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A	review	essay	by	Carl	Scott1	

	
Russia’s	economy	may	be	mired	in	stagnation,	 its	 institutions	dysfunctional,	 its	 infrastructure	limited	and	
decrepit,	its	governance	authoritarian	and	corrupt.	But	President	Putin	is	fulfilling	his	promise	to	put	Russia	
at	the	centre	of	global	affairs.	Russia	may	be	struggling	with	identity	and	legitimacy	in	the	aftermath	of	the	
collapse	of	Empire,	it	may	be	seeking	to	overcome	the	humiliation	of	Cold	War	defeat	–	but	it	is	certainly	
resurgent,	and	many	senior	officials	and	politicians	across	the	Euro-Atlantic	community	accuse	the	Russian	
leadership	of	seeking	to	tear	up	the	international	rule	book,	and	undermine	the	liberal	rules-based	order.	
	
Since	Russia’s	annexation	of	Crimea	in	early	2014	many	have	argued,	albeit	contentiously,	that	the	Russian	
military	leadership	has	designed	and	tailored	a	new	form	of	warfare	–	so-called	“hybrid	warfare”	–	which	
poses	a	serious	threat	to	the	Euro-Atlantic	community.	And	despite	much	international	criticism,	Russian	
armed	 forces	 have	 sustained	 their	 operations	 in	 Syria,	 by	 December	 2017	 even	 claiming	 victory.	 Putin	
stands	accused	of	interference	in	the	domestic	affairs	of	democracies,	and	bending	foreign	politicians	and	
populations	 to	 his	 will	 by	 manipulating	 a	 new	 palette	 of	 weaponised	 technologies.	 How	 true	 is	 this	
characterisation?	How	should	and	could	we	react	to	the	challenge	of	a	revisionist	state	with	no	respect	for	
truth,	who	has	studied	our	vices	and	plays	them	back	with	conviction?	In	particular,	what	should	we	make	
of	Russia’s	revitalised	military	and	security	capabilities?		
	
This	 essay	 reviews	 two	 recent	 publications	 from	 the	 United	 States	 Defence	 sector	 that	 reflect	 on	 this	
problem	at	very	different	levels.	The	first,	produced	by	the	Defence	Intelligence	Agency	(DIA),	and	entitled	
Russia	 Military	 Power	 2017.	 Building	 a	 Military	 to	 Support	 Great	 Power	 Aspirations,	 is	 a	 strategic	
assessment,	objective	and	considered,	of	the	tools	at	the	Kremlin’s	disposal.	The	second,	produced	by	the	
Asymmetric	Warfare	Group	in	Fort	Meade	and	entitled	the	Russian	New	Generation	Warfare	Handbook,	
is	drawn	from	the	experience	of	 irregular	warfare	in	Ukraine,	set	at	the	tactical	 level,	and	considers	how	
each	soldier	must	fight.	In	short,	it	prepares	the	US	Army	for	war,	uncomfortable	as	that	notion	may	be.	
	
Russia	Military	Power	–	Building	a	military	to	support	great	power	aspirations	
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In	1981	Caspar	Weinberger	commissioned	the	publication	of	annual	summaries	of	the	challenges	faced	by	
the	United	States	and	her	allies:	 ‘to	provide	America’s	 leaders,	 the	national	 security	community	and	the	
public	 a	 complete	 and	 accurate	 view	of	 the	 threat’.	 Though	production	of	 this	 document	 ceased	 in	 the	
early	 1990s,	 the	DIA	 has	 decided	 to	 resurrect	 this	 annual	 assessment	 ‘to	 foster	 a	 dialogue	 between	US	
leaders,	the	national	security	community,	partner	nations,	and	the	public,	about	the	challenges	we	face	in	
the	 21st	 Century’.	 It	 is	 a	 vestige	 of	 an	 age	 many	 thought	 had	 passed,	 and	 a	 symbol	 that	 the	 Russian	
Federation	has	achieved	its	purpose	under	the	current	administration:	to	be	a	voice	that	must	be	heard.	
	
Lieutenant	General	Stewart,	USMC,	the	DIA’s	Director,	opens	the	work	by	quoting	Vladimir	Putin’s	address	
to	 the	Russian	Federal	Assembly	on	18	March	2014,	 following	 the	annexation	of	Crimea,	 in	which	Putin	
argued	that	the	US	has	no	respect	 for	 international	 law,	but	acts	by	strength	alone,	and	arguing	that	US	
exceptionalism	 is	 unwarranted,	 or	 at	 least,	 is	 not	 the	 sole	 right	 of	 the	 US.	 In	 a	 sentence,	 LTG	 Stewart	
summarises	the	distinctive	nature	of	the	contemporary	Russian	threat:	‘its	powerful	military,	coupled	with	
the	actual	or	perceived	threat	of	intervention	allows	its	whole-of-government	efforts	to	resonate	widely’.	
In	this	opening,	appreciating	the	political	character	of	war,	Stewart	notes	a	resurgent,	aggressive	Russia,	
which	poses	 a	 threat	 to	prosperity	 and	 the	post-war	 security	 consensus.	His	 characterisation	of	Russian	
operations	as	‘whole	of	government’,	rightly	identifies	the	nature	of	the	power,	an	advantage	apparently	
enjoyed	by	this	putative	adversary.	
	
A	comprehensive	historical	overview	then	sets	the	context	for	the	evolution	of	Russian	arms,	the	‘thorns’	
that	 prompted	 the	 major	 investment	 in	 modernising	 military	 capability.	 The	 references	 to	 the	
concentration	of	nuclear	capability	on	Russian	soil	following	the	collapse	of	the	Soviet	Union	gives	pause	
for	thought.	Seen	as	a	necessity	by	the	prevailing	powers,	how	much	regret	has	it	caused	those	who	must	
now	live	without	that	existential	guarantee,	alongside	a	neighbour	who	seems	to	respect	 little	else?	The	
Ukrainians,	 it	 could	 be	 said,	 have	 been	 rewarded	 by	 invasion,	 unprotected	 by	 recourse	 to	 treaty	 or	
international	norms.	This	brief	history	seeds	a	question	 for	 the	 future,	 for	Russia	 in	 its	current	 form	 is	a	
fragile,	 inherently	unstable	state:	should	 it	collapse	under	 the	weight	of	 its	own	contradictions	a	second	
time,	how	will	that	power	be	concentrated?	Will	the	global	community	insist	on	a	second	successor	state	
to	inherit	the	nuclear	arsenal?	
	
The	 era	 of	 humiliation	 and	 loss	 following	 the	 failure	 of	 the	 Soviet	 experiment	 was	 far	 from	 militarily	
inactive.	In	the	chaos	of	transition,	the	Russian	Federation	was	reliant	on	nuclear	deterrence,	conferring,	it	
was	believed,	status	as	well	as	protection	on	the	infant	state.	Until	the	NATO	operations	in	the	Balkans,	in	
particular	 the	 bombing	 of	 Beograd,	 when	 President	 Yeltsin	 discovered	 these	 weapons	 were	 ultimately	
unusable,	as	they	could	not	be	scaled	and	thus	lacked	credibility.	This	loss	of	status	set	the	conditions	for	
some	of	 his	 successor’s	more	 controversial	 behaviour:	 constant	 recourse	 to	 the	 threat	 of	 nuclear	 arms,	
investing	 in	 extensive	 modernisation	 and	 more	 flexible	 doctrine	 for	 their	 employment,	 intended	 to	
reinforce	deterrence	credibility	and	restore	that	status.	
	
There	was	a	keen	understanding	in	Moscow	of	the	need	for	comprehensive	military	reform,	but	an	inability	
to	penetrate	the	vested	interests	and	institutional	resistance	essential	for	systemic	change.	The	Ministry	of	
Defence	proved	unable	to	implement	the	necessary	transformation,	except	in	minor	detail,	driven	by	the	
hard	lessons	of	Chechnya.	This	was	not	tailored	evolution,	but	the	stitching	of	patches	onto	the	shroud	of	
the	Red	Army.	
	
Ultimately	 it	 was	 a	 military	 victory	 that	 precipitated	 the	 defining	 crisis,	 allowing	 the	 Presidential	
Administration	 to	 initiate	 significant	 change.	 That	 crisis	was	 the	humiliating	 victory	 in	Georgia	 in	August	
2008,	a	war	fought	in	chaos,	largely	by	the	few	competent	training	staff	who	could	be	brought	bear	on	a	
minor	Caucasian	nation,	uncoordinated,	commanded	over	cell	phones.	
	
The	“New	Look”	Russian	Armed	Forces	which	emerged	was	composed	of	fully	manned	high-readiness	units	
in	place	of	the	skeletal	mobilisation	forces	of	the	Red	Army.	Divisions	became	Brigades,	at	least	on	paper.	



The	allocation	of	officer	numbers	proved	a	telling	indicator	of	the	journey,	as	the	historical	350,000	fell	to	a	
planned	150,000	before	settling	on	a	manageable	220,000.	The	aspiration	for	425,000	contract	soldiers	to	
provide	the	professional	backbone	of	the	Army	remains	a	challenge,	but	has	allowed	the	formation	of	units	
with	a	deployable,	experienced	core.		
	
Most	 importantly,	 the	 state	 armaments	 programme	 allocated	 £30	 billion	 a	 year	 for	 10	 years	 for	 new	
equipment,	 prioritising	 command	 and	 control,	 sensors,	 precision	 munitions	 and	 network	 capability,	 a	
radical	 departure	 from	 the	 massive	 holdings	 of	 legacy,	 low-accuracy,	 massed-effect	 weapons	 that	 had	
formed	the	reserves	of	the	conscript	army.	
	
The	 unwelcome	 reformer,	 Anatoliy	 Serdyukov,	 finally	 humiliated	 in	 2012	 by	 the	 interests	 that	 opposed	
him,	passed	the	project	on	to	an	adept	manager,	Sergei	Shoigu,	proven	in	years	of	service	to	the	state	as	
Minister	 for	 Emergency	 Situations	 (1991-2012),	 as	 a	 Deputy	 Prime	 Minister	 (2000)	 and	 as	 one	 of	 the	
leaders	of	the	United	Russia	party	(2001-2005),	to	be	capable	of	the	necessary	compromises	to	employ	and	
deploy	the	instrument.	It	has	proved	to	be	a	flexible,	responsive	weapon,	capable	of	the	spectrum	of	tasks	
demanded	by	the	current	operating	environment,	 including	intervention	at	ranges	that	demand	complex	
logistic	solutions.	Today’s	Russia	has	much	for	which	it	should	be	grateful	to	Serdyukov	and	General	Nikolai	
Makarov,	General	Gerasimov’s	predecessor	as	Chief	of	the	General	Staff.	
	
In	 summarising	 Russia’s	 threat	 perceptions,	 the	 authors	 note	 that	 it	 is	 the	 USA	 against	 which	 Russia	
measures	 itself.	Unusually,	 the	 authors	 avoid	 political	 polemic	 in	 a	 balanced	 characterisation	of	 Russian	
geopolitical	vision:	Westphalian,	non-interventionist,	with	Russia	positioned	as	a	key	interlocutor,	the	self-
identified	balance	to	reckless	Western	interventionism.	Thus:	
	

‘Moscow	seeks	to	promote	a	multi-polar	world	predicated	on	the	principles	of	respect	
for	state	sovereignty	and	non-interference	in	other	states’	internal	affairs,	the	primacy	
of	the	United	Nations,	and	a	careful	balance	of	power	preventing	one	state	or	group	
of	 states	 from	 dominating	 the	 international	 order.	 To	 support	 these	 great	 power	
ambitions,	Moscow	has	sought	 to	build	a	 robust	military	able	 to	project	power,	add	
credibility	 to	Russian	diplomacy,	and	ensure	 that	Russian	 interests	 can	no	 longer	be	
summarily	dis-	missed	without	consequence’.	

This	 passage	 touches	 on	 the	 curious	 sense	 of	 entitlement	 central	 to	 Russian	 thinking:	 the	 notion	 of	 a	
rightful	 place	 in	 the	 world	 to	 which	 every	 post-imperial	 power	 clings,	 excused,	 perhaps,	 by	 reckless	
Western	promotion	of	democracy,	forcing	a	political	framework	on	societies	ill-prepared	to	host	them.	If	a	
threat	is	composed	of	capability	and	intent,	Russia	may	well	be	threatened	by	US	capability,	but	it	ought	
not	 to	be	by	US	 intent.	Herein	 lies	a	 critical	 failure	 in	 communication	 that	exacerbates	 this	 friction,	and	
gives	rise	to	increasingly	volatile	politics:	the	lack	of	assurance.	Concerns	abound	over	an	American	hand,	
facilitated	by	the	internet	and	NGOs,	behind	colour	revolutions	and	the	Arab	Spring.	Whilst	it	is	not	clear	
that	 they	 are	 entirely	 wrong,	 it	 assumes	 a	 consistency	 in	 US	 foreign	 policy	 –	 and	 a	 competence	 in	 its	
execution	–	that	can	scarcely	be	imagined	in	the	present	era.			
	
The	 account	 of	 Moscow’s	 perceptions	 of	 its	 threats	 then	 touches	 on	 the	 other	 cause	 for	 the	 Syria	
deployment:	the	need	to	fight	the	Caucasus	War	at	a	safe	distance.	The	threat	of	domestic	instability	is	a	
key	concern	for	Moscow.	Publicly,	the	administration	appears	confident,	but	privately	it	plans	for	unrest.	
The	 National	 Guard,	 also	 known	 as	 Rosgvardia,	 was	 created	 from	 disparate	 existing	 Interior	 Ministry	
forces,	 drawing	 them	 together	 under	 direct	 control	 of	 the	 president.	 And	 the	 2015	 National	 Security	
Strategy,	acknowledging	that	all	war	is	primarily	cultural,	reinforces	distinct,	cohesive	national	identity	as	
the	 surest	 defence;	 using	 ‘nation	 building’	measures	 to	 reinforce	 identity	 and	 alienate	 the	 ‘other’.	 The	
Presidential	 Decree	 Number	 683	 of	 31	 December	 2015,	 for	 example,	 which	 established	 the	 Strategy,	
stresses	 (clause	 18)	 the	 increasing	 and	 unacceptable	 tendency	 of	 the	 West	 ‘to	 overthrow	 legitimate	
political	regimes’;	the	abuse	of	the	information	environment	to	further	national	goals	(clause	21)	and	the	



need	 for	measures	 to	 strengthen	 the	unity	of	Russian	 society,	 enhancing	 religious	 tolerance	and	accord	
between	the	peoples	of	the	Federation,	as	well	as	removing	divisive	economic	inequality,	to	counter	these	
external	pressures	(clause	26).	But	as	the	Strategy	also	makes	very	clear:	‘the	role	of	force	in	international	
relations	is	not	declining’	(clause	14)	so	a	capable,	employable	conventional	force	is	central	to	holding	the	
global	stage	–	playing	for	the	privileges	afforded	the	powerful.	
	
External	defence	relations	are	also	evaluated,	albeit	principally	to	note	that	arms	sales	are	the	key	issue	in	
the	current	environment,	where	self-interest	is	being	served,	rather	than	perpetuating	the	historical	Soviet	
charity	 in	arming	 its	allies.	The	passage	concludes	with	a	passing	 reference	 to	 the	economics	of	Russian	
militarism,	touching	a	correlation	between	energy	prices	and	Russian	military	activity.	
	
Having	 firmly	 established	 the	 context	 in	 which	 Russia	 must	 pursue	 its	 security	 goals,	 the	 next	 chapter	
addresses	the	doctrine	and	strategy	by	which	it	prepares	its	people	to	do	so.		Wisely,	the	doctrine	chapter	
is	subtitled	‘perceptions	of	modern	conflict’.	This	acknowledges	a	core	issue	in	Western	analysis	of	Russian	
thinking.	The	jaded	references	in	the	popular	discourse	to	a	putative	‘Gerasimov	Doctrine’	actually	refer	to	
a	Russian	account	of	how	the	West	appears	to	be	conducting	expeditionary	operations;	as	‘hybrid	warfare’	
is	a	contemporary	abbreviation	for	the	conduct	of	war	by	all	available	means,	a	far	from	novel	notion.	
	
The	analysis	is	firmly	rooted	in	the	development	of	Russian	strategic	culture,	following	an	evolutionary	trail	
from	the	1920s,	when	 theorists	 identified	 the	pivotal	early	phase	of	war	when	non-kinetic	 ‘shaping’	can	
dictate	the	course	of	a	conflict.	It	should	concern	Western	leaders	that	this	phase,	unhindered	by	alliance	
or	parliamentary	accountability,	 can	now	be	conducted	 in	milliseconds.	The	document	also	articulates	a	
key	 concept	 in	 Russian	 Strategic	 thought,	 deterrence	 as	 an	 active	 flexible	 process,	 across	 the	 capability	
spectrum,	not	an	established	condition	which,	once	funded,	can	be	ignored:		
	

‘The	 concepts	 of	 readiness,	 non-nuclear	 deterrence,	 and	 unacceptable	 damage	 are	
closely	 linked	 in	 Russian	 thinking;	 Russian	military	 leaders	 judge	 that	 a	 highly	 ready	
non-nuclear	 force,	 able	 to	 inflict	unacceptable	damage	on	an	aggressor	—	 including	
against	 its	economy	—	at	any	moment,	 is	 its	own	deterrent.	For	Moscow,	 the	word	
translated	as	 “deterrence”	 is	more	closely	 linked	 to	a	concept	of	active	 restraint,	or	
literally	 to	hold	back	something	moving	with	 force.	 In	 the	West,	deterrence	 is	often	
seen	as	an	established	condition,	whereas	 in	Moscow	it	 is	an	active,	 flexible	process	
that	continues	throughout	the	conflict	spectrum’.		

	
As	might	be	anticipated	from	a	nation	with	a	history	of	conflict	conducted	on	its	own	soil,	it	is	keenly	aware	
of	 the	 societal,	 cultural	 and	 political	 aspects	 of	 conflict,	 vice	 the	 anodyne	 deployment	 of	 technological	
resource	 in	 NATO	 states.	War	 is	 understood	 in	 the	 Kremlin	 as	 a	 contest	 of	 political	 resolve,	 a	 defining	
conclusion	drawn	from	the	wars	of	the	twentieth	century	which	the	West	struggles	to	absorb.	
	
In	looking	at	command	and	control,	the	authors	make	passing	reference	to	the	roles	of	select	presidential	
administration	 posts,	 but	 controversially	 characterise	 the	 National	 Defence	 Command	 Centre	 as	 a	
managerial	body,	a	coordinating	function.	This	underestimates	one	of	the	great	advances	of	Russian	cross-
governmental	conduct	of	conflict,	ignoring	the	operations	rooms	and	the	direct	command	functions	seated	
there,	 and	 the	 presence	 of	 the	 National	 Security	 Council	 and	 the	 Commander	 in	 Chief,	 neither	 much	
inclined	to	regional	coordinating	roles.	

Having	 established	 the	 context	 and	 the	 concept,	 the	 document	moves	 on	 to	 the	 capabilities	 fielded	 by	
Russia	 in	 pursuit	 of	 its	 security	 goals.	 The	 accounts	 of	 the	 roles	 of	 nuclear	 weapons	 and	 sub-surface	
maritime	 warfare	 seem	 limited,	 perhaps	 by	 constraints	 of	 classification,	 ignoring	 evolving	 capabilities,	
command	 and	 control	 arrangements	 and	 task-forcing	 for	 specific	 objectives,	 such	 as	 de-escalatory	 or	
demonstration	strikes	or	operations	intended	to	counter	the	threat	posed	by	US	Ballistic	Missile	Defence,	
or	 those	 intended	 to	 provide	 the	 hard	 backstop	 to	 information	 operations.	 In	 summarising	 Anti	



Area/Access	Denial	(A2/AD),	the	core	role	of	the	technology	is	scarcely	acknowledged:	raising	the	cost	of	
theatre	entry	to	preclude	early	intervention,	instead	focusing	only	on	the	air	defence	of	Russian	territory,	
though	 the	 chapter	 is	 salvaged	 by	 a	 concise,	 effective	 emphasis	 on	 Russia’s	 perspective	 on	 the	
militarisation	of	information	operations	in	War.	

Russia,	 it	seems,	clings	to	the	dream	of	air	power,	 though	the	Syrian	experience	may	have	modified	this	
utopian	view	of	aerial	bombardment:	‘Russian	doctrine,	down	to	the	present	day,	continues	to	emphasize	
that	 strategic	 objectives	 can	 be	 achieved	 with	 mass	 aerospace	 strikes	 early	 in	 a	 conflict	 with	 victory	
achieved	without	the	seizure	and	occupation	of	territory	by	forces’.	The	roots	of	Russian	fear	of	precision	
strike	emerge	from	the	writing	of	General	Nikolai	Ogarkov	in	1983,	who	anticipated	their	pivotal	role	in	the	
Soviet	concept	of	‘deep	battle’.	Operation	‘Desert	Storm’	served	as	a	practical	demonstration	of	the	utility	
of	 precision	 air	 power	 when	 deployed	 against	 a	 linear,	 Soviet-trained	 opponent,	 negating	 the	 mass	 of	
ground	 forces	 and	 leading	 to	 the	 increased	 emphasis	 on	 precision	 guided	munitions	 production	 in	 the	
Russian	2010-2015	capability	surge.	
	
Perhaps	 the	most	prominent	and	controversial	 emerging	 capability	 is	 in	 the	 cyber	 realm	where	 the	 two	
core	 elements	 of	 Russian	 information	 operations,	 the	 technical	 and	 the	 psychological,	 are	 deployed	 to	
achieve	 the	desired	effect:	 ‘The	weaponisation	of	 information	 is	a	key	aspect	of	Russia’s	 strategy	and	 is	
employed	 in	 time	 of	 peace,	 crisis,	 and	 war.	 In	 practice,	 information	 battles	 draw	 upon	 psychological	
warfare	tactics	and	techniques	from	the	Soviet	era	for	influencing	Western	societies’.	
	
The	 chapter	 goes	 on	 to	 incorporate	 practical	 examples	 from	 Crimea	 and	 Syria	 to	 illustrate	 doctrine,	
concepts	and	capabilities	with	clarity,	without	recourse	to	meaningless	obfuscation	or	novel	terms	which	
ignore	 the	 deep	 roots	 and	 evolutionary	 character	 of	 their	 approach	 to	 conflict.	 It	 provides	 a	 clear	 and	
valuable	summary	of	the	mechanisms	employed	 in	 ‘information	confrontation’.	 Indirect	action	 is	treated	
realistically,	 stressing	 its	 evolutionary	 character	 from	 extant	 Soviet	 operational	 planning,	 rather	 than	
seeking	recourse	to	spurious	novelty.	

The	character	of	force	deployments	and	systems	used	in	Syria	is	understood	to	be	‘messaging	the	West’,	
but	 ought	 also	 to	 include	 messaging	 domestic	 audiences,	 client	 states	 and	 potential	 customers,	 all	 of	
whom	have	benefitted	from	the	relentless	publicity	surrounding	Russian	technology	at	war.	

In	an	excellent	summary	(‘A	Modernizing	Force’),	the	authors	address	the	hurdles,	and	the	successes,	that	
Russia	has	negotiated	 to	develop	an	armed	 force	 to	match	 its	geopolitical	aspirations,	 the	 lessons	 it	has	
learnt,	from	its	own	history	and	thinking,	as	well	as	through	close	observation	of	 its	peers	and	how	they	
engage	in	conflict.	

The	document	concludes	with	a	series	of	concise	and	very	practical	appendices,	to	list	the	scale	of	forces	
available	in	each	class	of	equipment,	emphasizing	the	conceptual	continuity	in	evolving	structures,	where	
the	debate	between	Division	and	Brigade	has	been	largely	superseded	by	the	more	flexible	adaptable	force	
package	evolved	 in	Afghanistan	and	Ukraine.	The	core	deployable	entity,	 the	Battalion	Task	Group,	with	
their	 core	of	 professional	 troops,	 now	exercised	 regularly.	 The	 key	message	 is	 clear:	 ‘the	 contemporary	
Russian	 ground	 forces	 pose	 a	 serious	 challenge	 to	 U.S.	 military	 planners,	 and	 they	 should	 be	 seen	 as	
neither	a	simple	continuation	of	past	Soviet	practices,	nor	an	entirely	new	force	employing	entirely	new	
military	concepts,	but	a	highly	nuanced	and	adaptive	combination	of	both.’		

It	is,	inevitably,	a	flawed	and	problematic	expansion.	The	sanctions	on	Russia	–	and	the	cutting	of	defence	
industry	trade	with	Ukraine	–	inhibit	both	the	development	of	truly	competitive,	efficient	technologies	and	
the	modernization	 of	 equipment,	 and	 the	 imbalance	 of	 government	 spending	 starves	 the	 population	 of	
infrastructure	and	commercial	economic	development.	As	the	document	notes:		

‘Challenges,	 partly	 due	 to	 Western	 sanctions,	 have	 slowed	 production	 for	 some	
weapons	and	equipment.	Russian	industry’s	dependence	on	weapons	production,	the	



depreciation	 of	 the	 ruble,	 and	 growing	 interest	 rates	 on	 industrial	 loans,	which	 are	
used	 to	 finance	 facility	 modernization	 and	 production	 expenses,	 have	 increased	
business	 costs	 for	 Russian	 defense	 rms.	 	 Russian	 economists	 have	warned	 that	 the	
resulting	imbalance	between	civilian	and	military	spending	could	be	problematic.’		

Questions	might	 reasonably	 be	 posed	 of	 the	 document.	 The	 section	 on	A2/AD,	 for	 instance,	 elaborates	
some	of	the	background	to	Russian	approaches	to	this,	and	discusses	some	of	the	capabilities.	But	this	is	at	
a	 rather	 basic	 level,	 offering,	 for	 instance,	 the	 insight	 that	 ‘(B)ased	 on	 insight	 gleaned	 from	 studies	 of	
warfare	since	1991,	Russia	would	seek	to	limit	the	capability	of	an	adversary	to	conduct	aerospace	strikes	
on	its	territory’.	What	else	might	the	authors	of	this	document	have	expected	the	Russians	to	do?	

More	 importantly,	 it	 does	 not	 illuminate	 how	 such	 ‘Russian	 strategy’	 for	 A2/AD	 might	 work	 when	
conducted	by	actual	Russians,	based	on	Russian	military	thinking,	and	how	it	might	fit	with	what	else	was	
also	going	on	at	the	time?	How	does	so-called	A2/AD,	a	US	doctrinal	concept,	look	from	the	Russian	side?	
To	 what	 extent	 can	 we	 –	 productively	 –	 impose	 or	 transpose	 this	 concept	 onto	 Russian	 thinking?	 Or,	
better,	what	Russian	language	terms	and	concepts	would	be	more	appropriate	in	 illuminating	how	these	
capabilities	might	be	used?		

Similarly,	questions	might	be	posed	of	the	analysis	of	the	priorities	of	Russian	naval	modernization,	as	they	
might	 of	 the	 Russian	 leadership’s	 ability	 actually	 to	 achieve	 the	 “whole-of-government	 efforts”	 that	
General	Stewart	suggests	Russia	generates.	Like	other	capitals,	Moscow	often	struggles	to	coordinate	all	
the	 different	 aspects	 of	 its	 government.	 Furthermore,	 the	 editing	 of	 the	 document,	 which	 –	 given	 its	
importance,	 and	 the	 resources	 that	 must	 have	 gone	 into	 producing	 it	 –	 seems	 in	 places	 curiously	
lackadaisical.	

Equally,	 the	 document	 is	 much	 better	 sourced	 than	 many	 similar	 texts,	 official	 or,	 for	 that	 matter,	
analytical.	 Indeed,	 there	 are	 661	 footnotes,	 only	 a	 few	 of	 which	 might	 be	 classed	 as	 contentious	 or	
specious,	 and	 many	 of	 them	 indicate	 that	 this	 analysis	 seeks	 to	 draw	 both	 on	 substantive	 analytical	
Western	work,	and,	of	course	more	importantly,	Russian	sources	and	Russian	official	documentation.	

In	 all,	 therefore,	 this	 excellent	 primer	 provides	 a	 balanced	 and	 clear-eyed	 appraisal	 of	 Russia’s	
contemporary	 armed	 forces	 –	 devoid	 of	 the	 shamanism	 of	 ‘Putinology’	 or	 reliance	 on	 spurious	 novel	
concepts,	such	as	the	brittle	and	prematurely	fatigued	“Hybrid	Warfare”.	It	is	essential	reading	for	anyone	
wishing	 to	understand	 the	 current	 state	of	 the	Russian	Armed	 Forces,	 their	 capability	 and	organization,	
perhaps,	more	 importantly,	 it	 shows	where	 they	 came	 from	 and	 how,	 so	 that	 we	might	 project,	more	
reliably,	 where	 they	 are	 going	 next.	 The	 aspiration	 that	 lay	 behind	 this	 work	 is	 a	 return	 to	 informed	
discussion	of	 the	challenges	we	 face,	a	discussion	amongst	 leaders,	allies	and	practitioners,	 informed	by	
accurate,	objective	and	reliable	information.	It	entirely	meets	this	worthy	objective.	

Russian	New	Generation	Warfare	Book	–	Asymmetric	Warfare	Group	
	
It	 could	 be	 said	 that	 in	 every	 way	 that	 the	 DIA’s	 summary	 of	 Russian	 Military	 Power	 succeeds,	 the	
Asymmetric	Warfare	Group’s	approach	to	Russia	fails.	 It	begins	with	the	assertion,	 far	 from	proven,	that	
the	US	 Army	 is	 the	 best	 tactical	 level	 counter-insurgency	 force	 of	 the	modern	 era.	 It	 then	 proceeds	 to	
define	Russia	as	the	enemy	of	the	USA,	an	assumption	that	may	not	meet	with	approval	in	the	Oval	Office,	
and	 a	 diplomatic	 error	 that	 could	 prove	 self-fulfilling.	 It	 concludes	 its	 faltering	 opening	 passage	 with	 a	
definition	of	the	task	before	it	–	to	examine	the	tactics	used	by	Russia	in	Ukraine	to	draw	lessons	for	the	US	
Army	in	the	conflict	the	manual	assumes	to	be	imminent.	Herein	lies	the	core	problem:	both	manuals	were	
written	at	different	 levels,	 for	different	audiences.	Gone	are	 the	strategic	and	political	awareness	of	 the	
DIA,	 the	 need	 to	manage	 alliance	 sensitivities,	 or,	 indeed,	 to	 avoid	 pointless	 provocation	 of	 a	 potential	
adversary.	 The	 audience	 for	 this	 manual	 is	 the	 common	 soldier,	 and	 it	 should	 be	 judged,	 with	 all	 its	
limitations,	by	this	metric.	



It	would	be	all	too	easy	to	discount	this	manual	for	its	flaws,	the	disjointed	character	of	a	document	herded	
into	a	hurried	volume,	with	just	a	couple	of	external	subject	matter	specialists	as	cited	sources,	and	sewn	
together	with	some	stentorian	rhetoric	about	the	responsibilities	of	 leaders	to	 ‘burn	the	midnight	oil’	 to	
educate	 themselves	 to	 instruct	 their	 soldiers	 properly	 so	 that	 they	 may	 not	 die	 needlessly	 on	 the	
battlefield.	

It	is	weak	in	places,	but	it	is	also	a	very	necessary	step.	Its	sourcing	is	intentionally	different:	it	draws	on	the	
experience	of	Ukrainian	 soldiers	 (and	 the	observations,	 presumably,	 of	US	personnel	who	have	been	 to	
Ukraine	 as	 trainers),	 and	 it	 seeks	 to	 understand	 the	 lessons	 the	 US	 Army	 must	 learn	 to	 recover	 the	
advantages	it	has	historically	enjoyed	over	its	peer	group	rivals.	At	worst,	it	is	guilty	of	cheer-leading.	Yet	at	
best	 it	captures	the	very	real	concerns	of	a	generation	of	soldiers	who	have	been	equipped,	trained	and	
experienced	 in	 counter-insurgency	operations	 in	 the	 third	world,	but	who	have	 forgotten	 the	 lessons	of	
their	forbears,	to	manage	the	scale	and	intensity	of	peer	conflict	amongst	technologically	and	doctrinally	
advanced	 nations.	 As	 it	 says	 on	 the	 front	 cover,	 it	 is	 a	 ‘handbook	 for	 US	 Army	 formations	 to	 increase	
awareness	of	Russian	tactics,	near-peer	capabilities,	and	current	US	non-material	solutions	to	mitigate	the	
threat	posed	by	Russian	proxies’.			

It	 is	 also	 an	 indication	 of	 the	 very	 adaptability	 that	 allowed	 the	US	 Army	 to	 progress	 to	 victory	 after	 a	
flawed	opening	in	North	Africa	during	the	Second	World	War,	or	during	the	early	days	of	deployment	into	
unfamiliar	 territory	 in	 pursuit	 of	 counter-terrorist	 objectives.	 	 The	 US	 Army	 is	 an	 institution	 capable	 of	
learning:	it	learns	faster	than	its	peers,	and	in	developing	this	manual	it	seeks,	quite	rightly,	to	allow	young	
officers	and	their	wards	to	learn	before	it	becomes	necessary,	before	blood	is	spilt.	

The	 premise	 on	 which	 the	 document	 is	 founded	 is	 heartfelt	 and	 realistic:	 years	 of	 counter-insurgency	
operations	have	degraded	US	ability	to	fight	peer	conflict.	Concern	over	the	shaping	of	equipment	and	the	
loss	 of	 combat	 experience	will	 leave	 the	US,	 and	 her	 dependent	 allies,	 ill-prepared	 and	 inappropriately	
structured	 to	 face	 a	 resurgent	 Russia	 that	 is	 relearning	 the	 role	 and	 effectiveness	 of	 massed	 fires	 in	
warfare.	

Old	 tropes	 reappear	 that	undermine	 the	effort:	 ambiguity	over	 the	 training	and	 competence	of	Russian	
soldiers,	and	the	Russian	view	of	War	as	a	science,	not	as	an	art.	The	“Gerasimov	Doctrine”	features,	but	
shorn	of	the	qualifications	that	might	make	it	more	credible	as	analysis	rather	than	a	rallying	cry	(the	so-
called	“Gerasimov	doctrine”,	of	course,	does	not	exist	in	Russian	military	thinking).	Peculiarly,	it	seems	to	
accuse	Russia	of	seeking	regime	change	as	an	objective	in	war,	mirroring	a	Russian	observation	of	the	US	
wars	of	intervention	of	the	late	twentieth	and	early	twenty-first	centuries.	The	passage	on	the	use	of	proxy	
forces	 and	 local	 populations	 is	 curiously	 prejudiced,	 suggesting	 that	 Russia	 can	 only	 coerce	 the	 local	
population	to	serve	 its	 interest,	 in	contrast	to	the	US	model,	which	may	be	to	 liberate,	empower	or	arm	
and	 train	 a	 willing	 partner	 in	 shaping	 the	 human	 landscape.	 The	 Russians	 do	 not,	 we	 are	 told,	 count	
casualties	amongst	local	or	contracted	forces,	though	it	is	not	clear	that	we	have	done	so	either.	

The	 authors	 celebrate	US	 superiority	 in	manoeuvre	warfare,	 the	 precision	 and	detail	 in	which	 it	 can	be	
executed,	then	warn	of	the	inevitable	degradation	of	that	capability	as	Russia	closes	down	the	electronic	
environment,	 accelerates	 hostile	 targeting	 and	 shatters	 the	 customary	 US	 shield	 of	 air	 superiority,	
identifying	the	inevitable	frailty	of	that	advantage	as	potentially	hostile	capabilities	evolve	in	response.		

Russia’s	 use	 of	 irregular	 force	 structures,	 borne	 out	 of	 observing	US	 intervention	 operations	 employing	
local	forces,	private	military	companies	and	regional	allies,	is	well	captured,	but	presented	with	a	curious	
bias.	Fascinating	vignettes	draw	on	the	experience	of	warfare	 in	Ukraine,	such	as	the	hexa-copter	attack	
drone:	cheap,	unproven,	unhardened,	and	yet	achieving	significant	effect.	Another	true	note	echoes	from	
the	conflict	in	Donbas:		
		

‘In	Russian	military	culture,	artillery	 is	called	 the	“God	of	War”	Whereas	 ‘U.S.	 forces	
rely	 on	 artillery	 to	 support	 maneuver,	 the	 Russians	 take	 the	 opposite	 approach:	



maneuver	 supports	 artillery.	 Artillery	 is	 the	 decisive	 finishing	 arm	 for	 the	 Russian	
Army.	BTGs	are	mostly	used	to	secure	ground	so	that	artillery	forces	can	be	effectively	
emplaced	and	employed	against	enemy	forces.’	

The	reference	to	artillery	represents	a	point	of	continuity	 in	the	midst	of	considerable	conjecture.	 In	this	
passage	 examining	 the	 counter-point	 between	 snipers,	 herding	 and	 fixing	 opponents,	 and	 the	mass	 of	
artillery	called	in	on	them	to	execute	the	final	blow,	the	manual	is	of	considerable	interest.	The	picture	it	
paints,	of	American	soldiers	shorn	of	 the	protection	of	 their	air	power,	crippled	by	hostile	dominance	of	
the	electro-magnetic	spectrum,	rendered	afraid	to	move	by	the	accuracy	of	massed	snipers,	awaiting	the	
inevitable	concentration	of	lethal	force,	is	compelling.	
	
Whether	 these	 are	 linked	 to	 technical	 limitations	 of	 aged	 equipment,	 though,	 or	 genuinely	 enduring	
doctrinal	preferences	must	be	open	to	question.	As	UAV	employment	develops,	 increasing	accuracy	and	
responsiveness,	the	flexibility	of	artillery	 is	enhanced.	One	might	also	question	whether	the	apparent	US	
preference	 for	engagement	 in	detail,	 rather	 than	 recourse	 to	 remote	 firepower	 is	 real.	 Indirect	 fire	was	
frequently	 preferred	 in	 resolving	 complex	 ground	 situations	 in	 Iraq	 and	Afghanistan,	 albeit	 delivered	by	
airpower	rather	than	indirect	fire	from	tubes.	Thus:	
	

‘Though	Russia	has	made	 significant	 strides	 to	 invest	 in	 their	 defense	 forces	human	
capital,	they	still	resemble	a	materiel	focused	force.	Russia	strictly	controls	its	internal	
information	 dissemination	 and	 national	 news.	 This	 means	 that	 they	 can	 accept	 a	
larger	amount	of	 casualties	and	 replenish	 them	 fairly	quickly	with	 their	 conscription	
program.	The	replenishment	rate	of	service	and	support	and	3rd	and	4th	line	personnel	
is	roughly	6	months,	making	human	losses	a	minor	factor.	The	destruction	of	materiel	
and	supplies,	however,	is	a	much	a	greater	problem	that	could	disproportionally	affect	
the	operational	and	strategic	levels	of	Russian	operations.’	

Failure	to	understand	contemporary	Russian	society,	rather	than	the	Soviet	era	culture,	and	the	measures	
it	has	 taken	 to	mitigate	 the	 impact	of	 casualties,	 are	a	 recurring	weakness	 in	 the	work.	The	notion	 that	
junior	leadership	is	absent	was	prevalent	in	assessments	of	the	Soviet	Armed	Forces,	but	on	what	evidence	
do	we	continue	to	believe	this	to	be	so?	

The	recommendations	for	training	are	occasionally	rational,	 frequently	sensible,	but	occasionally	bizarre:	
‘Do	not	fear	chaos,	practice	it.’	If	we	can	overcome	the	disturbing	assertion	that	Russia	is	the	enemy	and	
we	 are	 to	 engage	 in	 a	 traditional	 kinetic	war	with	 her	million-strong	modernised	 army,	 then	 there	 is	 a	
serious	message	 intended	 for	 a	 force	which	 has	 evolved,	 in	 both	 equipment	 and	 procedural	 terms,	 for	
policing	operations	in	the	third	world	and	has	considerable	ground	to	recover	before	it	could	face	a	peer	
competitor	in	armed	conflict.			
	
Many	of	 the	 lessons	are	practical	and	have	considerable	resonance	 for	 the	way	of	war	 that	has	become	
familiar	 in	 Western	 Academies	 and	 training	 grounds.	 The	 manual	 offers	 coherent	 advice	 to	 remedy	 a	
situation	in	which	US	forces	and	their	allies	would	need	to	rescale	command	and	control	for	survivability;	
re-discover	communications	security	and	delegated	authority;	embrace	tactical	dispersal,	which	enhances	
survivability	but	degrades	communications	and	supervision,	and	reconsider	operational	tempo.	
	
It	 is	 a	 considerable	 challenge,	 but	 when	 compounded	 by	 operating	 without	 air	 superiority,	 an	 alien	
experience	for	an	army	that	has	taken	it	for	granted	for	decades,	and	the	forced	change	in	our	attitude	and	
approach	 to	 casualties,	 precipitating	 a	 debate	 on	 medical	 provision	 to	 reset	 the	 balance	 between	 the	
“golden	hour”	concerns	that	currently	put	surgical	teams	on	helicopters,	and	the	necessity	to	bring	mass	
casualties	into	clearing	stations,	to	be	treatment	by	the	few	precious	doctors	we	would	have	to	preserve,	
then	we	can	see	how	far	we	as	a	society	would	have	to	adapt	along	with	our	fielded	forces.	
	



It	is	a	tribute	to	the	military	culture	that	produced	this	study	at	such	a	junior	level,	that	it	seeks	to	learn.	
‘Mission	Command’,	conveying	intent	and	trust	to	a	subordinate,	allowing	creative	flexibility,	is	deemed	to	
lie	at	the	heart	of	NATO	warfighting.	It	is	something	that	has	been	all	too	difficult,	an	unmitigated	strategic	
risk,	 in	 the	 fraught	media	 environment	 of	 discretionary	 interventions.	 It	 also	 constitutes	 a	 form	of	 ‘Red	
Teaming’,	attempting	to	understand	the	enemy’s	perspective	and	how	 it	bears	upon	you,	which	 infers	a	
degree	of	respect	for	Russian	capability	and	the	readiness	to	challenge	our	own	limitations	and	learn.	This	
much	is	heartening.	
	
The	work	is	undoubtedly	at	its	weakest	when	considering	‘asymmetry’,	or	the	character	of	Russian	society,	
but,	when	seeking	to	expose	the	requirements	of	peer	conflict,	in	pursuit	of	a	return	to	competence,	it	is	
valuable.	It	is	entirely	appropriate	that	we	should	draw	lessons	from	the	Ukrainian	experience	of	war	with	
Russia,	but	let	us	apply	due	caution	in	understanding	that	we	are	not	Ukrainian,	that	their	war	is	not	our	
war,	at	least	not	yet.	
	
As	the	disclaimer	at	the	beginning	of	the	manual	states:		

‘The	 information	 contained	 herein	 is	 not	 current	 U.S.	 doctrine	 or	 policy	 and	 is	 not	
meant	 to	 supersede	 doctrine,	 commander’s	 guidance,	 or	 established	 unit	 standard	
operating	procedures.	Examine	and	use	the	 information	 in	 light	of	your	mission,	 the	
operational	 environment,	 the	 Law	 of	 Armed	 Conflict,	 and	 other	 situational	 factors.	
This	 document	 does	 not	 constitute	 the	 provision	 of	 additional	 information	 or	 the	
approval	of	additional	information	upon	request.’		

Thankfully.	

	
	

	
		


