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Global politics 

Is Russia the most significant 
threat to global security? 
While China is considered to be a significant global player (see pp. 18–21 of the magazine), it is often 
analysed alongside Russia. In this article the extent to which Russia is a significant threat to global 
peace and security will be assessed. 

Part of a multipolar system 
The USSR was formerly considered a great power, and during the Cold War was one-half of a bipolar 
world system. Where Russia now fits into categorisations of nation-states is open to question. If the 
world has moved towards a multipolar system, then Russia can be considered a great power, 
alongside China, India and Brazil. 

The nature and structural dynamics of multipolarity can lead to global conflict and instability through 
anarchic multipolarity, and the implications of the revival of Russia could mean a shift to a new Cold 
War that sees Russia pitted against the West. This is exacerbated by Russian expansionism into the 
Ukraine and Georgia that the West failed to prevent or reverse. In this multipolar model, it is clear that 
the balance of power has shifted eastwards, and the decline of the USA as a hegemon has been 
counterbalanced by the presence of Russia in both Europe and Syria. This has implications for global 
peace and security. 

Interference in foreign elections 
One way in which Russia threatens global peace and security is by interfering in the sovereignty of 
other nation states, not just through the use of military power but also through the internet. After 
Donald Trump’s election as US president in 2016, claims were made about Russian interference — 
that social media streams were manipulated and that there was hacking of the Democratic National 
Committee. There are ongoing investigations into alleged interference in the 2016 referendum to 
withdraw the UK from the European Union. 

Nationalism and the power of Putin 
In a speech made at the Kremlin in December 2014, the president of Russia, Vladimir Putin, said:  

‘If for many European countries, sovereignty and national pride are forgotten concepts and a 
luxury, then for the Russian Federation a true sovereignty is an absolutely necessary condition 
of its existence. I want to stress: either we will be sovereign, or we will dissolve in the world.’ 

This nationalistic pride and loyalty to the nation state above anything else is what Putin conceives as 
at the root of Russia’s global power and dominance. This is further enhanced by his own position. 
Having been president or prime minister of Russia since 1999, he won the 2018 presidential election 
with more than 76% of the vote. His term will last until 2024, although he has said that he will not run 
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for president again. To celebrate his victory in 2018 he used both hard and soft power, with the 
opening of a bridge to Crimea, confirming Russian control of the area, and the opening of the FIFA 
World Cup, which took place in Russia for the first time and acted as a platform for national unity and 
pride. 

Economic power 
Although Russia has modernised its economy by making concessions to the market, a significant 
element of state control has been retained or re-imposed. Russia has benefited from having an 
excellent supply of oil and gas, the profits of which have brought about an economic revival. The 
country has used this supply as a form of hard power, with the cutting off of gas to Ukraine in 2009. 
which also cut off supplies to countries in southeastern Europe. There have been further oil and gas 
disputes with Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova and Belarus. Energy has become a political weapon, with 
Russia using its position as the dominant supplier of natural gas to Europe to blackmail or to gain a 
potential hold over Europe. 

Military power and sovereign self-interest 
Military spending has grown significantly in Russia, which has allowed the country to use hard military 
power to fulfil its objectives. Russia attacked Georgia in 2008, to ensure that Georgia was re-
established within the Russian zone of influence, after Georgia has shown ambitions to join the EU 
and NATO. In 2014, Russia annexed Crimea from Ukraine, a clear infringement of the sovereignty of 
another state. Russia has also given military support to President Assad in Syria, enabling him to hang 
on to power during the civil war there. 

Soft power 
RT, formerly called Russia Today, is a television network that is state-controlled and funded by the 
Russian government. It provides TV channels and internet content in a number of European 
languages as well as Arabic and Russian. By doing so, it provides an alternative to Western media 
outlets, and can therefore challenge Western narratives and advance a positive image of Russia. 

Membership of international organisations 
Russia occupies a permanent seat on the UN security council, with the power of veto. This is a 
significant expression of Russia’s power and capacity to address global peace and security. Russia 
was suspended from the G7/8 due to the annexation of Crimea in 2014 and declared that it had left 
permanently in 2017. Some members of the G8 would welcome Russia’s return. 

The impact of COVID-19 
While it is too soon to assess the impact of the pandemic on individual nation-states and the world 
system, it certainly may have a significant impact. In February 2021 the director general of the 
Estonian Intelligence Agency said: 

‘The coronavirus epidemic hasn’t diminished the actions and ambitions of Putin’s regime. On 
the contrary, we can see how there is an attempt to utilise the pandemic to reap gains for 
(Russia’s) domestic and foreign policy.’ 
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Conclusion 
Although Russia has successfully used hard power to achieve military and economic goals, these 
have pushed the country out of dialogue channels with the West and have led to suspension from the 
G8. The extent to which Putin sees this as a price worth paying is to be assessed. Further, the fact 
that Russia has been allowed to advance these goals with limited redress suggests that it is now a key 
power in a multipolar world system. This could lead to an anarchic period, as the country seeks to 
expand its influence in Eastern Europe and the Middle East, with China doing the same in the Pacific 
region. 

Activity 
Research the following: 

1. The poisoning, arrest and sentencing of the opposition leader Alexei Navalny in 2020–21. 

2. The poisoning of Sergei Skripal, an ex-spy, in Salisbury in March 2018 and the subsequent 
expulsion of 23 Russian spies from the UK. 

What do these events tell us about how Russia operates both internationally and domestically? Do 
these events suggest that Russia is a significant threat to global peace and security? 
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