviet zone 
while quietly delivering raw materials to the Chinese market� Yet the combina-
tion of Russian history—often dominated by aggressive, Russkiy mir (Russian 
world) expansionism—and China’s global economic presence across markets 
and geographies make this unlikely� Moreover, if Russia’s attempts at conquest in 
Ukraine prove, eighteen to twenty-four months hence, to have been a failure, the 
blowback could drive a quiet but angry descent into becoming an internationally 
isolated PRC resource colony, could spark further violence on Russia’s periphery, 
and even could foster territorial disintegration� Modern Russia’s multiethnic 
empire holds seeds of separatism that revealed themselves in the wake of the 
USSR’s dissolution, first and foremost in the Caucasus� If Russia faces intense and 
sustained financial constraints, such forces could emerge anew�

Although Russia publicly defines the United States as its “Number One 
National Threat,” China likely arouses a broader and more primal unease, 
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particularly given the demographic and economic disparities between sparsely 
populated Siberia and the Russian Far East and their PRC neighbors to the 
south�74 Indeed, for all the rhetorical broadsides the Kremlin fires at America, 
Washington does not have pretensions to Russian territory, whereas a future 
Chinese government that reverted to the contentious historical mean of the two 
empires’ relationship might� In their rawest form, Eurasian power politics gener-
ally dictate that the weak cede territory to the strong� But unlike the Opium War 
period, the world of 2022 and beyond finds China far more likely to occupy the 
position of strength—as evidenced by the PRC economy’s explosive outpacing of 
its Russian counterpart since the mid-1990s (see exhibit 5)�

The simple hint of future sovereignty shifts can destabilize contemporary 
relations rapidly—a reality that Henry A� Kissinger (as national security advisor 
and Secretary of State) recognized as he and President Richard M� Nixon crafted 
their approach to China in the early 1970s� Roughly a decade later, in his mem-
oirs, Kissinger opined, “No compromise of Chinese boundary claims could alter 

EXHIBIT 5
ECONOMIC OUTPUT OF PRC AND RUSSIAN FEDERATION, TRILLIONS OF 2017  
CONSTANT DOLLARS (PURCHASING POWER PARITY)

Source: World Bank, www.worldbank.org.
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the fact that sometime in the next generation the disparity between Soviet and 
Chinese power in Asia would first narrow and then tilt the other way; from then 
on, Siberia’s future would depend increasingly on Peking’s goodwill, which no 
Chinese government could ensure for eternity�”75 While Kissinger’s policy recom-
mendations regarding China arguably have not aged well, here he highlights a 
geopolitical dynamic that may well emerge in the future�

A 2020 flap over the celebration of Vladivostok’s founding highlights the 
potential latent problem� After the Russian embassy in Beijing posted a video 
clip on social media platform Weibo commemorating Vladivostok’s 160th anni-
versary, a journalist of the state-owned CGTN television network shot back that 
Vladivostok’s location “was Haishenwai as Chinese land, before Russia annexed it 
via unequal Treaty of Beijing�”76 While this was couched as a “personal view,” the 
reaction across a swath of PRC commentators—including the cultural counselor 
at the PRC’s embassy in Pakistan—echoed the sentiments, and in doing so raised 
questions about how PRC officialdom’s views might evolve if Russia were to con-
tinue weakening�77 To put the matter in perspective, it would be hard to imagine 
a journalist at Deutsche Welle musing about the possibility of Germany reassum-
ing control of Alsace-Lorraine from France and then having that view amplified 
by many other commentators, including senior German diplomats, while Berlin 
watched silently in the background�

Putin’s own actions have accelerated the growing disparity of means and 
power between the two countries, and in doing so have intensified the pressures 
described above� The invasion of Ukraine eliminated the space for nuanced strat-
egies of “partial alignment” that would have positioned Russia to capitalize on 
intensifying competition among the United States, the EU, and China and instead 
places the double-headed eagle in a more binary position� Russia could take the 
currently unlikely path of winding down the war in Ukraine, making amends or 
paying reparations, or both, and attempting to restore its relationship with the 
EU� Otherwise, it either could pursue “Seventh Continent” autarky or could align 
itself more proactively with China in the economic, political, and trade spheres—
with both paths leading to alienation from Europe and deeper, more asymmetri-
cal reliance on China� This increasingly unilateral reliance and its incongruence 
with Russia’s great-power self-image portends a prospect underscored earlier this 
year by the Stimson Center’s Yun Sun: “China and Russia can only share miseries, 
but not happiness” (中俄只能共苦, 不能同甘)�78

In a cruel irony, Putin launched his war on Ukraine in part to keep it from es-
caping Russia’s orbit by integrating more deeply with Europe, and yet Europe was 
also the strategic rear area Moscow needed to ensure a semblance of balance in 
its growing ties with Beijing� Russia now likely has forfeited access to this refuge 
and revenue, potentially for decades to come—barring a major course change in 
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either the Kremlin or key Western capitals—and stares east into what Kissinger 
foresaw four decades ago: an economic and political power balance that now 
favors China tremendously�

Had Russia preserved positive relationships with both Europe and China, East 
and West would have competed for access to Siberia’s commodity warehouse� 
Russian firms would have access to global capital markets to fund the infrastruc-
ture necessary to move resources to market, and Russia would occupy a powerful, 
pivotal position� But instead of pursuing the path of what we dub a “giant Qatar,” 
Moscow instead is sacrificing commercial relationships and trust for blood and 
soil in Ukraine, thereby turning Russia into Gabuev’s supersized “Eurasian Iran�” 
China is now Russia’s only continent-scale market option; even as Russia works 
to sell commodities into smaller markets across the global South, it will rely 
foremost on PRC market revenues to finance the infrastructure needed to reach 
its other export markets� That is an inherently weak position, and Beijing will ex-
ploit it quietly under the banner of “partnership without limits,” while Gazprom 
delivers gas through the self-funded Power of Siberia pipeline at half the price it 
fetched in the EU in 2021�79

Given these factors, the next three to five years mark the core window of dan-
ger from an American national-interest perspective� Russia’s financial duress will 
peak during that period before the country either changes leadership and policies 
or adapts more fully to a new normal of deeper pariahdom than was the case dur-
ing the first round of sanctions between 2014 and 2022� The probability of Rus-
sian firms transferring certain military crown-jewel technologies—such as those 
pertaining to undersea warfare—also could peak during the unfolding era of 
maximum pain that precedes structural adaptation to the new regime of isolation 
and relative autarky� If such technology transfers occur, the duration of specific 
state-level security alignments of Russia and China likely will come to matter less, 
because Beijing already will have obtained the source-code inputs that it values 
most highly� Once China assimilates key technologies and knowledge, improves 
incrementally on them, and feeds them into its world-scale development and 
production apparatus, it will be able to chart a path ahead with minimal Russian 
participation or influence�

This is precisely what has happened previously in the realm of military aviation, 
most emblematically with Flanker-class fighter jets� Russian manufacturer Sukhoi  
first supplied Su-27 kits for assembly in China during the middle of the first 
decade of this century� China subsequently began producing an indigenously up-
graded version—in violation of the coproduction agreement� Now, roughly fifteen 
years later, China has developed the indigenous J-11 and -16 series Flanker deriva-
tives that the Royal United Services Institute assesses to have a “superior level of 
overall combat capability to the latest Russian Flanker, the Su-35S�”80 According 
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to Sarah Kirchberger, “Russia was reportedly even willing to provide source codes 
to China’s Shenyang Aircraft Corporation to enable the integration of Chinese 
weapons�”81 It is entirely plausible to envision a similar pattern unfolding in the 
undersea-warfare domain if Russia deepens its technology transfers during the 
coming period of maximum financial distress, during which Chinese technology 
buyers will be able to stay patient and opportunistic for longer than Russian naval 
vendors can remain solvent, owing to sanctions, dwindling international orders, 
and domestic military emphasis on fighting a land war of conquest in Ukraine� 
Meanwhile, however, recent espionage cases in which the Russian government 
has detained Russian experts could indicate growing distrust on Moscow’s part�82

With regard to Ukraine itself, Russo-Chinese differences may emerge with 
time and events� Since the beginning of the conflict in Ukraine, to maintain 
friendly relations and cooperation with Russia and minimize questions concern-
ing Xi’s personal embrace of Putin and Sino-Russian cooperation, China neither 
has condemned Russia’s actions in Ukraine openly nor actively upheld the sov-
ereignty and security provisions accorded to Ukraine as one of the two parties 
to the 2013 PRC-Ukraine Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation and associated 
joint communiqué—both signed by Xi himself� However, China generally has 
refrained from questioning Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity, has 
urged the parties involved to resolve their differences through dialogue and ne-
gotiations, and has proposed peaceful settlements in theory� Therefore, China’s 
posture overall largely has been to avoid contradicting outright the language of 
the Sino-Ukrainian agreements of 2013�83

Even short-term Sino-Russian alignment under Xi and Putin could threaten 
the United States and its allies and partners severely� Joachim Krause goes so far 
as to argue that “a Russian-Chinese alliance might not last too long � � � but such an 
alliance might pave the way—either directly or indirectly—for wars of a dimen-
sion we would not have seen since the Korean War or World War II�”84

This leaves us to consider a recent Sino-Russian activity and what it may 
mean for the future� Nearly seven months after Putin invaded Ukraine, on 19 
September 2022, U�S� Coast Guard cutter Kimball encountered a Russo-Chinese 
naval formation while on routine patrol in the Bering Sea eighty-six miles north 
of Alaska’s Kiska Island� The seven vessels (three PLAN, four Russian navy) sub-
sequently broke formation and dispersed�85 Clearly, many uncertainties loom for 
Sino-Russian relations in coming days, months, and years�86 Whatever the trajec-
tory, the implications will be tremendous�

This article has probed emerging and potential real-world developments and dy-
namics stemming from Putin’s shocking invasion of Ukraine, with a particular fo-
cus on the implications for Sino-Russian strategic and maritime-security dynamics� 
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Areas addressed include the prospects for greater Russo-Chinese energy and re-
source transactions and sharing of undersea-warfare technology� Areas briefly ex-
plored include the theoretical possibility of more permissive PRC access to Russian 
Arctic sea-lanes and ports, above all for SSBNs—a highly uncertain but portentous 
prospect� Areas beyond the scope of this article that merit further research include 

• The prospect of even greater Russian support vis-à-vis China’s territorial 
claims, particularly Taiwan, including through active coordination and in 
wartime contingencies

• PRC lessons from the Ukraine war and influence on Xi’s approach and time-
line vis-à-vis possible Taiwan scenarios

• The potential for increased PRC access to or influence in the Sea of Japan 
(e�g�, through the Tumen River outlet and supported by Russian Pacific ports)

• The alignment and potential roles of U�S� Indo-Pacific allies and partners

These factors will play out at the strategic, operational, and tactical levels� At the 
strategic level, embargoes, sanctions, and military operations can have important 
and unwanted second- and third-order effects on a global scale� The loss of Ukrai-
nian (and Russian) food exports affects many countries, and the loss of access to 
Russian gas through sanctions and Russian interruption of supplies impacts Eu-
rope significantly� The spike in the price of oil and natural gas fuels global inflation 
and risk of economic downturn, with far worse effects to come this winter� Global 
supply chains that depend on Russian raw materials such as titanium face disrup-
tion� This point offers important reminders of how the world economy is likewise 
dependent on PRC-origin supply chains and on Taiwanese semiconductors for a 
wide range of products, while China’s economy—and perhaps its domestic stabil-
ity—depends heavily on raw-material (and increasingly food) imports�

At the strategic-operational level, Russian threats of tactical nuclear weapon 
employment regarding Ukraine may motivate further increases in China’s nucle-
ar stockpile and delivery systems� The Ukraine war highlights the vital impor-
tance of munitions, both those stockpiled and those that are rapidly producible� 
Ukrainian expenditures of advanced munitions have exceeded prewar expecta-
tions� U�S� and NATO nations’ abilities to mass-produce advanced munitions is 
limited and depends ultimately on extended supply chains for strategic minerals 
and integrated chips� The United States and Taiwan are grappling with this chal-
lenge and adjusting their procurement plans� The Ukraine war has shown that 
national resilience (stockpiling supplies, dispersing and hardening key facilities, 
fortifying national will, mobilizing for combat, and employing unconventional 
warfare against invasion efforts, inter alia) has great strategic and operational 
value—with manifold lessons for Taiwan�
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At the operational-tactical level, the Russo-Ukrainian war demonstrates that 
effective leadership and well-trained, motivated servicemembers are at least 
as important as the technology of their weapons� Distributed, ad hoc, tactical 
command, control, communications, computer, intelligence, surveillance, and 
reconnaissance (C4ISR) networks (e�g�, Starlink, unmanned aerial vehicles, and 
tactical forces) are powerful enablers for combat operations� Distributed tacti-
cal C4ISR networks with a decentralized command-and-control philosophy are 
hard to defeat� Coastal-defense minefields and drifting mines (by both Russia 
and Ukraine) have impacted Black Sea maritime operations despite the small 
number of mines employed� In Taiwan’s case, large-scale employment of defen-
sive or, more importantly, offensive minefields could be a decisive tactic� The 
coastal-defense cruise-missile threat is real, especially if the targeted ship is not 
maintaining constant situational awareness and honoring the threat� Covering 
a defensive minefield with coastal-defense missiles could combine these effects� 
Russia’s loss of its Black Sea flagship Moskva shows once again that extensive, 
realistic damage-control training is essential for all sailors; material preparation 
of the ship for combat is key� These are World War II lessons unlearned by many 
navies during years of peace�

The next three to five years likely are to be the most critical period for a tighter 
Sino-Russian alignment to shape the regional and global security environments� 
Russia’s financial duress from NATO/OECD member-state sanctions likely will 
peak by 2025–27, and with it, Russian entities’ motivation to share military 
crown-jewel technologies with China� For its part, China seeks technology rather 
than hardware, because (1) Russian hardware is underperforming significantly in 
the Ukraine war thus far and, much more importantly, (2) once PRC firms obtain 
the requisite know-how, they can assimilate it into their own research, develop-
ment, and production ecosystems and ensure that Russia would not be able to use 
future supplies of parts or other aftermarket support to gain leverage over PRC 
actions or decision-making�

Russia itself lacks the economic heft to be the force multiplier and geopoliti-
cal partner to China that many G7 countries are to the United States, but it can 
nevertheless contribute significantly to China’s regional and global strategic 
positions� As a spoiler, it can attempt to tie down American and allied forces 
outside the Indo-Pacific for its own purposes, and thereby distract governments 
in Europe and the United States from focusing as tightly on competition with 
China as they otherwise might� Russia also has value to China as a purveyor of 
incremental crude oil and natural gas supplies that, because of sanctions, likely 
can be obtained at a significant price discount�

Transfer of certain military technologies and know-how could be even more 
transformative, specifically undersea-warfare technologies that could enhance the 
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lethality of future PRC submarines and erode the qualitative edge the U�S� silent 
(but deadly) service currently maintains� A future PLAN submarine force with ten 
or more Yasen-quality boats could change the regional naval balance to a greater 
degree than even the budding AUKUS partnership and likely could do so much 
more quickly, given the scale and velocity at which PLAN naval shipbuilding has 
operated in recent years� Indeed, such a force would raise a specter that American 
defense planners last faced during the Cold War: How would the United States 
logistically support an overseas industrial war against an adversary whose nuclear-
powered, guided-missile, and attack submarines can range afield at intercontinen-
tal distance from their home ports? And in this case, the distances in the Pacific 
theater are far greater than those between the United States and Europe� Finally, 
such a submarine fleet also would expose bases and civilian infrastructure in the 
U�S� homeland to a credible threat of cruise-missile strikes by the PLAN�87

These are all sobering possibilities from the perspectives of Washington, 
Tokyo, Seoul, Canberra, New Delhi, and other Indo-Pacific capitals� Worse and 
more complex still, Xi may well view Russia as an essential partner in his ambi-
tions to reshape the international system in China’s favor� Xi may need to have 
Russia look stable—even while perceiving Russia as being in inevitable decline—
to preserve its partnership for changes to global governance, for which he may 
not have the unilateral leverage he once imagined� A more positive possibility for 
those who support a long-term, rules-based order across the Indo-Pacific comes 
from Russia’s own inflated national sense of self and the real potential for it to 
undermine the partnership as Moscow chafes at becoming Beijing’s vassal� If the 
quest for restoring Russian pride can prompt an ill-advised invasion of Ukraine, 
there is reason to think it could drive an ill-considered second Sino-Russian split� 
But hope is not a strategy, and the United States and its partners simply cannot 
wait passively for internal division to weaken the present Putin-Xi alignment� 
However, knowing that centripetal forces of natural disintegration likely will 
tug at the Moscow-Beijing axis harder and sooner than widely anticipated can 
help policy makers focus on the areas of highest temporal priority and strategic 
impact while also seeking diplomatic engagement points that over time can help 
accentuate and accelerate Russo-Chinese tensions and potentially undermine or 
reset the two countries’ growing energy–maritime security nexus�
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COMMENTARY

NWP 3, FLEET WARFARE, CHANGE 1

Robert C. Rubel

The Navy recently issued change 1 to one of its key doctrine books, Navy War-
fare Publication (NWP) 3, Fleet Warfare, March 2021� The change was issued to 
update the definitions of several key terms to keep them in accordance with joint 
doctrine� The issuing entity, the Navy Warfare Development Command, states, 
“Ultimately, Change 1 to NWP-3 enhances fleet-centric war-fighting effective-
ness through establishing a framework for the execution of fleet warfare at the 
operational level of warfare�” Certainly there is an advantage to maintaining con-
sistency across the services in the definition of terms, but “ultimately” NWP 3’s  
contribution to war-fighting effectiveness is less than it could be, owing to its 
generic approach to the subject� Granted, it is an unclassified publication, but 
nonetheless it could have gone into more detail on the evolving nature of the 
Navy’s approach to war fighting�

Beyond the definition of various terms such as strategy, operations, tactics, 
and mission command, NWP 3 describes the three levels of war and the  
command-and-control (C2) arrangements that the United States has estab-
lished to direct forces within that framework� Focusing on the Navy’s piece of 
the action, NWP 3 defines numbered fleets as the Navy’s highest tactical-level 

commands, although in certain cases, such as 
that of Fifth Fleet (although specific fleets are not 
mentioned in the text), the fleet staff also might 
function as a joint force maritime component 
commander (JFMCC), in which case it would 
constitute an operational-level command� The 
Navy components—such as Pacific Fleet; Naval 
Forces, Europe; and Naval Forces, Northern 

Robert C. Rubel is a retired Navy captain and pro-
fessor emeritus at the Naval War College. He served 
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Command—are led by the Navy’s highest operational-level-of-war command-
ers, and as such presumably plan and execute campaigns and major operations� 
This is depicted conceptually in the figure�

As long as the strategic issue is confined to a particular theater, this graph-
ic—and the U�S� military command structure (the Unified Command Plan, or 
UCP)—is an accurate depiction of how things would work� But for the Navy, 
there is a problem: that the seas of the world are all connected, essentially forming 
a single world ocean� While NWP 3 mostly confines its discussion to the frame-
work of the UCP, it makes one excursion that acknowledges this disconnect� It 
quotes a Chinese white paper that declares that the People’s Liberation Army 
Navy will focus on the far seas—which sets up a global challenge—and then on 
page 10, NWP 3 states the following:

Warfare against an enemy of such resource and reach will require the Navy to operate 
as a globally unified force, orchestrating naval power in a manner that overcomes 
geographic, organizational, and administrative boundaries� It will require that com-
manders align, share, and synchronize assets, capabilities, operations, and under-
standing across the globe while balancing challenges unique to their regional the-
aters� Fleet warfare will require the holistic, integrated application of distributed naval 
power across an entire fleet, working in concert with other fleets in other operational 
areas to confound, dislocate, and defeat our enemies� Campaigns must account for 
fleet warfare on a global scale, and form an integrated, coherent unity of purpose, 

Source: Author.
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effort, and effect across the naval, joint, and likely coalition force� Fleet warfare in an 
era of GPC [great-power competition] requires integrated and distributed multifleet 
operations on a global level�

NWP 3 then promptly reverts to the theater-by-theater model for the follow-
ing thirty-five pages until, again out of nowhere, it offers on page 45 the following 
solution:

Fleet warfare in this GPC era will require global coordination that crosses traditional 
CCDR [combatant commander] boundaries� The supported CCDR’s JFMCC will 
integrate naval activity across CCDR lines under the authorities of a support com-
mand relationship� The SECDEF [Secretary of Defense] establishes and prioritizes 
support between and among CCDRs via the support command relationship� When 
a supporting commander cannot fulfill the needs of the supported commander, the 
SECDEF will be notified by either commander and will rely on the Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Services to determine solutions�

While this may reflect what is permissible in the context of the UCP, it is an 
awkward—and probably slow—arrangement that does not seem consistent with 
the description of global naval-coordination requirements on page 10� If NWP 3 
is trying to advocate for something different in the way of global naval C2, this 
is a pretty subtle—and frankly weak—approach to doing so� The discrepancy 
between the two paragraphs could be confusing�

This problem dates back to the early 2000s, when the Navy was attempt-
ing to achieve some degree of global coordination amid a shrinking force 
structure� It established Tenth Fleet to globalize cyber operations; the Global 
Engagement Strategy Division (N52) to rationalize engagement activity on a 
global level; and, according to then-Commander, U�S� Fleet Forces Command, 
Admiral John B� Nathman, a global network of naval-component-commander 
operations centers that would coordinate with one another� It still is not clear 
how much global coordination the Navy is able to accomplish on its own� This 
has relevance owing to calls by certain members of Congress for the Navy to 
develop a new global maritime strategy—something which, in theory, the Navy 
has no authority to do�

NWP 3 does not spend a lot of time discussing naval operations in a joint 
context� When it does, the following is what it declares:

Future fleet warfare will increasingly rely on capabilities not necessarily under direct 
fleet command� For example, special operations forces, embarked on fleet vessels, 
could be used to enhance targeting, communications, and other capabilities� Capabili-
ties can also include those inherent within other fleets, or resident within naval forces 
already in theater� Joint forces, now including space and cyberspace, all have capabili-
ties that can support fleet warfare� Additionally, national capabilities are increasingly 
responsive and pervasive as technological advances expand across the maritime 

135

Naval War College: Autumn 2022 Full Issue

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 2022



 1 3 0  NAVA L  WA R  C O L L E G E  R E V I E W

domain� Furthermore, integrated campaigning below the level of armed conflict pro-
vides opportunities in peace to find and refine efficiencies that are practical in war�

The yawning gap in this paragraph has to do with the U�S� Air Force� By 
rights, a good chunk of a fleet war-fighting manual ought to talk about how 
Navy forces would work with the Air Force, in both defense (integrated air and 
missile defense) and offense� Air Force big wings have considerable maritime-
strike and -mining capabilities that could be magnified via Navy cooperation� 
Additionally, the Marine Corps is getting into the sea-control business, and the 
Army is talking about it� Why would the Navy’s capstone document on fleet war 
fighting ignore all this? Neither distributed maritime operations (DMOs) nor 
the Marines’ expeditionary advanced base operations (EABOs) are mentioned 
in the document�

As a nit, NWP 3 asserts that Vice Admiral Horatio, Lord Nelson’s victory at 
Trafalgar in 1805 saved Britain from the threat of a French invasion� In fact, 
Napoléon already had abandoned such plans before the battle took place� The 
reality is more nuanced; the collective “mission command” decision-making of 
a number of Royal Navy admirals, along with inspired strategic directives by the 
First Lord of the Admiralty, Admiral Charles Middleton, confounded Napoléon’s 
attempted combinations during the months preceding Trafalgar to lure Royal 
Navy forces away from the Channel so he could mount an invasion� Trafalgar 
was a kind of coup de grâce that freed Britain up to take the strategic offensive� A 
Navy doctrinal publication should exhibit more historical sophistication�

The publication appears to attempt too much erudition in the theoretical 
realm, leading to a rather confusing conclusion: “Recent history suggests that 
fleet warfare will be a protracted affair of episodic decisive engagement as each 
side seeks degrees of sea control suitable for supporting operational objectives�” 
There is no point in going into here the logical disconnect in that statement, but it 
illustrates the overall problem with the publication: it constitutes more of a Naval 
War College reading than it does substantive guidance for the fleet�

The establishment of the JFMCC headquarters and its embedded maritime 
operations center (MOC) spelled a new approach to fleet-level C2� This should be 
the focus of NWP 3� How do all the elements of a fleet—surface, air, subsurface, 
logistic, and others—work together? For that matter, how do they all work in 
conjunction with joint, and perhaps international, forces? Operational-art theory 
is a good thing for officers to learn, but right now there is a gap between that and 
the teaching of unit and community tactics that needs to be filled� There must be 
some unclassified way of discussing fleet-level operations that bridges the opera-
tional and tactical levels and is specific enough to provide situational awareness 
for MOC watchstanders, JFMCC planners, and individual unit commanders� The 
fact that change 1 to NWP 3 merely deals with term definitions is an indicator that 
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the Navy has yet to think through properly how it intends to fight in the future� 
NWP 3 should constitute a bridge between the operational and tactical levels, yet 
it makes no mention of Admiral Bradley A� Fiske’s injunction that no strategy is 
valid unless it takes account of the tactics required to make it work� The idea at 
the fleet level is to set units up for tactical success rather than counting on them to 
exhibit tactical genius to make up for deficiencies in operational design�

NWP 3 is an indicator that the Navy is having trouble shifting gears from 
being a service that has engaged almost exclusively in projecting power over the 
shore from unchallenged sanctuaries at sea to being a force that will have to fight 
for command of the sea and conduct sea-control operations in hostile environ-
ments� Moreover, it also indicates that the Navy has not “gotten joint in its heart” 
despite the years of bureaucratic requirements set up by the 1986 Goldwater-
Nichols Act� The latest Navy capstone document, Advantage at Sea, together with 
its wingman navigation plan, offers a somewhat better vision of fleet war fighting 
than does NWP 3�

Despite all the theorizing about DMO and EABO right now, the fleet would 
fight a conventional war at sea primarily using carrier battle groups, perhaps 
with submarines contributing� P-8s would conduct antisubmarine warfare, and 
such MQ-4s as are available would provide reconnaissance and surveillance, and 
perhaps targeting� Naturally, how exactly the various elements would do this is 
classified, but the fact that the main sources of antiship capability still reside in 
the carrier air wings is something that should be talked about, as well as how 
the other elements of the Navy support that capability� At a minimum, such a 
description would provide a baseline for thinking through other ways of doing 
business at the fleet level�

One approach NWP 3 could take is to explain why current fleet design is the 
way it is, and if it is not specifically designed for war-at-sea operations, how will 
it adapt in the short term? Doctrine is supposed to be news that fleet operators 
can use, not theoretical background information� Moreover, NWP 3 should not 
be used as a substitute for the Naval War College’s Joint Maritime Operations 
curriculum, which is itself too generic� For instance, of what use is NWP 3 to 
battle group commanders, or even unit commanders, who find themselves cut 
off from the network? Knowing the plan and commander’s intent is one thing, 
but from a JFMCC’s perspective there should be some common understanding 
among subordinate commanders of how the fleet is supposed to fight, such that 
they can make decisions that support rather than hinder the overall fleet effort� 
Knowledge and understanding of well-thought-out fleet doctrine constitute all 
the things that do not have to be communicated during operations�

One gets the uncomfortable impression that NWP 3 contains what it does 
because the Navy does not know what else to put in it�
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REVIEW ESSAY

AT LAST DUE ATTENTION TO PRIVATEERS

Anna Matilde Bassoli and Michael Romero

Rebels at Sea: Privateering in the American Revolution, by Eric 
Jay Dolin� New York: Liveright, 2022� 352 pages� $32�50�
The Untold War at Sea: America’s Revolutionary Privateers, by 
Kylie A� Hulbert� Athens: Univ� of Georgia Press, 2022� 240 
pages� $29�95�

Eric Jay Dolin has published prolifically on topics ranging across piracy, hurri-
canes, the fur and whaling industries, early Sino-American relations, and more� 
His latest book, Rebels at Sea, not only succeeds in telling a compelling story but 
also fills a noticeable gap in the historiography of the American Revolution�

Much existing scholarship tends to oversimplify American privateering as 
“licensed piracy” or simply a sideshow to the exploits of the Continental Navy� 
Privateering—the government-authorized raiding of enemy commerce by non-
military vessels—was an accepted wartime practice throughout much of the 
age of sail� By the time of the outbreak of the American War of Independence, 
international conventions on privateering essentially had been codified; clear 
regulations described what prizes could be taken and how prisoners were to be 
treated, and privateer owners were required to post significant sums of money 
as security against the misconduct of their crews� While there were exceptions 
on both sides during the war, most privateersmen behaved honorably� Hardly a 
sideshow, American privateering demonstrably had far more of an impact on the 

war effort than the young Continental Navy itself� 
In Dolin’s words, “American privateersmen took 
the maritime fight to the British and made them 
bleed” (p� xviii)�

That bleeding took the form of countless Brit-
ish merchantmen captured; their cargoes included 
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gunpowder and military supplies (desperately needed by Continental forces), 
trade goods, specie, and enslaved persons� These captures resulted in ever- 
increasing insurance rates for British shippers and war weariness among the 
British public� Exportation of sugar from the Caribbean slowed to give convoys 
time to form, and the number of new slaving ventures launched was reduced—all 
while Royal Navy assets were diverted from other stations to protect major trade 
routes� In Europe, support given to American privateers helped speed France’s 
entry into the conflict� Over the course of the Revolution, American privateers-
men variously languished on uneventful cruises, fought British warships and 
privateers, took prizes, were overcome by wind and weather, and endured captiv-
ity, and Dolin’s book skillfully brings all these aspects of the Revolutionary War 
privateersman’s experience to life�

Dolin also draws the reader into the many contemporary questions surround-
ing privateering in the 1770s� Was it wise for the rebelling colonies to issue priva-
teer commissions? International law of the time granted that power to sovereign 
nations; sending out privateers could be construed as a premature declaration of 
independence� If the British treated captured American mariners as privateers-
men instead of rebels or pirates, that could be taken as a tacit recognition of 
American sovereignty� There also were ethical questions to consider; with the 
Continental Army and Navy chronically short of manpower, was someone who 
went to sea specifically to profit from the capture of enemy commerce motivated 
by patriotism, or by greed? There were patriots who thought privateering a de-
testable practice, and others who thought patriotism and profit were not mutually 
exclusive� Whatever the question being pondered, Dolin presents multiple points 
of view expressed by members of the Continental Congress, foreign diplomats, 
merchants, and common sailors� Rebels at Sea does not shy away from presenting 
the American Revolution in all its complexity�

At the beginning of the war, privateering was encouraged at the local and 
pseudonational levels� Elbridge Gerry used Massachusetts’s original charter 
calling on the colony to defend itself against the enemies of the mother country 
as justification for commissioning privateers; he suggested that Lord North’s 
administration was an enemy to the colonies and Crown alike, so vessels sailing 
under the auspices of Parliament were fair game (pp� 12–13)� When the Con-
tinental Congress finally authorized privateering in March 1776, blank com-
missions were sent to the individual colonies to be filled out and distributed as 
needed� Tens of thousands of American mariners took to the waves and quickly 
had a profound impact on British shipping� By February 1778, Parliament cal-
culated that over five hundred vessels had fallen victim to the Americans, for a 
loss of some £2�6 million, or over a billion of today’s dollars (p� 162)� The guerre 
de course carried out by American privateers (with occasional assistance from 
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the Continental Navy) made the cost of holding on to the colonies prohibitively 
expensive for Great Britain, “in a manner which [Britain’s] hardiest enemies 
had never ventured on in our most arduous contentions with foreigners” (p� 
103)�

Dolin tells a compelling story well� Rebels at Sea is a resounding success; in 
that sense it embodies everything a popular history should be� The material is 
presented in a way that can be read and enjoyed easily� Strategically placed aster-
isks define terms that might be unfamiliar to laypeople� Relevant images (por-
traits, engravings of events, period documents, etc�) are peppered throughout the 
book for added context� Well-organized chapters present the narrative in easily 
digestible sections, and the text is not broken up by traditional footnotes� At the 
same time, the rigorous nature of Dolin’s research is evident, and it should satisfy 
the most demanding of academics� In so doing, Rebels at Sea challenges popular 
ideas of Revolutionary War privateering�

MICHAEL ROMERO

In contemporary scholarship, military outsourcing generally is understood as 
the employment of private contracting companies in military operations on the 
ground� Because of contractors’ involvement in the world’s most-recent conflicts, 
scholars often forget to trace the history of military outsourcing and its develop-
ment in different operational settings� One of the most notorious forms of con-
tracting in naval history was privateering� This established practice was based on 
a close interrelation between governments and private investors and became a 
prominent feature of maritime warfare, especially during the Revolutionary War� 
In her new book, historian Kylie A� Hulbert describes how privateers truly were 
the unsung—until now—heroes of the American Revolution�

The Untold War at Sea begins from a relatively simple yet crucial premise� The 
traditional narrative of the American Revolution, focused as it is on the endeav-
ors of the Continental Army and Navy and the militias, vastly eclipses the fun-
damental role of privateering in ensuring victory for the thirteen colonies (p� 3)� 
In the late eighteenth century, privateering was a common naval practice whose 
purpose was to hinder the enemy’s use of maritime supply routes through attacks 
on commercial shipping� At its core, privateering was a private entrepreneurial 
activity in which investors outfitted vessels and entrusted experienced sea cap-
tains to take to the high seas to collect prizes under the authority of commissions 
conferred by governments�
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However, during the Revolutionary War privateering took on a different con-
notation� Although the practice remained essentially a business opportunity, for 
this particular war effort privateering took on a patriotic coloration, becoming 
another way to fight for independence� Hulbert’s volume focuses on this particu-
lar face of privateering� Hulbert brings the perspective of privateers and their 
motivations to join the fight into the spotlight, and in so doing introduces two 
crucial considerations to the historical debate� First is the role of privateering in 
the war effort and the actual geographical scope of the American Revolution; 
second is how the record of the Continental Congress’s ambiguous behavior and 
indecisive support allowed the revolutionary narrative to ignore, for a long time, 
the crucial contribution made by privateers (pp� 3–4)�

The first implication of Hulbert’s research has a distinctive political and stra-
tegic nature� Because privateers engaged enemy shipping on the Atlantic Ocean 
when Britain dominated the world’s seas, their war view was completely different 
from that characteristic of the battlefields on which the Continental Army strove� 
Their activities, indeed, knew no established borders� Possession of the letter of 
marque—the authorization that enabled them to collect prizes on behalf of the 
Continental Congress—meant that privateers could conduct their “warfare busi-
ness” virtually anywhere there was British cargo to seize� American privateers 
exploited this condition, pushing the war beyond the borders of the thirteen 
colonies themselves, indeed right into the English Channel�

This expansion, however, came with significant political challenges for the 
Americans, and sometimes personal costs for the privateers� American privateers 
carried out their raiding activities in a world in which their nationality was yet to 
be recognized� This lack of international status for American privateers became 
the focus of complex interconnections between these maritime entrepreneurs 
and their representatives abroad, owing to the delicate balance the new republic 
had to maintain with other European powers (p� 66)�

This uncertainty in which privateers regularly had to operate forms the bridge 
between the two primary historical considerations that Hulbert highlights� Given 
the gray area in which privateers conducted their activities, the institutional sup-
port they received from the Continental Congress often was insufficient� The 
provisions Congress enacted established a legislative framework within which 
privateers were supposed to act, yet it did not reflect the actual rules of engage-
ment practiced on the high seas, among other ambiguities� This consistent lack 
of understanding is the subject of the book’s final two chapters, which present 
the complex shoreside process that operated behind revolutionary privateering 
at sea� It constitutes an engaging investigation into the legislative and judicial 
hurdles that privateers faced once they came ashore�
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From issuing commissions to creating a court system that could award prizes, 
the Continental Congress on the one hand and the separate colonies’ governing 
institutions on the other engaged in a constant power struggle—a battle whose 
basic nature continues to form one of the most crucial and divisive issues in 
American politics today (p� 102)� As Hulbert discusses in chapters 4 and 5, pri-
vateers’ most significant challenges involved passage of their cases through the 
courts� Although the court system was supposed to provide order to the intricate 
and tricky process of awarding ownership of captured prizes, it became a battle-
ground where privateers’ interests became subject to the power struggle between 
colonies and Congress�

A significant effect of the years-long fights that privateers had to endure to 
claim their prizes was that this changed how public opinion perceived them, 
to the point of sullying their popular image and casting them out of the public 
memory� Because the business of prize collection remained so unclear, privateers 
became associated with the economic exploitation of a war that most colonists 
believed was too important to lose� Ultimately, antagonism from the civilian and 
military leaderships and popular misconceptions about the motivation for priva-
teers’ activities overshadowed their actual service and the patriotism that largely 
lay behind their enterprises, resulting in lasting damage to the memory of their 
contribution to the war effort�

If readers wish to broaden their horizons between the past, present, and pros-
pects of military outsourcing, The Untold War at Sea is the ideal volume to read� 
Hulbert’s meticulous work combines depth of analysis with engaging storytell-
ing—an accomplishment that one should be able to ask from any well-written 
historical book, but that few deliver�

ANNA MATILDE BASSOLI
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BOOK REVIEWS

DIFFICULT QUESTIONS

Taiwan’s Offshore Islands: Pathway or Barrier?, by Bruce A� Elleman� Newport Paper 44� Newport, RI: 
Naval War College Press, 2019� 147 pages� Available for download at digital-commons�usnwc�edu/� Free�

In Taiwan’s Offshore Islands, Bruce Elle-
man, the William V� Pratt Professor of 
International History at the Naval War 
College, contextualizes and criticizes the 
common conception that Taiwan and its 
coastal possessions were insignificant 
during the Cold War� To do so, he 
contradicts the popular position that the 
Sino-Soviet divergence resulted from 
internal differences—rather than exter-
nal pressures—by chronologically and 
thematically analyzing the role that Tai-
wan and its maritime territories played 
in fostering the Communist fracture�

Through his extensive use of then-
contemporary commentary, maps, and 
diagrams as well as current research, 
Elleman succeeds in demonstrating 
that Taiwan and its coastal possessions 
acted as a fulcrum for American 
foreign policy during the early Cold 
War� True to his roots as not only 
a diplomatic but an international 
historian, Elleman fortifies his argument 
with declassified documents and a 
variety of other primary sources from 
all sides, meticulously researched in 
presidential archives and elsewhere�

The focus of the book is on the early 
stages of the Cold War, and Elleman 
demonstrates that both Democrat Harry 
S� Truman and Republican Dwight D� 
Eisenhower embraced U�S� policies with 
respect to Taiwan� The first chapter 
introduces and frames the topic by 
providing a succinct summary of the 
tactical and strategic significance that 
Taiwan and other coastal island chains 
have had in the region’s history, such as 
during the Taiping Rebellion (1850–64) 
and the Sino-French War (1884–85)�

From this largely military perspective, 
Elleman transitions to discussing the 
Nationalists’ 1949 flight from mainland 
China to offshore strongholds� Chinese 
Nationalist forces retained a large 
presence on Taiwan and a lesser but 
nonetheless important presence on sev-
eral outlying island chains, including on 
Quemoy (Jinmen) and Matsu (Mazu)� 
Because the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) wished to assert complete territo-
rial control while the Republic of China 
(ROC) regarded Taiwan and its coastal 
possessions as potential springboards 
from which to conquer the mainland, 
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these outposts became points of tension 
contested between Communist and 
Nationalist forces (p� 62)� Neither 
side possessed sufficient resources to 
accomplish its preferred endeavor, but 
the Nationalists established a naval 
blockade and the Communists maneu-
vered their enormous army along the 
coast and shelled Nationalist territories�

In the aftermath of the Korean War 
(1950–53), “[s]upporting the National-
ists’ military and morale was a major  
American goal�” To this end, “[t]he 
delivery of high-tech equipment and 
training in its use proved invaluable” 
(p� 72)� Furthermore, despite reluctance 
to commit itself to a military defense 
of Taiwan, the United States instituted 
an embargo of the PRC� Notwithstand-
ing sporadic incidents, a period of 
relative—if uneasy—peace ensued�

This situation was shattered in 1955 
when PRC elements began to bombard 
Taiwan’s littoral territories� The PRC 
simultaneously renewed efforts to 
capture the Dachen island chain, 
the most isolated of Taiwan’s coastal 
possessions� While the distance between 
the Dachens and the main body of 
Nationalist forces on Taiwan meant 
that “to stage an invasion of Taiwan 
from the northern offshore islands did 
not make any military sense,” it is true 
that “the Dachens were psychologically 
important to Taiwan’s defense” (p� 48)�

The eventual (February 1955) evacu-
ation of Nationalist troops from the 
Dachen Islands, with assistance 
from the U�S� Navy, was viewed with 
apprehension by the international 
community; Australia compared their 
evacuation to the 1938–39 fall of 
Czechoslovakia� However, “[r]ather than 
pushing the United States and Taiwan 
farther apart, � � � greater cooperation 

leading up to the evacuation of the 
Dachens led to closer relations between 
Washington and Taipei” (p� 52)�

The same could not be said with 
regard to Sino-Soviet affairs� While 
Washington-Taipei relations were 
complementary, the Sino-Soviet 
relationship was transactional, competi-
tive, and fraught with suspicion� The 
United States sought to deepen these 
latent divisions by “using a wide variety 
of military, economic, and political 
means” to drive “[Communist] China 
and the USSR together so as to heighten 
their mutual hostility” (p� 113)�

The second Taiwan Strait crisis 
(1958)—which “arose from the PRC’s 
goal of halting the blockade once and 
for all and thereby freeing itself to 
diversify its overseas trade away from 
the USSR”—signified the success of 
the United States in isolating the PRC 
economically (p� 77)� The Chinese were 
willing to risk armed confrontation, in 
part because they judged the potential 
economic benefits to be greater than the 
potential consequences� The crisis was 
resolved—effectively, if unofficially—
when the ROC was induced to reduce 
its offshore garrison and end its coastal 
blockade, with the assurance of contin-
ued American support; the Communist 
Chinese bombardment soon ceased�

We might ask how this situation has 
changed today� To what extent and 
in what ways do economic incentives 
remain viable routes to meaningful and 
lasting policy changes? Can military 
force, especially naval, be brought to 
bear in our current context without 
igniting widespread conflict? How much 
autonomy can be tolerated from allies? 
These questions remain as pertinent 
now as they were then, and Elleman’s 
study provides a very useful resource�
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Elleman set out to answer the question 
in the title: Did Taiwan’s offshore posses-
sions function as barriers or pathways, 
and how, for whom, and why? The 
answer, somewhat limited as it is by the 
dichotomous framing of the question, 
is yes—and no� While Taiwan’s offshore 
possessions remained a psychological 
liability to the Chinese Nationalists, and 
in some instances had to be sacrificed 
on the altar of political and military 
expediency—as the Dachens were in 
1955—they consistently functioned as 
a barrier to the Chinese Communists 
and a figurative pathway for American 
interests in the area� Elleman’s study 
demonstrates the importance of 
examining history as part of the process 
of developing contemporary strategy� In 
their policy and strategy toward Taiwan, 
American policy makers had to chart a 
careful course between the Scylla of gen-
eral war and the Charybdis of perceived 
indifference; current public servants 
would do well to follow their example�

RYAN DRADZYNSKI

Care for the Sorrowing Soul: Healing Moral In-
juries from Military Service and Implications for 
the Rest of Us, by Duane Larson and Jeff Zust� 
Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2017� 273 pages� 
$26�95�

The concept of moral injury (MI) has 
gained much traction in recent years 
with respect to America’s military� Care 
for the Sorrowing Soul is a remarkably 
well-written book that explores MI 
and its devastating effects on combat 
veterans� As with other psychological 
injuries, MI often is misdiagnosed 
because it is invisible, with no telltale 
signs or symptoms� However, it is 
painful and often deadly for veterans 

and can have long-term consequences 
for both family members and caregiv-
ers� It is a growing concern in the 
military and for military leaders�

Initially, the authors lay the foundation 
and introduce the concept of MI� They 
define moral injury as “the complex 
soul wound that results from a person’s 
inability to resolve the differences 
between one’s idealized values and 
one’s personal experiences” (p� 5)� 
It is important to note that the term 
moral injury still is misunderstood and 
misused by active-duty servicemem-
bers, veterans, and caregivers alike� 
Additionally, those experiencing MI 
may try to hide the effects because 
they are ashamed or uncomfortable, 
thus making a diagnosis all the more 
difficult� Moreover, as the authors 
highlight, the effects of MI are felt by 
more than combat veterans alone; the 
“moral injuries experienced by soldiers 
are also experienced by society” (p� 17)� 
This is why it is important to under-
stand what MI is and what it is not�

Larson and Zust introduce a simple 
construct known as the “two-mirror 
model” to explain how MI occurs� 
Moral dissonance results when the 
first mirror, or the “ideal self,” and the 
second mirror, or the “perceived self,” 
show different things� In other words, 
when someone’s actions are not in 
consonance with the beliefs or values 
developed throughout that person’s 
life, it creates moral dissonance� Moral 
dissonance leads to confusion, and 
eventually to MI� The bottom line can 
be explained as follows: “Conflicts 
between soldiers’ ideal and perceived 
self-images generate ‘value-based’ 
moral dissonance that results in moral 
injury” (p� 82)� The resulting MI un-
dermines the warrior’s sense of worth�
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The authors present several personal 
stories from recent combat veterans 
to illustrate the harmful effects of MI� 
The personal stories enable readers to 
relate to the veterans as human beings 
and make the image of MI much more 
palatable and understandable� Ad-
ditionally, the authors contrast MI with 
another often misunderstood combat 
injury, post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD)� “MI is a value-based injury, 
distinguished from a trauma-based 
injury such as PTSD” (p� 56)� The 
dichotomy between the two different 
conditions adds to the confusion 
and mystery surrounding MI�

One of the more-valuable features of the 
book is the review of current literature 
and practices used to treat and deal with 
MI in combat veterans� This discus-
sion is useful for leaders in any of the 
military services, as it traces the work 
done by many in this new and evolving 
field� Moreover, it helps clear up some 
of the confusion surrounding MI�

The chapters addressing military 
character are important, because 
they underscore the central role that 
character development plays within the 
military profession� Recent conflicts 
and the impact of multiple combat tours 
have taken a toll on U�S� servicemem-
bers and their allies� The continued 
character development of members 
of the military profession is critical to 
the future force� The authors explain 
that military character feeds into both 
one’s perceived and actual self-images, 
thus having a critical effect on MI�

Two case studies included in the ap-
pendix provide readers an opportunity 
to see the two-mirror model being 
employed� The first case study focuses 
on the atrocities at My Lai during the 
Vietnam War, when U�S� soldiers killed 

innocent civilians in retribution for 
mines and booby traps in their local 
area of operations� The second case 
study deals with drone warfare and the 
potential for MI among crewmembers 
who engage and kill targets thousands 
of miles away using remotely piloted 
drones� Both case studies, although 
from several decades apart, give readers 
some insight into the moral dissonance 
that soldiers and airmen experience 
under the intense pressure and stress 
of a combat situation� They enable the 
reader to reflect on how the outcomes 
might have been different if participants 
had applied the concepts of fidelity, 
responsibility, accountability, maturity, 
and efficacy (referred to as FRAME), as 
highlighted in the two-mirror model�

My only criticism is that the authors 
could have added suggested questions 
to the case studies to help guide sub-
sequent discussions� Talking about MI 
with superiors, peers, and subordinates 
is difficult, but doing so sheds a light 
on the topic and helps to illuminate 
the issues surrounding MI throughout 
society� Discussion questions would 
have enabled readers to focus on hard-
to-grasp and often-overlooked points�

Larson and Zust’s experience with 
ethics, pastoral care, and counseling, 
informed by Zust’s thirty years of 
experience as an Army chaplain, 
enables them to provide a unique 
perspective on this devastating and 
destructive injury� Their work provides 
an insight rarely seen and gives 
hope to the many combat veterans 
afflicted with MI� I wholeheart-
edly recommend this book to military 
leaders, veterans, family members, 
and caregivers searching for answers 
and a better understanding of MI�

TOM GIBBONS
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Nimitz at War: Command Leadership from Pearl 
Harbor to Tokyo Bay, by Craig L� Symonds� New 
York: Oxford Univ� Press, 2022� 496 pages� $29�95�

From master storyteller Craig Symonds 
(professor emeritus, U�S� Naval Acad-
emy) comes Nimitz at War: Command 
Leadership from Pearl Harbor to Tokyo 
Bay� Professor Symonds refrains from 
attempting to offer a complete chronicle 
of the life of Admiral Chester W� Nimitz, 
commander in chief of the U�S� Pacific 
Fleet (CINCPAC) from 1941 to 1945; 
E� B� Potter performed that task ably 
decades ago (Nimitz, Naval Institute 
Press, 1977)� Instead, Symonds uses the 
life of Nimitz to deliver a master class 
in theater-strategic leadership at sea�

Since teaching is his goal, Symonds 
confines himself chiefly to what Admiral 
Nimitz thought, felt, and did during 
his tenure as CINCPAC� On occasion 
the author augments his narrative with 
brief reminiscences from Nimitz’s 
prewar life and career to illuminate 
the admiral’s approach to strategic 
leadership� For instance, the author 
attributes Nimitz’s stoicism in the face 
of battlefield reverses in large part to 
his maternal grandfather, who raised 
him after the premature death of his 
father� He observes approvingly that 
“one piece of advice his grandfather gave 
him was never to worry about things 
that were beyond his control�” That 
homespun Texas stoic philosophy, says 
Symonds, “became a central element 
of Nimitz’s personality and was a core 
element of his equanimity” (p� 39)� This 
is important� After all, as the greats of 
strategy proclaim, wartime command 
is as much about temperament as 
about intellectual artistry� Stoicism—in 
this context, a commander’s ability to 

take setbacks in stride rather than be 
consumed by them—helped Nimitz keep 
his bearings throughout the Pacific War�

Plutarch, the grand master of teaching 
through biography, would deem this a 
fitting approach to examining the life 
of Nimitz� Symonds excels at produc-
ing chronologically or geographically 
“narrowcast” studies such as this one, 
because they allow him ample space for 
the personal touches he clearly relishes 
applying� By contrast, a sprawling work 
such as his World War II at Sea: A 
Global History (Oxford Univ� Press, 
2018), whose self-appointed task was 
to relate the story of history’s greatest 
naval war within a single volume, leaves 
scant room for enlightening or amusing 
details about the principals; intimacy 
must be dispensed with to keep the page 
count from careering out of control�

And yet the intimate approach enriches 
history, making insights more ac-
cessible and vivid� Throughout the 
book, Symonds makes extensive use 
of Nimitz’s correspondence with his 
wife, Catherine, to good effect� He also 
does spin the occasional humorous 
aside� For example, he notes that 
Nimitz was snakebit with regard to air 
travel around Pacific islands such as 
Midway and Guadalcanal; his planes 
had a proclivity for breaking down 
and stranding him� On one occasion 
the admiral and visiting Secretary of 
the Navy Frank Knox set out from 
Pearl Harbor for Midway, only to have 
engine trouble force their seaplane 
to return to Hawaii—whereupon it 
began to sink! Deadpans Symonds, 
“Knox, who had an ample posterior, 
had difficulty making it and had to be 
shoved through” the narrow escape 
hatch� “The individual assigned that 
duty was not identified” (p� 202)�
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The theme coursing through Nimitz 
at War is what CINCPAC called “the 
principle of calculated risk,” articulated 
in his instructions to task-force com-
manders Frank Jack Fletcher and 
Raymond A� Spruance on the eve 
of the June 1942 Battle of Midway 
(pp� 110–11)� By this he meant that 
U�S� naval commanders—who were 
woefully short on aircraft carriers in 
particular—should refrain from striking 
at the superior Imperial Japanese Navy 
carrier striking force, or Kidō Butai, 
unless they believed they stood to inflict 
worse punishment on Kidō Butai than 
the Japanese stood to inflict on them� 
Then he left Fletcher and Spruance to 
put the principle into action—and it 
worked� Abjuring micromanagement set 
the pattern for his handling of theater 
command for the rest of the war�

Calm reckoning of costs and rewards, 
risks, and dangers helped Nimitz 
navigate the dark eighteen months fol-
lowing December 7� It also helped him 
discern when to attempt the transition 
from a strategically defensive posture 
vis-à-vis Japan—a posture adopted out 
of necessity when the Pacific Fleet lay 
in ruins—to the strategic offensive�

Nimitz’s temperament also fitted him 
for a productive if fraught relationship 
with Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) 
Ernest J� King� Admiral King incessantly 
pushed CINCPAC to go on offense, long 
before Nimitz believed that U�S� forces 
had the capability or capacity to do so� 
Symonds’s account of their interactions 
evokes Theodore Roosevelt’s maxim 
(in his 1908 message to Congress) that 
“wise radicalism and wise conservatism 
go hand in hand, one bent on progress, 
the other bent on seeing that no change 
is made unless in the right direction�” 
King was the wise radical, Nimitz the 

wise conservative whose prudence 
tempered the CNO’s thirst for offense�

By 1943, the arrival of new-construction 
warships in the Pacific helped the two 
reconcile their perspectives on strat-
egy—and to launch the fleet on an offen-
sive it never would relinquish� Through 
productive discord they charted a 
judicious way forward� This account of 
their shared history is must reading�

JAMES R� HOLMES

Information Technology and Military Power, by 
Jon R� Lindsay� Ithaca, NY: Cornell Univ� Press, 
2020� 306 pages� $42�95�

Most textbooks designed for mid-to- 
senior-level undergraduate courses in 
information systems (IS) and informa-
tion technology (IT) are designed 
foundationally around the use of 
IT in organizations—specifically 
nonmilitary organizations� In contrast, 
Information Technology and Military 
Power highlights the use of IT in the 
military while also introducing and 
discussing theories of information 
practice, processes, and technologies 
within an explicitly military context�

Jon Lindsay is a Navy veteran and 
a graduate of Stanford University 
and the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology� Information Technology 
and Military Power is his first book-
length publication� It begins with 
acknowledgments, and next it offers 
a list of abbreviations that will prove 
essential� Then it engages readers in 
the book’s core content—which is laden 
with eighty-five of those abbreviations 
and acronyms over the course of the 
book� Perusing the list of abbreviations 
in advance would be most helpful to a 
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nonmilitary reader� The core content 
begins with an introduction entitled 
“Shifting the Fog of War,” followed 
by seven well-supported chapters�

The introduction aligns the enabling 
role of IT performance with organiza-
tional strategies and processes� Three 
foundational concepts—information 
practice, information friction, and 
quality practice—are introduced to 
help describe the relationship between 
IT and military power, especially when 
considering the alignment (or the 
lack thereof) between problems and 
solutions� The theory of information 
practice (the primary theoretical basis 
of the book) elevates the significance 
of the interrelationships between the 
strategic problems facing organiza-
tions and the existing and prospective 
internal organizational solutions� 
Within a theoretical model, the author 
describes four types of informa-
tion practice: managed, insulated, 
problematic, and adaptive� Each type 
is supported further with detailed 
examples in chapters 1 through 6�

Lindsay’s first full chapter then explains 
how the conceptual use of technologies 
(past, present, and future) builds on 
technological innovation, increasing 
complexities, and repetitive use in 
a military operational context� In 
considering the problems encountered 
in actual practice, Lindsay lays out 
four possible theoretical frames for 
responding: “fog of war, contingent 
doctrine, organizational culture, 
and user innovation” (p� 27)�

Lindsay then provides a framework for 
understanding how information is used 
within military processes� Even while 
he refines the concept of information 
itself within this context, sources of 
information friction are highlighted� 

Moreover, he highlights how informa-
tion itself can enable the supporting 
processes of the military operational 
art� Control mechanisms in informa-
tion handling are discussed to under-
stand better the various approaches to 
organizational information handling�

The book’s third chapter discusses the 
ideas of internal and external strategic 
solutions, problems, and specific 
challenges to overcome in the success-
ful application of information theory� 
Supporting this practice are the text’s 
multiple examples related to man-
aged practice, adaptive practice, and 
insulated practice� Also, control mecha-
nisms and related functions involved 
in information practice are amplified�

Chapters 4 through 6 cover a range 
of topics, including user innovation 
and the limitations and challenges 
imposed in managing systems during 
military operations� Three waves of 
user innovation, focusing on aviation-
mission-planning software and their 
institutional implications, are addressed 
explicitly� Throughout, Lindsay illumi-
nates a range of theoretical perspectives 
of information practice with a variety 
of more-specific examples of managed 
practice, adaptive practice, and insu-
lated practice� Lindsay also considers 
classic counterinsurgency techniques 
as a theoretical lens for further 
understanding information practice 
in a military context� From there he 
turns his attention to the use of military 
drones—noting the growing complexi-
ties involving IS and other technologies 
in the strategic deployment of drones�

Information Technology and Military 
Power concludes by emphasizing 
how information technology can 
be used to leverage military power� 
While reflecting on the threads woven 
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throughout the book, Lindsay offers 
his practical suggestions for deriving 
an overarching way to consider the 
strategic implications of information 
practice in military operations�

Overall, Lindsay’s book is a welcome 
text for any student of IS and IT in this 
nontraditional organizational setting—
the military� Information Technology 
and Military Power is a welcome contri-
bution toward a better understanding 
of the theories and uses of IT within 
that military organizational context�

ANGELA JACKSON-SUMMERS

Developing the Naval Mind, by Benjamin F� Arm-
strong and John Freymann� Annapolis, MD: Na-
val Institute Press, 2021� 248 pages� $24�95�

U�S� Naval Academy professors 
Benjamin F� Armstrong and John 
Freymann’s Developing the Naval 
Mind is an ambitious handbook for 
inculcating not only knowledge of naval 
thought but also the skills necessary 
for lifelong engagement with the 
field� From the outset, Armstrong and 
Freymann argue that constant learning 
and discussion long have been integral 
to the American sea services, but need 
of them perhaps has never been greater 
than in today’s ever-evolving world� 
Thus, they announce their intention 
to “provide resources to officers, 
Sailors, and Marines who desire to 
learn in the fleet” (pp� 3–4)� While this 
reviewer is currently none of these 
things, recently they have embarked on 
their professional navalist journey� That 
is sufficient to state confidently that 
Developing the Naval Mind is among the 
finest available starting points for those 

beginning their intellectual relationship 
with naval affairs, leadership, and 
strategic ideas� Not only do Armstrong 
and Freymann offer a tightly packaged 
introduction to some of the most 
essential modern naval thinkers; they 
also endeavor to teach readers how 
they can develop intellectually, by 
introducing concepts such as “how to 
read” and “how to publish”—the latter 
a worthwhile but seldom-considered 
effort aimed at empowering junior 
scholars, young professionals, and 
servicemembers themselves�

As a resource for emerging navalists, 
Developing the Naval Mind is divided 
helpfully into two sections: part 1, “The 
Seminar,” and part 2, “The Readings�” 
Part 1 dives into how readers ought 
to engage with scholarly material and 
debate, explaining how one should go 
about reading, writing, and critically 
engaging in discussions professionally� 
While articulating how to read may 
seem to some to be a trivial function, 
reading professionally and for academic 
purposes is indeed a skill that often 
needs to be taught; graduate students 
from civilian university programs in 
the social sciences or humanities will 
recognize this truth at once� Likewise, 
graybeards frequently take for granted 
access to the world of academic and 
professional writing, but the barrier 
to entry can be high� Armstrong and 
Freymann not only provide a guide to 
getting started (i�e�, how to write); they 
also direct readers to quality venues 
where they can seek to join the literary 
debates of the day (i�e�, where to write)� 
In a mere seven pages of their appen-
dix, the authors provide a publishing 
crash course for would-be authors 
not found in similar introductory 
texts, truly equipping readers to cross 
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the bridge that separates the casual 
observer from the professional thinker�

Occupying the lion’s share of the work, 
“The Readings” comprises a “syllabus” 
whose listings are chosen from among 
the most essential naval thinkers’ ideas 
as they were expressed in their most-
noted articles in the U�S� Naval Institute 
publication Proceedings (save for those 
of Alfred Thayer Mahan and Charles C� 
Krulak)� The origin of the readings is, 
in part, a demonstration of the authors’ 
initial premise that constant learning and 
debate long has characterized the U�S� 
Navy, first by examining thinkers from 
across almost a century and a half in time 
but also through curating their syllabus 
primarily from the pages of Proceed-
ings, which has remained at the heart 
of American naval thought since the 
institute’s founding in 1874� The subjects 
of the articles, ranging from moral 
leadership to the Navy’s raison d’être, 
provide an essential primer for under-
standing the dynamics of key naval issues 
and debates� Part 2, with entries from 
authors on both sides of the Atlantic, is 
further distinguished by its adherence 
to the learning framework developed in 
part 1, with Armstrong and Freymann 
guiding readers in how they can begin to 
engage critically with the ideas presented, 
by providing discussion questions to 
consider alongside each reading�

Of course, one could quibble 
with the selection of authors and 
pieces provided in part 2� Those well 
acquainted with naval strategy and 
war-fighting concepts readily may 
wonder: Why is this or that theorist 
not included? Perhaps the most notable 
absence is that of Julian S� Corbett� Yet 
to get lost in the sea of material that 
one might include detracts from the 
purpose that Armstrong and Freymann 

define in their opening pages: “This 
book is about education and the naval 
profession, about the development of 
the naval mind and the creation of 
officers, Sailors, and Marines with wide 
interests and the ability to do more 
than simply comply with established 
procedures and checklists” (p� 2)� 
Correspondingly, Developing the Naval 
Mind is not a maritime-strategy anthol-
ogy along the lines of Craig, Gilbert, 
and Earle’s Makers of Modern Strategy: 
Military Thought from Machiavelli 
to Hitler (Princeton Univ� Press, 
1943)� The readings that Armstrong 
and Freymann provide offer many 
lessons on the dynamics of leadership 
at the top and bottom, the need for 
institutional adaptations, changing 
fleet design, and, yes, some strategy�

Through their articulation of a succinct 
learning framework, their valuing of di-
alogue just as much as individual study 
and professional writing, and their 
provision of essays covering a wide 
variety of naval issues, Armstrong and 
Freymann have succeeded in putting 
together what ought to be the definitive 
starting point for those launching their 
careers in or intellectual engagement 
with naval affairs� While one might 
debate the finer points of the publish-
ing venues suggested, the writing tips 
enumerated, or the authors’ selection 
of readings, Developing the Naval Mind 
stands as an exceptional introduction 
to a field that often seems impenetrable 
to outsiders� Moreover, with easily 
accessible language and concision, 
Armstrong and Freymann go beyond 
simply “provid[ing] resources to of-
ficers, Sailors, and Marines who desire 
to learn in the fleet,” because they do so 
for would-be civilian navalists as well�

BENJAMIN E� MAINARDI
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U.S. Go Home: The U.S. Military in France, 1945–
1968, by M� David Egan and Jean Egan� Atglen, 
PA: Schiffer, 2022� 608 pages� $39�99�

In March 1966, the French Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs called Charles E� Bohlen, 
the U�S� ambassador in Paris, to the Quai 
d’Orsay for an impromptu meeting� 
Ambassador Bohlen likely guessed the 
reason for the summons; two weeks ear-
lier, French president Charles de Gaulle 
had announced his government’s intent 
to rethink its defense relationship with 
the United States and NATO� On Bohlen’s 
arrival, his hosts confirmed his suspicion� 
France, they explained, had decided “to 
recover the entire exercise of sovereignty 
over her territory, which is at present 
infringed by the permanent presence of 
allied military elements�” The implica-
tion was clear; all foreign troops under 
non-French command would need to 
vacate the country as quickly as possible�

For the United States, this would be no 
small task� As M� David Egan and Jean 
Egan comprehensively document in U.S. 
Go Home: The U.S. Military in France, 
1945–1968, the U�S� military had spent 
the previous two decades building up an 
extensive defense infrastructure in the 
country� By the time of de Gaulle’s deci-
sion, France had become host to millions 
of tons of American matériel and tens 
of thousands of American personnel, 
and the presence of these capabilities 
was seen widely as key to the defense of 
Western Europe against potential attack�

The Egans trace the origins of this 
presence to the waning days of World 
War II, when the United States began 
to use French soil to land supplies, 
house refugees and prisoners of war, 
and support the other noncombat 
functions that had become necessary in 

the aftermath of victory� These efforts 
were intended at first to be temporary; 
once the dust had cleared and demo-
cratic Europe was on its feet, the need 
for American boots was expected to 
vanish� That this did not happen can 
be attributed to the growth of Soviet 
power; by the late 1940s, U�S� planners 
had become convinced that Commu-
nist aggression in Europe could be 
deterred only by a robust and enduring 
American presence on the Continent�

In view of France’s strategic position and 
considerable resources, the Egans write, 
the country was identified as “a natural 
operational headquarters and logistical 
hub for the defense of the West�” In 1951, 
France became the home of NATO’s 
Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers 
Europe� Later that same year, the United 
States was permitted to begin con-
struction and deployments in support 
of a permanent military presence� 
Within three years, nearly fifty thousand 
Army and Air Force personnel were 
stationed in France; U�S� installations 
popped up from the industrial northeast 
to the sunny Mediterranean coast�

The Egans, who were stationed in 
France during the early 1960s, are 
clearly interested in their topic� Making 
admirable use of troves of previously 
neglected materials, including sources 
ranging from base newsletters and 
Pentagon press releases to interviews 
with surviving veterans, the authors 
develop a comprehensive picture of the 
U�S� footprint in France� The makeup 
and assignments of units, layout and 
function of installations, and routines 
of everyday life for servicemembers and 
families alike all are laid out in boun-
teous detail, aided by dozens of helpful 
maps, diagrams, and photographs� 
While this aspect is mostly a strength, at 
times the sheer amount of information 
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can be overwhelming; one struggles to 
imagine, for instance, the reader who is 
interested in individual summaries of 
the thirty-four offshore discharge exer-
cises conducted between 1954 and 1962�

The most significant issue, however, is 
one of omission� U.S. Go Home is told 
overwhelmingly from America’s point of 
view, leaving the reader mostly guessing 
about French motives and perspectives; 
despite the book’s title, we get pre-
cious little explanation of why France 
finally decided to send the United States 
packing� This is a shame, not only 
because the story itself is fascinating, but 
because the consequences of de Gaulle’s 
decision continue to shape the bilateral 
relationship down to the present� As 
Henry A� Kissinger once observed, 
disputes between Washington and Paris 
often center “around the philosophical 
issue of how nations cooperate”; the 
trajectory of the U�S� military presence 
in France provides the illustration 
par excellence of this dynamic�

These shortcomings aside, however, 
the Egans have produced a unique and 
valuable guide to an often-overlooked 
chapter of America’s Cold War history, 
one that those interested in the topic are 
likely to consult for some time to come�

LUKE NICASTRO

On Wide Seas: The US Navy in the Jacksonian Era, 
by Claude Berube� Tuscaloosa: Univ� of Alabama 
Press, 2021� 234 pages� $54�95�

The popular image of President Andrew 
Jackson is usually one of a man of 
mercurial emotions who was an An-
glophobe, prone to violence, and intent 
on pushing the limits of the United 
States ever westward� Jackson’s populist 

presidency is depicted as personality 
driven, and that personality made him 
temperamental and unpredictable� 
Jackson, the military hero of the Battle 
of New Orleans, is known for picking 
fights with Native Americans—most 
notably, in initiating war with Florida’s 
Seminoles—and displacing whole tribes 
when he could get away with it� Jackson 
was sensitive to perceived slights to his 
honor and engaged in two duels, the 
first in 1802; in the second, in 1806, 
Jackson killed Charles Dickinson�

This is not the president Berube 
presents� On Wide Seas depicts a Jackson 
who, when it came to international and 
naval affairs, was much more deliber-
ate, analytical, and balanced than his 
popular image would suggest� Under-
standing the importance of international 
commerce, Jackson carefully deployed 
his Navy to advance national interests, 
using force cautiously—only as a 
last resort, and against weaker na-
tions� When dealing with stronger 
maritime powers, Jackson is depicted 
as diplomatic, preferring negotiations 
to fights that could not be won�

Although other scholars have discerned 
little naval interest on Jackson’s part, 
Dr� Berube, focusing on Jackson’s 
accomplishments, reveals the seventh 
president to have been a navalist� 
The author makes a well-researched, 
well-written, and compelling argument 
for his position� During Jackson’s tenure, 
the U�S� Navy grew and the quality 
of its ships improved� Jackson took 
an active interest in the service� He 
personally reviewed many court-martial 
results and often intervened to reduce 
or otherwise mitigate punishments�

Jackson’s Navy, like the country, was 
coming of age� Against a national 
backdrop of increasing scientific interest, 

155

Naval War College: Autumn 2022 Full Issue

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 2022



 1 5 0  NAVA L  WA R  C O L L E G E  R E V I E W

naval officers in general became fre-
quent contributors to journals discuss-
ing matters perceived to be of maritime 
importance� More well traveled than 
their Army counterparts, naval officers 
wrote of their experiences while serving 
in the increasing numbers of naval 
squadrons deployed around the world�

Occasionally younger officers found 
themselves pitted against their naval 
seniors, particularly where emerging 
technologies such as steam propulsion 
were concerned� There was also a 
growing consensus that the nation 
needed a maritime college along the 
lines of the Military Academy at West 
Point� Although the Naval Academy 
would not open its doors until 1845, 
the demand for a centralized and 
standardized teaching facility accessible 
to all who qualified, irrespective of 
familial wealth, already was evident in 
the Jacksonian period� Berube argues 
that Jackson, having been exposed to 
the benefits of steam power during 
the events leading up to the Battle of 
New Orleans, as well as on his journey 
to his inauguration (which involved 
traveling on three separate steamboats), 
was pro–new technology� If so, he was 
at least philosophically aligned with 
the new generation of naval officers�

As the Navy increasingly modernized, 
so too did its associated supporting 
organizations� The Medical Corps 
made major strides, including via 
efforts to bring order to the selec-
tion and qualification processes for 
personnel to become seagoing and 
shore-bound surgeons and physicians� 
This period also saw the emergence of 
the Chaplain Corps, replacing a bevy 
of chaplains selected solely by local 
commanders with ordained ministers�

These supporting corps included the 
Marines� Jackson’s presidency would 
present the Corps with perhaps its 
greatest challenge� Several senior naval 
officers argued that in a Navy made up 
of volunteers, Marines no longer were 
needed to protect the quarterdeck from 
mutiny� However, thanks to the efforts 
of Brevet Brigadier General Archibald 
Henderson, the Marines’ longest-serving 
Commandant, and several senior Navy 
captains who valued shipboard Marines, 
the Corps was saved via Congress’s 
passage in 1834 of the Act for the Better 
Organization of the Marine Corps�

Berube also looks at other factors that 
affected the Jacksonian Navy, including 
discipline, alcohol abuse, and slavery� 
The author reminds the reader that 
while the officer corps was for whites 
only, the Navy as a whole already was in-
tegrated� Its seamen were drawn from all 
over the world, and a surprising degree 
of equality prevailed within the crews� 
The record is less laudable when it came 
to shore establishments� The construc-
tion of naval dry docks and other labor-
intensive work in southern shipyards 
often was performed by freed Black 
workers and by slaves who were rented 
out for the jobs� Although the Navy was 
unwilling to replace freed Black laborers, 
the reason was financial, not a sense 
of justice; freed Black craftsmen were 
paid less than their white counterparts�

During Jackson’s presidency, the U�S� 
Navy became a global force, protecting 
American shipping and the country’s 
economy, showing the flag, and conduct-
ing diplomatic missions—at times using 
combat power to do so� Berube provides 
a convincing argument that as U�S� 
frigates and sloops conducted operations 
around the world, the service’s officers 
developed a sense of maritime destiny� 
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Ryan Dradzynski is an assistant editor for a major publisher�

Tom Gibbons, EdD, is a retired U�S� Army colonel and associate provost at the Naval War College 
(the College)�

James R. Holmes is a professor of strategy and policy at the College�

Angela Jackson-Summers, PhD, is the director of the Center for Advanced Studies and assistant 
professor of information systems at the U�S� Coast Guard Academy�

Benjamin E. Mainardi is an analyst at the Center for Maritime Strategy�

Luke Nicastro is an analyst for the U�S� Navy Department� He holds an MA in international rela-
tions from the University of Chicago�

Richard Norton, PhD, is a retired USN officer and a professor of national-security affairs at the 
College�

In the U�S� Navy’s overall historical 
movement toward that destiny, it was 
propelled by presidents, such as John 
Adams and Theodore Roosevelt, who 

were ardent navalists� Thanks to Berube’s 
careful research and scholarship, it now 
is safe to add Andrew Jackson to that list�

RICHARD NORTON

O U R  R E V I E W E R S
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IN MY VIEW

“REDUX” FALLS SHORT 

Sir:

Barney Rubel’s trenchant commentary is often insightful and on the mark� For 
instance, on 26 July 2022, his remarks to the Connections wargaming conference 
provided advice for wise action� Unfortunately, his article “Command of the Sea 
Redux,” from the Spring 2022 issue of the Naval War College Review, falls far short 
of those qualities�

Central to his argument is that command of the sea is a strategic concept in 
which sea control is operational and tactical; however, quite the opposite is true� 
Rubel argues for a dominance that requires no strategy and no priorities, since any 
course of action the dominant power takes makes others’ strategies irrelevant� Yet 
no navy ever has had control of all the world’s oceans and seas simultaneously; even 
the most dominant powers have had to select what sea areas they would control 
over what period and for what purpose—the definition of sea control� No national 
or naval leaders during the Cold War dismissed Soviet naval and maritime power 
as casually as Rubel does� As the 1980s U�S� Maritime Strategy was being created, the 
Soviets were extending their defensive zone from 1,500 to 2,500 kilometers at sea 
while conducting maritime operations throughout the world’s oceans�

Historical examples of dissuasion illustrate the failure of such approaches more 
than their success� The U�S� Navy did well in battling the British in the War of 
1812� The George W� Bush administration, adopting a version of the Wolfowitz 
doctrine for preventing the emergence of military rivals, made dissuading others 
from building military forces a pillar of its national strategy, to the point of includ-
ing countries such as Germany and Japan in the list of powers to be dissuaded� Yet  
Rubel is silent on the role of allies and on whether his formula of having a navy larg-
er than the next two largest navies combined includes those of allies or alliances�

Rubel’s complaint that legislators override the Navy’s shipbuilding plans dem-
onstrates a lack of appreciation for U�S� civilian control over the military and for 
the U�S� Constitution� As Ian W� Toll documents in his excellent book Six Frigates: 
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The Epic History of the Founding of the U.S. Navy (2006), the Navy built six frigates 
because it had six shipyards capable of building frigates, and each had to be allo-
cated one frigate to create the political consensus for building any of them� The role 
of the Congress is to represent its members’ constituents and to provide funds for 
the nation’s defense� Although this process is never efficient, Navy leaders need to 
appreciate the system as it exists and develop strategies for influencing it, as much 
as they need strategies to influence allies and adversaries�

Another statutory matter that eludes Rubel is the role of the Secretary of Defense 
in allocating U�S� forces� Even if two combatant commanders agree to shift any 
military forces, they still would require the approval of the Secretary of Defense� 
In practice, the demarcations separating regional combatant command areas of 
responsibility have had little effect on the moving of forces stationed in one region 
when they were needed in another� Each of the Navy’s numbered fleets is respon-
sible for an area of the world, and each must be ready and able to employ alternative 
doctrine and tactics when transfers occur between those fleets� Does Rubel suggest 
eliminating the numbered fleets?

Rubel’s statement that today’s Navy could not produce a strategy like the 1986 
Maritime Strategy also is misguided� Before the Goldwater-Nichols legislation, each 
combatant commander, each fleet commander in chief, each numbered fleet and 
area commander, each commander of submarine forces in the Atlantic and Pacific, 
and others developed war plans they intended to use; but one should not conflate 
strategy with war plans� The first Chief of Naval Operations Strategic Studies Group 
(CNO SSG), established in 1981, quickly found that these plans were misaligned 
and did not add up to a global strategy for fighting the Soviet Union� The 1980s 
Maritime Strategy provided a vision, and the SSG provided campaign plans for ex-
ecuting that vision� However, the authority to execute the strategy fell to multiple 
levels of command, both above and within the Navy� The CNO lost operational 
control over the Navy because of revisions to the National Security Act in 1958, 
and Goldwater-Nichols clarified that the combatant commanders had the ultimate 
authority� However, nothing in the legislation prevents the Navy from producing 
a vision of how the combatant commanders best can use the Navy—akin to the 
Maritime Strategy�

Rubel’s notion of re-creating a commander in chief type of naval command, like 
that of Admiral Ernest J� King, to oversee all Navy operations harkens to a time long 
past� This arrangement worked well during World War II when King, George C� 
Marshall, and Henry H� “Hap” Arnold (the latter was added to parallel the British 
model for forming a combined chiefs of staff) worked directly for the president and 
focused on winning the war�

Following the war, the primary enemies of the naval establishment in Washing-
ton, DC, became the other services—competing for budget shares—not foreign 
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powers� Any Navy commander in chief in the Pentagon would need to deal with 
four other services� Relevant conceptual questions would arise� Which is a larger 
domain of the world: the oceans or the airspace and the space surrounding the 
earth? Would such a command be focused on foreign or domestic competition? 
Would it embody the tact that the combatant commands can demonstrate in deal-
ing with developments in their regions? Absent regional commands, would allies 
(continue to) believe they have reliable relations with U�S� forces? How would iso-
lating the Navy from other joint forces prepare the service to exert influence and 
fight in all-domain environments, given that the Navy actually needs more integra-
tion with other services and government agencies to deal with issues such as cyber 
attacks on Navy personnel and facilities located in U�S� territories? The fact is, in a 
multilayered, networked world, independence of Navy forces is a shibboleth and a 
recipe for failure�

Rubel also conflates naval with maritime power� Captain Alfred T� Mahan pro-
vided a set of criteria for a maritime power� Factors included long coastlines, with 
harbors suitable for building reliable ports; adequate natural and human resources; 
and a large population involved in fishing, maritime trade, and shipbuilding� To-
day, the United States no longer is competitive with China in shipbuilding unless 
we team with Japan and Korea� The portion of the U�S� population involved in 
maritime industries continues to diminish, along with maritime industries’ politi-
cal power� In contrast, for World War II, the essence of War Plan ORANGE came 
down to not losing the war while the United States mobilized its industrial might� 
That strategy would be a loser in any prolonged war with China today� The United 
States will not compete successfully with China using industrial-age metrics of 
navy ship counts�

Most disappointing is Rubel’s endorsement of “the strong do what they can and 
the weak suffer what they must,” echoing Chinese foreign minister Wang Yi’s com-
ments at the Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore a few years ago� One can counter 
this notion with the Roman fasces, a bound bundle of wooden rods, often including 
an ax, representing collective power, law, and governance� Collective power to off-
set the strong is also a realist notion—one that has provided unique benefits to the 
United States, and is a more apt concept in an interconnected world� The building 
of maritime alliances among those nations that value the freedom of their people 
over authoritarian control does more for command of the sea than a narrow focus 
on U�S� shipbuilding and fleet architectures�

JOHN HANLEY
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REFLECTIONS ON READING

Professor John E. Jackson of the Naval War College is the Program  
Manager for the Chief of Naval Operations Professional Reading  
Program.

 The current version of the Chief of Naval Operations Professional Reading 
Program (CNO-PRP) features a dozen titles of relevance to sailors at all ranks 

within our Navy� One such book, To Rule the Waves, written by Bruce D� Jones, 
provides a remarkably broad look at how various components of the global mari-
time enterprise are interconnected and must be understood and appreciated by 
all maritime professionals�

The publisher describes the book as follows:

Now in vivid, closely observed prose, Bruce Jones conducts us on a fascinating voy-
age through the great modern ports and naval bases—from the vast container ports 
of Hong Kong and Shanghai to the vital naval base of the American Seventh Fleet in 
Hawaii to the sophisticated security arrangements in the Port of New York� Along the 
way, the book illustrates how global commerce works, that we are amidst a global na-
val arms race, and why the oceans are so crucial to America’s standing going forward� 

As Jones reveals, the three great geopolitical struggles of our time—for military 
power, for economic dominance, and over our changing climate—are playing out 
atop, within, and below the world’s oceans�

Former USN officer Jerry D� Lenaburg, writing in the New York Journal of 
Books, summarizes some of the key points of this outstanding book by noting 
the following:

The 21st century is likely to continue to be an era of global competition for resources 
and geographic dominance, but not on land� The interconnectedness of the inter-
national economy and its reliance on ocean-going commerce, particularly for a 
fast-rising China, will challenge the current global order as China seeks to establish 
a worldwide presence both economically and militarily to ensure its access to natural 
resources and export markets� Combined with the potential effects of climate change 
on the patterns of world fisheries, the need for oceanic energy production, and the 

163

Naval War College: Autumn 2022 Full Issue

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 2022



 1 5 8  NAVA L  WA R  C O L L E G E  R E V I E W

potential for a new Arctic shipping route dreamed of by mariners for centuries will 
likely make the world’s oceans the dominant scene of diplomatic and potentially 
military action in the next 25 years� � � �

In particular, the author spends a great deal of time discussing the expansion of 
China’s navy from a coastal defense force to a true blue-water navy able to operate 
around the globe and challenge the primacy of the US Navy, probably the most im-
portant strategic shift in the global balance of power since the end of World War II� 
As China becomes more assertive and expands its presence through a series of basing 
agreements in the Middle East and Africa, there can be no doubt about its inten-
tion to become the world’s premier naval and shipping power, able to aggressively 
defend China’s interests and territorial ambitions, even potentially at the expense of 
other Asian countries, particularly Taiwan and Japan� The virtual annexation of large 
swaths of the South China Sea by China’s land reclamation projects and build-up of 
military forces in the Spratly and Paracel Island groups has alarmed all of southeast 
Asia, while at the same time challenging traditional notions of free passage and safe 
transit traditionally protected by the US Navy� � � �

As the global economy becomes more dependent on the oceans, the potential for 
either naval cooperation or naval competition will likely become the major security 
issue for the next quarter century� Understanding the economic and political impacts 
of the complex mix of nationalism, environmental impacts, and economic pressures 
is crucial for recognizing the actions of major players such as China and the United 
States in this global commons�

The greatest benefit of considering the ideas presented in this book is that 
they can help all sailors avoid the notion that simply understanding “sea power” 
in the military context is all they need to master� Jones does a marvelous job of 
showing the linkage of our traditional understanding of naval power with related 
subjects such as climate change, oil and gas production and transportation, com-
mercial seaborne trade, the “blue economy,” the criticality of ports and related 
infrastructure, the high vulnerability of undersea cables, intelligence gathering, 
oceanography, and other difficult challenges� It is an incredible menu of subjects 
about which we all should be concerned�

The readability of the book is enhanced by the author’s inclusion of fascinat-
ing stories about the famous Howard Hughes / Glomar Explorer recovery of a 
portion of a sunken Soviet submarine, attempts by the Office of Naval Research 
to drill through the crust of the earth, and pirate attacks both at the dawn of the 
American republic and well into the twenty-first century�

In closing, Jones writes as follows:

All but the tiniest fraction of humankind resides on land, works on land, interacts 
with other humans primarily on the land� It is entirely possible to live a rich life and 
never once set foot in the world’s oceans; a substantial portion of humanity lives their 
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entire existence without even ever setting eyes on them� And yet the seas shape the 
world around us� It is on the oceans that the great struggles of our day—for military 
power, for economic dominance, over our changing climate—are playing out� Our 
security, our prosperity, and our environment hang in the balance�

One of the primary goals of the CNO-PRP is to broaden the field of vision of all 
sailors, and no book does this more effectively than To Rule the Waves�

JOHN E� JACKSON
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