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Introduction 
 

The recent ‘war of statements’ and sanctions between the United States and Russia has been 

the outcome of the Russian intervention in Ukraine and the annexation of Crimea, although the 

notion of ‘annexation’ has been widely rejected by Russian officials. Nonetheless, it has 

increased speculation in regards to the dynamics of the relationship between the West and 

Russia as several analysts warn of the reemergence of Cold War patterns. The military exercise 

of the Russian Federation with Belarus that has been planned for September will engage up to 

100,000 soldiers in what is probably to be the biggest military drill since the end of the Cold 

War. This exercise has echoed alarming voices in the Eastern Front of the North Atlantic Treaty 

Alliance (NATO) and increased sentiments of regional insecurity. In this context, it is 

important for the West and for the academic and diplomatic world to comprehend the key 

representational concepts that drive Russian foreign policy which is often connected to the use 

of armed forces and coercion when its interests and communities are under threat. But why 

should we investigate such an environment? 

 

 

1. Research Question 
 
The semantic ‘defeat’ of the Soviets meant that the United States could now assume a greater 

authority over world affairs (1). However, under the administration of Vladimir Putin, the 

country’s foreign policy has attracted universal attention regarding its external engagements. 

Policy-makers and academics have attempted to frame Russian foreign policy in Ukraine and 

the annexation of Crimea within traditional theories of international relations or ‘old-school’ 

geopolitics. With regards to the annexation of Crimea in Ukraine, Russia has been depicted as 

an imperialist or realist power that seeks to expand and fulfill its geopolitical ambitions (2). 

These accounts however do not provide an all-encompassing explanation concerning the social, 

cultural and historical dynamics and justifications that drove Russian foreign policy towards 

this direction. The research will focus on the social, cultural and historical aspects that 

combined with geopolitics may provide an alternative approach. The puzzle that this research 

aims to explain relates to the dynamics and explanations of contemporary Russian foreign 

policy that led to the annexation of Crimea. Was Russian foreign policy informed only by 

traditional geopolitics or by a sense of an imaginative community with shared cultural 

and social features as well? This explanatory gap of Russian foreign policy analysis shall 

be fulfilled through a critical geopolitical perspective facilitating the justifications of the 

Russian annexation and the social, cultural and historical factors underscoring it. 

 

 

2. Structure 

 
The structure of this analysis will firstly consist of the basic incentives for focusing on 

Russian foreign policy within a new environment that followed the collapse of the Union of 

Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR)and a new imagination for Russia. This is highly essential 

to note in order to lay down the framework that drives this research and its arguments. 

Secondly, there will be a review of the existing literature, especially in concern to accounts 

of old-school geopolitics and theories of international relations in order to investigate their 

explanatory power for the direction of the Russian foreign policy in the Crimean Annexation. 

In particular, traditional geopolitics, versions of realism and (neo)imperialism will be closely 
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examined. The monochromatic and pragmatic view of these theories that do not incorporate 

elements of imaginative communities and a relationship between social and cultural knowledge 

and power, will be highlighted as one of the key reasons behind their lack of a strong 

explanatory framework. At this point, the significance of a critical geopolitical approach 

that will emphasize the role of discourse shaped by identity and the aforementioned aspects, 

will be thoroughly examined and deployed for further analysis on Russian external action in 

Ukraine. Within this theoretical framework, there will be a conceptualization of several aspects 

that concern Russian foreign policy, internally and externally.  

 

The next step will cover the methodology of the paper which will consist on the method of 

discourse analysis focused on a specific timeline spanning from February 2014 to April 2014 

while also considering key speeches that marked a change of foreign policy conceptualization, 

in the past. The scope of the discourse analysis will be centered on the important articulations 

made by the Russian President Vladimir Putin as well as the Minister of Foreign Affairs of the 

Russian Federation, Sergey Lavrov and his bureau staff. By focusing on the Russian Executive 

Office of the Presidency and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the analysis satisfies the fact that 

there has been a considerable foreign policy consolidation under Vladimir Putin. 

 

With regards to the investigation of the architecture of the Russian foreign policy, the first 

part will refer to the notion of sovereign democracy that President Putin and his advisors have 

embraced in foreign policy making. Specifically, the President’s Federal Assembly Speech in 

2005 will be highlighted. Additionally, Vladimir Putin’s statist ideology and state identity will 

be referred in order to examine the idea of ‘Gosudarstevenny’, a notion that correlates to a 

strong state that can influence the external geopolitical environment. Furthermore, analysis will 

be focused on the importance of a historical identity conceptualization under Putin within the 

framework of foreign policy decision making and implementation. The last part of the focus of 

this section will be addressed on the notion of ‘Russian World’ that has been coined to define 

Russian nationals residing outside the Russian state itself. This will allow for a deeper analysis 

on the annexation of Crimea following the active engagement of Russia in Ukraine. The section 

thus will include the conceptions of imaginative communities that the Russian Federation has 

incorporated into its external action, coupled with geopolitical ambitions and considerations.  

 

The last section will cover the actual case study of this research, that is to say the Russian 

engagement in Ukraine and the Crimean Annexation. First of all, the Russian perception that 

there was an illegitimate seizure of power in Ukraine following the Agreement of 21st of 

February (between President Poroshenko and the opposition), will be underlined. Secondly, 

there will be an analysis of the Russian perspectives in regards to the West meddling with 

Ukraine’s internal affairs, thus violating a fraternal partner’s ‘sovereign democracy’. Thirdly, 

reference will be made in regards to the importance of considering the shared religion and 

history of Russia and Ukraine when examining the latter’s engagement in Ukrainian affairs 

and the eventual annexation of Crimea under justifications that Russian nationals had been 

threatened. Fourthly, there will be in-depth investigation of Russia’s Great Power and Statist 

identity, connected with an imaginative community outside its material borders, as 

instrumental in directing its external action and justifications in the annexation of Crimea.  
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Why Russia, Why Ukraine, Why Crimea? 
 

The primary reason for focusing on Russian foreign policy is based on the great significance 

that this state’s external actions bear for international relations. In specific, Russia has a 

permanent representation on the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), a feature only 

shared with four other states. In addition, the Kremlin has the power to block any proposal 

introduced by the UNSC, through a veto motion. Moreover, its foreign policy occupation with 

Iran, North Korea and Syria has played an important role in paving paths of dialogue and 

conflict resolution. The inclusion of Russian foreign policy in discussions has been deemed 

essential for dealing with all of the aforementioned states, implying that Russia can act as a 

(de)stabilizing factor in several cases. 

 

Furthermore, the collapse of the Soviet Union that has been perceived by Russian President 

Putin as the most prominent event in the last decades, resulted to the emergence of numerous 

independent states that struggled to (re)define their identity and objectives in a novel 

geopolitical environment. Among these countries, the Russian Federation perceived itself as 

the state that would inherit the hegemony of the post-USSR bloc and the broader Eurasian 

region. However, Russia struggled with a terrific internal experiment to define its own identity 

and space. Within this context, the Russian leadership had to face a series of new geopolitical 

understandings and the eventual construction of new meanings that would be attached. Russian 

foreign policy, thus, relates to the deep and structural association that can be found between 

the conduct of foreign policy and the national identity of the Russian Federation. Hence, the 

Russian Federation is a fine instance of a state where a critical geopolitical perspective would 

result to fruitful observations. In specific, the nature of Russian foreign policy will be critically 

analyzed in regards to the Russian Annexation of Crimea in March 2014 that was conceived as 

a perfect storm. The study shall attempt to highlight conceptions related to this identity 

building that escape from the often-monochromatic interpretations that have been linked 

with this annexation (3).  

 

Correspondingly, a motivation that lies behind the choice of analyzing this state, relates 

to the great amount of work that has portrayed its foreign policy in Ukraine, within a 

realist framework. Considering this significant number of analyses, articles and academic 

works that have focused on old-school theoretical perspectives, it becomes necessary to 

redirect foreign policy analysis to new grounds that will question the established accounts, 

especially in regards to the annexation of Crimea. As the dissident theoretical framework and 

the methodology will reveal, this is the nature of critical geopolitics. It is about dissident 

approaches that attempt to question and problematize established and grounded theories and 

perspectives. The realist and sole geopolitical conceptualizations of Russian foreign policy had 

been stimulated during the Cold War and were based on logics of ideological emotions, power-

balance (e.g. arms race) and of course threats of nuclear retaliation. The dissident approaches 

combine a series of cultural, social, historical and geopolitical interpretations to reveal the 

actual dynamics that led to the Annexation of Crimea and the eruption of hostilities between 

Ukraine and Russia. In regards to the importance of Ukraine and Crimea for the Russian 

Federation, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs published the following indicative comment: 

 

‘If Ukraine is just a territory for geopolitical games for individual western 

politicians, then for us it is a fraternal country, with which we have many ages 

of shared history.’ (4)  
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A Review of Traditional Approaches 
 

 

 

1. Traditional Geopolitics 
 

The school of traditional geopolitics that has prevailed in Western academia for a long period 

of time since the resurgence of geopolitics in the analysis of Russian foreign policy, has not 

highlighted the role of the interconnectedness between identity and Russian external policy. 

Following the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014, many analysts have perceived the re-

emergence of a Cold War-style era that would revive traditional geopolitical struggles between 

the United States (US) and the Russian Federation. Speculation regarding Putin’s ambitions 

has mostly focused on geopolitical gains, such as border changes and military competition over 

vast areas, while the role of culture, history incorporated into identity, has been underplayed. 

As a result, a great number of analysts have focused on employing such a background when 

attempting to describe Russia’s external actions. For instance, the analysis by Walter Russel 

Mead, on behalf of the Foreign Affairs journal, underlined the military and territorial struggle 

whilst underemphasizing the importance of identity and discourse that the Russian leadership 

has developed since the collapse of the Soviet Union (5). Therefore, this account alone cannot 

explain Russia’s international and regional relations, as well as its actions on Ukrainian soil 

and Vladimir Putin’s objectives and strategies.  

 

Halford Mackinder, an English geographer from Great Britain was the one who examined the 

notions of ‘Heartland’ in order to describe the land area and the World Island: the territory 

covering Europe, Africa and Asia (6) . Within this framework, Mackinder categorized 

geopolitics as an actual explicit domain of studies laid upon the assumption that the state that 

controls East Europe, would also rule the Heartland. Given this authority, the state would be 

able to control the World Island, which was, of course, translated to world domination (6). The 

Russian leaders’ historical perception of Mackinder’s idea cannot be underestimated when 

analyzing Russian foreign policy, even in modern times. The central driving factor behind this 

key thinker’s notions and academic output lies on the fact that his priority was based on a firm 

establishment of the science of geography in Great Britain, in order to better associate it with 

the rest of Europe. What is extremely notable is that the Heartland was usually conceived as 

the territory of the Soviet Union. Mackinder underlined in every possible way that control of 

this massive land was a key strategy for nations; Russian Eurasianism, as will be discussed 

later, has been influenced by this account. However, it is important to consider that Ukraine 

comprises a significant part in the geopolitical interpretation of “Eurasia” (7). 
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2. (Neo)Realism 
 

The realist and neorealist theoretical backgrounds, have been frequently employed to explain 

Russian policies and is comprised of two distinct classifications of defensive and offensive 

nature. On the one hand, defensive realism perceives the Russian Federation as a ‘status-quo’ 

great power, and as a state whose leadership is seeking to retain its dominant position in the 

global political system through power balancing (8). Paul Miller’s analysis in the Foreign 

Policy online journal leads to this classification by arguing that it was already predicted that 

Russia was not a friendly state, especially in regards to the United States. Miller employed the 

defensive nature of realism to describe the Ukrainian crisis, linking it to Russia’s rebalancing 

of the US interest in the region (9). In this context, rebalancing means that the Ukrainian crisis, 

which involved the annexation of Crimea and the support of rebels by Russia, was an act to 

contain Western expansion directed by the United States. However, in this context realism 

does not capture norms and ideas that are under the traditional scope of analysis such as 

the relationship between power and culture or the historical and national background of 

a state (10). On the other hand, notions of offensive realism stress Russia as a revanchist power 

with offensive ambitions that directs policies of maximizing its power and influence (11). For 

instance, the Ukrainian crisis, followed by the annexation of Crimea, can be described as a 

rather rational policy directed by Russia in order to retain its power in the region and protect 

its vital interests in the port of Sevastopol, which ‘accommodated’ the Black Sea Fleet units 

(12). As a result, Russian policy makers weighed the options and threats of such a scenario, 

and thus rationally protected the state interests in the area. This would be linked to the rational 

choice theory that has a particular flow though. As realism suggests that states seek 

maximization and revanchist powers along with rational choices, it fails to highlight the variety 

of interests that characterize international relations. Thus, a perceived rational choice for one 

country might be the perceived irrational choice for another country, leading to 

unexpected conclusions.   

 

The understanding of such narratives can further explain what the perceptions of realism 

cannot, such as Putin’s internal approval following the annexation of Crimea from Ukraine. 

Kari Roberts stresses the fact that discovering the attached aspects of identity in Russian 

foreign policy may facilitate the understanding of Russian perceptions in foreign policy and its 

borderlands (13 p. 29). Unlike realism, Dijkink argues, a country’s external policy-making 

does not always relate to the way that other states perceive it (14). For instance, in his article 

in the Foreign Affairs journal, Walter Russell Mead analyzed several key trends taking place 

during the post-Cold War era, as he strived to link these facts with the return of geopolitics (5 

p. 1). Though Mead’s work covers a wide range of historical moments and policies followed 

by powerful states such as the US, Russia, China, the EU, and Iran, there is a lack of connection 

between these practices to ideas and identity. In particular, he describes Russia as a middling 

revisionist state that has been preoccupied with returning to its Soviet Union-era status as a 

world power, while failing to capture the main discourse that drives Vladimir Putin in doing 

so. Another instance lies in the fact that the author perceives Russia as fighting to oppose the 

US goals in any circumstances provided within the international arena, in order to protect its 

geopolitical ambitions against its main rival, the West (5 p. 2). Nonetheless, by 

overemphasizing the traditional geopolitical aspects of Russian foreign policy, the realist 

model does not provide an adequate account as to what the role of identity is, and what 

the ideas are of the Russian leadership in striving for such external actions. Instead, there 

is an over the justification of ‘realpolitik’ and ‘geopolitik’ notions that focus on re-balancing 

and re-establishing the Russian Federation, while missing the connection to any interplay 

between identity and foreign policy (13 p. 29).  
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The recent developments between the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the 

Russian Federation and the latter’s opposition to the European Neighborhood Policy and EU 

Eastward Enlargement have been portrayed through the context of neorealism as well. The 

meaning of neorealism does not differ much than that of realism when interpreting Russian 

foreign policy. One of the chief elements of neorealism is the focus in state behavior in its 

survival pursuit (15 p. 12). It is in this particular context that Russia has been depicted as a 

state pursuing an extensively assertive position that empowers it to behave as a dominant power 

within its sphere of influence, in order to survive from the continuing hostile encroachment. 

The neorealist theoretical background as framed by Kenneth Waltz, underlines the anarchy that 

dominates the international relations system that lacks a central authority which would rule 

above all states. Waltz focused on a power-rebalancing system that perceives state relations as 

fixed, meaning that international relations are not subjected to any state behavior fluctuations 

whilst competition remains an imperative prerequisite (15 p. 13).  As neo-realists would argue, 

the assertiveness of Kremlin, ought to be interpreted as a natural sequence of the survival 

pursuit of the leadership that has characterizes the past, the present and the future of the country 

(16). However, the neorealist theory accounts for a rather implicit background that does not 

offer much variation when considering the role of identity and political discourse that may 

shape geopolitical culture in the Russian state. Although neorealism cannot be viewed as 

explicit as realism, the theory’s lack of identity and cultural elements does not allow the 

analysis to proceed by the employment of that model.  

 

3. (Neo)imperialism 
 

Whereas realist accounts place emphasis on the Kremlin’s rationality and struggle to survive 

in an anarchic international arena, there is another theory that has received attention following 

the Crimean annexation. Imperialist and neo-imperialist theories mark a connection between 

the Russian annexation of the Crimean Peninsula with the country’s imperial past and 

traditional ‘empire status’ (17). As understood by some analysts, the decisive role of Russia in 

the Ukrainian crisis comprises an example of the attempt of the Russian leadership to recover 

the status of the Russian Empire. In this case, the struggle is complemented with the use of 

force in order to reassure the re-emergence of the imperialistic ideology of Russia. Galeotti and 

Bowen have highlighted the great difference between the Tsarist historical experiences and the 

Soviet articulation of imperialism with contemporary Russian behavior (18). The idea of a neo-

imperialist Russian foreign policy is further advocated by the unique ethnic identity that is 

deeply embedded in the Russian state, where the state itself comprises the backbone of the 

cosmopolitan Russian population and exceptional Russian civilization. However, both 

imperialist and neo-imperialist conceptual contexts can be described by a weak 

conceptualization in concern to the field of international relations in the modern world; both 

are far from engaged in 21st century literature. However, the imperialistic framework, as 

Mariyea Omelicheva argues, reveals a greater significance on a normative dynamism that 

lacks than on an explanatory efficacy. (19 p. 709). As a result, there is a pronounced display 

of Russia as a retrograde and assertive state that is countered by the progress and peaceful 

dynamics of the West. Hence, imperialistic lenses of approaching Russian foreign policy 

do not allow for the interpretation of the beliefs of the Russians themselves, and of the 

meaning that Russian leaders themselves make out of the field of international relations 

(19 p. 711).  
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Theoretical Framework - Critical Geopolitics 
 

‘A whole history remains to be written of spaces which would at the same time 

be the history of powers (both these terms in the plural)— from the great 

strategies of geo-politics to the little tactics of the habitat.’ 

 

—Michel Foucault, ‘The Eye of Power’ (20)— 

 

 

Critical geopolitics dates back to the decolonization of the European Great Powers that began 

in the end of the 1950s. This time period coincided with the emergence of dissident approaches 

to the geopolitical thinking that had been described as the imperial heritage of modern 

geography. A French intellectual, Yves Lacoste was among the first scholars that questioned 

the nature of this discipline with his famous publication in 1976, titled as ‘Géographie, ça sert, 

d’abord, à faire la guerre’, translated as ‘Geography is first and foremost about making war’ 

(21). The problematizing of Lacoste gave rise to the study of space and knowledge related 

to geography as socially constructed. Another influential work that paved the path for the 

affirmation of critical geopolitics as a critique was the Political Geography Quarterly, a journal 

that was founded in 1982 (22). The journal highlighted a politicization of geographical 

discourse as its editors, Peter Taylor and John O’Loughlin suggested.  

 

In the 1980s, Gerard O’Tuathail and John Agnew moved one step further by addressing 

geography as a discourse to be a form of power/knowledge (23). This thesis led to the assertion 

that the established geopolitical thinking ought to be critically analyzed and re-conceptualized 

as a discursive practice through which the state administrations spatialize world politics in 

ways to represent an arena comprising of certain kinds of places, communities and dramas. For 

them, studying geopolitics was strongly associated with studying the political spatialization of 

world politics by hegemonic powers, such as the United States or the USSR (now Russian 

Federation). For Agnew and O’Tuathail, geopolitics was much more:  

 

‘Simply to describe a foreign policy is to engage in geopolitics, for one 

is implicitly and tacitly normalizing a particular world. One could 

describe geopolitical reasoning as the creation of the backdrop or 

setting upon which “international politics” takes place but such would 

be a simple view. The creation of such a setting is itself part of world 

politics. This setting is more than simply a backdrop but an active 

component of the drama of world politics. To designate a place is not 

simply to define a location or setting. It is to open up a field of possible 

taxonomies and trigger a series of narratives, subjects and appropriate 

foreign policy responses.’ (24 p. 191)  

 

The most important element of critical geopolitics relates to its natural critique of traditional 

geopolitical thinking. Although there is a great variety of approaches that reflect upon this 

variety, critical geopolitics represents the grouping of arguments that problematize the meaning 

and solidity of geopolitics (25). The emergence of critical geopolitics is the outcome of a series 

of academic inputs in the domains of geography and international relations. Scholars have 

attempted to analyze geopolitics through social, cultural and political factors and not as a sole 

manifest that underlines the reality of international politics. Therefore, as John Agnew notes, 

there is an interest to move beyond the mummified remnants of Cold War geopolitical thinking. 

An influential scholar in the field of critical geopolitics, Agnew, underlines the idea that 
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geopolitics is implicated in the continuous social reproduction of power and political economy. 

In addition, it is informed by a variant range of post-modernisms that all suggest moving 

beyond the classical understandings of geopolitics.  

 

The thesis of Agnew and O’Tuathail in the book ‘Critical Geopolitics’ emphasizes two 

depicted types of geopolitical rationale (24 p. 190). However, they highlight the practical 

geopolitics as the one through which most geopolitical production takes place in world affairs. 

Moreover, they argue that the intellectuals of statecraft such as the politicians and the military 

commanders and institutions, are the ones concerned with the foreign policy of the state.  

 

Therefore, by analyzing Russian foreign policy in regards to the annexation of the Crimean 

Peninsula it becomes apparent to perceive a critical geopolitical understanding as the 

perspective to be selected for the research. Moreover, during an interview with Mr. Alexander 

Gusarov, Counsellor for Political Affairs of the Russian Representation to the EU, the 

importance of the critical geopolitics in Russian foreign policy analysis was highlighted. Mr. 

Alexander Gusarov, suggested that: 

 

“Western approaches towards Russian foreign policy have regularly failed to 

capture the main dynamics and justifications behind the Kremlin’s external 

actions in Ukraine.” (26). 

 

In addition, the Russian Chancellor stressed the need for an approach that would incorporate 

the role of discourse and identity, as shaped by history and culture, within the field of 

geopolitics. The approach of critical geopolitics may provide an adequate account that would 

allow for a detailed interpretation of the Kremlin’s external policy performance towards 

Ukraine and especially in the Crimean Peninsula. That account shall be examined on the basis 

of national interests as well as of cultural, discursive and historical meanings. In this context, 

critical geopolitics aims to underline the way that leaderships and governments, especially in 

the Russian Federation, defined and reformulated meanings based on discourse and historical 

identity (27). In addition, it enhances the research question of the present paper by 

strengthening the argument that Russian foreign policy in the Crimean Annexation case can be 

best examined given an approach that would allow the researcher to look through the lenses of 

Russian decision-making itself. Critical geopolitics covers spatial considerations that have not 

been considered by traditional approaches, particularly when reviewing identity and historical 

experiences (28).  
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Methodology 
 

1. Discourse Analysis 
 

Given the framework that Pami Aalto underlines in his research, the approach of critical 

geopolitics aims to highlight discourse as the channel that facilitates the building and 

reproduction of understanding in world affairs (29). The case of discourse within a critical 

geopolitical framework relies not only to the gathering of rhetorical documents but to the 

produced meanings that are attached to the practice of foreign policy. The language is 

interpreted in regards to the representation of the world and the state as well as the role that a 

particular state is perceived to assume. The declarations of governmental leaders and state 

representatives as well as publications of governmental institutions are usually translated into 

transcripts or saved as texts (30) Within this framework, the role of discourse is that of 

theorized sets of the competencies that the intellectuals in decision-making positions use 

to create connotations regarding the world they live in and the practices that shape it. In 

general, a discourse in terms of geopolitical thinking can be termed as a set of characteristics 

that is produced by the process of individuals, constructing meanings upon the content of what 

they read and hear. As the aim of discourse as a mean to understanding the construction of 

spaces, identities and justifications, I will analyze the content of numerous texts and speeches 

that will feature Russian leadership’s representation of spatial characteristics of world affairs 

and the ‘imagination’ of Russian nationhood.  

 

2. Timeline 
 

The particular research project seeks to evaluate the dynamics and considerations that are 

related to the national interests of the Russian Federation as the role that Russia perceives itself 

to have attained in the framework of the Annexation of Crimea in 2014. In accordance to this 

methodological and theoretical path, the research will underline key concepts that have been 

highlighted by the Russian President Vladimir Putin before the Ukrainian crisis erupted, 

especially the conceptual architecture of the Kremlin’s foreign policy. In regards to the case 

study, the scope will be focused to an investigation and discourse analysis of official statements 

from February 2014 until April 2014.  
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3. Sources 
 

The discourse analysis will be based on a combination of primary and secondary literature in 

an attempt to provide a positive overall analysis that will not exclude any possible group of 

resources from investigation. The choice to analyze a total of 34 primary resources such as 

official statements, comments and interviews, conferences and TV broadcasts is strongly 

related to the foreign policy consolidation within the ranks of the Presidential Office chaired 

by president Vladimir Putin and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, chaired by Sergey Lavrov. 

The method that has been used to analyze these sources reflects the ways that Russian 

policy makers perceive Russia’s broader world, its boundaries, its nationhood as well as 

its role within a geopolitical context, surrounding the post-Soviet space. It also reflects 

the ways that the Russian Federation wishes to be perceived as well. Hence, by analyzing 

these documents the bulk of the research has focused on statements and uses of language that 

highlight such factors. These primary sources are complemented by a great amount of 

secondary literature that tests the findings. In the end of the research, an Appendix has been 

informed in order to underline the main primary resources that have been essential for 

the discourse analysis and the contribution of the paper.   

 

 

4. Foreign Policy Consolidation  
 

The fact that discourse analysis will focus on the aspirations of the current President of the 

Russian Federation and his ministers, is justified by the fact that there has been an extensive 

concentration of decision-making in the foreign policy sector of political affairs. As a result, 

Russian foreign policy actually reflects the decisions taken by the Russian President, following 

counsel from his close advisors. In particular, Article 86, included in the 1993 Russian 

Constitution, emphasizes that external decision making and actions are a domain covered by 

the presidency of the country (31). Additionally, according to Dmitri Glinsky-Vasiliev, an 

expert from the Primakov Institute of World Economy and International Relations, the 

driver of Russian foreign policy relies on Putin’s personal inspirations and tenacities (32). 

Moreover, the state-of-the-nation addresses of Vladimir Putin, as well as the speeches delivered 

to the federal institutions of the Russian state, have acquired a similar role to that of the US 

State of the Union speeches. These speeches are annual, and they often underline the main 

political discourse of the President.  
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Russian Foreign Policy Architecture 
 

1. ‘Sovereign Democracy’ & the 2005 Federal Assembly Address 
 

The term ‘sovereign democracy’ received Putin’s appreciation when one of his counselors, 

Vladislav Sourkov, suggested it be incorporated into the President’s language (33 p. 34). 

During his 2005 state-of-the-nation speech, Vladimir Putin built a discourse upon a 

Westphalian system of international relations that clearly advocated the norms of ‘territorial 

integrity’ and dismissed any external effort for interference with another country’s internal 

situation (34). Moreover, one has to look no further than Putin’s speech during a Security 

Council meeting that had been organized on July 22nd, 2014 (35). During this speech, as 

Eltchaninoff also stresses, the Russian President highlighted the importance of Russia’s respect 

for the notion of sovereign democracy around the world and defended the territorial integrity 

of regimes that were considered to be the targets of foreign intervention. In addition, he 

categorized the use of armed force as a significant medium to guarantee the status of ‘sovereign 

democracy’ for Russia, while praising his army’s personnel and military infrastructure. 

Moreover, it also became evident that the moderately regular misinterpretations between 

the foreign policy makers on that topic lie on the different perceptions of sovereignty that 

the West and Russia have. Additionally, Morozov underlines that the Russian President’s 

identity is strongly connected to escaping his predecessor’s (Yeltsin) governmental oversights, 

ones that resulted in chaos and the eventual unprecedented destruction of the USSR (36 p. 153). 

It is important to realize that this idea has also been linked to the exceptional period of great 

Russian statehood: that of the Soviet Union.  

 

Putin’s perception about foreign interference in another country’s internal matters is 

essentially explained by Michel Eltchaninoff’s book titled ‘Dans la tête de Vladimir Poutine’ 

(‘Inside Vladimir Putin’s Head’) (33 p. 14). Vladimir Putin’s annoyance by the Color 

Revolutions that took place in several of the post-Soviet states and even threatened Russia, was 

also implied by one his speeches published by the Moscow Times: 

 
‘The aim is obvious — to provoke civil conflict and strike a blow at our country's 

constitutional foundations, and ultimately even at our sovereignty’ (37) 

 

Another instance was the Orange Revolution in Ukraine that gave state control to a Western-

oriented politician, Viktor Yanukovych. These Revolutions were perceived as a hybrid way of 

the West interfering in the neighborhood of Russia, within a group of states that were 

traditionally influenced by Russian foreign policy. Specifically, the Russian President 

believed that the USA were involved in national matters of several countries, thus 

violating the notion of ‘sovereign democracy’. As reported by Tony Papert of the Executive 

Intelligence Review journal, covering the 3rd Moscow Conference on International Security, 

this was made clear during the speech of Russian Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu:    

 

“Obviously, modern challenges and threats make it necessary to stop the archaic logic of 

geopolitical games with a zero-sum game, the attempts to force your own methods and values 

on other peoples, including by color revolutions.” (38) 
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Figure 1: General Gerasimov’s slide, 3rd Moscow Conference on International Security 1 

 

 

2. Gosudarstevenny: Putin’s statist identity  
 

Russia, as a state, has always been a topic of critical analysis, especially following the collapse 

of the Soviet Union and its implications that have been characterized as a geopolitical tragedy 

by President Putin (39). The state, as an institutional body, has often acted as a security agent 

and peacemaker within social formations. However, the state’s interests have remained 

ambiguous, and sometimes alien, to analysts or the public itself. This assertion was clearly 

implied by Vladimir Putin during his inaugural speech for the first term of the Russian 

presidency, in 2000 (40). In addition, he underlined his plan to retain the power of the state by 

focusing on national security threats and the economy. These two threats, as highlighted by 

Putin, have led many academics to connect him to a statist, also known as ‘gosudarstevennik’ 

in Russian vocabulary (41 p. 487). The president’s strategy, which includes notions of 

sovereign democracy, could not be attained unless the progress of the economic sector was 

secured, combined with the consolidation and enhancement of political settings. Michael 

McFaul, from the Carnegie Foundation, had also already identified that following Putin’s first 

election, political fragmentation would be combatted and the disintegration of the state would 

come to an end (42). As a result, the first steps of the elected Russian President in 2000 were 

to face extremely complicated monetary and governmental challenges that hampered Russian 

autonomy. In particular, it has always been crucial for Russia to maintain an autonomous 

and sustainable political environment that would allow for an external push of the 

country’s interests and foreign policy (41 p. 488).In this context, his comment during a 

meeting in 2011 was indicative of his plans in regards to the economic challenges:  

 

“There should be a major increase in investment. We need technology and we need 

money in amounts corresponding to Russia's huge potential.’ (43) 

 

                                                      
1 Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, May 23rd,2014, 

http://www.larouchepub.com/eiw/public/2014/eirv41n24-20140613/07-25_4124.pdf  

http://www.larouchepub.com/eiw/public/2014/eirv41n24-20140613/07-25_4124.pdf
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But it has not only been Western academics and scholars who have identified Vladimir Putin’s 

statist views. According to Alexander Dugin, a rather influential figure in Russian foreign 

policy thinking, the Russian President is a political figure who appreciates statist 

approaches in his administration (44). Particularly, Dugin argues that the President, who 

also served in the KGB, has been committed to the ideology of Russian nationhood and his 

political ambitions are shaped by history, culture and great power status (‘derzhava’ in Russian) 

of the Russian state (41). The Russian President has often characterized himself as a 

conservative and statist, implying that conservatism does not necessarily mean lack of progress. 

On the contrary, Putin’s articulation for conservatism actually highlights the guarantee of not 

falling back into periods of eruptive chaos and turmoil. As Roberts stresses, Putin’s statist 

approach aims to satisfy the ‘powerful psychological need’ that great nations, such as 

Russia, seek for a state (13). Furthermore, Melikhov argues that such a demand can be 

further satisfied by the next concept of Putin’s discourse, his aim for Russia as a great 

power (45). However, it is worth mentioning that the gosudarstvennik has been quite solid in 

underlying that Russia’s internal and external character should not be viewed as a return to 

imperial experiences of the past (46). 

 

 

3. Historical Identity and Derzhavnost 
 

The statist approach and the influence of the historical identity that shape Putin’s policies 

are externally reflected on the concept of ‘Derzhavnost’, also known as a great power 

status for Russia in the global order (47 p. 131). This specific aspect of Russian foreign 

policy discourse, shaped by the Russian president himself, is perhaps the most influential one. 

The significance of this concept shall be clearly underlined in any attempt to analyze Russian 

foreign policy, especially when considering Eurasia and relations with the West. In fact, 

Yeltsin’s maladministration of the Russian state and his mistakes in international relations led 

to a series of crises that destabilized the internal cohesion, and the external influence of Russia 

(48).  As a result, the image of Russia’s role in the world system was degraded, and there were 

clear signs of the country losing its importance in international affairs. Russia had been 

characterized as a ‘sick man of Eurasia’, a term also attributed to the collapsed Ottoman 

Empire, given the dramatic implications of the Soviet Union’s collapse that the Yeltsin 

administration could not resolve (49). The energetic man who was about to change the position 

of the Russian Federation in the international arena, Vladimir Putin, was still a KGB agent 

deeply engaged in Western Germany when he was proposed for the Presidency of Russia.  

 

In 2003, Vladimir Putin delivered an important speech to the Federal Assembly, highlighting 

that history itself was paving the path for such an aim. He argued that the long-standing 

existence of the Russian state was deeply associated with an objective to exert control over the 

enormous territory that surrounded the country, as well as to protect Russian communities 

around the world. Both elements would constitute the re-emergence of Russia as a great power 

and the return of its status in the international community (50). The statement made by Putin 

in his speech has underlined Russian willingness to maintain a role that is undoubtedly attached 

to the historical identity of the country, as perceived by its President. In this context, the 

President has made it clear since 2003 that Russian foreign policy shall be conducted in terms 

that guarantee an independent authority, and that determine Russia as an actor that has the 

capacity to shape global developments. In addition, Clunan has emphasized that following the 

collapse of the USSR, Russian foreign policy has focused on ideas of gaining a global status, 

rather than a sole assessment of its conditions and interests (51). Hence, the Russian pursuit 

for great power status may also be described as rather an emotion of the Russian 
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President himself for Russia’s role, rather than a rational choice based on conditions and 

interests that actually relate to the state alone. That is an important factor distancing the 

critical geopolitical approach to any realist account that incorporate rational choices 

based on material interests.  Moreover, this sentiment is further enhanced by the beliefs of 

the Russian people who consider that Russia deserves a hegemonic prominence, given its size 

and historical relevance (47 p. 131). In general, the idea of Derzhavnost has been 

instrumental in developing a new discourse in 2007 in the context of Vladimir Putin’s 

speech, a note that highlighted Russia’s global indispensability and alternative model.  

 

 

 

4. The Etymology of ‘Russian World’ 
 

The ‘Russkiy Mir’ etymology does not share the characteristics that the phrase contains in the 

English language and especially in Western literature. According to the Foundation of the State 

Cultural Policy which was founded by Vladimir Putin in 2007, the ‘Russian World’ is not 

implicitly constrained within Russian soil, language, culture (religion in our case), or 

ethnicity (52). The broadest idea behind this term indicates that Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus 

comprise the Kievan Rus, a loose confederation dating from the 9th to the 13th century (53). 

Moreover, the Russian language and cultural identification constitute the basis of the notion of 

Russian national identity. Within this framework, spatial limitations do not apply to the 

notion and its imaginary range covers all inhabited areas where the populations declare 

themselves to be Orthodox Russians and share a historical, ethnic, or cultural experience 

with the Russian Federation (19 p. 718).  This specific concept has been pivotal in 

determining Russian foreign policy and igniting geopolitical sentiments attached to various 

occasions, such as the Ukrainian Crisis, which is going to be closely examined. For example, 

the CIA’s World Factbook verifies the historic ties that are still relevant in the relations between 

Russia and the former Soviet states, as understood by the ‘Russian World’ and promoted 

through Foundations of the Russkiy Mir (54). Figure 2 highlights the number of centers 

connected to the promotion of the ‘Russian World’ consisting of historic ties between Russia 

and the former Soviet states.  

 
Figure 2: Russkiy Mir Foundations within Europe2 

 

 
 

Russian Critical 

Geopolitics in 

Ukraine: Dramatis 

Personae 
 

                                                      
2 (Stratfor Worldview Assesments, 2014) https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/russia-expanding-its-influence-through-

education  

https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/russia-expanding-its-influence-through-education
https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/russia-expanding-its-influence-through-education
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1. Ukraine and the Crimean Annexation 
 

“Russians consider Ukraine not only as a neighbor but as brother state whose forces 

are comrades in arms and many of whom know each other personally (55).” 

 

The above statement has been a key element in determining the motivations behind the 

annexation of Crimea and this research’s direction towards a critical geopolitical perspective. 

Numerous aspects bare a considerable significance when justifying and underlining the 

Russian articulations and interests in the region. Hence, it is crucial to highlight these 

articulations that come into play when Russian foreign policy architectural elements and 

critical geopolitics are associated with cultural, historical social and security dynamics that 

have guided Russian external action in Ukraine and the Crimean Peninsula.  

 

2. An illegitimate seizure of power, according to Russian officials 
 

Ukraine could be undoubtedly described as a ‘dramatis personae’, a Latin phrase to 

depict the character of a dramatic play, according to Vladimir Propp (56).For Russia, 

Crimea is much more important than the Falkland Islands were for the United Kingdom or 

what the Comoros meant for the French (57). An important consideration when referring to 

Russia’s reaction in the Ukrainian crisis relates to the point of view of Russian decision-making 

centers in regards to the change of power that resulted to the overthrown of President 

Yanukovich. A rather bold answer given by Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov during a 

joint press conference within the framework of Russia-CCASG strategic dialogue in Kuwait, 

highlighted the perception of Russian authorities in regards to the change of power in Ukraine. 

During this conference, on February 19, 2014, the Foreign Minister noted that there is no 

alternate explanation than describing this as an attempt for a coup d’état, a seizure of power by 

force (58). Lavrov blamed the extremists of escalating tensions in Kiev as well:  

 

“We cannot describe this otherwise than as an attempt at a coup d'état and 

to seize power by force. Certainly, the extremists are guilty, they have been 

attempting to bring the situation to a force scenario for weeks and months. 

The opposition, is refusing compromises and setting requirements for powers 

outside the legal framework.” 

 

On the 4th of March ,2014, President Vladimir Putin expressed his position that even though 

change was about to come in Ukrainian politics, this process should have been carried out 

within constitutional means given the fragile political institutions and weak economies of post-

Soviet states (Putin V., 2014c). In addition to those comments, during a speech on the 20th of 

March, before the plenary session of the State of Duma of the Russian Federation, Lavrov 

underlined that this coup would result in the eruption of violence and human rights violations 

(59).  Following the overthrow of the President Yanukovich and the initialization of 

incorporating Crimea into Russia, Lavrov argued that this coup had been a cause for bloodshed 

and he mentioned that a White Book had been published, containing detailed information 

related to human rights violations, especially for Russian-speaking populations and national 

minorities.  

3. Violating Ukraine’s ‘Sovereign Democracy’ 
 

Russia’s primary internal and external justification for its involvement in the Ukrainian crisis 

in 2014 lies on the idea of Ukraine’s right to sovereign democracy. Following a meeting with 
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the Iraqi Foreign Minister, Hoshyar Zebari, Sergey Lavrov expressed the position that the 

Ukrainian crisis was a deal that had to be resolved by Ukrainians themselves, with respect to 

their constitution and without any foreign meddling (60). He also underlined that any political 

process should isolate any radical and extremist elements away from discussions. Moreover, 

on the 17th of April 2014, Lavrov stressed that US unilateral interpretations of the events should 

not hamper the discussions of Ukrainians in regards to the next day of the political system in 

the country, hence challenging the role of the US that Russia perceived as being unilateral and 

opposed to Russian broader agenda (61).  

 

The role of far-right wing parties was crucial, according to reports, in order to repel the police’s 

repressive activities (62). According to the Reuters’ reporter, Gabriela Baczynska, in December 

2013, the parliament of the Russian Federation accused the West of interfering in Ukraine’s 

internal affairs by supporting the protests taking place across Kyiv (63). The Russian Duma 

also underlined that the demonstrations that were supported by Western countries would 

destabilize the region and the broader neighborhood. Specifically, the Russian Duma stressed 

Europeans to respect sovereign democracy and added that protesters should cease any illegal 

activities that would mount destabilization in the country. 

 

In addition, three critical events amplified Russian concerns for the West’s intentions: 

• Firstly, The New York Times published the content of an audiotaped discussion between 

Victoria Nuland, Assistant Secretary of State for European Affairs and Geoffrey Pyatt, the 

US ambassador to Kyiv (64). During the four-minute recording, the US officials were 

examining the dynamic of a new government that would replace Yanukovich, the pro-

Russian Ukrainian President.  

• Secondly, US Senator John McCain’s visit to Ukraine, which was highlighted by two 

incidents: 

o The Senator emphasized US support to pro-EU movements (65).  

o Additionally, the Senator held a meeting with Oleh Tyahnybok, a central actor of 

the right-wing nationalist party Svoboda (66). 

• Thirdly, the recent testimony of Ukraine’s former Prime Minister Azarov at Moscow’s 

Dorogomilovsky Court, revealed to the Russians that Western countries, especially the 

US, were attempting to overthrow a Russian-friendly, legitimate Ukrainian government 

that was avoiding NATO membership as well (67).  

 

The leaked conversation and the fact that the US showed signs of support to the new 

Ukrainian government consisting of far-right members, arose skepticism in Russia. In 

specific, the US were openly criticized by the representative of the Russian Foreign 

Ministry for ‘ruthlessly and unilaterally interpreting facts about Ukraine’ (68). 

Nevertheless, it was an element that should be clearly taken into consideration since Russia’s 

historical, ethnic, and cultural ties with the former Soviet states are highly opposed by the far-

right. According to the Foreign Policy Journal, these groups of people were now committing 

violent acts against ethnic Russians and Russian-speaking Ukrainians (69). The place in the 

new government that Ukrainians were given reproduced Russian perceptions of a country that 

had been the victim of a ‘fascist junta’, as Vladimir Putin stated (70).  

4. Shared religion & history, aspects of the ‘Russian World’ 
 

As noted in regards to the ‘Russian World’, the paramount importance that Russia attaches to 

a shared religion with Ukraine should not be sidelined. The roots of the Russian Orthodox 

church date back to the present capital of Ukraine, Kiev, that had also been the fountain of 
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political and spiritual influence for Russia in the past. The embeddedness of religion into 

Russian foreign policy towards Ukraine should therefore be closely investigated.   

 

As far as the people of Crimea are concerned, the Russian authorities often underlined the great 

emotional attachment related to the church. The initial statement of the Russian Foreign 

Ministry on the 24th of February emphasized the concerns about the security of orthodox 

populations and historical churches due to the threatening actions of radicals and extremists 

who had appeared, first in Kiev and then in other parts of Ukraine. In specific, the statement of 

the Russian Ministry highlights that ‘’there are threats to Orthodox sanctities.’’.  On top of that 

statement, an additional comment by the Ministry on the 27th of February, provides a deeper 

awareness to the importance that the shared religion between Ukrainians and Russians bares 

for the latter. In particular, the statement is as follows:  

 

‘’Currently, priests of the canonic Ukrainian Orthodox Church frequently 

become subjected to physical violence, their temples are destroyed’ (71). 

 

The meaning of this statement should not be underemphasized by scholars and officials that 

often consider the dynamics of Russia’s intervention in Ukraine and the eventual annexation 

of Crimea. Reference to religious notions is a common element in Russian foreign policy 

making, especially in regards to the post-Soviet space and its imaginary community of the 

Russian world that consist of religious ideas as well. There is a clear message that can be 

derived by analyzing the statement that is strongly connected to protecting rights and 

property connected to religion. It is a fact that Russia perceives any threat to religious 

rights and properties connected to Russian Orthodoxy in another country, as a concern 

of Russia as well.  

 

The idea of a shared religion is strongly associated with a reference to a shared historical 

path. In a rather historical statement made by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Russian 

Federation authorities underlined the need to eradicate any harmful behavior against Orthodox 

churches that have been the memorials that pay honor to the ‘heroes of the Great Patriotic War’ 

against Nazism. The fact that notions of shared history are also incorporated into the foreign 

policy argumentation of the Russian Federation reveals the great importance that Russia 

attaches to this country. From a Russian perspective, on the basis of critical geopolitics, the 

boundaries between Ukraine and Russia are at least blur when it comes down to the time they 

fought together against the Axis powers in World War II.  

 

Moreover, historic ties are a of great importance when considering the reaction of the Russian 

Federation in regards to right wing elements that participated in the new government. By 

appealing to the Great Patriotic War of the WWII against Adolf Hitler’s powerful army, 

Russian foreign policy has attained an appeal to emotions as well. By underlining this fact, 

there is a direct need for Ukrainians to detach from any fascist sentiments and fight this enemy 

together with Russia. It is also important to note that the fight against Nazi Germany referred 

to a time when the USSR had not been dissolved yet, therefore Ukraine and Russia were 

actually a single entity (under the umbrella of the USSR). This confirms the perception that 

Russian officials have developed for Ukraine as well as for numerous other countries, a 

norm of a ‘brother country’ that can also be highlighted in the discourse of Vladimir 

Putin: 
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“we have always considered Ukraine not only a neighbor, but a brotherly republic” 

(Putin V., 2014e).  

 

 

 

 
Figure 3: Russian historic ties with former USSR states:  3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Russia’s ‘Great Power’ Duty to Protect the Russophones 
 

Russia’s connotation of the new Ukrainian government’s rise to power through a ‘coup d’état’ 

along with the use of violence against Russian-speaking populations highlighted the potential 

threat to the well-being of the ‘Russian World’ (72). This was also made clear to the 

counterparts of Vladimir Putin, mainly the German Chancellor Angela Merkel and British 

                                                      
3 Birnbaum, M. (2014, 05 17). Russian President Putin builds ties in Moldova, Kazakhstan and Baltics. Retrieved 05 29, 

2017, from The Washington Post: https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/russian-president-putin-builds-ties-in-

moldova-kazakhstan-and-baltics/2014/05/17/fa1beb22-c45f-4027-9b30-

cc45212c785e_story.html?utm_term=.2d656d388b6c 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/russian-president-putin-builds-ties-in-moldova-kazakhstan-and-baltics/2014/05/17/fa1beb22-c45f-4027-9b30-cc45212c785e_story.html?utm_term=.2d656d388b6c
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/russian-president-putin-builds-ties-in-moldova-kazakhstan-and-baltics/2014/05/17/fa1beb22-c45f-4027-9b30-cc45212c785e_story.html?utm_term=.2d656d388b6c
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/russian-president-putin-builds-ties-in-moldova-kazakhstan-and-baltics/2014/05/17/fa1beb22-c45f-4027-9b30-cc45212c785e_story.html?utm_term=.2d656d388b6c
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Prime Minister Cameron (73). For instance, the 2001 census carried out by Ukrainian 

authorities reveal that, especially in Eastern Ukraine and a great number of citizens Crimea 

(ranging from 20% to more than 40%), identified themselves as Russian nationals. 

 

 

 
Figure 4:Distribution of ethnic Russians by oblast4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On another note, there was 

also a considerable percentage 

of Ukrainians, especially in 

Eastern Ukraine and Crimea 

(ranging from 59% to more 

than 90%), that identified 

Russian as their native 

language, according to the 

Kiev International Institute of Sociology (74): 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5: The usage of Russian language 

in Ukraine5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Russia, it was apparent that 

Crimea in particular had to be 

defended from the fascists who 

treated Russian nationals as inferior to ethnic Ukrainians and for this reason, President Putin 

                                                      
4 (Bakker, Ukraine: divided nation, divided state , 2014) https://eurasiangeopolitics.com/2014/03/14/ukraine-divided-nation-

divided-state/  
5 (Pereltsvaig A. , 2014) : http://www.languagesoftheworld.info/uncategorized/tale-two-ukraines-missing-five-million-

ukrainians-surzhyk.html#ixzz4iDD2RDS  

https://eurasiangeopolitics.com/2014/03/14/ukraine-divided-nation-divided-state/
https://eurasiangeopolitics.com/2014/03/14/ukraine-divided-nation-divided-state/
http://www.languagesoftheworld.info/uncategorized/tale-two-ukraines-missing-five-million-ukrainians-surzhyk.html#ixzz4iDD2RDS
http://www.languagesoftheworld.info/uncategorized/tale-two-ukraines-missing-five-million-ukrainians-surzhyk.html#ixzz4iDD2RDS
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requested the use of force when he appealed in front of the Russian Duma, stating the need to 

defend the ‘compatriots’ (75) The use of words such as ‘junta’ or ‘fascists’ from the Russian 

President, indicates the meaning and image that Russia has for the new Ukrainian 

government’s intentions as well as of the extend that Russia was willing to reach to defend 

its imaginative community. Another case that increased concerns over the security of Russian 

nationals in Ukraine was the restriction of freedom of mass media and the blockade to several 

Russian journalists, as the Russian authorities announced (76). In the words Lavrov, it is 

implied that were a series of violations, therefore, the Russian army had to intervene in order 

to protect the rights of Russian nationals: 

 

“I reiterate, we are talking here about protection of our citizens and 

compatriots, about protection of the most fundamental of the human rights – the 

right to live, and nothing more” (77) 

  

Discourse analysis on this matter, the threats that Russophones felt during the Ukrainian 

crisis in 2014, provides a great insight in regards to Russian perspectives and external 

action-justification. In particular, strong emphasis is given on defending and protecting the 

rights of Russian nationals in the area. The time period between the 19th of March until the 

28th of March, was marked by a strong emphasis on defending the rights of Russian-

speaking groups. More specifically, during a phone conversation, Foreign Minister Lavrov 

highlighted the necessity for a push to stop the radical forces of acting against the rights of the 

Russian-speaking populations and characterized the latter as ‘compatriots’ in the south-east 

and other parts of Ukraine (78). In addition, on another instant it was underlined that everyday 

life of Russophones was in danger as regular businessmen and journalists of Russian TV 

channels were threatened (79). These phone conversations are illustrative of the great 

importance that Russia attached to the threats of its own nationals residing in another 

country. It is noteworthy, that the position of Russia to defend the interests of compatriots in 

another state was confirmed by President Putin, as underlined by his Foreign Minister. Lavrov 

added that it is the absolute thesis of Russian foreign policy to focus on protecting its nationals 

through political, diplomatic, legal and even military means (80).  
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6. The Black Sea Fleet: To Protect and Project the notion of ‘Gosudarstvenny’ 
 

«Μέγα τὸ τῆς θαλάσσης κράτος» Περικλής, Στρατηγός της Αρχαίας Αθήνας 

‘Great is the country that controls the sea’ – Pericles, General of Ancient Athens (81) 

 
     

  

Figure 6:The forces of the Black Fleet in 

Crimea, indicating a great power project 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

First and foremost, the Russian meaning of the presence of the Black Sea Fleet in Sevastopol, 

Crimea, together with several other military facilities, had been underemphasized by Western 

states. Its historic and cultural presence, complemented with sentiments of a Great 

Power’s instrument, dated back to the days of the Soviet Union, a factor that has not 

received attention from Western countries. Putin perceived the Fleet as a unit that resembled a 

cultural and regional authority and not just a naval group that would only project power. 

Furthermore, Putin’s perception was enriched by the semantic importance of the Black Sea 

Fleet for Russia’s international image and the sentiment of safety for the Russian World. The 

comment by the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs regarding the fleet’s role in the Ukrainian 

crisis reflects the point of view of the President himself: 

 

‘The formations of the Black Sea Fleet in Crimea do not get involved in 

Ukrainian internal political events. All the movements of these units pursue the 

goal of ensuring the security of the fleet's sites and the prevention of extremist 

and radical attacks on our nationals.’ (82) 

 

The meaning of the FIeet’s role in Crimea has been broadly understated by Western nations 

and the media, which instead focused on the ‘Little Green Men’, a hybrid form of war carried 

out by the Russian administration to assume command of key Ukrainian posts (83). Within this 

context, one has to look no further than the first hours of the Crimean Crisis, when troops came 

out of the Russian base in Crimea in order to protect the Fleet’s central facilities and interests; 

and, most importantly, to defend the Russian-speaking population that was considered to be 

under threat. The study that has been carried out by Nilsson supports the argument that 

the Russian President used the Fleet as a safeguard of the ‘Russian World’ (84). In this 

framework, there is a clear mixture of foreign policy discourse and geopolitics whereas the role 

of the Navy is not limited to projecting a Great Power status or an international image, but also 

in protecting the Russophones living in Ukraine, particularly in Crimea.  
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Conclusions and Key Contribution 
 

In a nutshell, this particular research has exposed the black-and-white and deficient 

interpretation of Russian foreign policy in regards to Ukraine and the following annexation of 

the Crimean Peninsula. It has been become apparent, through a literature review that consisted 

of several dominant theoretical frameworks, that there has been a considerable lack of reference 

to elements and narratives in regards to the social manifestations of knowledge and geography, 

especially when reviewing Russian foreign policy in Ukraine. On the contrary, a dissident 

approach of a critical geopolitical nature, covers social, historical religious and security factors 

that have been underestimated when assessing Vladimir Putin’s and his counsels’ articulations 

of Russia’s broader geopolitical environment.  

 

By analyzing the documents produced by the Executive Office of the Russian President 

conveying his messages and his Minister of Foreign Affairs, it has been highlighted that there 

are certain forces that may drive Russian foreign policy in directions that could not be predicted 

but could be characterized as a ‘perfect storm’. In concern to the architectural conceptualization 

of Russian foreign policy, it is apparent that the notion of a ‘Sovereign Democracy’ is enshrined 

in Russian policy making. Additionally, a strong statist identity under the concept of 

“Gossudarstevenny” has produced a strong feeling in regards to Russian internal capabilities 

that are ought to be externally represented. Furthermore, the greatness of the Russian state that 

refers to the concept of ‘Derzhavnost’ has been instrumental in directing foreign policy 

decision making in areas such as Ukraine, where the historical identity and a greater role for 

Russia have been highlighted. Moreover, the research has paid particular attention to the 

conceptualization of an imaginative community, termed as ‘Russian World’ that when coupled 

with the rest of Russian foreign policy architectural elements, produces a new relationship of 

knowledge, power and geography. 

 

Considering the aforementioned elements and concepts, the engagement of Russian foreign 

policy in Ukraine renders several perspectives that Russia has developed in regards to the 

country and Crimea. In specific, the fact that Russian decision makers have pointed to 

violations of the state’s sovereign democratic status that have resulted in an insecure 

environment for Russian nationals, is decidedly critical. The direction of defending an 

imaginative community sharing historical, social, and religious characteristics with Russia has 

been described from Russian officials as a necessary step. Thus, the Russian annexation of the 

Crimean Peninsula and the broader Russian external action in the Ukrainian crisis, has showed 

Russian willingness and “Great Power” duty to protect Russophones through any means, 

including the Russian Black Sea Fleet whose projection of power has been deemed significant. 

 

By focusing, through the lenses of a critical geopolitical perspective, on social, historical, 

religious factors, the research has laid down a general course for analyzing Russian foreign 

policy in regards to countries that Russia perceives as fraternal and brotherly neighboring, such 

as Ukraine. It is extremely important to consider all-encompassing policies and perspectives 

when reviewing the Annexation of Crimea. In order to do so, such a dissident approach should 

be coupled with a proper discourse analysis that would construct a methodology essential for 

avoiding ‘perfect storms’ and the harvesting of insecurity in the future. 
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Appendix: Overview of Primary sources – discourse analysis 
 

# Date Title  

1.  

 

19 February 2014 

 

Dmitry Medvedev sent his greetings to organizers and guests 

at the 4th Russkiy Mir Assembly  

2.  20 February 2014 

 

Answer by the Russian Foreign Minister, Sergey Lavrov, to 

the question from the mass media about the situation in 

Ukraine, during the press conference summarizing the results 

of the negotiations with the Iraqi Foreign Minister, Hoshyar 

Zebari, Baghdad, 

3.  20 February 2014 

 

Vladimir Putin had telephone conversations with German 

Chancellor Angela Merkel and British Prime Minister David 

Cameron. 

4.  21 February 2014 Comment by the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

5.  24 February 2014  

 

Statement by the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

regarding the events in Ukraine 

6.  27 February 2014  Comment by the Information and Press Department of the 

Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs regarding the situation 

in Ukraine 

7.  1 March 2014 

 

Vladimir Putin submitted an appeal to the Council 

of Federation of the Federal Assembly of the Russian 

Federation. 

8.  3 March 2014 

 

Russian option to send troops is only to protect human rights 

– Lavrov 

9.  3 March 2014 

 

Statement by the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

regarding the statements by the US Secretary of State about 

the situation in Ukraine 

10.  3 March 2014 

 

Comment by the Information and Press Department of the 

Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs regarding the question 

put by the mass media about the statement of the NATO 

Council on the situation in Ukraine 

11.  4 March 2014 

 

Vladimir Putin answered journalists’ questions 

on the situation in Ukraine 

12.  5 March 2014 

 

Speech by the Russian Foreign Minister, Sergey Lavrov, and 

his answers to questions from the mass media during the 

press conference summarising the results of the negotiations 

with the Spanish Minister of Foreign Affairs and 

Cooperation, José Manuel García-Margallo 

13.  6 March 2014 

 

Comment by the official representative of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of Russia, Alexander Lukashevich, regarding 

the “statements of facts” by the U.S. Department of State 

about the situation in Ukraine 
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14.  6 March 2014 Comment for the mass media by the Russian Foreign 

Minister, Sergey Lavrov, summarising the results of his 

meeting with the US Secretary of State, John Kerry, Rome, 6 

March 2014 

15.  7 March 2014 

 

Comment by the Information and Press Department of the 

Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs regarding the situation 

in Ukraine 

16.  7 March 2014 

 

Reply by the official representative of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of Russia, Alexander Lukashevich, to the 

question by the mass media regarding the decision of NATO 

to suspend cooperation with Russia because of the situation 

in Ukraine 

17.  8 March 2014 

 

Speech by the Russian Foreign Minister, Sergey Lavrov, and 

his answers to questions from the mass media during the 

press conference summarising the results of the negotiations 

with the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Tajikistan, Sirodjidin 

Aslov, Moscow 

18.  11 March 2014 

 

Comment by the Information and Press Department of the 

Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs on the situation with the 

mass media in Ukraine 

19.  14 March 2014 

 

Introductory speech by the Russian Foreign Minister, Sergey 

Lavrov, and his answers to questions from the mass media 

during the press conference summarising the results of 

negotiations with the US Secretary of State, John Kerry, 

London 

20.  15 March 2014 

 

Statement by the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

regarding the events in Ukraine  

21.  15 March 2014 

 

Comments from the Information and Press Department of 

the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs regarding the voting 

on the draft resolution concerning the situation in Ukraine in 

the UN Security Council 

22.  17 March 2014 

 

Phone conversation between the Russian Foreign Minister, 

Sergey Lavrov, and the US Secretary of State, John Kerry 

23. 2 18 March 2014 

 

Vladimir Putin addressed State Duma deputies, Federation 

Council members, heads of Russian 

regions and civil society representatives in the Kremlin 

24.  18 March 2014 

 

Comment by the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

regarding the situation in Ukraine 

25.  19 March 2014 

 

Phone conversation between the Russian Foreign Minister, 

Sergey Lavrov, and the US Secretary of State, John Kerry 
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26. 2 20 March 2014 

 

Comment by the Information and Press Department of the 

Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs regarding the visit of the 

President of the European Council, Herman Van Rompuy, to 

Russia, which did not take place 

27.  20 March 2014 

 

Speech by the Russian Foreign Minister, Sergey Lavrov, and 

his answers to questions from 

deputies during the plenary session of the State Duma of the 

Russian Federation, Moscow 

28.  20 March 2014 

 

Phone conversation between the Russian Foreign Minister, 

Sergey Lavrov, and the US Secretary 

of State, John Kerry 

29.  20 March 2014 

 

Introductory speech by the Russian Foreign Minister, Sergey 

Lavrov, at the meeting with representatives of the Russian 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the constituent entities of the 

Federation 

30.  21 March 2014 

 

Speech by the Russian Foreign Minister, Sergey Lavrov, and 

his answers to questions from 

deputies during the 349th extraordinary session of the 

Federation Council of the Federal 

Assembly of the Russian Federation 

31.  22 March 2014 

 

Comment by the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

regarding the decision about the 

deployment of the OSCE’s monitoring mission in Ukraine 

32.  28 March 2014 

 

Comment by the Information and Press Department of the 

Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs regarding the situation 

around national minorities residing in Ukraine 

33.  2 April 2014 

 

Comment by the Information and Press Department of the 

Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs regarding actions of the 

Right Sector in Ukraine 

34.  14 May 2014 Interview of the Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov to 

“Bloomberg TV”, Moscow 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.mid.ru/en/web/guest/kommentarii_predstavitelya/-/asset_publisher/MCZ7HQuMdqBY/content/id/68642
http://www.mid.ru/en/web/guest/kommentarii_predstavitelya/-/asset_publisher/MCZ7HQuMdqBY/content/id/68642
http://www.mid.ru/en/web/guest/kommentarii_predstavitelya/-/asset_publisher/MCZ7HQuMdqBY/content/id/68642
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