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Cognitive  Dimension  of  Security1

Kirill Koktysh, Anna Renard-Koktysh

MGIMO University

Abstract. The present article is devoted to the analysis of the algocognitive culture, the 
new reality that humanity has already entered, but remains far from being understood. 
Today we can speak about dissolution of the concept of privacy: almost all actions of a 
person, including his daily movements, his social circle and values it shares, his corre-
spondence and purchases are automatically observed, and completely transparent to 
information corporations. The problem of fake news has become insurmountable: its 
appearance in the information cascade is immediately converted into an event, making 
later investigations and refutations almost obsolete. A “cancel culture” has emerged, 
within which there is a priori no criteria for good and evil, where it has become pos-
sible to “delete” any arrays of knowledge that do not meet the requirements of the self-
proclaimed “new ethics” from the information circulation, and to ostracize people as-
sociated with them. The authors compare the current state of affairs with the era of the 
dominance of sophists in ancient Greece, when the truth was determined depending 
on the situation, and finds relevant parallels. In this context, the authors formulate the 
concept of “cognitive vulnerability”: the new reality makes it possible to control of the 
masses, manipulating both their consumer and political behaviour. The authors define 
network reality as an alternative system of socialization, where the “network” ontol-
ogy and values turn out to be more competitive than real ones, and therefore de facto 
displace them. The latter becomes possible due to a kind of “splitting” of the personal-
ity, when the emotional reaction is de facto separated from real goal-oriented activity, 
and connected with virtual reality. Ruling algorithms in social networks are aimed at 
achieving this goal: as an example, the authors turn to the recent investigation carried 
out by The Wall Street Journal regarding Facebook: the MSI algorithm used by the latter 
provokes disputes and splits on every occasion. De facto, this leads to a situation where 
American information corporations are moving towards having sovereignty over the 
consciousness of external societies. This challenge has already been met by China, 
which nationalized algorithms on September 1, 2021, and handed control over them 
to the Communist Party. The authors analyse the steps taken by China and comes to 
the conclusion that, if this tactic works, China will become not only an economic, but 
also an ideological alternative to the United States, thereby making a bid to restore a 
bipolar world political system.

Research  Article

1 English translation from the Russian text: Koktysh K., Renard-Koktysh A. 2021. Kognitivnoe Izmerenie Bezopasnosti. 
Mezhdunarodnye processy [International Trends]. 19(4). P. 26–46. DOI 10.17994/IT.2021.19.4.67.3.

Keywords: algocognitive culture; cognitive security; social networks; cancel culture; post truth; 
colour revolutions.
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With the events in Belarus that took place in 2020, the post-Soviet space sud-
denly opened the door to a new reality, which until then had been some-
thing external and distant, something that could happen in political sys-

tems which are either unstable, as was the case with the Arab Spring, or suffer from 
significant internal rifts, as happened in Venezuela and Hong Kong. The steadily in-
creasing level of digitalization of attempts to carry out “colour revolutions” has been 
largely ignored by researchers: it has been recorded, but only as an additional factor 
that does not have any great bearing on events. Meanwhile, the protests in Hong Kong 
and Belarus have shown that quantity has already transformed into a new, quite inde-
pendent quality, with digitalization becoming a new factor of vulnerability affecting 
even quite stable political systems.

Indeed, the new reality crept up slowly and imperceptibly, in no hurry to demon-
strate its power. What we saw did not make us happy. It turned out that digitalization 
was first and foremost a digitization of social technologies, which added a precise and 
targeted approach to their arsenal, largely eliminating any notion of the humane. In 
the new reality, it is possible to control the minds, attitudes and ideas of a statistically 
significant fraction of society, in the literal sense of the word, when step-by-step com-
mands sent to smartphones are performed by the crowd in real time. Such control 
does not lose its effectiveness if it is exercised from the outside, being placed beyond 
the physical reach of such power. Finally, the “digital mass” – a totality of individuals 
controlled by their smartphones – is capable of demonstrating a previously unthink-
able combination of the qualities of stable and short-lived social formations, maintain-
ing for months a split between the irrational emotionality of the crowd and the cynical 
rationality of an external leadership center (Koktysh, 2021: 91–110).

The unfolding future has two dimensions.
The first is the technical dimension – the globalization of networks and the steadily 

increasing role of smartphones, which have generated the phenomenon of an algocogni-
tive culture in which algorithms, facilitating everyday life, thereby steadily take it under 
their soft control and begin to determine an increasing number of actions and behaviours. 
At the same time, targeted communication continues even if individuals are united in 
a crowd, which is what keeps it emotionally charged as a key condition for staying in a 
split state, when the function of rational reflection is delegated to the external centre. 
The efforts of the Belarusian authorities to counteract such external influence in the 
autumn of 2020 were only partly effective: slowing down mobile internet speeds, and 
even blocking it entirely, temporarily made it more difficult to coordinate the protests, 
but failed to stop them. This was not enough to restore the authorities’ monopoly over 
agenda-setting, and the “mental ferment” continued for several months.

There is also a substantive dimension, in which a large mass of individuals can suc-
cumb to external influence, de facto accepting the externally imposed system of ideo-
logical and value coordinates without any significant attempt to critically revise them: 
let us call this the phenomenon of cognitive vulnerability. In Belarus, for example, 
both the channel for coordinating the protests – the Telegram messenger structured 
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for imperative top-down communication with minimal discussion – and the genre of 
protests chosen by the organizers, which turned them into a one-strike tool, played 
a part. It programmed both the explosive growth in the number of protesters at the 
first stage, and the inevitable loss of meaningful perspective of the protests afterwards. 
The active use of game and quest elements became such a genre: a significant part of 
the protesters found themselves inside a fascinating game with a carnival setting and 
a sense of non-reality, omnipotence, impunity, and, at the same time, loss of meaning. 
After a couple of weeks, it became obvious that the task of evolving the protests in a 
meaningful way would be impossible to achieve. Thereafter, the protests evolved into 
a gradually fading and pointless “game for sake of playing a game.” The Belarusian 
authorities sensed that moment and, showing restraint, allowed their emotions to cool 
down, after which they gradually regained control. The limitations we have identified 
do not cancel out the main question about the newly discovered possibility of a cogni-
tive impact on a particular society from the outside, including through the creation of 
a digital crowd at the right point in time and space.

Has cognitive vulnerability become an intrinsic characteristic of societies today? 
And will it continue to increase? To what extent do algorithms program our percep-
tion of a reality that is not directly related to use – primarily political and cultural 
reality? As we begin to consider these questions, let us dwell on the methodological 
aspects of our study.

It is logical to first question the validity of the term “algocognitive culture,” which 
is already common in English-language discourse (Lavelock, 2019), but sounds at the 
very least unfamiliar to Russians. In other words, can we talk about the systemic in-
fluence of network reality on shaping the picture of the world and the values of a sta-
tistically significant part of any modern society? The authors believe that the answer 
should be positive. The successful experience of the Barack Obama administration 
in practical modeling of the cognitive system (Sergeev et al., 2011) has convincingly 
demonstrated that the key role in shaping the cognitive system of an individual is 
played by his or her social environment, primarily the social network: it becomes the 
reference source with which an individual relates his or her ideas about the world, val-
ues and goals. Combining the ideas of several Western founders of cognitive science, 
in particular Nathan Leites, Robert Abelson, Robert Axelrod, Christer Johnsson, G. 
Matthew Bonham and Michael Shapiro (Leites, 1951; Abelson, 1987; Axelrod, 1976; 
Jonsson, 1982; Bonham, Shapiro, 1977), with the theory of metaphor of George Lakoff 
(Lakoff, 2004) and applying them to the analysis of the network subject made it pos-
sible to build a relevant model that provided good analytical and predictive results. An 
important outcome of the aforementioned study was the discovery of integrators – co-
inciding meanings and interpretations that make the network a network.

The “objectification” of the network, that is, its emancipation from the individual 
and transformation into an entity (albeit a virtual one) that is external to the individu-
al, amplifies this given reality many times over. The role of the mediator in communi-
cation between the individual and the network is played by algorithms that, while sim-
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plifying communication and making it more comfortable, at the same time structure 
it, thereby also contributing to the shaping of the individual’s worldview, values, and 
goals. Algorithms do not emerge by themselves, they are created by social networks, 
which, as a commercial project, are focused primarily on their own effectiveness – 
which predetermines the set of integrators embedded in the algorithms. The basic cog-
nitive integrator publicly proclaims the idea of freedom: the user of networks indeed 
gains the freedom of instant communication with anyone, regardless of distance, time 
of day, weather and a host of other material factors. On the other hand, for the social 
networks themselves, this freedom has the highest commercial efficiency: mediation 
has become a very profitable business, while the social networks themselves are free. 
This serves as an empirical basis for the tentative conclusion that algocognitive culture 
has become a realized phenomenon that must be reckoned with.

Challenges of the Algocognitive Culture 

The priority of mediator profitability explains the fact that the rapid expansion 
of algorithms into the social sphere has been accompanied by a gradual but steady 
transformation of online reality into a degrading Akerlof ’s “market for lemons” from 
live journals to Facebook, Twitter and TikTok, with the underlying message becoming 
more marketable and therefore more widespread and, as a result, increasingly shorter 
and less meaningful with each iteration. But there are two sides to the coin here: the 
market is a two-way road, and it is almost impossible to draw a line between pandering 
to the tastes and demands of the audience and cultivating those tastes and demands. 
A joint study conducted by Cambridge University and New York University convinc-
ingly confirmed that networks serve to fuel divisions and deepen the polarization of 
society (Rathje, Bavel, Linden, 2021). In particular, an analysis of 2.7 million tweets 
and Facebook posts showed that direct attacks on an opponent because of his or her 
political views are far more likely to be reposted than a simple expression of emotion 
or moral indignation. According to Karelov, in the new online reality, which has dra-
matically expanded its presence in everyday life due to the COVID-19 pandemic, so-
cial status is not about money and power but about the number of likes and followers.2 
It is not a balanced and restrained position that wins the sympathy of the latter, but a 
radical stance, when the discussion of any problem results in the irreconcilable conflict 
of the opponents. A good illustration of this process is the split described by Jonathan 
Swift in his Gulliver’s Travels over which end to crack an egg: on a rounded big end or 
a pointed little end. In the end, there emerged two radical parties – the Big-Endians 

2 Karelov S. 2021. On Big Changes in Societies, States, and Individuals. And Why We Must be Ready for More Changes. In 
Yandex Zen. 28 June. Available at: https://zen.yandex.ru/media/the_world_is_not_easy/o-bolshih-peremenah-v-obscest-
vah-gosudarstvah-i-lichnostiah-60d8bde0c9d05740d85f35e0 (accessed: 04.10.2021).
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and the Little-Endians. But there was no third, moderate party that, say, would sug-
gest cracking an egg in the middle – despite the fact that, from a culinary perspective, 
rather than an abstract discussion, the third way seems to be the most appropriate.

The situation is all the more serious as the networks have solved the problem of 
connecting the virtual dimension to reality by finding a way to convert virtual capital 
into real capital: the number of subscribers easily converts to money, influence and 
power, a principle that works whether it is a blogger, an idol of the youth or a politi-
cian. They have gone from the status of mediator to that of moderator, so it is logical to 
assume the emergence of a parallel reality of the virtual ecosystem, which can have at 
least as much impact on the latter as real life, as exemplified by Meta (formerly Face-
book), a corporation recently banned in Russia. If in reality it takes effort, knowledge, 
and skills to gain social status, in the virtual ecosystem, all that is needed is the ability 
to regularly create hype. Consequently, the virtual ecosystem is necessarily perceived 
by its inhabitants as an ideal tool for enhancing one’s status in the quickest possible 
way and in the violation of the standard rules – by hacking reality. The virtuality of 
what is happening and indeed its gamification easily nullifies the Kantian moral im-
perative inherent in reality.

Having spotted this effect of social networks, network corporations immediately 
saw its potential as a marketing tool and set about strengthening it dramatically. This is 
evidenced, in particular, by an investigation published by the US newspaper The Wall 
Street Journal. Internal Facebook documents obtained by the journalists showed that 
its management was aware that the Instagram platform, which it had acquired in 2012, 
creates an inferiority complex in one in every three teenage girls,3 but this circum-
stance had no effect on the further formation of content. The market rationales here 
are obvious: an audience weighed down by a complex of any kind feels the need to get 
rid of these hang-ups, and is thus far more giving from the point of view of marketing 
than an unburdened audience, with American teenagers alone spending 50% more 
time on Instagram than on Facebook, visiting it four and a half times more often. In 
December 2017, a number of changes were made to Facebook’s algorithms, first of all 
to the algorithm for displaying its most visited product, the news feed. It was based 
on the concept of MSI (meaningful social interactions), according to which a “like” 
is rated at 1 point, a “dislike” 5 points, and a repost 15 or 30 points, depending on the 
presence or absence of a meaningful comment added to the repost.4

3 Wells G., Horwitz J., Seetharaman D. 2021. The Facebook Files. Facebook Knows Instagram Is Toxic for Teen Girls, 
Company Documents Show. The Wall Street Journal. 14 September. Available at: https://www.wsj.com/articles/face-
book-knows-instagram-is-toxic-for-teen-girls-company-documents-show-11631620739?mod=trending_now_news_1 
(accessed: 04.10.2021).
4 Hagey K., Horwitz J. 2021. The Facebook Files. Facebook Tried to Make Its Platform a Healthier Place. It Got Angrier 
Instead. The Wall Street Journal. 15 September. Available at: https://www.wsj.com/articles/facebook-algorithm-change-
zuckerberg- 11631654215?mod=series_facebookfiles (accessed: 04.10.2021).
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A predictable result of this change was an increase in conflict, and with it an in-
crease in traffic and marketization: the wider the dissemination of the post, the more 
people become involved in the dispute, which turns into a rapidly growing virtual 
funnel: arguments in favour of one position or another lead to long comments and 
buttons other than likes, which leads to more and more new people seeing the post 
in their newsfeeds. Fake news, inflammatory posts and direct attacks on competitors 
have become a more effective tool for promoting the interests of any entity, including 
political parties, than positive and political posts.5 In the context of the primacy of 
marketization, it is not surprising that Facebook, with the knowledge of its administra-
tion, has made the widest use of shadow and criminal structures for obviously criminal 
business in third countries, from human trafficking to drug trafficking.6

What is remarkable is that social networks have revealed, or created, another phe-
nomenon of virtuality – the possibility of splitting the emotional from the rational. 
At this stage, moderators discovered their abilities as creators of an alternate reality. 
The point is that in the network dimension, emotions retain their full power and sig-
nificance, despite the fact that experiencing them is tied to a fictitious reality with an 
alternative logic of stimuli, incentives and rewards, that is, with alternative systems of 
values and worldview coordinates. This alternative turns out to be more attractive and 
competitive than reality, because network reality, first, can provide a minimum level 
of frustration and suffering (if, following the Nietzschean interpretation of the Upani-
shads, we understand the latter as the time interval between the appearance of desire 
and its satisfaction) and, second, the programmatically acceptable possibility of a posi-
tive result and the emotional reward associated with it in ten cases out of ten, which 
does not happen in real life. In other words, in an alternative ecosystem, any partici-
pant is guaranteed a more satisfying and vibrant emotional life than in the real world; 
this means that both the values supported by virtuality and the worldview frame of 
reference will become more competitive and convincing. This splitting, or parallel ex-
istence in two dimensions, inevitably leads to their comparison and to growing frus-
tration, and consequently to the need to get rid of it, which, in general, is not difficult: 
algorithms, creating complexes and needs, immediately offer an easy way to overcome 
them based on a new iteration of the same cognitive integrator of release – either by 
copying actions that bring success in the network, or by purchasing those symbols that 
are attributes of network status, or by both. Of course, these practices, and with them 
attitudes, will be automatically transferred to real life as well. So, we can see the emer-
gence of an alternative system of socialization, more powerful than the traditional one, 
and controlled by algorithms, that is, by network corporations, but not by states.

5 Ibid.
6 Scheck J.,Purnell N., Horwitz J. 2021. The Facebook Files. Facebook Employees Flag Drug Cartels and Human Traffickers. 
The Company's Response Is Weak, Documents Show. The Wall Street Journal. 16 September. Available at: https://www.
wsj.com/articles/facebook-drug-cartels-human-traffickers-response-is-weak-documents-11631812953?mod=series_face-
bookfiles (accessed: 06.10.2021).
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The action of algorithms can be compared to the effect of drugs, which frees emo-
tional satisfaction from the connection with rational activity, turning it into an intrin-
sically valuable and self-sufficient act, the achievement of which gradually begins to 
take over the whole life of the drug-addict. In this context, the high number of school 
shootings, formerly exclusive to the United States as the leader of digitalization, but 
now spreading beyond it, can logically be explained as revenge on reality for the fact 
that its system of status distribution is strikingly inconsistent with the virtual one, 
and the merits gained in virtuality do not convert into real status. Perhaps even more 
problematic is the situation when they do convert and such figures as Danya Milokhin 
or Morgenstern are promoted by serious corporations to the role of idols for young 
people. From a business point of view, it makes sense: the transformation of a person 
without education or other merits into an idol stimulates the desire to repeat their 
success, for which, in theory, it is enough to take out a consumer loan for the initial 
promotion. In terms of damage to social capital, the loss from the appearance of such 
idols is hard to calculate.

As we can see, the algorithms-inspired liberation from the complexes they pro-
duce through consumption qualitatively changes the notion of rationality and rea-
sonableness. Max Horkheimer pointed out in this regard that rationalism is possible 
solely as an assessment of alternatives to achieving the goal: “It is essentially concerned 
with means and ends, with the adequacy of procedures for purposes more or less tak-
en for granted and supposedly self-explanatory. It attaches little importance to the 
question whether the purposes as such are reasonable” (Horkheimer, 2011: 8–9). The 
implicit goal of consumption logically leads to a qualitative reevaluation of culture, 
which serves as a value system of coordinates, according to which the external world is 
arranged for the individual. As we have already noted, the replacement by algorithms 
of the act of comprehension with the act of possession in a new, virtual (and therefore 
doubly illusory) dimension leads to the next iteration of simplifying the axiological 
perception of reality, simplifying and flattening it, levelling even the symbols to sim-
pler and more accessible ones. The direct consequence of this process is not only a 
mass decrease in human quality,7 but also the atomization of societies: consumption is 
individual, and therefore everyone solves this problem on their own. In this context, it 
is appropriate to quote Horkheimer again: “The intellectual imperialism of the abstract 
principle of self-interest – the core of the official ideology of liberalism – indicated the 
growing schism between this ideology and social conditions within the industrialized 
nations. Once the cleavage becomes fixed in the public mind, no effective rational 
principle of social cohesion remains (…) Probability or, better, calculability replac-
es truth, and the historical process that in society tends to make of truth an empty 
phrase…” (Horkheimer, 2011: 26–27, 54).

7 The degradation of human quality should be understood as the degradation of cognitive abilities and the blurring of 
the system of ethical coordinates, the degradation of culture, since the latter exists only in the minds of its bearers.
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We must admit that algorithms have qualitatively deepened this problem: we are 
no longer talking about atomization, but about the splitting of atoms, that is, of the 
human personality that turns into a consumer unit frustrated by reality. The possi-
bilities offered by individualized communication with the provision of a metered per-
sonal virtual reward can only be compared to the practice of selling indulgences by the 
Catholic Church on the eve of Protestantism: leveling the absolution procedure down 
to the affordable act of acquiring a symbol, in an economic sense they represented 
a product with near-zero multiplication value, whereby the quantity of the product 
would be entirely determined by the number of consumers, with the complete physi-
cal impossibility for the consumer to make a claim against the seller (Koktysh, 2016а). 
In this case, it was only a matter of time before the algorithms would try to take direct 
control of the human personality they were splitting: the sustainability of any market 
depends on managing customer loyalty. If the algorithm for overcoming frustration 
by acquiring symbols of success and status is fairly easy to market, then until a certain 
moment there was no clear solution for marketing the second algorithm that leads to 
virtual success, namely, the imitation of idols. Yet a solution was found here as well.

The question of whether an individual frustrated by reality is willing to delegate 
his or her sovereignty to algorithms and seek further “liberation” in them has received 
positive experimental confirmation. Sergei Karelov reported the sensational results of 
a five-year PEACH (PErsonality coACH) experiment by the Universities of Zurich, 
St. Gallen, Brandeis, Illinois, and ETH Zurich.8 The possibility of deliberately and rap-
idly changing the personality characteristics of individuals on a mass scale, up to the 
realization of the most daring eugenic fantasies of creating new breeds of people, has 
been proven. The experiment involved developing a mobile app that included: 1) a bot 
that simulates a chat conversation with a coach; 2) a digital diary of progress towards 
individual goals for self-reflection and progress monitoring; and 3) a system of moni-
toring and guiding reminders. The program was adapted to different psychological 
types. As a result, in three months the personality traits of the subjects changed beyond 
recognition, which was confirmed not only by the self-assessment of the 1523 volun-
teers who took part in the study, but also by the external assessment of their relatives, 
friends and partners (Stieger, Flückiger, Rüegger et al., 2021).

Pandora’s Box has thus been opened: cognitive vulnerability has become a real-
ity. It is only a matter of time until we see the emergence of mobile apps that promote 
the development of “leadership skills” and “personal growth” and automate various 
psychological training sessions. The possibility of directly reprogramming significant 
segments of external societies presents an irresistible temptation for corporations to 
take the task of winning consumer loyalty to a new level of efficiency while dramati-
cally reducing advertising costs. Equally tempting are the new prospects for major 

8 Karelov S. The Little Known Interesting. Available at: https://t.me/theworldisnoteasy (accessed: 07.10.2021).
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geopolitical players: the ability to control one’s electorate and exert a targeted influence 
on others brings global politics into a qualitatively new dimension. In essence, we are 
talking about creating an algorithm for cognitive sabotage anywhere in the world.

At the first stage, the most vulnerable to the new algorithms will be a limited part 
of society – the most dissatisfied, those who feel frustrated and deprived by reality. 
Since such people form the most active and mobilizable part of society, the threat of 
external manipulation should not be underestimated. The Belarusian protests men-
tioned at the beginning of this article turned out to be so protracted precisely because 
there was a relatively small nucleus, which was controlled mainly by a single chan-
nel on the Telegram social network. Meanwhile, theoretically, the new algorithms can 
multiply any protest activity, as the emotional cooling of the protesting crowd can be 
blocked by updating the “firmware.”

Algocognitive Sophism

The British futurologist and visionary James Lovelock has coined the term “nova-
cene” for the coming age, suggesting that its main driving force will be the technologi-
cal mastery of the pattern of organization of matter and energy that we call informa-
tion (Lovelock, 2019). The new era is fundamentally different from much of what we 
are used to. In this context, Sergei Karelov speaks of a “triple cultural fracture,” that is, 
the emergence of a “culture of oversight,” a “culture of post-truth,” and a “cancel cul-
ture.”9 Among other things, the concept of privacy disappears in the new reality, and a 
person becomes transparent to a much greater extent than he or she probably realizes: 
smartphones make it possible, and easy, to track a person’s movements and commu-
nications (including correspondence and intimate relationships), establish who their 
friends are and, based on this, determine the person’s worldview and identify their 
preferences and interests based on e-commerce data.10

The post-truth culture blurs the line between truth and falsehood due to the obvi-
ous difficulty of verifying what is fake. The criteria of truth are blurred, the vast ma-
jority of users perceive the flow of information superficially, only picking out certain 
symbols from the general noise, and these symbols only acquire meaning because of 
the number of times they are repeated. So-called “cancel culture,” or the new ethics 
stemming from the culture of post-truth, allows us to ostracize those who, “according 
to the activists of this culture, have crossed the line delineated by the activists them-
selves; such ‘going out of bounds’ is interpreted as a violation of the moral and ethical 
standards of society or the unspoken dogmas of science.”11 The most famous examples 

9 Karelov S. Triple Culture Fracture. The Case of a 4400% Increase in Girls Aspiring to Become Men. Available at: https://
sergey-57776.medium.com (accessed: 07.11.2021).
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
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of the influence of cancel culture are Harvey Weinstein, Roman Polanski and Kevin 
Spacey, and it has become a mass phenomenon in the US university environment. In 
its mild form, the ostracism of the new times is manifested in the informational isola-
tion of an elected public figure, and in its radical form in their deletion from the digital 
media environment, as happened, for example, with the accounts of former President 
Donald Trump.

Science has become a predictable victim of the new ethics: research that questions 
the proclaimed mainstream values has been crossed out and declared unscientific. For 
example, the renowned evolutionary biologist Jerry Coyne pointed to the egregious 
case of the Science-Based Medicine magazine website deleting a review by Harriet Hall, 
a well-known physician and one of its five editors, of Abigail Shrier’s book Irrevers-
ible Damage: The Transgender Craze Seducing Our Daughters (Shrier, 2021), which 
reported a whopping 4400% increase in the number of girls in the United Kingdom 
who wished to have a sex change in the ten years from 2008 to 2018.12 The review was 
deemed too complimentary, and was replaced by three negative reviews written by 
“advocates of gender affirmation,”13 accusing the author of transphobia and insufficient 
substantiation of her work.

If the transparency of everyday human life is an immanent characteristic of the new 
era and this reality is to be lived with, then the existence of the “post-truth” and “can-
cel” cultures depends on who creates the algorithms and what goals they are meant to 
achieve. In the Western digital culture, we are witnessing the return, under a new name, 
of well-known archaic processes. In the doctrine of the relativity of good and evil, with 
their coordinates determined by information flows and the possibility of changing them 
arbitrarily, we can recognize the principle of man as the measure of all things, which 
was formulated by Protagoras and which is fundamental to sophistry. Plato, through 
Protagoras, also described, put in modern terms, the basic principles of information 
management, which can be reduced to a simple and seemingly harmless substitution 
of names. For example, Protagoras, in a dialogue of the same name, generates the fol-
lowing logical construct: “As there are two things, let us call them by two names – first, 
good and evil (…) a man does evil knowing that he does evil. But someone will ask, 
Why? Because he is overcome, is the first answer. And by what is he overcome? the in-
quirer will proceed to ask. And we shall no longer be able to reply, ‘by pleasure’; for the 
name of pleasure has been exchanged for that of good” (Plato, 1990: 468).

How fair is our analogy? Are societies affected by algorithms (Wagner, Strohmaier, 
Olteanu et al., 2021) close in quality to the society of Ancient Athens? Indeed, in the 
heyday of sophistry, we find almost all the signs of a “post-truth culture,” in which 

12 Coyne J. 2021. Ex-Editor of Science-Based Medicine Chews the Site’s Tuchas for its Treatment of Abigail Shrier’s Book. 26 
September. Available at: https://whyevolutionistrue.com/2021/09/26/ex-editor-of-science-based-medicine-chews-the-
sites-tuchas-for-its-treatment-of-abigail-shriers-book/ (accessed: 11.11.2021).
13 Ibid.
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truth is drowned under a pile of subjective – and not at all disinterested – interpreta-
tions, where the key cognitive integrator is the liberation of the individual from the 
norms and rules that constrain him. Alexei Losev says in this respect: “The subjectiv-
ism of the sophists, generally speaking, cannot be disputed: if one perceives some-
thing, then it exists; and what someone else perceives exists too (…) Gorgias in general 
undertook to both praise and deprecate any thing regardless of its objective properties; 
and on this basis he believed that ‘the art of persuasion is much higher than all the 
arts, since it makes all men its slaves by free will and not by compulsion,’ so that the 
speaker can speak about all things in the best way” (Losev, 2000: 18–19). Actually, the 
methodological basis of sophistry is the very splitting of word and essence, signifier 
and signified, word and thing, about which Paul-Michel Foucault wrote: the signi-
fier acquires an independent existence and begins to redefine the signified (Foucault, 
1994: 79). And to redefine it quite arbitrarily, refuting everything and leaving no stone 
unturned from the signified based on the intentional logical substitutions, classified as 
“paralogisms, not refutations” by Aristotle, who devoted 34 chapters of his work to the 
analysis of the sophists’ logic (Aristotle, 1978a: 535). 

In fact, algocognitive culture allows one to create a far more vivid reality than the 
verbal theatre of the sophists, who, incidentally, were well aware that their art was the 
art of deception. In this connection, it seems appropriate to give some more eloquent 
quotations from Gorgias: “In tragedy and in painting, he who deceives better than any-
one else, creating a semblance of truth, is superior. The art of the actor deceives the au-
dience, though they know that it is a deception; actors say one thing and think another; 
they enter and leave the stage the same and at the same time different” (Losev, 2000: 44). 
The influence of the word is great, but the influence of networked information culture 
is immeasurably deeper, affecting most of the senses that evoke emotion – this includes 
text, audiovisual information, and the possibility of instantaneous feedback from the 
interlocutor. The management of emotions is becoming a critical factor in socialization, 
as Herbert Marshall McLuhan warned: “… our human senses, of which all media are 
extensions, are also fixed charges on our personal energies, and that they also configure 
the awareness and experience of each one of us…” (McLuhan, 2003: 26). Network com-
munication, in McLuhan’s classification, refers to “hot media,” that is, those that pri-
marily affect emotions, which “extends one single sense in ‘high definition’” (McLuhan, 
2003: 27). This complicates the cognitive processing of incoming information – “Inten-
sity or high definition engenders specialism and fragmentation in living as in entertain-
ment, which explains why any intense experience must be ‘forgotten,’ ‘censored,’ and 
reduced to a very cool state before it can be ‘learned’ or assimilated” (McLuhan, 2003: 
29). In the case of algocognitive culture, there is no cognitive pause at all. 

According to McLuhan, the absence of the transition to a “cold” state of reflec-
tion and awareness leads to “narcosis or numbing”: critical processing of the flow of 
information becomes impossible due to its constant intensity. McLuhan illustrates this 
thesis with the famous myth of the young Narcissus, who mistook his reflection for 
another person: “This extension of himself by mirror numbed his perceptions until 
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he became the servomechanism of his own extended or repeated image. The nymph 
Echo tried to win his love with fragments of his own speech, but in vain. He was numb. 
He had adapted to his extension of himself and had become a closed system. Now the 
point of this myth is the fact that men at once become fascinated by any extension of 
themselves in any material other than themselves” (McLuhan, 2003: 50). Any means 
of communication, “as an extension and expediter of the sense life, any medium at 
once affects the entire field of the senses (so that) the beholding of idols, or the use of 
technology, conforms men to them. It is this continuous inward acceptance of our own 
technology in the course of our daily use of it that places us in the role of Narcissus, 
consisting in subconsciously perceiving these images of ourselves and becoming numb 
before them. It is this continuous embrace of our own technology in daily use that puts 
us in the Narcissus role of subliminal awareness and numbness in relation to these im-
ages of ourselves. By continuously embracing technologies, we relate ourselves to them 
as servo-mechanisms. That is why we must, to use them at all, serve these objects, these 
extensions of ourselves, as gods or minor religions” (McLuhan, 2003: 55–56).

Importantly, with all their love for their art, “an extraordinary thirst to experience 
and feel more and more new sensations, to explore life in all the diversity of its con-
stituent phenomena, to enjoy the present, to burrow into the past and to strive for the 
future with an extraordinary acuteness of sensations” (Losev, 2000: 26), the sophists 
were pursuing quite pragmatic goals. The emergence of the Athenian merchant class 
during the rapid growth of overseas trade created a demand for its self-awareness, and 
thus for the intellectual school that determined and provided for its growing ambi-
tions. It was sophistry that took on the role of such a school, the main function of 
which was the reassessment of values: the values of society, preserved since the previ-
ous agricultural era, were replaced by the values of the individual, who easily found 
loopholes to justify the priority of his own interests. In mastering the main art of the 
sophists, that of dispute, for which their disciples mainly paid, it is difficult not to see 
the mastery of bargaining skills and the ability to put one’s profit above everything in 
any situation, which, given the actual exclusion of the criterion of conscience from ar-
gumentation, in fact becomes possible always and everywhere. Aristotle, ironic about 
the path-breaking ethical relativism of the sophists, cited their eloquent thesis that 
blurred the boundaries of good and evil: “Things the knowledge of which is good, 
are good things to learn, aren’t they?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘The knowledge, however, of evil is good: 
therefore evil is a good thing to know.’ ‘Yes. But, you see, evil is both evil and a thing-
to-learn, so that evil is an evil-thing-to-learn, although the knowledge of evils is good’” 
(Aristotle, 1978а: 573).

Along with the training of merchants, the sophists transformed the domestic mar-
ket by the very fact of their popularity. “The emancipation of vital instincts, the justifica-
tion of everything human, from its greatest forms to the smallest, often even domestic 
and commonplace weaknesses of man” (Losev, 2000: 55), in essence, created a consum-
er who valued his or her weaknesses and was willing to pay to indulge and satisfy them. 
“According to Antiphontus, nature is liberty, and law is violence; and according to Cal-
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licles, free nature, consisting in a complete licentiousness of passions, finds in law only 
its unnatural tyrant, and by laws men defend themselves against men of greater power. 
For Thrasymachus, justice is also something beneficial to the strongest. In Plato, Hip-
pias explicitly says that the law, being the tyrant of men, often ‘exerts violence against 
nature.’ Antiphontus, of all the sophists, wrote the most detailed speculation on the 
antagonism between naturally acting nature and violent, unnaturally acting law. Critias 
extended this antagonism to the theory of the origin of religion as a result of the need 
to intimidate immoral people, and he was most probably a true godless man, of which 
a rather detailed record has been preserved” (Losev, 2000: 24, 18–19).

The ontological dead-end of sophistry came soon enough: with the individual 
placed in the centre of the worldview, no generalizations are possible; absolutely eve-
rything becomes relative. The sophists recognized this. In particular, Protagoras’ thesis 
about the nature of matter is essentially a declaration of agnosticism. “… matter is in 
flux and that as it flows additions are continuously made, replacing the effluvia; and 
that the senses are restructured and altered depending on the age and the other struc-
tural features of our bodies (…) the explanations of all appearances are founded on 
matter, as matter in itself is capable of being in all respects such as it appears to anyone. 
And (…) people apprehend different things at different times depending on the dif-
ferent conditions they are in. For the person who is in a natural condition apprehends 
those features of matter that can appear to people who are in a natural condition, while 
those who are in an unnatural condition apprehend what can appear to people in an 
unnatural condition” (Losev, 2000: 19).

In view of the above, it is not surprising that the sophists “blurred” natural philos-
ophy to the point of absurdity without creating anything of their own in return: “For if 
everything is only one continuous fluidity, then, in view of the absolute novelty of each 
arising moment, no generalization can be made in this becoming being, from which 
relativism and even nihilism followed naturally” (Losev, 2000: 21–22). Mythology was 
being blurred even faster: the only consistent position was “preaching arbitrary and 
any mythological constructions, the sophists could deny mythology as much as they 
wanted, criticize it, laugh at it and deny its objective reality” (Losev, 2000: 52).

The final pessimism of the sophists is also logical in this context: the world of 
sensual experience, elevated to the rank of an absolute value, closes in on itself, losing 
the meaning of its own existence, after which (and by virtue of which) it also devalues 
itself. If at the beginning of his journey, Antiphon declared that “the real good for man 
is his victory over himself,” by the end, he had fallen into pessimism: “Life is like, so to 
speak, a one-day imprisonment in a prison, and the duration of life is like (one) day. 
As soon as we see the light of day again, we pass it on to the next generations (…) Any 
life, even the most enviable one, according to men, deserves the charge that there is 
nothing particularly significant, nothing great or high in it, but everything is insignifi-
cant, weak, short-lived, and involving great suffering. Life cannot be rearranged like a 
move in a game of checkers” (Losev, 2000: 25). Losev assessed sophistry as the heyday 
of decadence, understanding the latter as an attempt to “translate everything and eve-
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rything into the language of sensual sensations” (Losev, 2000: 27). Although the soph-
ists had the substantial support of the elites and relied on a steady market demand, the 
struggle that Socrates, Plato and Aristotle waged against them was relatively easy to 
succeed: after all, the sophists exhausted themselves rather quickly. At the same time, 
they had previously eroded every sphere of Athenian society without exception and 
called everything into question, producing in return nothing but a hymn to sensual 
liberation from everything and everything. Modern trends can be seen in the latter. 
For example, when discussing beauty, Critius argued that “the most beautiful form in 
male beings is feminine, but in female beings, on the contrary, it is masculine” (Losev, 
2000: 30). Athenian society could not fail to detect the growing effect of de-socializa-
tion that threatened it, so the struggle against the sophists led by the three generations 
of great philosophers who replaced the sophistic chaos with a streamlined system of 
“systematically processed general judgments” (Losev, 2000: 35), where the existence of 
the singular is derived from generic notions, produced meaningful allies. As a result, 
Aristotle’s final verdict on the Sophists – “Now for some people it is better worth while 
to seem to be wise, than to be wise without seeming to be (for the art of the sophist is 
the semblance of wisdom without the reality, and the sophist is one who makes money 
from an apparent but unreal wisdom); for them, then, it is clearly essential also to seem 
to accomplish the task of a wise man rather than to accomplish it without seeming to 
do so” (Aristotle, 1978а: 53) – was received with relief by Athenian society.

Interestingly, in the same era, the legal practice of ostracism provides us with a 
second offspring of the algocognitive culture, namely, cancel culture, or the new eth-
ics. In digital form, ostracism affects the most famous and influential people standing 
in the way of the fickle ideological mainstream in exactly the same fashion, and is no 
less lethal to the reputation of the condemned than it was in the old days. It is remark-
able that the practice of ostracism itself was possible due to the coexistence within the 
Athenian democracy of two cults – the chthonic and the Olympian: organized into 
pantheons, both were ruled by multiple gods with overlapping jurisdictions (Sergeyev, 
2013: 84–92). The first (chthonic) was meant for common folk, and its driving force 
was the wrath of the elemental gods: daily life was subordinated to maintaining ritual 
purity in order to avoid their wrath. The second, which emerged with the flowering 
of the merchant class, provided jurisdiction to the oligarchic merchant elites and was 
governed by the grace of the new Olympian gods (Harrison, 1913: 37–43). The nor-
mative corpus of the former was stagnant and rigid, while the latter evolved rapidly, 
constantly redefining values in line with the situation, which in fact initially created a 
niche for the sophists, who specialized in redefining the coordinates of good and evil. 
The sentence of ostracism in Ancient Greece, however, was only possible within the 
norms of the chthonic pantheon: the Olympian pantheon presupposed a minimum of 
blameworthy offences. Since its victims were members of the elites, and often intellec-
tuals, we can assume that it was primarily a matter of settling scores: anyone who did 
not fit into the mainstream, and especially those who opposed the elite, were dumped 
at the mercy of the mobs.
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14 An anecdotal illustration of this is an episode from the personal experience of one of the authors: a successful American 
colleague asked at the last minute if it would be possible to get tickets to a ballet performance at the Bolshoi Theatre. He 
happily drank champagne in the buffet, fell asleep during the performance, and lounged through most of it. When the 
author asked what he was doing, the American answered: “We live in a small town, but everyone’s heard of the Bolshoi. 
So, when I tell them that I’ve been to the Bolshoi, that’ll be more than enough.”

Within today’s algocognitive culture, the US global information corporations form 
the mainstream: they are the customers, and it is in their interest that algorithms are 
created, developed and improved. If the integration of algorithms into an individual’s 
daily life increases the degree of freedom – not freedom in general, though, but mainly 
freedom of choice for consumers – then corporations enjoy an increase in sales and 
the consolidation of consumer loyalty. As we know, there are two ways to boost sales 
in a situation of oversupply. The first expands the market by extending the metaphor of 
marketability to areas that were not previously marketable, i.e., marketization. The sec-
ond allows any market to be turned into a mass market by adding a social component 
to the product, whereby a person, by purchasing the said product, receives something 
more – a symbol of status, of belonging to a prestigious stratum, the imitation of which 
is the norm in his circle. In both cases, however, it is the social structures and norms, 
i.e., the power and dominant values, that stand in the way of the mainstream, which 
also became an obstacle to the expansion of the sophists.

This obstacle is quite significant. Both modes of market expansion erode the foun-
dations of being, since the inclusion of a new “non-commodity” value in commodity 
circulation is very likely to lead to the Akerlofian transformation of the newly emerged 
market into a degrading one (Akerlof, 1994: 95¬–104). For example, the expansion of 
the metaphor of marketability to social goods does not usually lead to an improvement 
in their quality, as it creates a conflict of professional motivations. For example, a doc-
tor providing a service becomes interested both in the patient’s recovery and in his or 
her becoming a regular client, which in practice often translates into an operational 
compromise with speculative diagnoses being made in the process (Sergeyev, 2009) 
and the imposition of additional, at best useless, services (Taleb, 2014: 82). A similar 
conflict also arises in the field of education – the permanent client effect is possible 
with teaching short-term knowledge that quickly becomes obsolete instead of funda-
mental knowledge, which creates space for the Western concept of lifelong learning. 
The resulting distortions in both of these areas can only be counterbalanced by the 
regulatory role of the state, which eventually has to bear the costs of setting and main-
taining standards. Giving a commodity additional symbolic characteristics can lead to 
the degradation of the already symbolic capital: the difficult process of comprehending 
something complex is replaced by the simple act of visiting, contemplating or buying,14 
which inevitably leads to its emasculation and simplification, at least in the mind of 
the perceiver. A counterfeit market emerges, which – because of its far greater avail-
ability – is far more profitable and successful than the market for originals.
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In this respect, the uncompromising thrust of cancel culture is understandable: 
the demolition of former symbols, often physical, opens up new, previously unthink-
able high-margin markets whose expected rate of return creates a pressure differential 
between the “market element” and the segments of social reality to be marketized. 
However, the new markets immediately begin to degrade, triggering the process de-
scribed by Nassim Nicholas Taleb as the “socialization of losses and privatization of 
gains” (Taleb, 2007). At the same time, the fluid system of coordinates created by the 
post-truth culture allows us to put almost any obstacle in the way. If pre-Socratic reality 
proceeded from a multitude of existent ontologies equal to the number of recognized 
gods, with the consequent possibility of value pluralism, then algocognitive culture 
can produce idols itself, together with the ontologies and values they affirm. For this, 
algorithms are sufficient – the network behaviour of algorithmically infused societies 
(Wagner, Strohmaier et al., 2021) is often compared to an anthill, where the number of 
likes and reposts plays the role of sugar, which determines the routes of the ant trails. 

The main victim of both approaches, as with the sophists, is culture and science: 
active government intervention through standard-setting in these spheres is always 
problematic and involves the costs that the government prefers not to take on. One 
thing that typically escapes attention is something that José Ortega y Gasset has al-
ready pointed out (Ortega y Gasset, 2002): it is culture and art, whether elite or mass, 
that produce the meanings of life that are relevant to society and that generate mod-
els to follow. Mass cognitive blindness grows as a result of culture and art falling to 
algorithms (Ward, 2021): knowledge is being replaced by information, with people 
increasingly relying on information from the internet as their “own knowledge,” while 
the output of such information can be changed almost instantaneously, as in George 
Orwell’s dystopian novel 1984. At the same time, the confidence of the masses – if 
not in their knowledge as such, then in their awareness – grows proportionately, thus 
generating “false areas of competence,” known as the Dunning–Kruger metacognitive 
distortion (Kruger, Dunning, 1999), when even the masses perceive complex reality as 
simple and understandable. Actually, in this context, cancel culture is nothing more 
than the next iteration of polling, where after culture, its object is now politics: the 
masses, not the elites, easily demonstrate their readiness to engage in the active pro-
motion of the understanding (offered to them from the outside) of the only correct 
knowledge, as we saw in a series of “colour revolutions,” both successful and unsuc-
cessful.

It is difficult to quantify the damage that cancel culture has caused to science. Fear 
of overstepping boundaries breeds conformism, which, coupled with the logic of al-
gorithms for indexing scientific publications, leads to the emasculation of its cognitive 
function. In particular, a recent study of an array of 90 million scientific articles on 
241 scientific topics, with 1.8 billion citations, unexpectedly – from the perspective of 
science industry administration – showed an almost complete standstill in cognitive 
progress: quantity does not translate into quality (Chu, Evans, 2021).
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China: A Digital Cultural Revolution

The political recognition of the seriousness of the digital threat is evidenced by 
the dramatic shift in China’s digital policy initiated in 2021, dubbed the “new cultural 
revolution.” There is a certain symbolism in this; last year marked the 55th anniversary 
of the cultural revolution launched by Mao Zedong. The changes announced are no 
less profound: in essence, they are the nationalization of algorithms. From now on, 
algocognitive culture in China is controlled and directed by the Communist Party and 
must serve the national interest.

Specifically, on August 27, 2021, the State Internet Information Office issued the 
Internet Information Service Algorithmic Recommendation Management Provi-
sions,15 which gave the national cybersecurity and informatization department the au-
thority to oversee and monitor compliance with the national algorithm recommenda-
tion service, and service providers “shall abide by laws and regulations, observe social 
morality and ethics, abide by commercial ethics and professional ethics, and respect 
the principles of fairness and justice, openness and transparency, science and reason, 
and sincerity and trustworthiness (…) uphold mainstream value orientations, opti-
mize algorithmic recommendation service mechanisms, vigorously disseminate posi-
tive energy, and advance the use of algorithms upwards and in the direction of good.”16 
The new online ethics involve combating fake news, banning content that threatens 
public order, and protecting minors. Teenagers must not be induced to follow the rec-
ommendations of algorithms, pushed into bad habits, or encouraged to imitate unsafe 
behaviour and violate social ethics, amd they must not be exposed to information that 
could affect their physical and mental health.

The decisions were popularized by an article that appeared the day after the ruling 
on a personal WeChat blog by Li Guangman, the hitherto little-known former editor-
in-chief of a small newspaper,17 and was reprinted by various state media outlets, in-
cluding the websites of the People’s Daily and Xinhua News Agency. Its author called 
for a return to the original intentions of the Communist Party of China, to the essence of 
socialism, from a group of capitals to the masses of people, and a transformation of the 
capital-oriented model into a people-oriented one. The people are called “the chief organ 
of this change, and those who would hinder the realization of this change toward the 
people will be discarded.”18 On September 2, the broadcasting authorities unveiled a 
new strategy that consists of restricting TV programmes and reality shows that cul-
tivate youth idols, setting the right standards of beauty, and banishing transgender 

15 Cyberspace Administration of China. Office of the Central Cyberspace Affairs Commission. 2021. 27 August. Available at: 
http://www.cac.gov.cn/2021-08/27/c_1631652502874117.htm (accessed: 11.11.2021).
16 Ibid.
17 Akopov P. 2021. China Begins “Transformation of Capitalism”: And It Has a Major Ally. RIA Novosti. 09 October. Available 
at: https://ria.ru/20210910/kitay-1749414761.html (accessed: 17.11.2021).
18 Ibid.
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(read: effeminate) men. Show business was urged to “consciously reject vulgarity and 
tastelessness, and to consciously rebuff decadent ideas of worship of money, hedonism, 
and extreme individualism.”19

The significance of this shift cannot be overstated. It is not merely a partisan barri-
er against Big Pharma, the main lobbyist for transgender culture, but a radical change 
in the dominant idea: from a reliance on the idea of individual freedom, which until 
now has driven China’s economy by maximizing consumption, the country is return-
ing to the idea of social justice. Society acquires legal personality in this context: unlike 
the idea of freedom, which is always individual, the idea of justice is always supraindi-
vidual: one cannot be fair in and of himself; justice, as Aristotle pointed out, is always 
the measure of a particular situation of social interaction. In this regard, it is the ethical 
control of omnipotent algorithms, that is, the alternative system of socialization, that 
seems to be the most critical and the most far-sighted solution. It is not a question of 
nationalizing the digital oligarchs, whose mission, in the alarmist assessment of the 
Financial Times, is now to hand their billions over to the Communist Party,20 but to 
establish an ethical framework useful to society by which the state will limit the activi-
ties of these companies. And they took the message: as early as September 11, all major 
Chinese platforms, including the messenger services WeChat and Weibo, the video 
hosting site Tencent Video, the news aggregator Jinri Toutiao, and Douyin (known as 
TikTok outside China), said they were ready to comply with the new rules, pledged 
to impose self-discipline, refrain from using data and traffic as their main guide, and 
promote positive values to create a clean and honest online culture.21

China was not the first to catch on when it came to the rules of the new era, where 
digital sovereignty is central to state sovereignty: after the US information corpora-
tions “banned” then-President of the United States Donald Trump from their plat-
forms, the question of where sovereignty is and who has it became a burning issue 
for all states that have advanced down the road of digitalization. The failed attempts 
at colour revolutions in Hong Kong in 2019–2020, where China directly confronted 
the omnipotence of algorithms, and the events in Belarus helped raise awareness of its 
relevance. Yet it was China that first formulated – and very clearly – the state policy of 
the digital age, decisively equating the networked information culture with the critical 
infrastructure on the protection of which the resilience of the entire system depends. 
In this regard, the concluding statement of Li Guangman’s article is telling: “… if we 
still have to rely on the big capitalists as the main force against imperialism and he-

19 Ibid.
20 Financial Times. 2021. Jack Ma and the Chinese Tech Titans’ Mission to Give Away Billions. 19 October. Available at: htt-
ps:// www.ft.com/content/c89594c1-1d85-4dda-9e67-55c775bd6c9a (accessed: 14.11.2021).
21 Reuters. 2021. Chinese Content Platforms Pledge Self-Discipline – Industry Group. 09 November. Available at: : https://
www.reuters.com/world/china/chinese-content-platforms-pledge-self-discipline-industry-group-2021-09-11/
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gemony, or if we still cooperate with the American ‘mass entertainment’ industry, our 
young people will lose their strong and courageous energy and we will collapse like the 
Soviet Union, even before we are really attacked.”22

One might reasonably ask how the consistent and undivided dominance of the 
idea of freedom, the realm of freedom proclaimed by Francis Fukuyama with the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, which, having fully satisfied the thirst for recognition, end-
ed history (Fukuyama, 2015: 224), resulted in a state of anthills where the intellect of 
the free individual is replaced by instincts of collective behaviour. If, following Slavoj 
Žižek, we understand freedom as an event, a one-time act of freeing something from 
something that hinders it (Žižek, 2008: 31–34), and if we connect this consideration 
with the emancipating social subject, we will find that most of the historical acts of 
freedom were the liberation of the symbolic figure of the merchant, in his commercial, 
industrial or financial capacity, from the restrictions of other social institutions – in-
stitutions of power and institutions of influence, implemented through laws, religion, 
morality and ideology. For example, the liberation of Holland from the Spanish Em-
pire was simultaneously a liberation from Catholic morality and from the idea of so-
ciety as a legitimate political subject; in Protestantism, it was replaced by an aggregate 
of individuals, which together reduced the costs of colonial expansion for Holland 
(Arrighi, 2006: 181–201). In England, King Henry VIII’s Great Affair was actually the 
beginning of the rejection of Catholicism, which freed up funds for investment in 
the Navy, and the English Revolution a century later relieved the merchants of the 
King’s power; the royal power that was later restored was charged with the teleological 
duty of protecting the merchants and property (Koktysh, 2019: 48–65). The French 
Revolution was a simultaneous liberation from Catholicism, from the King, and, more 
significantly, from the concept of the divine origin of power. It was then that the idea 
of the relativity of truth in which Modernity exists was born: the French Enlighten-
ers could not convincingly answer the question of how power, that is, the right of one 
man to command and the obligation of others to obey, was possible in the new realm 
of reason, since the rationality of the king and the servant would by definition be one 
and the same rationality, a phenomenon of the same level (Koktysh, 2016b: 6–24). As 
a result, the procedural form of legitimizing power that remained as the only possible 
option was also extrapolated to the methods of searching to justify the truth, with all 
the ensuing costs, when one procedure is easily countered by another.

It seems important that each one-time act of emancipation then inevitably ac-
quired stable institutional forms, molding itself into a stable social order that those in-
cluded in it believed to be more or less fair. In other words, the idea of freedom began 
the process of collapse, and the idea of justice completed it, creating a stable construc-
tion for the subsequent historical period. In terms of social physics, we could say that 

22 Akopov P. 2021. China Begins “Transformation of Capitalism”: And It Has a Major Ally. RIA Novosti. 09 October. Available 
at: : https://ria.ru/20210910/kitay-1749414761.html (accessed: 14.11.2021).



Kirill Koktysh, Anna Renard-Koktysh

 23Volume  1,  number  3,  2022

freedom splintered the social subject, or part of it, into a molecular or even atomic 
state, and justice combined the scattered parts into new, stable and interconnected 
forms, at least on a supramolecular level (Koktysh, 2021). The latter, we should note, 
fully echoes Lenin’s maxim: “… before we can unite, and in order that we may unite, we 
must first of all draw firm and definite lines of demarcation” (Lenin, 1967: 22).

*     *     *
We can assume that the collapse of the Soviet Union, which represented a pole 

of justice in the system of international relations, was akin to the removal of carbon 
rods from the core of a nuclear reactor: left to itself, the idea of freedom went into an 
uncontrolled thermonuclear reaction, turning into a permanent process of liberation, 
which occurs through the release of energy when any social object is fragmented and 
its parts, which previously formed a single whole, are opposed to each other: from 
the division of states into national countries, to the separation of minorities from so-
cieties, to the splitting of families into individuals, and to the splitting of individuals 
into emotional and rational components that are autonomous in their behaviour. The 
reasonableness of this assumption is reinforced by the fact that with each new divi-
sion, a new profitable market emerged. In particular, the division of a large economy 
into a set of smaller ones, due to the capacity of the market and the level of division of 
labour (Grigoryev, 2014: 181–214), turns them into technological recipients of large 
players, whose domestic market allows them to produce and recoup hi-tech products; 
the cost structure of an individual, often without investment in children, is markedly 
different, both quantitatively and qualitatively, from that of a household; capacious 
markets create minorities, such as transgender people who are lifelong consumers of 
pharmacological products; the sovereignty of the emotional component in the digital 
economy implies spontaneous – and high – costs to satisfy externally imposed needs.

In this context, China’s bid to create an alternative digital pole of justice is more 
understandable: knocking out the post-truth culture and cancel culture of the com-
mercial component may in fact deprive them of the energy of investment, without 
which their further expansion seems problematic. On the plus side, there is also the 
possibility of a more or less consistent system of worldview and value coordinates set 
by the Communist Party of China. Such a system, having been a classical “dormant 
power” for the past several decades, that is, one that lets daily life run its course, inter-
vening only when something has gone wrong and something needs to be fixed, is now 
discovering its full might.

The path China is opening up will be attractive to states that believe their sov-
ereignty is a fundamental value. In some respects, Russia has followed this path: for 
example, in December 2021, a district court in Moscow handed down fines of RUB 
7.2 billion (approximately $119 million) and RUB 1.99 billion ($33 million) to Google 
and Meta (Facebook), respectively, for their failure to comply with the requirements 
imposed by the Federal Service for Supervision of Communications, Information 
Technology and Mass Media (Roskomnadzor). Yet China’s strategy, for all its clarity, is 
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hard to replicate, not just because of the high financial and time costs. There are some 
technical difficulties here, such as the fact that Europe does not have its own social 
networks, as well as some ideological issues: the liberal paradigm does not presup-
pose a foothold from which alternative rules of the game could be imposed, first and 
foremost, on the American information corporations. Things are somewhat better in 
Russia, which has its own social network that most minors use. There is also, formally 
speaking, a Russian messenger, Telegram. On the ideological level, there are the re-
cent amendments to the Constitution to protect traditional values. However, the first 
priority is to develop a conceptual response to the challenges that have emerged – a 
technical solution must follow a conceptual one, not the other way around. The only 
conceptual alternative to algocognitive culture is to rely on the idea of justice, which, 
as Aristotle pointed out (Aristotle, 1978b: 72–86), can be very different: justice based 
on origin, wealth, equality of opportunity, or, as we know from recent history, equality 
of income, but always based on a supraindividual identity. As we remember from Eu-
clidean geometry, an infinite number of lines can be drawn through a single point – in 
this case, “reprogramming” basic human attitudes does not seem to be an impossible 
task at all. But it is only possible to draw one straight line through two points – and in 
the case of a person who relies on a social identity that binds him to a social stratum as 
a basic one, it becomes problematic to “rewire” him.
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Abstract. The article deals with the study of the anti-soft power. The concept of soft 
power has taken over modern political discourse. The opportunities to counteract such 
power have not been considered properly so far. The proponents of the liberal para-
digm, trapped in the ideology of its exclusiveness, have failed to study this issue. Thus, 
the present article aims to answer the question of whether there exists an anti-soft 
power, both as ideology and practice, which could be sufficiently effective for the state 
to protect itself from the impact of external informational and cultural influence. The 
theory of soft power is based on the idea that its object accepts normative subordina-
tion. Consequently, such an object should not pursue major political ambitions, should 
be ready to collaborate within the established world order and, above all, agree with 
superiority of the world leaders and the rules they impose. Anti-soft power is different. 
The core idea is that its holder is not willing to comply with the opponent’s superiority 
or its rules of the game. The subject of anti-soft power is politically ambitious and never 
recognizes its dependence or inferiority. Regardless of being strong or weak, it will not 
admit its junior or secondary position in a community. A few such subjects emerged 
during the era of globalization. However, the globalization crisis may change the situ-
ation and thus give rise to a new political trend, the resurgence of anti-soft power. This 
article states that anti-soft power has repeatedly blocked the attempts of one country 
to influence another country. In the course of history, we can single out three main 
types of policy: 1) the policy based on supremacism, or chauvinism; 2) the policy based 
on ideological alternatives; 3) the policy based on segment restrictions of the oppo-
nent’s soft power. Each of these, though, can bring its subjects both political benefits 
and unwanted costs.
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1 English translation from the Russian text: Fenenko A.V. 2020. Anti-myagkaya sila v politicheskoj teorii i praktike. Mezh-
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The concept of “soft power” occupies a central place in modern political science 
discourse (Alekseeva, 2016: 5–21). The list of academic works on this issue is 
so extensive that it already requires reference reviews (Kosachev, 2013: 11–18; 

Lobanova, 2017: 77–88). At the same time, the possibility of countering this type of 
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impact remains poorly understood thus far. This leaves a number of questions unan-
swered: Does anti-soft power even exist as an ideology and a kind of political strategy 
designed to protect the state from the impact of foreign soft power? Under what condi-
tions is it desirable? What are its distinguishing features?

The existence of such a gap in modern research is understandable. A proper study 
of anti-soft power requires that political correctness be abandoned and a number of 
uncomfortable but unavoidable research questions be asked. Political scientists study 
how soft power can be used to influence political subjects, leaving aside the question of 
how the object of influence can be protected. When studying the “sword” (and this is 
precisely what soft power is today), the problem of understanding the “shield” (which 
ant-soft power should theoretically become) arises. In the present article, the author 
attempts to present theoretical justifications for the concept of anti-soft power, deter-
mine its content and demonstrate models of its implementation in practical politics. 
In the process of the analysis, “anti-soft power” will be considered solely as a scientific 
concept, independently of any political or ideological preferences of the researcher.

1
Despite the wide variety of works on the theory of soft power, three stages in the 

interpretation of this phenomenon can be distinguished.
The first stage is the emergence of the very idea that the state is able to achieve its 

strategic goals through ideological and cultural means. It was first proposed at the be-
ginning of the 20th century by British political scientist Norman Angell (1872–1967). 
In his The Great Illusion: A Study of the Relation of Military Power in Nations to their 
Economic and Social Advantage, which appeared shortly before the outbreak of the 
First World War, Angell pointed out that, as scientific and technological progress de-
velops, inter-state wars become increasingly destructive and do not justify the finan-
cial resources spent on them (Angell, 1910). According to Angell, it would be far more 
effective for countries to use economic ties and attractive ideologies to pursue their 
interests. The ability of a state to present an attractive example can win other societies 
over to its side and ensure a political presence without enemy occupation.

The theory of “cultural hegemony” put forward by the Italian Marxist Antonio 
Gramsci (1891–1937) continues Angell’s thinking. He argued that the power of the 
ruling class rests not only on violence, but also on consent: the mechanism of power 
is made up of both coercion and persuasion. Hegemony presupposes active consent, 
in which the people desire what the ruling class demands: “governance with the con-
sent of the governed.” Gramsci identified the technology for the formation of cultural 
hegemony based on three main groups: 1) “organic intellectuals” (practitioners of the 
ideology) who form the intellectual climate in society; 2) the traditional intelligentsia, 
consisting of hired intellectual workers who are in the service of the ruling class; and 
3) mass media and the education system, which determine the intellectual mood of 
society (Gramsci, 1959: 460–462).
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The second stage, which began in the early 1990s, was marked by the development 
of a systemic understanding of soft power. This was studied by American political 
scientist Joseph Nye, who suggests that soft power should be understood as “the abil-
ity to get what you want through attraction rather than coercion or payments” (Nye, 
2004: 3). In the structure of the foreign policy of the great powers, he singles out three 
tools: coercion, payments and attraction (soft power). This definition has become en-
trenched in political science and is now generally accepted as a given. Granted, in a 
2006 letter to Foreign Policy magazine (Nye, 2006), he pointed out that in other coun-
tries (primarily Russia and China), soft power is interpreted as propaganda, which is 
not true. Soft power, according to Nye, is the ability of the state to please by example.

In this respect, the etymology of the concept of “soft power” is extremely impor-
tant. In US legislation, law is divided into two components: “hard” and “soft.” The first 
component encompasses actions that are binding, while the second covers actions that 
are rights, which, if not followed, do not entail legal consequences. That is, “soft” law 
refers to ethical norms that are inherent in a given society, which are in theory pro-
tected with the help of public opinion. Soft power does not have punitive sanctions for 
insubordination, but it does create a situation where the moral imperative cannot be 
ignored. In this interpretation, the concept of “soft power” is somewhat equivalent to 
the terms “humanitarian power” or “attractive power” in Russian.

When the “classical” (i.e., Joseph Nye’s) understanding of soft power reigned in the 
early 2000s, its main structural components were identified in the American scientific 
literature:

– Economic component: the investment and financial attractiveness of the state;
– Humanitarian component: the attractiveness of the country’s education sys-

tem and its scientific and technological activities;
– Cultural component: international recognition of the country’s cultural herit-

age; the expansion of intercultural communications; popularization of the national 
language; tourist attractiveness;

– Political component: the development of political institutes of democracy; hu-
man rights protection;

– Diplomatic component: the effectiveness of the negotiation process; the ability 
to prevent aggression and neutralize threats (Holik, 2011: 223–254).

The mechanisms for implementing soft power were economic, public and cultural 
diplomacy. Their purpose was not merely to create an attractive image of the country 
in the eyes of the population and establishment of another state. Far greater impor-
tance was afforded to enmeshing the elites of other countries in a net of intercon-
nected relations, swaying them adopt foreign economic norms and models (Cooper, 
Hocking, Maley, 2008). Public diplomacy was imbued with new content, becoming 
a mechanism for creating a positive image of the country in the eyes of the public of 
another state while at the same time influencing its elites (Leonard, 2002). This process 
was made all the easier by the emergence of satellite television, and then satellite inter-
net – for the first time in history, countries were able to broadcast their opinions and, 
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accordingly, influence foreign audiences. The policy of information influence integrat-
ed two elements: technology (regulation of the process of developing the components 
of the information environment) and content (the priorities of the communication 
activities of participants in the socio-political process).

The third stage in the understanding of soft power started in the early 2010s, when 
the term started to refer to a set of manipulative technologies designed to destroy a giv-
en society. In Russia, this interpretation gained traction following the publication on 
February 27, 2012 of an article by Prime Minister of the Russian Federation Vladimir 
Putin entitled “Russia and the Changing World.”2 In the article, Putin pointed to the 
danger that the use of soft power by external actors could pose. “The notion of ‘soft 
power’ is being used increasingly often. This implies a matrix of tools and methods to 
reach foreign policy goals without the use of arms but by exerting information and 
other levers of influence. Regrettably, these methods are being used all too frequently 
to develop and provoke extremist, separatist and nationalistic attitudes, to manipu-
late the public and to conduct direct interference in the domestic policy of sovereign 
countries,” Putin wrote. This approach to understanding soft power spawned a series 
of works that see it as a system of interfering in the domestic politics of other states 
(Burlinova, 2014: 28–35; Pashin, 2014: 14–21).

A similar revision of the understanding of soft power took place in the West. Back 
in 2004, the British historian Niall Ferguson noted the connection of soft power with 
imperialism (Ferguson, 2004). “Soft power,” according to his definition, is “merely the 
velvet glove concealing an iron hand” (Ferguson, 2004: 24). In 2017, American politi-
cal scientists Christopher Walker and Jessica Ludwig of the National Endowment for 
Democracy coined the term “sharp power” (Walker; Ludwig, 2017: 6–94) to mean a 
foreign policy activity involving the use of tools to manipulate public opinion in other 
countries and undermine their political systems. According to Walker and Ludwig, 
this term can only be applied to authoritarian regimes. Moreover, the authors made it 
abundantly clear they were talking about Russia and China, and “sharp power” refers 
to the influence that these two states exert on democratic countries in order to un-
dermine their political systems, mislead their people restrict the freedom of speech, 
and conceal or divert attention from negative information about their own countries 
abroad. The definition of sharp power is politically naive. The authors seemed genu-
inely surprised that other major players could use soft power against the United States 
itself, although the ideological struggle is an integral part of world history. 

That said, there is an important political phenomenon hiding behind this seem-
ing naivety: the concept of soft power in its modern understanding is a product of 
American political culture. The United States had not come up against an adversary 

2 Putin V.V. 2012. Russia and the Changing World. Moskovskie Novosti. 17 February. Available at: http://www.mn.ru/poli-
tics/78738 (accessed: 15.01.2020).
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who rejected US ideals outright and was unwilling to accept, let alone discuss, the at-
tractiveness of the United States. The soft power policy of the United States was carried 
out in a favourable environment, being directed against countries which: 

– found themselves under direct military and political control (Germany, Italy 
and Japan following the Second World War);

– saw the United States as a defender of their security (the countries of Western 
Europe during the Cold War, and the countries of Eastern Europe following the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union);

– had groups of elites that were sympathetic to the culture and ideology of the 
United States (the Soviet Union in the later stages of its existence, the post-Soviet 
countries). 

This last group of targets of US influence deserves special attention. American 
observers typically present the collapse of the “socialist community” and the Soviet 
Union as a triumph of American attractiveness.3 This interpretation ignores the fact 
that the Soviet Union was not an existential adversary of the United States, denying it 
the right to exist. The musings of V. Pechatnov, a Russian expert on American studies, 
are to point here: “It is telling that, in Soviet times, the official Soviet propaganda did 
not try to sow hatred for the American people, separating them from ‘US reaction-
ary circles’” (Pechatnov, 2006: 51). Even during the peak crises of the Cold War, the 
Soviet people did not demonstrate the kind of militarism towards or morbid hatred of 
the American public that was characteristic of how the people of Europe viewed each 
other before the First World War. Remarkably, not a single film was made in the Soviet 
Union about a victory over the NATO countries in a hypothetical “Third World War” 
(no “One Hundred Hours to the Rhine” or “Parade in Brussels”) like the pre-War films 
First Strike and Heroes of the Sea. 

During the Cold War, Soviet ideology was presented as a competition between 
two political systems, rather than a struggle between the Soviet and American peo-
ples. At the same time, the concept of “competition” means mutual recognition of the 
enemy as an equal who offers something positive that can be adopted and improved 
upon. Soviet society (primarily the intelligentsia and liberal groups of the party elite) 
was fascinated by American culture and way of life. Soviet think tanks introduced 
American literature to Soviet readers under the guise of “criticism of bourgeois con-
cepts,” rather than writing about the superiority of the Soviet people and/or the in-
feriority of the American people. The intelligentsia tuned into foreign radio stations 
and felt no hatred towards the United States while listening to negative opinions about 

3 Figes O. 2002. Who Lost the Soviet Union? The New York Times. 20 January. Available at: http://www.nytimes.
com/2002/01/20/books/who-lost-the-soviet-union.html (accessed: 17.01.2020); Laiiy K. 2014. Crimea-Happy Russians want 
Gorbachev to Pay for Loss of Soviet Empire. Washington Post. 10 April. Available at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/
world/europe/crimea-happy-russians-want-gorbachev-to-pay-for-loss-of-soviet-empire/2014/04/10/ffa0f545-8923-4acd-
a016-4a25a937b32a_story.html (accessed: 17.01.2020).
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their country. More interesting still were the attitudes in the late Soviet Union towards 
American cultural products: conservatives fought to ban them, while liberals tried 
to get their hands on them in somewhat shady ways, but neither was overcome with 
hatred upon seeing them. 

The manner in which the question of the ideological impact of Western countries 
on Soviet society is framed is also interesting. First, it is not clear why US ideological 
propaganda did not work on Germany and Japan during the Second World War. Oc-
cupation of these countries was thus necessary if the consciousness of their peoples 
was to be “recoded” (at least on the surface). Second, the framing of the question of 
ideological sabotage assumes that the targets of soft power are willing to listen to what 
outsiders have to say. Experience shows that the only way this kind of propaganda can 
achieve its goals is if the people of the target country are ready (1) to listen to the oppo-
nent; (2) to be self-critical and accept criticism from the outside; and (3) have a culture 
of national and personal self-irony. If they are not, then soft power will not work. 

Russian political commentator A. Baikov pointed to the reciprocity of the soft 
power policy. If “hard power” is the most commonly used instrument of influence 
and a resource of state policy or the most prominent business structures (acting as 
conductors of state interests), then “soft power” is a “function” of society, a factor and 
a prism of its perception in the world (Baikov, 2014: 38). But perception is a subjective, 
not an objective, category. The projection of soft power requires a peaceful society that 
is ready to accept that another country may be superior to it. If, for example, we are 
dealing with a people who believe that their “blood is the purest,” or that the rights of 
their country are above those of others, then they will never accept the possibility that 
another nation could be superior in any aspect. 

It can be argued that these conditions are absent in the interpretation of soft power 
proposed by Joseph Nye as the ability to “get what you want through attraction rather 
than coercion or payments.” But this is not the case. All three definitions of the theory 
of soft power are built into the general concept of “cultural hegemony” and are based 
on the following postulates: 

1. Axiological. The theory of soft power suggests that the target population will 
be interested in the narrative you are selling about your achievements and will try to 
adopt a positive opinion about your country. In reality, people may react very differ-
ently to this narrative, and not necessarily positively – from the desire to protect their 
citizens from contacts with the country trying to exercise soft power to a surge in envi-
ous hatred for a successful opponent. That said, it is almost impossible that the targets 
of soft power will not assimilate at least some of the culture of the country practicing 
soft power tactics.

2. Systemic. The target of soft power should want to adopt the achievements of 
a more successful state, and not be destroyed by force – for example, in order to take 
away its wealth or increase its status in the system of international relations. Soft power 
can be used more effectively against an adversary who values the existing world order, 
but not against a revisionist power. 
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3. Normative. The target of soft power must accept the proposed rules of the 
game. The set of measures proposed by Joseph Nye illustrates this thesis. Hard power 
assumes that the opponent does not have a similar stick it can use in response. Brib-
ery means that the adversary is willing to take payments as an alternative to ways to 
destroy the bribing country. The only way the country practicing soft power tactics 
can be considered attractive is if the target population is ready to acknowledge that 
country’s superiority, rather than denying it unconditionally. Non-acceptance renders 
the three methods of imposing soft power meaningless. 

4. Typological. Societies that project soft power and those that assimilate it are 
of the same ideological type. They must share common values, be relatively peaceful, 
focused on a high-level consumption for citizens and, most importantly, be ready to 
interact with other countries in the existing world order and not focused on destroying 
it. The American side was able to influence Soviet intellectuals during the Brezhnev era 
by claiming that “the Soviet Union sent troops into Afghanistan illegally.” The same 
was impossible with the German and Japanese population before the Second World 
War, and the Americans would have been greeted with a response in the vein of “And 
it’s a good thing we did. And your worthless country will be next if you keep trying to 
judge.” Soft power projection is impossible if the target country does not share at least 
some of the same values. 

The totality of these methodological axioms is what constitutes the understanding 
of soft power that has developed in American political science. What it boils down to is 
not direct propaganda, but the ability of a country to please by example, to entangle the 
elites of other countries with a network of connections, and, if necessary, to influence 
and direct processes between the elites, up to support for regime change. Nevertheless, 
the use of soft power is only possible when and where the object of influence is ready to 
accept it, or is at least indifferent towards it. When the elites are initially hostile to the 
target of their soft power, or consider it lower culturally, then soft power itself ceases 
to be ineffective. This conclusion suggests that it is possible to oppose soft power, and, 
consequently, that it is possible to build a kind of anti-soft power. If soft power is the 
ability to please by example, then anti-soft power is the ability of the state to make an op-
ponent “unattractive,” “disliked” and, in some cases, “unacceptable” in the eyes of society. 

2
International relations scholars and social sciences scholars study different things. 

The former are interested in the interaction of international political actors and the 
complex of connections between them. The latter, on the other hand, study these sub-
jects themselves and the internal political processes taking place in them, including 
those aimed at shaping their foreign policy strategies. Despite the similarity of terms, 
the concept of “power” in the domestic political and socio-political context as pre-
sented in the classic works of Talcott Parsons and Max Weber (Parsons, 1951; Weber, 
1978) is not suitable for an analysis of inter-state relations. 
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The traditional understanding of power would make sense in the study of interna-
tional relations if the world was a single empire, or if it was a closed hierarchical system 
like in medieval Europe. Since we continue to live in a competitive environment of 
nation states, the concept of soft power as presented by international relations experts, 
following in the vein of Hans Morgenthau, continues to see power as the ability to 
convert resources (power, economic, cultural and organizational) into international 
political influence. Soft power in international relations is the ability of countries to 
mobilize cultural, informational and organizational resources within the system of in-
teraction between states. 

The terminology of anti-soft power should close the gap in the Nye’s concept of 
soft power. In Nye’s understanding, soft power acts as a variant of “normative power,” 
or the ability of a state to produce certain socio-cultural and political norms and popu-
larize them using normative methods and tools. Accordingly, anti-soft power can be 
defined as the ability of a target country to reject the rules of the game that have been 
dictated to it and/or oppose them with its own alternative. Anti-soft power is the ulti-
mate variant of soft power, based on the ability of the target country to reject foreign 
norms. 

Soft power and anti-soft power are structured differently. Soft power has four 
components:

– a subject: the state that produces and transmits its norms;
– an object: the state to which the subject’s norms are addressed;
– a strategy: a comprehensive plan on the part of the subject for the use of soft 

power, or the spontaneous use of such power (for example, on the basis of the rem-
nants of the attractiveness of the subject formed in the past); 

– tools: a set of technologies and practices that the subject uses to project its soft 
power onto the object. 

The structure of anti-soft power is different. It has the following components: 
– a subject: a state that uses a strategy of warding off the soft power of another 

country;
– an object: the population of the subject and its partners that need protecting 

from the influence of an opponent;
– a strategy: goal-setting for the use of anti-soft power at home and abroad;
– tools: a set of technologies and practices that are used to fight the opponent.
The subject fields of soft power and anti-soft power are also different. Both of 

these categories belong to the sphere of cultural confrontation, in the broadest sense of 
the term. However, while the subject field of soft power mostly includes the means of 
projecting a country’s image outside, the goal of anti-soft power is to block this from 
happening, while at the same time increasing the attractiveness of the country’s image 
for its own people. Satellite television stations transmitting news abroad belong, for ex-
ample, to the sphere of soft power, while systems to counteract them in other countries 
belong to the sphere of anti-soft power. 
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Anti-soft power, as a set of measures aimed at combating the ideological influence 
of the enemy, is not the same as counter-propaganda (Pocheptsov, 2003: 239). The 
task of counter-propaganda is to discredit enemy idea, destroy unwanted information 
entities, and prevent them from coming up in the future. The goal of anti-soft power is 
to cultivate the ability of society to reject (or at least not accept) such information. In 
other words, it aims to create a socio-political discourse within which propaganda is 
almost impossible. According to the Russian researcher V. Gatov, “counter-propagan-
da almost always seeks to split the emerging large audiences of a given propagandistic 
idea, to reveal and exploit contradictions in it” (Gatov, 2015). Anti-soft power is the 
instilling in society the ability to not absorb the discourses offered by another society. 

Let us use some examples to illustrate the difference between counter-propaganda 
and anti-soft power. Defensive counter-propaganda uses the technique of “contrast-
ing propaganda” – the selection of information in such a way as to create the desired 
effect. This is done at the level of ideas and topics covered in the media. However, it is 
only possible in a society that shares certain basic values with the side that is carrying 
out the propaganda campaign. It makes no sense to try and scare voters with an “arms 
race” in a society that sees war as the norm. Similarly, there is no point frightening 
a society hell-bent on expansion with the threat of a commodity shortage. Vladimir 
Lenin once wrote about the “communist conceit,”4 which suggests that Russia lacked 
a tradition of military feudalism in which such conceit of the historically paramilitary 
elite would be perceived as the norm. 

 Similarly, offensive counter-propaganda uses the technique of “imitation dis-
information,” which involves altering the enemy’s propaganda, taking it in a different 
direction, imbuing it with different content, undermining its credibility and creating a 
negative image. This is only required if society is at least partly ready to listen to what 
the opponent has to say. If the prevailing attitude among the population towards the 
opposite side is that it is an enemy (in the sense that “it doesn’t matter what they say, we 
won’t believe them anyway”), then this technique is redundant. While counter-prop-
aganda is aimed at dealing with specific problems at a specific time, anti-soft power is 
designed to form an ideological discourse in society that makes it immune to propa-
ganda. In the same vein, the concept of “anti-soft” power is not identical to the idea 
of “resilience to stress” currently being developed in the European Union.5 The term 
has thus far been poorly elucidated. First, “resilience to stress” does not mean block-
ing external influence: a country’s political system can be extremely stable even if such 
influence exists. (Protectorates could exist for centuries, for example, but this did not 
stop them from being dependent on external influences.) Second, the concept of “resil-

4 Lenin V.I. The New Economic Policy and the Tasks of the Political Education Departments. In V.I. Lenin. Collected Works. 
V. 44. P. 173. Available at: http://leninvi.com/t44/p173 (accessed: 19.01.2020). 
5 A Secure Europe in a Better World. European Security Strategy. European Union. Brussels. 2003. 12 December. Available at: 
http://europa.eu/globalstrategy/en/european-securitystrategy-secureeurope-better-world (accessed: 19.01.2020).
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ience to stress” raises the question of what exactly we mean by “stress.” Traditionally, it 
refers to wars and revolutions. But wars can strengthen the political system and ensure 
its stability, which was precisely the case with the Hundred Years’ War (1337–1453), or 
the modern wars in the Middle East. Revolutions do not always lead to the collapse of 
the political system. For example, all the European revolutions of 1848 brought was a 
change of the ruling dynasty in France. Anti-soft power as the ability to not be affected 
by external influence can both cause “stress” and succeed without it. 

It would be more useful to compare the anti-soft power methodology with the 
theory of “political culture.” Back in 1956, the American political scientist Gabriel Al-
mond suggested that “every political system is embedded in a particular pattern of 
orientations to political action,” which he defined as the “political culture” (Almond, 
1956: 396–397). He also stressed that the term “ideology” should be understood solely 
as “the systematic and explicit formulation of a general orientation to politics,” while 
“more vague and implicit orientations” were encompassed by political culture. Later, 
Almond, following in the tradition of Talcott Parsons, would single out three types of 
orientation within the framework of political culture: cognitive, affective and evalua-
tive (Almond and Verba, 1963). In other words, soft power is a theory of increasing the 
attractiveness of one’s own political culture and, accordingly, weakening the political 
cultures of other countries. Anti-soft power is the theory of blocking the attractiveness 
and even rejecting opposing political cultures. 

In 1971, political culture critic Carole Pateman drew attention to the premise on 
which the theory rests: patterns of participation and the culture that underpins them 
“are not subject to substantial change” (Pateman, 1971: 292, 296). Pateman saw this 
as a weakness in the theory of political culture. From the point of view of the modern 
understanding of soft power, a stronger and fundamentally stable political culture is 
superior to a more flexible and unstable political culture. For example, American soft 
power spreads without any reflection on the right of the United States to exercise a 
leading role in the world, as only the policies of individual presidents are criticized. 
Accordingly, anti-soft power is a set of measures to increase the stability of one’s own 
political culture and its ability to not accept the values and norms of other political 
cultures. Whether or not this policy is successful is another question. 

The subject cannot project its anti-soft power directly onto the opponent: the first 
task is to ensure that one’s own society has been fully exposed to the anti-soft pow-
er tactics; only then can the subject go on the counter-offensive. Additionally, anti-
soft power is not something that can emerge spontaneously: it involves a previously 
planned set of measures to counter the soft power of the enemy. It is not merely about 
rejecting the opponent’s ideology; it is about offering an attractive alternative and pos-
sessing the technical means of spreading an information and cultural policy. Such a 
policy can achieve its goals if it is based on a targeted strategy of countering the enemy’s 
soft power, which includes a set of specific measures that are more effective than external 
influence. 
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3
In his work The Age of the Crowd, the French sociologist Serge Moscovici attempt-

ed to model a society that is impervious to propaganda (Moscovici, 1998). The results 
shocked even him, and he was unable to paint a picture of such a society. A society 
that is completely impervious to foreign soft power should demonstrate the following 
characteristics: 

– a vision of itself as the centre of the universe and look upon other societies with 
a sense of conceited superiority;

– a belief that war is a normal and completely natural state of affairs;
– a feeling of envy and hatred towards more successful nations, rather than see-

ing them as a model to be followed; 
– a developed culture of revenge and exaltation of one’s grievances;
– an inability to accept criticism from foreigners, seeing this as an unacceptable 

act of hostility. 
According to Moscovici, the perfect opposition to soft power is chauvinism. The 

name of this ideology comes from the name of the somewhat legendary Napoleonic 
soldier Nicolas Chauvin, who became a symbol of extreme forms of patriotism. Chau-
vinism is an ideology of national superiority as a way to justify the right to discriminate 
against other peoples. Chauvinism differs from simple nationalism, as it goes beyond 
rejecting the rights of other peoples to rejecting those peoples as such: it proclaims 
obligatory hatred for their culture, customs, way of life and worldview. At the level of 
practical politics, chauvinism is expressed in suspicion of one’s own government if it 
enters into a dialogue with a hostile country, and distrust of fellow countrymen who 
have personal contacts with people from another state. At least two cases of the imple-
mentation of the chauvinistic version of anti-soft power can be identified within the 
last three centuries. 

The first one is Imperial Japan. In the middle of the 16th century, the Japanese 
authorities established maritime trade with Portugal and Spain and happily allowed 
Christian missionaries into the country. However, in 1603, representatives of the Toku-
gawa clan, who did not look kindly upon foreigners and started to pursue a policy of 
isolation (Sakoku) took over the title of shogun. This involved introducing a ban on 
practicing non-Japanese faiths and requiring citizens to obtain government permis-
sion to leave the country (under pain of death). In 1614, the country officially banned 
Christianity (again, under pain of death), and from 1636, foreigners (the Portuguese, 
and later the Dutch) were only allowed to reside on the artificial island of Dejima in 
Nagasaki harbour. The new foreign trade regime implemented in 1641 banned all for-
eign ships from entering the roadstead of Nagasaki Port, with the exception of Chinese 
and Dutch vessels, which were permitted to enter only twice a year. 

The ideological basis of the Sakoku policy was the self-perception of Japanese so-
ciety. The worldview cultivated by the Japanese state was based on the synthesis of 
religious teachings – Shintoism, Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism. The latter ap-
peared in Japan in the 8th century as a version of Faxian’s teachings, with its charac-
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teristic Confucianist etatism, an ideology based on the cult of the state and the power 
of the emperor (Mikado). The rationale for the Mikado’s right to the throne as a de-
scended of the sun goddess Amaterasu was laid down in the Shinto trilogy Kojiki, Ni 
Hongi, and Kujiki (Eliseeff and Eliseeff, 1974). The Japanese were then declared kami 
(deities), with each clan having its own divine progenitor. This concept was brought up 
to date by the historian Tokugawa Mitsukuni (1628–1700), who established a research 
institute in order to write his Dai Nihonshi (“The History of Great Japan”), which he 
presented to the Shogun in 1720. Mitsukuni’s ideology laid the foundations for state 
nationalism (teikoshuge) based on the slogan sonnō jōi (“Revere the Emperor, expel the 
barbarians!”) (Krupyanko, Areshidze, 2010: 193). 

Foreigners (gaijin) did not fit into the Shinto system, and they were thus initially 
afforded a low position in the Japanese worldview. In the early 19th century, Japanese 
scholar Hirata Atsutane described the Dutch as having dog eyes, saying that they wore 
heels because they did not have heels on their feet, and that they were lustful like dogs.6 

The Japanese press was astonished by the fact that foreigners did not eat rice, but rather 
meat, which made them wild and aggressive. Their attitudes to other peoples appeared 
in printmaking around 1840 in the work “Types of Foreigners: Russians, Ryukyuan, 
Dutch, Koreans and Chinese.”7 Here, the artist presented a condescending image of the 
type of people that existed outside Japan. In the 1850s, when the Western powers had 
forced unfair treaties upon Japan, the attitude towards foreigners was expressed by the 
image of the “White Monkey at the Jasper Gate” (Gila-Novickaya, 1990: 6). 

Any foreigner who spoke Japanese and was interested in the local culture was 
called a “henna gaijin” – a strange foreigner. According to the Japanese worldview, 
foreigners were unable to understand Japanese culture as inherently loftier, while the 
Japanese were perfectly capable of studying and understanding foreign cultures. The 
highest honour for a foreigner in Edo Japan (1603–1867) was for them to be portrayed 
as Japanese. Such an honour was accorded, for example, to the American Commodore 
Matthew Calbraith Perry and the Russian Admiral Yevfimiy Putyatin, who visited the 
country on military missions in 1853–1855. 

The forced opening of Japan by Western powers in the 1850s created a kind of ha-
tred of foreigners among the population (Sims, 2001). Russian traveller F. Kupchinskij 
noted: “it seems that they were happy to throw off European clothes and manners (…) 
They like to reminisce about the good old days in games, masquerades, parades, and 
festivals, where they rid themselves of everything that is superficial and alien to them, 
and only a wildly cheerful crowd of Asians remains. Then they start using slang – they 
talk rapidly, loudly, in stilted phrases, and sing old songs about the exploits of Samurai 
warriors. And these crowds have no love for Europeans. When they come across a Eu-

6 Rodin S. A Brief History of Love and Hate for Europeans. Arzamas. Available at: https://arzamas.academy/materials/723 
(accessed: 20.01.2020).
7 This work is currently stored at Harvard Art Museums. 
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ropean in the streets, they greet them with wild cries, laughter, and abuse. These kinds 
of festivities are unsafe for a European passing by if tact, endurance and composure are 
not in his character” (Kupchinskij, 1911: 62). The German researcher K. Ratgen noted 
that immediately after Japan had been opened for the rest of the world, the Japanese 
people demanded the expulsion of all foreigners, who enjoyed the patronage of the 
Mikado (Ratgen, 1903: 12). 

The Japanese ideology differed from the ideological heritage of the Russian Slavo-
philes of the 19th century in terms of its cult of war and foreign expansion. This world-
view went back to the Bushido code – a set of rules for the conduct of warriors (The 
Bushido Code 2008). The book contains a number of illustrative passages: “True cour-
age consists in living when it is right to live, and dying when it is right to die”; “In war, 
the loyalty of the Samurai is manifested in facing the enemy’s arrows and spears with-
out fear, sacrificing life if duty requires it”; “If in war a Samurai loses a fight and must 
lay down his life, he should say his name proudly and without a moment’s hesitation 
die with a smile on his face”; “The Samurai must always be cognizant of the fact that he 
could die at any moment, and when that moment comes, the Samurai must die with 
honour. That is his primary duty.” While the Samurai class had disappeared by 1877, 
its moral code continued to be regarded as a model to be followed. 

This worldview rejects weakness. Emperor Meiji’s decree of 1871 ordering all of-
ficials to dress in European clothes rather than a kimono was a watershed moment in 
this respect (Meshcheryakova, 2009: 246–265). The reasoning behind the decree was 
that Japanese dress was associated with weakness. The Mikado himself led by example 
in official portraits commissioned in 1873 and 1888, in which he is wearing a full-dress 
uniform. 

The evolution of ideas in Japanese society about China is also telling. Until the 
middle of the 19th century, most Japanese literature was written in Chinese. Mean-
while, in 1882, the hugely influential Japanese thinker Fukuzawa Yukichi wrote during 
a visit to Hong Kong that he was immensely envious of the British and that he was 
delighted with their oppression of the Chinese there. In 1899, the prominent journalist 
Takayama Chogyū, claimed: “We admire Anglo-Saxon imperialism and we hope our 
imperialism does not differ from theirs” (Kitahara, 1989). China had lost its allure and 
was now seen as a weak power that had not survived the Opium Wars. Accordingly, 
Chinese culture did not offer anything of any value. 

This mindset provided Japan with powerful anti-soft power. During the Meiji era 
(1868–1912), the imperial government used public sentiment to develop a unique ide-
ology. The country launched a policy of Westernization, borrowing Western achieve-
ments and adopting its political system. These events were designed to increase Japan’s 
military-technical resources, including for the purpose of territorial expansion. The 
assimilation of Western (primarily Anglo-Saxon) cultural heritage was cut short by the 
deep faith of the Japanese people in the superiority of their country (Vasilieva, 2002: 



Research  Article

40 Russian Journal of World Politics and Law of Nations

49–63). The ultimate goal of assimilating foreign achievements was the ostensible crea-
tion of military potential capable of defeating European powers in the future, or at the 
very least of undermining their positions in the Pacific. 

The Japanese public education system was used to transmit this ideology to the 
masses on the basis of the Imperial Rescript on Education dated October 30, 1890, 
which was read every day in schools across the country: 

Our Imperial Ancestors have founded Our Empire on a basis broad and everlast-
ing and have deeply and firmly implanted virtue; Our subjects ever united in loyalty 
and filial piety have from generation to generation illustrated the beauty thereof. This 
is the glory of the fundamental character of Our Empire, and herein also lies the source 
of Our education (…) should emergency arise, offer yourselves courageously to the 
State; and thus guard and maintain the prosperity of Our Imperial Throne coeval with 
heaven and earth. So shall ye not only be Our good and faithful subjects, but render 
illustrious the best traditions of your forefathers. The Way here set forth is indeed the 
teaching bequeathed by Our Imperial Ancestors, to be observed alike by Their De-
scendants and the subjects, infallible for all ages and true in all places.8

Another version of anti-soft power was implemented in Imperial Germany. Un-
like in the case of Japan, this was not the result of a traditional worldview, but was 
rather constructed by state policy. Romantic philosophy at the turn of the 19th cen-
tury developed ideas about German culture as a special civilization that opposed the 
French “enlightenment.” “Germany did for the ideology of conservatism what France 
had done for the Enlightenment – used it to its logical end,” the German sociologist 
Karl Mannheim wrote (Mannheim, 1994: 578). The German philosopher Johann Got-
tlieb Fichte posited that the surrounding world is constructed by the will of the subject 
(Fichte, 1993: 2–641), while Georg Hegel went as far as to claim that it is only in the 
world that the “absolute idea” knows itself (Hegel, 1993: 571). During the revolution of 
1848, the Austrian thinkers Karl Ludwig von Bruck and Lorenz von Stein developed 
the concept of “Middle Europe” (Mittel Europa), which appealed to the experience of 
the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation during its heyday (from the 10th to the 
13th centuries, when its ruler was considered the leading monarch of Europe (Kann, 
1980: 88–96).

The German Empire created in 1871 started to transform these sentiments into 
state ideology. A favourable political background for this was created by the swift vic-
tories of Prussia in three wars (with Denmark in 1864, Austria in 1866 and France in 
1870), which engendered a heightened sense of patriotism in the country and a belief 
in the army. In was against this background that the government of Otto von Bismarck 
(1862–1890) developed a state education system based on German nationalism. The 
most important component of the curriculum was the so-called Kulturkampf (“the 

8 Imperial Rescript on Education. 1890. Available at: https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Imperial_Rescript_on_Education (ac-
cessed: 20.01.2020).
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struggle for culture”) – a policy of establishing state control over the Roman Catho-
lic Church. The imperial government abolished the Roman Catholic bureau in the 
Prussian Ministry of Culture, deprived priests of the right to speak on political topics, 
banned the activities of the Jesuit Order and severed diplomatic relations with the Holy 
See. In 1873, the Reichstag passed the “May Laws,” which established state control over 
schools, appointments to church positions, and relations between the clergy and pa-
rishioners. In 1875, civil marriage was made compulsory in Germany. Kulturkampf 
paved the way for the school system to be taken under state control, and for the Catho-
lic Church to be removed from it as a force that preached cosmopolitan values. 

To combat cosmopolitanism, the concept of Pan-Germanism was introduced as 
an ideology that called for turning Germany into a “great space” by annexing all Ger-
man-speaking territories (Chickering, 1984). As a political movement, Pan-German-
ism appeared in Austria-Hungary in the early 1880s. In the Austrian part of the Dual 
Monarchy, people started calling for separating the German lands from Hungary and 
joining the German Empire. By the late 19th century, many Vereins (associations) were 
operating in the provinces, as well as in Vienna. In 1886, Anton Langgassner founded 
the Germanenbund in Salzburg. In 1890, the Pan-German Union (the All-German 
Union from 1894) was established in Frankfurt am Main, with retired Chancellor Otto 
von Bismarck being made an honorary member. The declared goals of the movement 
were the revival of patriotism in Germany, support for German interests abroad, the 
promotion of a proactive German policy and colonial expansion. 

At the same time, the ideology of Pan-Germanism was highly aestheticized. 
The German leadership immediately saw the potential of composer Richard Wagner 
(1813–1883). The first Wagner festival was held in 1876 under the auspices of King 
Ludwig II of Bavaria (1864–1886) in a specially built theatre in the city of Bayreuth 
(Bavaria), which hosted the premiere of the complete cycle of The Ring of the Nibelung 
(Buchner, 2013). The next Bayreuth (Wagner) festival in 1882 featured the premiere 
of Wagner’s opera Parsifal. The festival would go on to be held annually or biannually 
until 1936 (with a break in 1914–1924) (Akopyan, 2010: 52). It would later become an 
official event in the Third Reich. The composer’s daughter-in-law, Winifred Wagner 
(1897–1980), who would become a member of the Nazi Party and a personal friend 
of Hitler, was instrumental in this. Not only were Wagner’s musical and mystical works 
turned into state ideology, but they were also used to represent Germany’s past. 

Built in 1886 by King Ludwig II of Bavaria near the town of Füssen in south-
western Bavaria, Neuschwanstein Castle would become a symbol of German anti-soft 
power (Neuschwanstein – “New Swan Cliff ”). The wall paintings illustrate motifs from 
the medieval legend of Parsifal, which served as inspiration for Wagner’s opera of the 
same name (Petzet, Bunz, 1995: 46–123). The interior of the castle is inspired by other 
works by Wagner and ancient German legends. The castle hosted special Wagner con-
certs in the Third Reich from 1933 (the 50th anniversary of Wagner’s death) until the 
outbreak of war in 1939. 
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9 It is no coincidence that all the German states are called Länder (“land”), while only Austria carries the name Reich (“em-
pire”) – Österreich.

Another trend in the aestheticization of Pan-Germanism was the cult of antiquity. 
Towards the end of the 19th century, a wave of Ariosophy – para-scientific theories 
about the “Aryan race” and the search for the mystical “ancestral home of the Ary-
ans” – swept across Europe century under the influence of Richard Wagner and the 
English Germanophile philosopher Houston Stewart Chamberlain (Goodrick, Clarke, 
1985). In Germany, these ideas were superimposed onto the colossal development of 
the study of antiquity. The German historian Jakob Fallmerayer (1790–1861) posited 
the idea that modern Greeks are Hellenized Slavs who have nothing to do with the 
ancient Hellenes. This idea became popular in German historical science: “Not only 
did the northern part (of the Balkans – author) become entirely Slavic, but invading 
Slavic hordes also settled in Greece. They were not so numerous as to destroy (…) the 
descendants of the ancient Hellenes and create a Slavic Greece, but a strong admixture 
of Slavic blood is fully proven” (History of Humankind… 1896: 47–49). The German 
historian Ferdinand Gregorovius (1821–1891) was even harsher in his assessment: “In 
view of such evidence from the Byzantines, the glorification of the ancient Greek lands 
should be taken as a historical fact” (Gregorovius, 1900: 54–55). German historians 
developed the concept that the ancient Hellenes were a special extinct ethnic group 
related to the Germans. According to them, the “Northern peoples” created, as they 
claim, almost ideal “Aryan states” in the Balkans: Achaean Greece, Sparta, Thebes, and 
the empire of Alexander the Great (Strohm, 1997). 

The privatization of antiquity made it possible to solve an important political 
problem. The Hapsburgs were the heirs of the Holy Roman Empire. Prussia united the 
German lands, which had up until that point not been the centre of empire-building.9 
Ariosophy allowed scholars to connect German history not only with the “civilization 
of the Goths,” but also with that of Ancient Greece (including the Mycenaean culture 
of the 2nd millennium BC), and Ancient India. The German Empire was thus legiti-
mized thanks to the efforts to artificially extend its history by some 4000 years. From 
the point of view of anti-soft power, this was a master stroke: it got rid of Germany’s 
inferiority complex next to other leading powers (the British, Russian and Austro-
Hungarian empires) and even endowed the country with a superiority complex. 

The nationalization of the cult of antiquity took place in Germany in 1886, when 
the engineer and archaeologist Carl Humann brought the Pergamon Altar almost in 
its entirety to Berlin from the Ottoman Empire (present-day Turkey). The anniver-
sary exhibition of the Academy of Arts in Berlin held in May–June 1886 featured ar-
chaeological achievements from Olympia and Pergamon (Vickers, 1985: 516–519). 
On display was a full-scale model of the western façade of the base of the Pergamon 
Altar with copies of selected fragments of the frieze, including the images of Zeus and 
Athena. The exhibition also featured a model of the city of Pergamon as it looked in the 
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2nd century BC. The frescoes of the Pergamon altar depicting the victory of the Gods 
of Olympus in their battle with the Titans fit perfectly into the spirit of the German 
Empire, with its ideology of intolerance for weakness. The building of the Pergamon 
Museum, build between 1912 and 1930 according to plans by Alfred Messel, is a giant 
copy of the façade of the original.

Later, in the Third Reich, the visual cult of ancient images became the basis of 
mass propaganda. The opening scene of Olympia, a film about the 1936 Berlin Olym-
pics, depicts a statue of an ancient Greek athlete slowly reanimating into a German 
sportsman. The architect Wilhelm Kreis chose the Pergamon Altar as a prototype for 
the Soldiers Hall in the building of the High Command of the Ground Forces in Ber-
lin, as well as for the planned monument to fallen soldiers at the foot of Mount Olym-
pus in Greece. The official sculptors of the Third Reich, Josef Thorak and Arno Breker, 
produced statues of ideal men and women according to the “Pergamon Model” (“The 
Judgement of Paris,” “The Decathlete” and “Hercules and Iole”).

The cult of Ancient Greece became an integral feature of German state education 
from the mid-1870s. Children were taught about the natural superiority of the Hel-
lenes over the barbarians and the cults of strength and genius (the superiority of the 
barbarians in terms of material resources is inconsequential here). The Trojan War 
(13th century BC) and the Greco–Persian Wars (5th century BC) were presented as 
symbols of the superiority of the Aryan spirit over other civilizations. This worldview 
was close to the German strategic culture formed at the beginning of the 19th century 
by military theorist Carl von Clausewitz. Von Clausewitz was the one who posited that 
war was an “act of violence intended to compel our opponent to fulfil our will,” that is, 
as a triumph of the will of the subject (the “I”) over the objective world (the “non-I”). 
“Military genius (…) implies a peculiar bent of the intelligent powers, therefore it can 
only rarely be found where the mental powers of a people are called into requisition 
and trained in many different ways. The fewer the employments followed by a Nation, 
the more that of arms predominates, so much the more prevalent will military genius 
also be found,” Von Clausewitz wrote.10 According to this theory, a country with scant 
resources could, given the right strategy (i.e., an outstanding military leader), defeat a 
country with a sizable military budget, population and economy 

Pan-Germanism and Ariosophy reprogrammed the German ideological discourse 
from social opposition to the idea of “empire-building” – the notion that the German 
people had yet to create their own empire. The German intelligentsia, unlike their Rus-
sian counterparts, did not have a widely accepted concept of progress at the time. This 
layer of society saw the world as a set of discrete cultures, each with its own path and 
its own perception of time (Allenov, 2003). The German school of geopolitics, whose 
appearance is associated with the works of Heinrich Rückert and Paul de Lagarde in 

10 Clausewitz C. 1934. On War. Gosvoenizdat. Available at: http://militera.lib.ru/science/clausewitz/01.html (accessed: 
20.01.2020).
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the middle of the 19th century, sees history as the permanent struggle of states for ter-
ritories, resources and status. The German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, who had 
achieved cult-like status by the turn of the 20th century, revived the concept, popular 
in Eastern philosophy, of the “eternal return” – that humanity is doomed to repeat the 
same situations in a kind of circle. The well-known German historian Oswald Spen-
gler developed this idea: “‘Mankind,’ however, has no aim, no idea, no plan, any more 
than the family of butterflies or orchids. ‘Mankind’ is a zoological expression, or an 
empty word.” (Spengler, 1993: 151). However, if only the national exists in this world, 
then cultures cannot be compared. German thought of the time, unlike that in Russia, 
denied the West (Great Britain and France) the right to be the standard of progress. 
Rather, it was seen as a nuisance to the ascent of German culture, a nuisance that needs 
to be eliminated. 

There was also a liberal tradition in Germany (especially the Rhineland), but it was 
crushed by the Prussian intellectual discourse. The main criterion for evaluating the 
effectiveness of the state was its ability to win wars. This intellectual atmosphere made 
German society less vulnerable to foreign propaganda. Such propaganda could indeed 
have worked on Soviet intellectuals of the Brezhnev era, convincing them that the 
standard of living (and level of political freedom) was higher in the West. The German 
intelligentsia of the early 20th century was built differently. “The world,” wrote Arthur 
Moeller van den Bruck in 1906, “belongs to the hero, not the merchant.” In 1915, Max 
Scheler published The Genius of War and the German War. “We are God’s people. As 
the German bird, the eagle, soars higher than any earthly creature, so the German 
has the right to feel himself superior to all the peoples around him and look at them 
from an infinite height…” wrote Werner Sombart.: “Militarism is the manifestation of 
German heroism. It is Potsdam and Weimar in their highest synthesis. It is Faust and 
Zarathustra and Beethoven’s scores in the trenches.” These ideas were furthered by 
Spengler: “A people ‘in good shape’ is first and foremost an army, a deeply felt commu-
nity of people capable of bearing weapons.”11 The idea to divide the history of Germany 
into “Reichs” – the First Reich (the Holy Roman Empire of the 10th–13th centuries, the 
Second Reich (the rule of the Kaiser between 1871 and 1918), and the Third Reich (the 
Reich of the future) – was not Hitler’s, it was van den Bruck’s. 

The Russian philosopher N.A. Berdyaev summed up the results of Germany’s an-
ti-soft power policy of the time. In an article entitled “The Religion of Germanism,” 
Berdyaev described German society during the First World War thus: “The spirit of 
Teutonic pride permeated all German science and philosophy. The Germans are not 
content with instinctive contempt for other races and peoples, they want scientific 
justification for their scorn, to despise in an orderly, organized and disciplined man-
ner (Berdyaev, 2007: 174). The American historian Barbara Tuchman echoed these 
words: “Pulsing with energy ambition, conscious of strength, fed upon Nietzsche and 

11 Quotations taken form the article: (Svasyan 1993: 106–107).
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Treitschke, they felt entitled to rule, and cheated that the world did not acknowledge 
their title.”12 Her opinion echoes that of the prominent German historian Ernst Nolte 
that the Nazis did not create a fundamentally new ideology, they simply made the elite 
projects of the Second Reich accessible to the masses (Nolte, 2006). 

While we can argue about the accuracy of Berdyaev’s and Tuchman’s depictions 
of German society of that time, but it is hard to disagree with the fact that we never-
theless have a description of a culture that is impenetrable to the influence of foreign 
soft power. It may be overcome as the result of a war, but it cannot like something “by 
example.” That said, chauvinism has its limitations as anti-soft power: 

– it cannot exist for a long time: its negative energy will inevitably need to be 
released in the form of a war;

– it cannot project its own soft power: chauvinistic culture can only engender 
rejection and hatred in neighbouring countries;

– “manipulative chauvinism” can be created in small and medium-sized coun-
tries through the use of information technology. 

The “colour revolutions” of the early 21st century are good examples of the latter 
case. The main slogans used during the coups in Georgia (2003) and Ukraine (2014) 
were characterized by extreme nationalism – hostility towards national minorities and 
Russia. This means that, given the right technologies, the great powers can cultivate 
the chauvinism of small and medium-sized states, inciting it against strategic enemies. 
Such “manipulative chauvinism” will be the product of someone else’s soft power and 
can be used to its advantage. 

4
Another version of anti-soft power is to create a positive ideological project as 

an alternative to foreign influence. The idea is to place one’s own ideology in direct 
opposition to foreign soft power. This is more complicated than simple chauvinism. 
The alternative ideological project should provide a comprehensive explanation of the 
present and offer a positive interpretation of the past, something along the lines of “we 
may be worse off now, but we’re building a new society, and the future belongs to us, 
not our enemies.” 

The pioneer of this method of creating an alternative project as a way of protect-
ing the state from soft power from the outside is Great Britain. The prolonged struggle 
with France in the 18th to the early 19th centuries was not only military, but also cultural 
and ideological in nature. The French Revolution, under the influence of the Enlight-
enment, invoked the standard-bearers of classical ancient culture – the republics of 
Athens and Rome. The Empire style of Napoleon Bonaparte was based on imitation 

12 Tuchman B. 1999. The First Blitzkrieg. August 1914. Moscow: AST; St. Petersburg: Terra Fantastica. Available at: http://milit-
era.lib.ru/h/tuchman/01.html (accessed: 21.01.2020).
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of the early Roman Empire. To counter this influence, Great Britain set about creating 
a culture of romanticism based on the European Middle Ages. Christian ideas and 
national traditions were compared favourably to French rationalism. The British cult 
of the Middle Ages received a practical embodiment in the form of the historical novel 
as a literary genre, a revival of the architecture of medieval castles as a blueprint for 
residential houses and administrative buildings, and the concept of the English park as 
an abandoned romantic garden with pseudo-medieval ruins. 

As a result, Great Britain became practically the only country in Europe whose 
elites avoided speaking the French language, and rejected the culture and ideas of the 
French Enlightenment. British influence then spread into mainland Europe, serving 
as a kind of refuge for those who were dissatisfied with French hegemony.13 After the 
end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815, the “era of romanticism” (love for British culture) 
swept across Europe, where it remained for half a century. The movement was charac-
terized by (1) ideas about the inherent value of the creative individual; and (2) the cult 
of strong personality and the chivalrous culture of the European Middle Ages. British 
anti-soft power would turn into a powerful form of soft power for London, which al-
lowed it to strengthen its influence on the elites of continental Europe. 

The American version of anti-soft power followed a similar trajectory. The histo-
rian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. proved that American political culture was based on the 
worldview of puritan settlers who, after the English Revolution in the middle of the 
17th century, travelled overseas with the idea of building a “City upon a Hill” – a society 
created “from scratch” on the basis of the only true doctrine (Schlesinger, 1992: 15–
40). Their successors were the “founding fathers” of the United States of the late 18th 

century, who positioned the country as a messianic state of freedom – the reincarna-
tion of Ancient Rome.14 Upon taking office as president, George Washington defined 
America’s position thus: “The preservation of the sacred fire of liberty, and the destiny 
of the republican model of government, are justly considered as deeply, perhaps as fi-
nally, staked on the experiment entrusted to the hands of the American People.” These 
words were echoed by Alexander Hamilton, who wrote that the American people had 
the opportunity “by their conduct and example, to decide the important question, 
whether societies of men are really capable or not of establishing good government 
from reflection and choice, or whether they are forever destined to depend for their 
political constitutions on accident and force” (cit. ex: (Schlesinger 1992: 26)). 

This is where an important feature of the American worldview comes from, one 
that makes Americans less vulnerable to foreign soft power – confirmed non-historic-
ity. “Today, for all the preservation of landmarks and the show biz of bicentennials, we 

13 Suffice it to recall the English Garden in Munich, the Dessau-Wörlitz Garden Realm in Saxony, the parks in Gatchina and 
Pavlovsk near St. Petersburg, and the Vorontsovsky Park in Alupka. 
14 It is, of course, no coincidence that Washington has its own Capitol Hill on which (as in Ancient Rome) its Senate sits. 
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have become, so far as interest and knowledge are confirmed, an essentially historyless 
people,” wrote Schlesinger, “businessmen agree with the elder Henry Ford that history 
is bunk. The young no longer study history. Academics turn their backs on history in 
the enthusiasm the ahistorical behavioural ‘sciences.’ As the American historical con-
sciousness has thinned out, the messianic hope has flowed into the vacuum.” Ameri-
cans believe that every step they take is unique and unparalleled in history, and that 
everything they do is a first-time event (Almond, 1950: 29–68). It is no coincidence 
that the concept of the “end of history” – the notion that a liberal civilization would 
eliminate all contradictions – was born in the United States. 

American messianism started to creep into the international arena towards the 
end of the 19th century. In a message to Congress on December 6, 1904, President 
Theodore Roosevelt stated: “There are kinds of peace which are highly undesirable, 
which are in the long run as destructive as any war (…) The peace of tyrannous terror, 
the peace of craven weakness, the peace of injustice, all these should be shunned as we 
shun unrighteous war.” In 1919, President Woodrow Wilson declared “America is the 
only idealistic nation in the world (…) The heart of this people is pure. The heart of 
this people is true… It is the great idealistic force of history… I, for one, believe more 
profoundly than in anything else human in the destiny of the United States. I believe 
that she has a spiritual energy in her which no other nation can contribute to the lib-
eration of mankind…” (cit. ex: (Schlesinger 1992: 23)). 

At first glance, the idea of freedom, privatized by the Americans, would seem to 
have become the basis of their soft power. At the same time, it also contains anti-
soft power potential as a self-protective mechanism. “Americans find it hard to un-
derstand why other countries do not want to copy the practices and institutions that 
have proven their superiority in the United States,” writes Russian political scientist 
A. Bogaturov. “The desire to ‘convert people to democracy’ against their will (in Iraq 
and Afghanistan) is a painful feature of the American worldview. The irony of this 
situation causes bewilderment or cold detachment in the United States” (Bogaturov, 
2004). These sentiments were echoed, albeit in a somewhat milder form, by the British 
researcher Anatol Lieven: “Visitors to the US are frequently impressed by the outward 
show and symbols of conscious nationalism. Children are taught to salute the flag and 
it is flown by private individuals to demonstrate their patriotism. The word ‘American’ 
is used with a wealth of overtones, so that to describe oneself or a custom or institu-
tion as ‘American’ is to claim a whole set of positive values. The all-American boy has 
become something of a joke, but it is a character that most American parents covet for 
their sons” (Lieven, 2015: 23–24). The belief of Americans that their country is “indis-
pensable” for humankind has made the United States itself less vulnerable to foreign soft 
power. 

In the latter stages of its existence, the Soviet Union could not fend off US ideo-
logical influence. Initially, Soviet Russia had powerful soft power: after the creation of 
the Communist International (Comintern) in 1919, it acted as a global left-wing alter-
native to the emerging Versailles–Washington order. The Charter of the Communist 
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International adopted at its Second Congress in the summer of 1920 defined the or-
ganization as “the party of the revolutionary uprising of the international proletariat.”15 
An International Relations Department was created at the Communist International 
that was aimed at improving coordination of the actions of communist parties around 
the world – it was, in essence, an intelligence agency. Representative offices of foreign 
communist parties and Communist International training centres started popping up 
across Soviet Russia, where cadres of professional foreign revolutionaries were trained 
to work in their respective countries. Initially, the “Socialism in One Country” policy 
promoted by Stalin did not reject this strategy, quite the opposite, as it was about build-
ing an alternative to all states that existed at the time. 

Soviet soft power’s strength was in its anti-colonial inclination. At the Second 
Congress of the Communist International, Lenin presented his ideas on taking advan-
tage of the position of the Entente countries and the League of Nations on the issue 
of colonialization.16 In his opinion, the purpose of the Comintern was to bring the 
working people of all nations and countries together for a joint revolutionary struggle 
to overthrow capitalism. In September 1920, the Communist International organized 
the First Congress of the Peoples of the East in Baku, where the Comintern’s Execu-
tive Chairman, Grigory Zinoviev, characterized the confrontation between Russia 
and Great Britain as a “nodal point” of modernity – the confrontation between the 
emerging world communist system (represented at this time by Soviet Russia) and the 
global capitalist (embodied by Great Britain). These provisions were consolidated in 
the “Manifesto to the Peoples of the East” adopted by the conference delegates (Sor-
kin, 1961). The Council of Action and Propaganda of the Peoples of the East was set 
up in order to implement the tasks proclaimed at the congress. The success of Soviet 
soft power was so great that Western countries adopted a series of laws to restrict the 
activities of the Communist International.

However, Moscow’s attempts to pursue a set of protective measures against Amer-
ican (and, more broadly, Western) soft power were during the Cold War proved unsuc-
cessful. The information countermeasures used by the Soviet Union (which consisted 
mostly in restricting Western television and radio content on its territory) were imple-
mented for the most part according to the American model. In 1960, the Central Com-
mittee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and the Supreme Soviet adopted a 
resolution “On Measures to Actively Counteract Hostile Radio Propaganda.”17 Radio 
receivers and tape recorders imported into the country were produced specifically for 

15 Charter of the Communist International. Available at: http://www.agitclub.ru/front/com/congress022.htm (accessed: 
22.01.2020).
16 Lenin V. Theses on Fundamental Tasks of the Second Congress of the Communist International. In: V.I. Lenin. Complete 
Collected Works. V. 41. pp. 141–212. Available at: https://leninism.su/works/80-tom-41/1211tezisy-ko-ii-kongressu-kommu-
nisticheskogo-internaczionala.html (accessed: 22.01.2020).
17 Pyzhikov A. 2015. How People in the USSR Heard the ‘Enemy’s Voice’ for the First Time from Across the Ocean. Argumenty 
Nedeli. 24 February. Available at: https://argumenti.ru/history/2015/02/389855 (accessed: 22.01.2020).
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the Soviet Union and could only pick up Soviet HF and VHF bands. Radio waves 
shorter than 20–25 metres are unstable – the signal deteriorates significantly at night, 
especially in winter, and depends more on solar activity than on longer wavelengths. 

However, experienced ham radio users could repurpose receivers to pick up other 
radio bands with little difficulty. But this was not the main shortcoming of these ef-
forts. The inability of Soviet anti-soft power to counter American propaganda became 
painfully clear in the instructions for Radio Liberty in 1987. People working at Radio 
Liberty were prohibited from: (1) inciting or provoking their audience to flee from 
their countries to the West; (2) give facts relating to the lives of people who had de-
fected from socialist countries in their new countries and voice information that may 
cause consumer sentiment among listeners; and (3) do into detail on the procedure for 
granting political asylum to defectors from socialist countries.18 This suggests that the 
issue of emigration was of interest to a large segment of society in socialist states. The 
West was not seen as a true enemy, an object of expansion, or even as an uninteresting 
place to be. 

The change in the sentiments of pre- and post-war socialism was captured by the 
writer Vladimir Voinovich: “Long gone now are those happy days for Soviet propagan-
da when the masses responded to the Party’s contradictory appeals, built factories in 
Siberia with a will, ‘defended’ freedom in Spain, brandished flags and portraits of their 
leaders enthusiastically at demonstrations, went mad with happiness if they caught 
even a distant glimpse of Lenin, Trotsky or Stalin, fastened red ribbons to their shirts, 
and gave their children revolutionary names (…) Now, it is not revolutionary slogans, 
but names of Western firms and their products that young Soviets, and those not so 
young, utter with thrill in their soul. The words Chesterfield, Panasonic, Mercedes speak 
to their hearts more than liberty, equality, fraternity; foreign clothing is preferred not 
only for its quality. The price of a pair of jeans rises steeply if the rear pocket bears the 
name Mustang or Lee and falls steeply if it does not.”19

Interestingly, during the Cold War, the KGB required Soviet citizens travelling 
abroad to interact as little as possible with foreigners. This was quite different from the 
approach taken in the 1920s, when people were encouraged to “engage in discussions 
with foreigners abroad and win them!” (This is where Vladimir Mayakovsky’s famous 
battle cry “Read this and envy me: I am a citizen of the Soviet Union!” came from.) The 
first instance is characterized by passive defence, while the second is notable for its ac-
tive offense. Unsurprisingly, the Soviet Union jammed Western radio broadcasts, just 
like the West (including the United States) jammed Communist International radio 
stations before the Second World War. 

18 Hearings on Federal Government’s Handling of Soviet and Communist Bloc Defectors before the United States Senate 
Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations. 1987. Voice of America and Liberty: Strange Policies. Washington, D.C. October 
8. p. 6 (406).
19 Voinovich V. 2002. The Anti-Soviet Union. Moscow: Materik. Available at: https://www.litmir.me/br/?b=29755&p=9 (ac-
cessed: 23.01.2020).
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A low point in the development of socialist ideology came in 1956, when faith in 
the Soviet project started to dwindle among party members following the 20th Con-
gress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. This was a stark contrast to the 
typical Soviet citizen of the early 1930s that the Soviet writer Anatoly Rybakov de-
scribed in his Children of the Arbat: “They could argue and debate and even quarrel, 
but they were unshakable in their belief that it was Marxism, the ideology of their class, 
world revolution, the final aim of their struggle, and the Soviet state, the indestruct-
ible bastion of the international proletariat, that together gave their lives meaning (…) 
Their hearts swelled with pride. This was their country, the shock brigade of the world 
proletariat, the embodiment of the advancing world revolution (…) True, they had 
ration cards and denied themselves everything, but they were building a new world.”20 

The loss of faith in the construction of a new world allowed the United States to im-
pose a different discourse on Soviet citizens, comparing its material successes with the 
achievements of the Soviet Union. 

Another reason why Soviet anti-soft power was so weak was that a large number of 
latently anti-communist states had emerged. Socialism had taken root in those coun-
tries where it had been established independently of the influence of other states: the 
Soviet Union, China, North Korea, Cuba and Yugoslavia. The same could not be said 
of the countries of Eastern Europe, where the population saw it as being imposed from 
the outside. In the first case, the people saw socialism as “theirs”; in the second, they 
saw it as “foreign.” The massive anti-Soviet demonstrations in Eastern Europe in 1956 
was a clear sign for Moscow that their Warsaw pact allies could not be relied on. This 
prompted the Soviet Union to change tactics, making a deal of sorts with the dissent-
ing countries: “Build your own style of socialism in return for our loyalty.” The failure 
of the Soviet experiment in these countries raised doubts among Soviet citizens about 
the prospects of the socialist project as a whole. The successes of social democracy in 
a number of European countries, such as Sweden, Norway and Austria, also played a 
role, demonstrating that it was possible to build a more successful (at least in terms of 
market saturation) socialist system without the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. 

In the 1960s, the United States usurped one of the Soviet Union’s traditional pro-
jects – the struggle for the liberation of all kinds of minorities. American soft power 
was not so much about promoting the greatness of the United States; rather, it was 
about offering the youth a left-liberal ideology through commercial mass culture. As 
Russian art critic Alexander Genis wrote, “from the moment the external replaced 
the internal and the whole world started wearing jeans, communism did not have a 
chance” (Genis, 1994), and this is precisely what happened. But it is hard to stretch out 
one’s allure beyond a single occasion, for the long haul. It is more difficult to develop an 
anti-soft power strategy than it is to unleash soft power. The American youth project 
was a success because it assumed: 

20 Rybakov A. 1998. Children of the Arbat. Moscow: Terra-Knizny Club. Available at: https://www.litmir.me/br/?b=34985&p=7 
(accessed: 23.01.2020).
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– a high degree of personal freedom (the lack of authority);
– limited commitment from the youth (participation is more important than 

victory);
– the opportunity to live a relaxed lifestyle, primarily during one’s school years 

(the most important thing is to gain experience and skills). 
The victory of American ideology over the anti-soft power of the Soviet Union 

was facilitated by the emancipation of Soviet society against the background of the 
state ideology that was discredited at the 20th Congress of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union. The emergence of “systemic dissidence” in the form of televised compe-
titions for comedy troupes and clubs of “monied” youth inevitably reduced the repres-
sive potential of a system that did not offer anything positive. In the 1930s, there was 
no “alternative” Soviet culture in the West: the Bolsheviks and capitalists were both of a 
single classical culture, dressed up in jackets and old-style dresses, listened to the same 
music and knew nothing of modern ideas about tolerance. But now, the idea of the 
“free West” had found a concrete expression in the form of “forbidden rock culture.”

In parallel with this, the Soviet films of the 1970s (such as those by directors Eldar 
Ryazanov and Georgiy Daneliya) created a cult of the meek and weak-minded man. 
The intellectual of the late Soviet period, trying to shed the traditional forms of mascu-
linity such as military service had no problem sitting in front of the TV while his wife 
did the ironing and scolded him for being a lazy so-and-so. As far as the “old-school 
Bolsheviks” of the 1920s (as well as the “old soldiers” Erich Maria Remarque and Er-
nest Hemingway) were concerned, nothing could be more humiliating. The heroic 
protagonist of Soviet films was thrown into the distant past of the October Revolution 
and the Second World War. The American left-liberal project found fertile ground in the 
landscape of the late Soviet Union, making US soft power extremely effective. 

To neutralize US soft power, the Soviet Union needed an alternative that could 
potentially be more attractive than the Western model, an admittedly difficult task. Of 
course, a counter-project could theoretically be found – for example, by glorifying the 
image of those who had taken part in localized conflicts and would defeat the progeny 
of mass culture from time to time. However, this would have demanded that late Soviet 
society have the same mobilization potential that it had boasted before it started to 
decline in the 1960s. 

As an alternative ideological project, anti-soft power is more complicated than 
chauvinism. It should project positive and accessible images and not simply cultivate 
hatred. Otherwise, it loses its attractiveness. In addition, an alternative project should 
not have experienced any major failures that would lead its participants to reassess 
its values. It is quite possible to resist soft power through an alternative ideology. But 
this would in any case require an ideology with a powerful energy potential that the 
population is ready to accept, as well as an elite class ready to spread it. In other words, 
it requires the mobilization – technical and spiritual – of the people. 
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5
Hard forms of anti-soft power are not used in modern politics. Attempts to coun-

teract soft power have moved into the realm of the partial restriction of information. 
There are a number of interesting examples, which, taken together, are starting to form 
a new type of anti-soft power – anti-soft power as a policy of cultural barriers. 

France can be considered the founding father of this kind of anti-soft. The ideol-
ogy of Gaullism, aimed at preserving the cultural identity of the country, involved 
the introduction of measures to protect the French language from foreign influence. 
These measures would be labelled a policy of linguistic dirigisme. On January 7, 1972, 
the French government adopted the law Enrichment of the French Language, which 
introduced terms that were to be mandatorily used in a number of industries to re-
place English borrowings. On December 31, 1975, President of France Valéry Giscard 
d'Estaing (1974–1981) signed a law to protect the French language from the “inva-
sion” of English, and any other language, and therefore from foreign culture. The law 
guaranteed the linguistic status of the national language in commercial and certain 
other activities in France. Terms borrowed from other languages were not allowed 
to be used if there was a suitable French alternative. All signs in public places and on 
public transport had to be in French only, with foreign versions only permitted in 
cases when it was absolutely necessary. In 1977, the AGULF association was set up to 
oversee the implementation of the 1975 law. Later, in 1984, the Commissariat Général 
de la Langue Française (General Commissariat of the French Language) was tasked 
with tightening sanctions for violations of the 1975 law, expanding the creation of ter-
minological systems, and kick-starting translation efforts so that the French language 
had the necessary means to reflect the modern world. The Toubon Law (Law No. 94-
665 On the Use of the French Language dated August 4, 1994) establishing the status 
of French as the main official language of government documents, in the workplace, 
on signs and product labels, in commercial contracts, business communication and 
certain other areas was passed on August 4, 1994.21 The law was penned by the con-
servative Minister of Culture Jacques Toubon. The most important requirement of the 
legislation was that French equivalents be found for English terms, and that the latter 
should be used only when absolutely necessary. However, the law did not apply to the 
internet and electronic media, or to private and non-profit organizations. 

The language legislation was supplemented by the Decree on the Enrichment of 
the French Language dated July 3, 1996, which established the legal framework for the 
activities of terminological commissions. The document is used as a guideline by the 
French Academy to approve new lexical standards each year, although its decisions are 
advisory in nature. French dictionaries are required to offer equivalents to borrowed 
(mostly English) terms by including the marker rec.offic. (“officially recommended). 
Some examples: joint-venture – coentreprise; voucher – bond’echange; camping-car – au-

21 Loi n° 94-665 du 4 août 1994 (dite Loi Toubon). 
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tocaravane. These attempts have had varying success, as French terms are often com-
plex, multi-component words that try to convey the meaning of shorter and more 
convenient English concepts (compare the English discount to the French rabais sur un-
prix, for example). 

Many French linguists are alarmed not only by the growing number of anglicisms 
in the French language, but also by the emergence of so-called “hybrid” (mixed) forms 
that combine English and French components, such as billet open (an open-ended re-
turn ticket) and surf aerien (air surfing), as well as by the emergence of a mixed lan-
guage called Frenglish or Franglais (Deroy, 1980: 12). Franglais is used everywhere in 
France these days: in everyday conversations, on the internet, on television, in print, 
in music, in films, in books… It is especially popular among young people, who are 
closely associated with the English-speaking cultural space. All this speaks to the ap-
parent failure of the French policy of linguistic dirigisme. 

Certain elements of the linguistic dirigisme are used in Poland. The Law on the 
Polish Language dated October 7, 1999,22 states that all international agreements must 
be translated into the state language, that signs and information in offices and public 
utilities be in Polish, and that the Polish language be taught at all levels of education. 
The Council for the Polish Language, established under the Presidium of the Polish 
Academy of Sciences, is responsible for promoting the Polish language and clarifying 
grammatical, spelling, punctuation and other rules. At the same time, the Act on Na-
tional and Ethnic Minorities and on the Regional Languages dated January 6, 2005,23 
confirmed the right of citizens to freely use their native (minority) language in private 
and public life. 

Iran adopted even harsher measures than France to protect its cultural space. The 
need to ensure information security is a priority of the Iranian authorities, which have 
been locked in a confrontation with the United States, Israel and the bloc of oil mon-
archies led by Saudi Arabia since the early 1980s. Until the early 2010s, English was 
taught in most schools as a compulsory subject from the sixth grade, with four les-
sons a week allocated to it. The decision was later made to introduce English in the 
first grade of elementary school. The reform of the education system that took place 
in 2012 aimed to expand the teaching of foreign languages in the country. However, 
in 2016, Ayatollah Khamenei expressed his dissatisfaction with the growing popular-
ity of English-language courses in Iranian kindergartens. “This does not mean that I 
am against learning foreign languages; what I am against is the promotion of foreign 
culture in our country among children and the youth through these courses.” He went 
on to say that, today, “Western thinkers have time and again said that instead of colo-

22 Law of the Republic of Poland on the Polish Language. 1999. 7 October. Available at: https://ruskline.ru/monitoring_
smi/2012/10/19/zakon_respubliki_polsha_ot_07101999_o_polskom_yazyke (accessed: 23.01.2020).
23 Ustawa z dnia 6 stycznia 2005 r. o mniejszościach narodowych i etnicznych oraz o języku, Sejm. Dostęp. Available at: 
http://prawo.sejm.gov.pl/isap.nsf/DocDetails.xsp?id=WDU20050170141 (accessed: 23.01.2020).
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nialist expansionism … the best and the least costly way would have been inculcation 
of thought and culture to the younger generation of countries.”24 In 2018, the Iranian 
authorities decided to remove English from the primary school curriculum. 

In stepping up its anti-soft power, Iran relies on information and cyber warfare. 
The Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance and its Islamic Culture and Communi-
cation Organization are tasked with performing propaganda and counter-propaganda 
functions. In September 2002, the Iranian government decided that only state-owned 
telecommunications companies could provide internet access services. Internet pro-
viders must offer their services through the state telecommunications network. In 
April 2003, the Supreme Council for Information Technology and Information Policy 
was established by parliamentary decision.25 Its main tasks were to develop the state’s 
information policy and prepare the concept of the formation of the information soci-
ety in Iran. 

In March 2012, the Supreme Council of Cyberspace was created to devise and co-
ordinate state policy in the field of cybersecurity. The Council, led by the President of 
Iran, is made up of the heads of key state structures and departments – the Majles (the 
Islamic Consultative Assembly), the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, the Minis-
try of Intelligence, the Ministry of Science, Research and Technology, the Ministry of 
Information and Communications Technology, the police, the judiciary, state televi-
sion and radio communications companies, and scientific organizations. The National 
Cyber Security Centre was also set up as part of the Supreme Council of Cyberspace. 

The cases of France and Iran are often contrasted by researchers as successful 
(Iranian) and unsuccessful (French) examples of anti-soft power strategies. However, 
three important points are often ignored. First, it is far easier for Tehran to protect the 
country’s culture from “anglicisms” because the English and Farsi use different writ-
ing systems, and they are different types of languages: English is analytical, while Farsi 
is inflectional. Second, Iran rejects American leadership, while France, on the whole, 
does not. Third, it is difficult to gauge the degree of influence of “anglicisms” on mod-
ern youth culture in Iran. English retains its status as an international language, and 
linguistic anti-soft power can only do so much in terms of limiting its influence. The 
question is: How far can countries go when creating such barriers, and what segment 
of the cultural space will they be able to reclaim from the English-speaking field? 

24 Vashchenko V. 2018. Iran is Doing Now what the USSR Did in the Early 80s. Gazeta.ru. 11 January. Available at: https://
www.gazeta.ru/social/2018/01/10/11604386.shtml?updated_(accessed: 24.01.2020).
25 Surkov V.N. 2005. The Problem of Information Security in the Islamic Republic of Iran. Institute of the Far East. 14 May. 
Available at: http://www.iimes.ru/?p=3636 (accessed: 24.01.2020).
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6
There are no all-encompassing anti-soft power projects in the world today. This 

is perhaps due to the fact that there have been no strong revisionist regimes since the 
late 1980s, and liberal ideology has prevailed. Under these conditions, the emergence 
of artificial intelligence (AI) creates the potential for reviving anti-soft power projects 
on a qualitatively new basis. 

The idea of protecting one’s information space from foreign influence originated 
in the United States. The Radio Act of 1912 prohibited foreigners from owning Ameri-
can radio stations.26 Another act of the same name appeared in 1927 and limited the 
participation of foreigners in American radio stations to 20% of the total shares and/or 
authorized capital.27 The Foreign Agents Registration Act of 1938 required organiza-
tions representing foreign governments in American politics and foreign individuals 
and entities to disclose their occupations and sources of income. The Voorhees Act of 
1940 regulated the activities of organizations with links to foreign political structures, 
or, as the US government termed them, “organizations that are subjects of foreign in-
fluence.”28

The Cold War period was somewhat ambivalent in this sense. Both superpow-
ers outwardly limited the penetration of the enemy’s ideology into their respective 
countries. At the same time, unlike the interwar period, public opinion in both the 
Soviet Union and the United States did not accept the logic of a “besieged fortress.” 
The American people responded with mass demonstrations against the McCarthy-
ism of the 1950s, which called upon citizens to look everywhere for communist spies. 
In the Soviet Union, the widespread obsession with imported goods and the prestige 
that visits to capitalist countries carried constituted passive forms of protest. The “spy 
everywhere!” mentality of the 1930s no longer existed. At some point, people in both 
the Soviet Union and the United States started to look at the obsession with spies with 
a certain amount of irony – the James Bond books and films in the United States, and 
the songs of Vladimir Vysotsky in the Soviet Union are testament to this. 

Defensive IT is significantly inferior to offensive IT at the present juncture. That 
said, countermeasures are gradually improving, and the ratio between soft power and 
anti-soft power may start to level off. The 2010s were marked by the gradual disinte-
gration of the global information space into national segments. This will inevitably 
make it easier for states to control information resources. Modern technologies fill 
the policy of anti-soft power with new content, giving additional impetus to the four 
methods of successfully countering the enemy’s soft power: 

26 An Act to Regulate Radio Communication (37 Stat. 302). Available at: https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.
hnfe4a&view=1up&seq=10. 
27 Radio Act of 1927 (Public Law 69-632). Available at: https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.$b45924&view=1up&s
eq=204 (accessed: 24.01.2020).
28 The Foreign Agents Registration Act. Available at: https://web.archive.org/web/20141121095831/; http://www.justice.
gov/usao/eousa/foia_reading_room/usam/title9/crm02063.htm. 
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1. The creation of an informational alternative. In this case, this means creating 
an alternative to American satellite television. The Qatari Al Jazeera television channel 
launched in 1996 was a pioneer in this area, serving as a model for Euronews in the Eu-
ropean Union, and Russia Today and the Sputnik information system in Russia. These 
measures were so successful that the United States and the United Kingdom started 
to actively oppose their activities. Yet, the attempts to restrict the content and reach 
of these channels often resulted in increased viewership. Depriving the opponent of 
the opportunity to dominate the information space narrows one’s own resources for 
spreading soft power. 

2. Control over segments of the internet. Until the mid-2000s, the Americans 
branded this a method of “self-defence” practiced by authoritarian regimes and re-
ferred specifically to the practice of blocking a number of websites in China, central 
Asian countries and the Arab states. In the 2010s, Western countries started to adopt 
this practice themselves – suffice it to mention the legislative initiatives of the United 
States to combat the supposed Russian interference in its elections. The US version, 
however, was not about limiting information, but rather about forming and dissemi-
nating the desired picture of the world. 

One very important question was ignored in the kerfuffle about Russian meddling 
in US elections: What is happening to American society if it can be influenced by for-
eign hackers? In the past, people in the United States would have been amused by the 
practice of creating “fake accounts,” saying something like “if you don’t like it, don’t 
read it.” People in an information-protected society will ignore posts that go beyond 
the established consensus. As the German philosopher Immanuel Kant said, “this is a 
property of unbelief: it will cast doubt on the very facts presented.” It would seem that 
Kant’s logic is failing in the United States. Information has become so powerful and 
influential that states are searching for ways to counter its spread. 

3. Reformatting discussions. US think tanks had at one time mastered this par-
ticular technique. In the course of discussions, criticism of the opponent is permitted, 
but strictly in a predetermined manner (Kubyshkin and Tsvetkova, 2013). For exam-
ple, it is all well and good criticizing the United States for its “excessive use of force” in 
Iraq, but this ignores the fundamental question of who actually gave Washington the 
right to use military force beyond its borders. In certain conditions, this method of 
reformatting the discussion can be directed against the subject of soft power itself. 

One way to deliver a painful blow to the subject of soft power is to cast doubt over 
its moral authority. There are two ways in which its discourse is typically destroyed. 
The first is to raise the question of what gives them the right to act as an author-
ity. The second is to draw the opponent into a discussion about the relativity of their 
moral norms in the Chekhovian logic of “no one knows the real truth.” In this case, 
the subject of soft power will have to move from the offensive and go on the defensive. 
However, this would require: a) the opponent to have a powerful information weapon; 
b) a readiness to not accept the benefits of the subject of soft power or reformat them 
in its favour. 
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4. Marginalizing the opponent. Soft power is a tool for fighting wavering coun-
tries, not persuading enemies, and is therefore implemented in three stages. First, is 
doing everything to attract the wavering country to your side. Second is the division of 
enemies into moderates and radicals, with the subsequent conclusion of an agreement 
with the former. And third is the inevitable split of the radicals, where the example of 
integrating moderates into the system provokes some of those opponents who remain 
to also seek an agreement. It is only at the fourth stage than the marginalization of the 
most uncompromising opponents takes place and the preconditions for their destruc-
tion created. Accordingly, the use of anti-soft power requires blocking the enemy’s soft 
power at the very first stage by reducing the number of undecided states. 

The success of anti-soft power in the future is linked to the key issue of whether or 
not society can be mobilized. By “mobilization,” we mean a set of measures aimed at 
bringing the armed forces and state institutions under martial law. Broadly speaking, 
mobilization is the use of military methods of management to achieve national goals. 
It seems somewhat outdated in today’s world, with its cult of globalization and open-
ness and its obsession with giving people all kinds of rights. But this does not mean 
that mobilization projects will not return, albeit on a new basis. 

The potential for the former kind of mobilization was laid in the 1870s, the decade 
during which the leading powers abandoned their “free trade” policies in favour of 
protectionism through the creation of national industrial complexes. It was also dur-
ing that time that almost all the great powers switched to a system of conscription. This 
was made possible by the technical innovations of the late 19th century – the rapid 
expansion of railway networks and telegraph lines, the invention of radio, and progress 
in aeronautics. It was these achievements that made it possible, for the first time in his-
tory, to control large masses of the population. Subsequent mobilization efforts during 
the First and Second world wars were the result of an ideological and technological 
breakthrough. 

The Cold War period was a time of decline for mobilization projects. The Soviet 
and American people did not want a repeat of the Second World War and were not 
ready to accept mutual hostility and intolerance as a natural state of bilateral relations. 
The lack of “major wars” reduced the need for national service and made impractical 
to maintain overdeveloped military-industrial complexes. Symptoms of the waning 
concept of mobilization were the ever-spreading cult of consumerism, the numerous 
youth protests, the “sixties” and self-irony. People had also started to poke fun at the 
incessant “spy mania” in both countries. 

The globalization crisis leads us to ask what will come to take its place. The trade 
wars, sanctions and embargoes of the 2010s led to the phasing out of the global econ-
omy in favour of national protectionism. The only way for states to achieve economic 
breakthroughs now is to return to the practice of internal mobilization.29 Modern elec-

29 If the movement of capital and goods is limited, then mobilization is the only real way to compensate for this. 
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tronic media can shape mass consciousness, while digital technologies make it easier 
to monitor people’s private lives. Whether or not they can be used to solve collective 
problems is unknown. 

By the time the 21st century rolled around, liberal democracy was facing a new 
challenge. The development of information technology has made it possible to manip-
ulate public sentiment quickly and steer the course of voting in elections (Kosolapov, 
2004: 10–11). Even in the United States there is talk of the danger of removing the 
political content from institutions that outwardly appear democratic. Mobilization 
against a “dangerous enemy” may allow American society to more smoothly transition 
to more controlled democratic processes.

It is difficult to imagine a return to a mobilized world. But it was also difficult for 
a well-off European of the times of Marcel Proust and Leo Tolstoy to imagine that his 
world had already made the move towards mobilization. Even fewer people in the 
1870s could have imagined that mobilization experiments would eventually create the 
prerequisites for the Second World War. In the meantime, as the mobilization com-
ponents increase, hostility between the United States and Russia (as well as between 
other states) will not weaken, on the contrary, it will grow. And this hostility will not 
be reminiscent of the Cold War, but of a more distant past. This hostility will not be 
reminiscent of the Cold War, but of a more distant past.

*     *     *
Anti-soft power has historically been a powerful means of blocking the influence 

of one country on another. The liberal paradigm made it impossible to study this phe-
nomenon, as it was bound by the thesis that there was not alternative to liberal ideol-
ogy. Meanwhile, anti-soft power as a set of techniques to counter ideological influence 
has been successfully implemented in political practice on more than one occasion. 
Three types of policies can be identified in the structure of anti-soft power: (1) anti-
soft power based on chauvinism; (2) anti-soft power based on an alternative project; 
and (3) anti-soft power based on partial (segmental) restrictions on the informational 
impact the enemy is able to achieve. Each policy can bring both political dividends and 
political costs. 

Both soft power and anti-soft power are based on the “I-concept”: the totality of 
the subject’s ideas about themselves and their place in the world. The theory of soft 
power relies on the target audience’s readiness to recognize its own secondary (i.e., 
subordinate) position. Adopting foreign norms means attaching a dependent or, more 
precisely, a junior position in a certain hierarchy. Soft power is also possible in relation 
to countries that do not have great political ambitions, are happy to interact within the 
framework of the existing world order and, most importantly, recognize the superior-
ity of the side employing soft power tactics. If the audience believes itself to be superior 
to the country practicing soft power, then it is impossible to influence them in any 
significant way. 



Alexey V. Fenenko

 59Volume  1,  number  3,  2022

Anti-soft power is built upon different foundations. Its “I-concept” suggest that 
the subject is initially not prepared to recognize the superiority of the opponent and, 
most importantly, the rules of the game the opponent wishes to force upon them. 
These subjects harbour serious political ambitions, do not recognize the superiority 
of any norms over their own, and are not ready to accept a subordinate position. They 
may be strong or weak, but it any case will not be ready to be “second” or “junior” in 
the community. There have been very few such subjects in the period of globalization. 
However, the globalization crisis that we are now witnessing can make such subjects a 
noticeable force in inter-state relations.
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Abstract. The United Kingdom’s exit from the European Union has resuscitated aca-
demic discussions on the topic of the certainty of the unfolding of disintegrative trends 
in the united Europe. Nevertheless, no general perception has emerged yet of how 
Brexit is likely to influence the organizational prospects and viability of European inte-
gration. In most cases, the conceptualizations do not escape the dichotomy between 
integration and disintegration as two extreme states in international relations. In fact, 
these are two processes that are complexly co-related. Each of them can include a wide 
array of structural arrangements, a certain differentiation dynamism, different levels 
of centralization in separate domains, as well as certain (variable) numbers of partici-
pants in distinct arrangements. In this article, we consider the meaning of Brexit as a 
condition of further European (dis)integration, based on Alexander Bogdanov’s theory 
of organization. This theory allows us to reconsider the established renderings of such 
key notions as integration, disintegration and differentiation.
New insight is gained into the after-effects of prior Europeanization for the political 
system of the United Kingdom. The cases of the Economic and Monetary Union and 
the Northern Ireland Protocol receive separate treatment. The latter case presents a 
path-breaking design for differentiated integration with subnational region participa-
tion. Yet, to realize the potential of the Protocol in full, political will is needed from both 
London and Brussels.
On the most basic level, once this large country left the European Union, one could 
hardly imagine any of its remaining 27 members being able to block the further pro-
gressive development of European integration. At the same time, it has to be acknowl-
edged that, in order to make headway in terms of integration, the EU system, rather 
than unification and centralization, is in need of intensive differentiation. Meanwhile, 
the supranational institutions, above all the European Commission, remain oriented 
towards uniform integration as a priority. This could lead to the EU integration policy 
becoming less effective.
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The movement towards European unity took off in Western Europe with the 
Schuman Plan in 1950 that proposed to create a grouping of six countries to 
pool together their coal and steel production. The founding fathers of regional 

integration expected the member states to make a series of predetermined commit-
ments that would eventually lead to the formation of a supranational community. This 
initially effective formula stalled in the 1970s and 1980s, after the integration alliance 
was joined by countries that were far more reluctant to unify Europe than the original 
Six. Belgian Prime Minister Leo Tindemans warned back in 1975 that the interim 
goals of European economic integration, as previously laid out by the leaders of the 
enlarged association, would not be achieved by all member states at the same pace, but 
his warning was ignored at the time.2 However, as the European Community expand-
ed, a policy of legal differentiation or flexibility developed (Babynina 2012), fixing in-
tegration at different speeds. Differentiation became particularly widespread with the 
Maastricht Treaty of 1992: exceptions were made for a number of member states in 
areas such as monetary, social and defence policy, as well as justice and home affairs. 
The most important area for the application of flexible integration was the euro zone, 
which we will discuss in more detail below.

Brexit was a clear reminder to Brussels of the strain being placed on the Euro-
pean Union system, which, despite the differentiation, could trigger a disintegrative 
trend (Jones 2018). This precedent has required experts and practitioners to seriously 
rethink their previous conceptual approaches. The focus of this study is to assess the 
political and organizational transformations in the relationship between the European 
Union and its now former member state (the United Kingdom) from a theoretical 
perspective, which should contribute to such a rethinking.

The process of the United Kingdom’s withdrawal from the European Union has 
prompted a flurry of publications on disintegration and differentiated integration (Vol-
laard 2018; Bickerton 2019; Rosamond 2019; Schimmelfennig, Winzen 2020; Ganzle, 
Leruth, Trondal 2021; Brunazzo 2022). Nevertheless, attitudes toward the hypotheti-
cal prospect of EU disintegration remain under-analysed, especially in European aca-
demic circles. Indeed, before the 2016 referendum, with few exceptions, the concept 
of disintegration had not been given much attention in scholarly debates, let alone 
among European decision-makers interested in preserving the status quo.3 Classical 
theories of regional integration (neofunctionalism and liberal intergovernmentalism 
in particular) proved incapable of fully explaining the disintegrative moments that 
emerged (Webber 2019: 22, 39), and in universities, including those outside the Eu-
ropean Union, European integration is largely being taught using the old standards. 

2 Tindemans L. European Union. Report by Mr. Leo Tindemans, Prime Minister of Belgium, to the European Council. Bul-
letin of the European Communities, Supplement i/76. (commonly called the Tindemans Report). (EU Other). 1976. P. 20–21. 
URL: http://aei.pitt.edu/942/ (accessed: 18.06.2022).
3 Philip Schmitter has repeatedly observed that any comprehensive theory of integration must potentially also serve as a 
theory of disintegration. His article, co-authored with Zoe Lefkofridi, attempted to apply neofunctionalism as an analyti-
cal framework for identifying conditions favouring or opposing the disintegrative process (Schmitter, Lefkofridi 2016).
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With this in mind, this article is not about the United Kingdom’s exit from the Eu-
ropean Union as such. From a theoretical and institutional point of view, it examines 
the processes and institutional options of differentiated (dis)integration in the Euro-
pean Union, with Brexit serving as a useful case study to illustrate the benefits of tak-
ing the broadest possible conceptual view of the (dis)integrative dynamics developing 
within the EU system. It seems that focusing on the manifestations of differentiation in 
the European Union can deepen our understanding both of the political and organiza-
tional aspects of the integration process and of its functional aspects.

The political system of the European Union is in constant evolution, and the de-
bate about its institutional structure is ongoing. For example, Brussels reacted to the 
European debt crisis of 2010–2012 in a very definite and fairly predictable way: name-
ly, by creating new institutions and financial instruments and by taking austerity meas-
ures (Schwarzer 2013). At first glance, this appeared to be the latest success of regional 
integration (understood in the traditional sense), confirming that the United King-
dom’s withdrawal adds new momentum to the integration process (Butorina 2020). 
However, given the direction of the decisions taken, it is hard not to see Brussels’ usual 
focus on bureaucratic overregulation, which has always irritated London. Moreover, 
these decisions not only profoundly affected the sovereignty of member states, but also 
had serious socio-economic and political implications, including for the EU countries 
that remain outside the eurozone.

The theoretical basis of this study is the science of organization (tectology) by Al-
exander Bogdanov. This enables us to consider the ongoing political and institutional 
transformations in Europe from a systemic point of view. A tectological organizational 
analysis relies on the principle of emergence, i.e., it actualizes and develops Aristotle’s 
idea of an organized whole capable of possessing qualities or behavioural traits (es-
sence) that its parts do not possess separately. Emergence is defined as the develop-
ment of new structures and properties in complex systems in the course of their self-
organization.

In the third chapter of Tectology, devoted to basic organizational mechanisms, 
Bogdanov uses the terms “ingression” (connection, integration) and “desingression” 
(divergence, partial or complete). In the second case, we are dealing with a phenom-
enon similar to disintegration, ensuring the transition of a systemic complex to a new 
state (Nikonova 2019: 33). In other words, desingression implies an organizational 
crisis: the rupture of connection creates a tectological boundary where there is one 
whole, producing or facilitating the production of “separates.”

The sixth chapter of Tectology examines centralistic (egression) and deconcentrat-
ed, distributed skeletal (degression) organizational forms, the former concentrating 
the content being organized and the latter fixing it, which makes it no less necessary 
and useful. Egression (from the Latin “leaving the row”) is a system in which a highly 
organized complex (nucleus) is singled out, in relation to which all other complexes 
are considered peripheral. Degression (from the Latin “descending down”) is the for-
mation of organizationally inferior complexes, which are distinguished by elaborately 
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organized plastic complexes. As Bogdanov points out, “both egression and degression 
are particular cases of asymmetric connection, that is, they lie entirely within the prin-
ciple of systemic differentiation” (Bogdanov 2019: 429). Finally, like Niklas Luhmann, 
he interprets the formation of the whole from disparate parts in a functional way: as 
(dis)organization or progression towards a similar state (that is, a reflection of the real 
ability of a complicated systemic complex to withstand external and internal challeng-
es better or worse than its elements, taken separately, and to show resistance4 to them).

This theoretical approach permits viable decentralized integration or, conversely, 
disintegration due to (excessive) centralization. It must be said that for all the meas-
ures taken to further political centralization, the European Union has thus far in fact 
been more consistent with a degressive type of organization: the political systems of its 
member states are much more complex than the system of the European Union itself.

If we understand complete disintegration as a certain result, then with regard to 
the European Union it could mean hypothetically the legal or actual end of the Eu-
ropean Union as an association endowed with an integrative meaning, the return of 
international politics in Europe to the pre-integration stage or the replacement of the 
European Union with some alternative system (institutionalized or informal). Howev-
er, even if Brexit did help unleash disintegrative dynamics, there are still many reasons 
to expect it to be intercepted, reformatted, and modified in the complex multi-layered 
maze of the European Union’s institutional architecture.

The Concept and Practice of Differentiated (Dis)Integration

The terms “integration” (formation of the whole from disparate parts) and “dif-
ferentiation” (division of the whole into parts) are universal scientific categories used 
in systems analysis, which is the focus of Bogdanov’s theory of organization, but “the 
boundaries between integration and differentiation are blurred and fluid, their unity 
does not exclude the fact that at different moments one or the other process prevails in 
the system. At some period of time, some elements of the system disconnect in order 
to unite with others later and form its qualitatively new state” (Ignatova 2013: 6). In 
the European Union, regional integration is largely defined as a process of deepening 
cooperation among member states that are willing to submit to common rules and 
governance by the European institutions. According to this definition, disintegration 
includes any hypothetical deviation from the already achieved degree of similar inte-
gration, which, in principle, is supposed to develop only in one direction – towards 
greater centralization, towards a wider coverage of various areas of state policy and the 
accession of new members to the European Union.

4 A dynamic property of organization that allows it to overcome stresses and difficulties in a constructive way.
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Since the entry into force of the Treaty of Rome on the European Economic Com-
munity, the creation of an “ever closer union” has been enshrined as one of the funda-
mental principles of the European integration process. However, later on, some mem-
ber states were allowed (at least temporarily) to depart from this principle, and they do 
not participate equally with others in certain areas of EU policy. This phenomenon is 
commonly referred to as differentiated integration. Thus, according to the European 
understanding of differentiated integration, a regional association will have its own or-
ganizational core, and the levels of centralization and territorial spread of the relevant 
European norms will vary. At the same time, Western authors tend to use the term 
“integration” as an antonym for differentiation, differentiated integration or flexible 
integration, which literally leaves no room for considering the disintegrative dynamics 
per se.

Kenneth Waltz’s structural realism is a school of thought that insists on a peculiar 
understanding of the causes of probable disintegration (Waltz 1979). In his explana-
tory scheme, interstate cooperation (especially as intensive as in the European Union) 
is considered almost doomed to periodic failures and crises due to the principle of 
relative gains: even if many states see cooperation as a rational choice for a certain 
period of time, and they all benefit from it, their gains will be unequal. According 
to Waltz, clusters of states are able to stick together only under the influence of the 
structuring rules of geopolitics (such as the Cold War) or when there is a common 
enemy. Alexander Bogdanov’s theory allows for a more nuanced, dynamic picture of 
organizational changes in such a highly differentiated integration complex as the Eu-
ropean Union, based on the concepts of “ingression,” “desingression” and “tectological 
boundary” that he introduced.

Tectology (Bogdanov 2019: 203) says: “Depending on the new ingression and 
desingression, there are changes in the structure of complexes in interaction: partial 
or radical, in the form of deformations or crises, development, degradation, destruc-
tion.” Ingression provides a link between two or more complexes. Complete desingres-
sion means the disintegration of the previous system, the formation of (tectological) 
boundaries between its parts, which produces new separates from the previously given 
system. Yet it is also possible that the tectological boundary between two or more com-
plexes is broken, enabling them to form some new system. Bogdanov emphasizes that 
when the tectological boundary between them is broken, the two complexes cease to 
be separates and form a new system with further transformations, leading to the emer-
gence of ingressive links and desingressions, partial or complete, external or internal. 
It should also be mentioned that, according to Bogdanov, the transformation of the 
organizational form of the system can be accompanied by the destruction of existing 
links between elements, the emergence of new links, the disappearance of some links, 
and the appearance of others, as we observed in the case of Brexit.

Turning to the definition of differentiation, it should be pointed out that it can be 
territorial, functional, social, economic or political. For example, Luhmann interprets 
differentiation in a functional way: it ensures the maintenance of the system’s identity 
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in the face of external challenges (Luhmann 2006). Meanwhile, in the terminology still 
used in the study of European integration, differentiation is often interpreted narrowly 
as an opportunity granted by agreement to individual states involved in a regional 
integration complex or associated with it to have or receive fewer rights and/or obliga-
tions in certain areas of EU policy. In this perspective, the distinction between territo-
rial and functional integration is obscured in a way that is not quite correct.

Speaking of differentiated integration, we necessarily prioritize the strategies by 
which the European ruling class tries to reconcile the diversity of demands of the mem-
ber states with the common plans to further develop the European Union. It turns out, 
then, that this is not some dubious forced decision, but rather a natural manifestation 
of regional integration, a generally predictable result of the expansion of the Euro-
pean Union’s competencies, and the heterogeneity of the integrating space (Svendsen, 
Adler-Nissen 2019). Essentially, differentiation in sociological systems theory, as well 
as in Bogdanov’s theory, leads to a multiplication of subsystems in modern society, 
reflecting its increasing complexity. Variability increases in the system, which allows 
it to respond flexibly to challenges, but also places greater demands on the subjective 
factors of political governance. Therefore, it is politically relevant and analytically ad-
equate to consider possible (dis)integration as a process with an undetermined result 
for its participants and initiators.

Two main directions of differentiation are usually distinguished (Schimmelfen-
nig et al. 2015: 765): in terms of centralization/decentralization (vertical differentia-
tion), and in terms of differences in territorial distribution (horizontal differentiation, 
which, as is most often specified, can be considered internal or external to the Euro-
pean Union). With vertical differentiation, individual policy areas are integrated in the 
European Union at different speeds and reach different levels of centralization over 
time, suggesting that deep structural asymmetries persist in the European governance 
system. Horizontal differentiation (spatial asymmetry) occurs because, as mentioned 
above, many member states do not participate in all European policies, while some 
non-EU member states, by contrast, formally participate in some European policies.

We should make a reservation that, from the point of view of the theory of organi-
zation, there is a tectological gap in the latter case, by virtue of which the space where 
the norms of the European Union apply extends beyond the territory of the European 
Union per se. Therefore, it would be more logical to consider this situation not from 
within the European Union, but each time bearing in mind the precise contours of the 
newly emerging systemic complex: after all, we are talking about the European single 
market within the territorial boundaries extending beyond the European Union and 
its governance system, which demonstrates asymmetry in the sense that only full EU 
members participate in the drafting and adoption of relevant legal rules, but all par-
ticipants in the European single market, including third countries admitted to it by 
preference, must comply with these norms.
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Let us make it clear that the EU agreements with third countries demonstrate two 
approaches in terms of their perception of European law: static and dynamic. In the 
first case, a limited portion of European law is absorbed by the third country the mo-
ment an accession agreement enters into force, or by arrangement with the European 
Union (for example, the Association Agreement between Turkey and the European 
Economic Community, which entered into force at the end of 1964). In the second 
case, the reception of new or amended European legal norms is automatic, but institu-
tional mechanisms are introduced to ensure that third countries have little say in the 
process of their adoption (Gstohl, Phinnemore 2019).

The 2020 EU–UK Trade and Cooperation Agreement is not the only example of 
a dynamic solution, as the 1994 Agreement on the European Economic Area (EEA) 
linking the European Union and the three countries of the European Free Trade As-
sociation – Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway – into a single systemic complex is evi-
dence of the same. These countries perceive the rules of the European single market 
through their permanent incorporation into this agreement. It also includes provi-
sions that require the European Union to consult with “external” EEA countries when 
drafting its market legislation.

Economic and Monetary Union
From an organizational point of view, the Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) 

includes three closely interrelated components (economic blocs). They differ in the 
degree of vertical differentiation ensured: (1) macroeconomic policy remains formally 
in the hands of national governments but is subject to a set of common European 
rules; (2) budgetary policy at both the European and national levels (national budget-
ary policy in the European Union are linked together by common targets, standards 
and control checks as part of multilevel surveillance); and (3) monetary policy in the 
euro area, which was entrusted to the supranational European Central Bank (ECB). 
Vertical differentiation is exacerbated by the fact that the Maastricht Treaty provides 
for creating the EMU in three stages, which the member states did not join in a uni-
form manner. The third (final) stage – the actual transition to a single supranational 
currency – has gained key importance. To date, 19 countries have adopted the single 
currency, and it is for them that the Eurogroup was set up, i.e., the formation of the EU 
Council of Ministers with limited membership, whose political influence far exceeds 
its lowly legal status.

The transition to the third EMU stage revealed, in addition, potential differences 
between “objective” (based on economic indicators) and “subjective” (based on the 
political desire of individual countries without economic contraindications) horizon-
tal differentiation, that is, between countries that have not yet reached the economic 
criteria of maturity and stability required to switch to a single currency, and those (the 
United Kingdom and Denmark, concerned about preserving their autonomy and na-
tional identity, which primarily predetermined their unwillingness to part with their 
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national currency,5 and later also Sweden) that have gained an opportunity to do so in 
the future, while the corresponding obligation with the stipulated deadlines was not 
imposed on them.6 In addition to the organizational diversity described above, some of 
the non-Eurozone countries subsequently decided to join the Fiscal Compact,7 while 
others, including the United Kingdom, chose not to.

The refusal to switch to the euro had a favorable effect on the growth rates of 
the UK economy during its membership in the European Union (Burk, Leuffen 2019: 
1399, 1402; Mazumder, Pahl 2013). However, the institutional separation of the euro-
zone in the context of the European debt crisis, which started in 2010, had unpleas-
ant political implications for London. In November 2011, French President Nicolas 
Sarkozy outlined how, in his view, differentiated integration could further strengthen 
the European Union: “In the end, clearly, there will be two European gears: one gear 
towards more integration in the euro zone and a gear that is more confederal.”8 In his 
desire to finally federalize the integration association, at least within a limited range 
of member states, the French President was supported by German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel, who had previously doubted the feasibility of such a means to promote deeper 
integration. London now has reason to conclude that the largest countries on the con-
tinent, unwilling to embark on another intergovernmental conference on revising the 
founding treaties (where, as before, the United Kingdom could use a veto to block un-
wanted institutional reforms) are ready to refocus the European Union’s institutional 
system, almost in emergency mode, on the primary protection and viability of the 
eurozone.

Since Margaret Thatcher, London’s priority on the European agenda has been the 
European single market (Kaveshnikov 2018: 26). For the United Kingdom, the new 
turn meant the prospect of losing its former position in the economic governance 
system of the integration association, which the country had previously held by right 
as one of the largest EU economies. The British government did not have enough re-
sources to quickly propose its own (alternative) project of decentralized integration 
development along the lines of differentiation.

5 These countries, which have always had a high level of public Euroscepticism, joined the integration association mainly 
for economic reasons, attracted by the power of its regional market. Similarly, countries such as the Czech Republic, Hun-
gary and Poland, which were not allowed to join the euro when they first joined the European Union, are now in no hurry 
to adopt the supranational currency.
6 In view of the unanimity rule at intergovernmental conferences, this concession was the only opportunity to obtain the 
agreement of the two countries on the revision of the fundamental treaties. In particular, all other EU countries agreed 
that the United Kingdom was not obliged to move to the third stage of the EMU until its national representative institu-
tions decided to do so.
7 The intergovernmental Treaty on Stability, Coordination and Governance of 2013.
8 Nicolas Sarkozy defend l'idee d'une Europe a deux vitesses. [“Nicolas Sarkozy Defends the Idea of a Two-Speed Eu-
rope”]. Reuters. November 8. 2011. URL: https://www.reuters.com/article/union-francesarkozy-idFRL6E7M83K920111108 
(accessed: 18.06.2022).
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In his Bloomberg speech, then-British Prime Minister David Cameron spoke out 
against another transfer of powers to the supranational level (i.e., against further verti-
cal integration), essentially announcing a future national referendum on the country’s 
membership in the European Union.9 He clearly voiced fears that the initiative of the 
continental core of the eurozone would have a negative impact on those member states 
that were not part of it: “And those of us outside the Eurozone also need certain safe-
guards to ensure, for example, that our access to the Single Market is not in any way 
compromised.” Although the British government had no intention at the time of relin-
quishing its membership in the European Union, its non-participation in the eurozone 
in itself has had important institutional consequences over time, denting its status as 
one of the leading states of the Union.

It is clear that a number of basic treaty provisions concerning the EMU did not 
initially apply to the United Kingdom, which, for economic and political reasons, did 
not want to switch to the euro. In matters directly affecting the eurozone, London’s 
voice did not matter much. By participating in the European coordination of national 
economic and fiscal policies, the United Kingdom could in principle be subjected to an 
excessive deficit procedure (Turkina 2017), although the European institutions would 
not have had the right, even while the country remained in the European Union, to 
sanction it by forcing it to follow certain recommendations. London was not initially 
involved in the management of the ECB, either. The Governor of the Bank of England 
only participated in the meetings of the General Council of the ECB, a body with lim-
ited powers that had nothing to do with ECB decisions on lending rates or the redemp-
tion of government bonds.

As mentioned above, the United Kingdom has not signed the Fiscal Compact sup-
plementing national rules on national fiscal policy, nor has it taken part in the Euro-
pean Stability Mechanism or joined the Banking Union, which brings together mecha-
nisms for banking supervision and the financial recovery of credit institutions in the 
eurozone. In addition, London has not signed an agreement to pool national contribu-
tions into the Single Resolution Fund. It is also worth bearing in mind that the country 
did not join the Schengen regime and was exempted from the Charter of Fundamental 
Rights of the European Union and certain provisions of the rules concerning internal 
affairs and justice. Through all of these decisions, the United Kingdom has distanced 
itself from participation in the broad practice of European governance, which is now 
focused on saving and ensuring the viability of the eurozone, leading to the relative 
marginalization of its European position.

Despite the many exceptions and exemptions that London had obtained, between 
November 2015 and February 2016, David Cameron negotiated a reshaping of the 
country’s relationship with the European Union, which assumed (in his view) that 

9 Cameron D. EU Speech at Bloomberg. UK Government site Gov.uk. January 23. 2013. URL: https://www.gov.uk/govern-
ment/speeches/eu- speech-at-bloomberg (accessed: 18.06.2022).
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London would gain an additional level of differentiated (dis)integration in the inte-
gration system: the United Kingdom sought new special conditions for itself without 
leaving the Union, while also believing that it could limit the development of centralist 
tendencies in the Union without actually participating in it. As a result of these nego-
tiations, the parties managed to reach certain, not particularly intelligible, agreements, 
which were not subsequently implemented as they absolutely did not satisfy the Brit-
ish Eurosceptics and could not serve as a compelling argument to persuade the British 
voters to support the prospect of further EU membership in the 2016 referendum. 

In the area of economic governance, the British government led by David Cam-
eron proposed in talks with the European Union to introduce treaty guarantees against 
the negative effects of policies in the eurozone for the states outside it. However, Brus-
sels rejected the possibility of a British veto against decisions on the Banking Union 
and the eurozone, unintimidated by the prospect of a referendum, which had already 
been formally announced by that time. Thus, London sought “only” to distance itself 
from the economic problems of the eurozone provoked by the global economic crisis 
of 2008–2009. Its goal was to achieve a new state of internal differentiated (dis)integra-
tion within the European Union, which it has failed to achieve.

The Role of the European Commission

The supranational institutions (the European Commission, the ECB, and the Euro-
pean Parliament) focus, as a political priority, on unified integration through centrali-
zation. Given their structure and the specifics of their functioning, it is rather difficult 
for them to adapt to systemic differentiation. In particular, the European Commission 
is not interested in greater differentiation in the European Union’s political organiza-
tion, since differentiation promotes the more active involvement of national govern-
ments in the governance process, thereby strengthening intergovernmental tendencies 
in the European Union (after the Maastricht Treaty came into force and especially after 
the global financial crisis of 2008, intergovernmental coordination became the main 
method of political and organizational decision-making within the European Union, 
sidelining the supranational institutions).

Deprived of its leading position in institution-building, the Commission still plays 
an important role in the economic governance of the eurozone and the European Un-
ion as a whole, pursuing common goals and necessarily (under the influence of gen-
eral circumstances unfavourable to the centralist trend) supporting plans for deeper 
integration through differentiation, which were advocated by France and Germany in 
the first place.
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For example, the European Commission’s 2017 White Paper on the Future of Eu-
rope mentions several possible scenarios for differentiated (dis)integration.10 A sce-
nario based on the idea of increasing integration at different speeds (under the slogan 
“those who want more do more”) received particular support from French President 
Emmanuel Macron and German Chancellor Angela Merkel, as well as positive feed-
back from then-President of the European Commission Jean-Claude Juncker. The 
“laggards” would be unable to thwart the advance of the vanguard. Since London’s 
withdrawal, this scenario has been particularly resisted by the Visegrad countries (Po-
land, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Hungary), which are not interested in forming 
a vanguard without their own participation. While the European Council has over-
come the challenge to the existence of the European Union that Brexit posed, reform 
is again stuck in a stalemate, since a consensus is still required to make decisions on 
institutional changes (except in extreme situations).

(De)Europeanization

The United Kingdom left the European Union on January 31, 2020. Over the dec-
ades of its membership, due to the transfer of legislative powers from national to su-
pranational institutions, the two have become closely interdependent in procedural 
and regulatory matters. The national parliament (Westminster) ceded a share of its 
legislative sovereignty to the European “centre.” The procedural, political and legal Eu-
ropeanization of Westminster was thereby enshrined in practice, recognized in the 
Constitution of the United Kingdom and in national court decisions. 

Turning now to the discussion of Europeanization, the author focuses on the defi-
nition of this phenomenon as a set of “processes of (a) construction, (b) diffusion and  
(c) institutionalization of formal and informal rules, procedures, policy paradigms, 
styles, ‘ways of doing things’ and shared beliefs and norms which are first defined and 
consolidated in the making of EU public policy and politics and then incorporated 
in the logic of domestic discourse, identities, political structures and public policies” 
(Radaelli 2001: 108). Should we not, then, expect the reverse process in the present cir-
cumstances, meaning an imminent de-Europeanization of British law and politics? A 
growing body of specialist literature on de-Europeanization now seeks to capture the 
essence of the changing dynamics on the UK domestic political scene, seeing behind it 
the desire of the national ruling class to shed elements of the former Europeanization.

The main feature of the concept of “de-Europeanization,” then, is that the scholars 
who use it consider de-Europeanization to be deliberate and consciously pursuing the 
goal of reversing the processes of Europeanization (Copeland 2016; Babynina 2020). 

10 White Paper on the Future of Europe. Reflections and Scenarios for the EU by 2025. 2017. European Commission of-
ficial site. URL: https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/white_paper_on_the_future_of_europe_en.pdf (accessed: 
18.06.2022).
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But even the course of de-Europeanization of the national political system and its in-
stitutions, which is persistently pursued by the Eurosceptic government in London, 
would necessarily take a long time, if it takes place at all, especially since it will be 
strongly resisted by parliament, defending the interests of that part of society that did 
not want to “divorce” the European Union. In this connection, it is important to look 
at two decisions of the Supreme Court of the United Kingdom.11 The Court affirmed 
that Parliament had a constitutional responsibility to supervise the executive branch 
in the country, which the government has no right to suppress (Strezhneva, Moiseeva 
2021: 362–364).

Besides, in principle, the organizational result of Brexit does not cut off the ties 
between the United Kingdom and the European Union completely,12 and some form 
of backwards Europeanization cannot be completely ruled out. The high degree of 
economic interdependence between them, as well as the scale and influence of the Eu-
ropean Union’s integrated markets, continue to exert considerable pressure (demon-
strating the power of regulatory gravity) to ensure that London maintains a long-term 
focus on European regulatory standards in order, among other things, to uphold its 
own global economic position going forward.

Northern Ireland
Greenland, part of the Kingdom of Denmark, left the European Communities 

in 1985. In a referendum held on the island three years earlier, 53% of its residents, 
mainly concerned about protecting fishing rights, voted to leave. While Greenland, a 
territory within a member state, withdrew from the Union and thus became one of the 
European Union’s special territories, the situation with the United Kingdom and Brexit 
was the exact opposite: the state withdrew from the Union, while one of its provinces 
continues to be subject to European law in accordance with the Northern Ireland Pro-
tocol, which is included in the “divorce” agreement as an annex (Vilkova 2018). Since 
2009, Greenland, while still part of Denmark, has enjoyed self-governance. The British 
political class hardly wants something similar to happen in Northern Ireland, but its 
close ties to the rest of the United Kingdom give reason to hope otherwise.

The opponents to the Protocol in the ranks of the British Conservative Party, as 
well as the unionists in Northern Ireland, believe that the terms of the dcoument pose 
dangerous risks, up to and including undermining the political and constitutional in-

11 In January 2017, Theresa May’s credentials as Prime Minister were successfully challenged in the UK Supreme Court in 
notifying Brussels of London's intention to withdraw from the European Union under Article 50 of the Treaty on European 
Union without a relevant Act of Parliament. See: UK Supreme Court ([2017] UKSC 5) (24 Jan.). URL: https://www.supreme-
court.uk/cases/docs/uksc-2016-0196-judgment.pdf (accessed: 18.06.2022). Then, in September 2019, the Court unequivo-
cally objected to Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s attempt to curtail the role of the House of Commons in determining the 
terms of the “divorce” from the European Union. See: UK Supreme Court ([2019] UKSC 41) (24 Sept.). URL: https://www.
supremecourt.uk/cases/docs/uksc-2019- 0192-judgment.pdf (accessed: 18.06.2022).
12 The EU–UK Trade and Cooperation Agreement was signed on December 30, 2020. In its scope, it goes beyond the 
boundaries of a traditional trade agreement, providing for preferential reciprocal trade in a wide range of areas and con-
tains provisions aimed at ensuring a “level playing field” in economic cooperation.
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tegrity of the United Kingdom. The Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) refused to enter 
the Northern Ireland Executive, which was reshuffled following the results of the elec-
tion to the Northern Ireland Assembly (Stormont) on May 5, 2022, unless the Protocol 
is repealed or at least revised. In contrast, the Sinn Féin Irish nationalist party (which 
scored the highest number of votes in the election), as well as the Northern Irish Social 
Democrats, the Labour Party, and the Alliance Party of Northern Ireland, all support it.

The 499-kilometre-long border between the Republic of Ireland and Northern 
Ireland is the only land border separating the European Union from the United King-
dom. The introduction of Brexit-related border controls on the border would have dire 
consequences for the peace process in Northern Ireland, threatening the sustainability 
of the Good Friday Agreement of 1998, which provided a political solution to years 
of bitter armed conflict. This agreement was signed in the context of membership in 
the European Communities of both the Republic of Ireland and the United Kingdom, 
which guaranteed a growing degree of openness and cooperation between the parties. 
If Northern Ireland were to leave the European Union as part of the United Kingdom 
and leave the European single market, Irish nationalists would be entrenched in the 
view that achieving Irish unity remains the only way to restore the region’s ties with 
Europe (which were severed by Brexit), promote Irish economic growth, and consoli-
date the peace process.

The agreements reached between London and Brussels prevented the need for 
such a hard border. Under the Northern Ireland Protocol, Northern Ireland must fol-
low EU customs rules and the European single market rules, including those related 
to production standards, food safety measures, and permissible government subsi-
dies. Meanwhile, the version of the agreement previously negotiated with Brussels by 
former Prime Minister Theresa May envisioned something else, namely a “backstop” 
mechanism whereby the entire United Kingdom, having lost its membership rights, 
would remain in the customs union with the European Union for an indefinite pe-
riod of time. May’s successor Boris Johnson regarded this option (which the House 
of Commons had blocked three times) as not securing the country’s exit from the 
European Union in accordance with the results of the popular vote. Since the United 
Kingdom, minus Northern Ireland, is free to set its own customs and regulatory rules, 
there is a need for checking and controlling goods that cross the resulting tectologi-
cal “border” between the United Kingdom and Northern Ireland, which has created a 
material barrier to trade in the Irish Sea. The stability of such a design under the terms 
of the Protocol hinges on Stormont’s willingness to support it.

As a result, Northern Ireland, while remaining part of the United Kingdom’s cus-
toms territory, is at the same time subject to European regulatory rules. If goods cross-
ing the “border” from the United Kingdom to Northern Ireland along the Irish Sea 
do not have documents proving that they are destined for Northern Ireland, they are 
subject to customs duties. Northern Ireland is therefore placed in the position of an 
ingressive link between the United Kingdom, which has left the European Union, and 
the European Union itself.
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13 Declaration by Her Majesty’s Government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland concerning 
the Operation of the “Democratic Consent in Northern Ireland” Provision of the Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland. 
UK government official site. URL: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attach-
ment_data/file/840657/Declaration_by_Her_Majesty_s_Government_of_the_United_Kingdom_of_Great_Britain_and_
Northern_Ireland_concerning_the_operation_of_the__Democratic_consent_in_Northern_Ireland__provision_of_the_
Protocol_on_Ireland_Northern_Ireland.pdf (accessed: 18.06.2022).
14 On June 13, 2022, Truss introduced a bill (The Northern Ireland Protocol Bill, URL: https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/3182 
(accessed: 18.06.2022)) that risks provoking a trade war between the United Kingdom and the European Union. The bill 
unilaterally amends the Northern Ireland Protocol, which is part of the international treaty between the United Kingdom 
and the European Union, and the latter has explicitly expressed its opposition to it.

Stormont will have to periodically confirm its consent to the extension of the trade 
frontier in the Irish Sea from December 2024 onwards. The details of Stormont’s deci-
sion-making process on this matter have been established by the British government.13 
According to the results of the above-mentioned election to Stormont in May 2022, the 
majority of its 90 deputies supporter the Protocol (54 vs. 36).

What we have here is a highly original organizational compromise between the 
need for border checks on flows from a third country and compliance with the Good 
Friday Agreement of 1998 as a result of the United Kingdom’s decision to withdraw 
from the European single market and the EU customs union. This solution, like all 
other hypothetical Brexit outcomes, remains suboptimal from the perspective of 
Northern Ireland’s interests. Its supporters emphasize that this is not only a good alter-
native to building a hard border in Ireland, but also a new opportunity for Northern 
Irish firms, which will be able to gain access to both the European and British markets 
thanks to the dual status of Northern Ireland, attracting investment to a region that has 
long lacked it. Meanwhile, the Protestant community may see the “border” in the Irish 
Sea not only as an obstacle to the preservation of the territorial integrity of the United 
Kingdom, but even as a threat to its own identity.

However, the Northern Ireland Protocol also looks unusual from the perspective 
of the European Union. Its external trade border here is located inside the territory 
of a country that is no longer a member state of the European Union – after all, cus-
toms and phytosanitary inspections in the Irish Sea are a means of controlling the flow 
of goods to the European internal market, and London itself does not actuallynneed 
them. The European Union lacks convincing authority to enforce its rules and conduct 
inspections in its own interest on British territory. Their implementation is entirely the 
responsibility of the British side. Despite the militant rhetoric and even radical moves 
by Prime Minister Boris Johnson and Foreign Secretary Liz Truss,14 the United King-
dom is unlikely to actually break the Northern Ireland Protocol, on which the future of 
London’s relationship with Brussels largely depends. Since the United Kingdom would 
be in violation of international law, something that a group of moderate conservatives 
in the House of Commons and the House of Lords are against, it is unlikely that the 
Northern Ireland Protocol Bill announced by Liz Truss would eventually become law. 
In any case, its consideration in Parliament could take up to a year and a half, dur-
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ing which time the internal political situation could change more than once. For a 
conservative government which is rapidly losing its popularity, including among its 
own partisans, this looks more like a bluff, an attempt to simultaneously please the 
Eurosceptic conservatives and the DUP and get concessions from Brussels to imple-
ment the Protocol, which could be touted inside the country as a diplomatic victory. 
At the same time, London’s repeated threats to take action that would sever the signed 
“divorce” agreements demonstrate the continuing fragility of the UK–EU relationship 
“constrained” by the Northern Ireland Protocol.

Under the Protocol, Brussels is obliged to inform London of any legal acts planned 
by the Union within the scope of the Protocol. But where such acts amend the EU 
regulations and directives listed in the Protocol, they are subject to automatic updating 
and application within Northern Ireland, and London cannot block the decision-mak-
ing process – although it is responsible for their implementation. For its part, Brussels 
is obliged to inform London of the new European acts well in advance of their adop-
tion, and the EU–UK Joint Committee should have a meaningful exchange of views 
between the parties, not purely formal, as is often the case, on their implications for the 
implementation of the Protocol.

The Northern Ireland Protocol has created a unique (truly emergent) situation, 
one that is not reducible to the properties or capabilities of the British or European 
systems of governance taken separately. Thus, the European Union has the legal right, 
much to the annoyance of the United Kingdom, to demand that the Northern Ireland 
Protocol be duly observed, but no right to ensure that all the necessary checks are car-
ried out on the spot. For its part, London has the right to adopt any national regula-
tions regardless of what Brussels may think about them, but the discrepancy between 
national and European regulations is not beneficial to London itself, since it would 
undermine the unity of its internal market, as long as European regulations are still in 
force in Northern Ireland. To keep Northern Ireland part of the United Kingdom, this 
should not be allowed.

Ultimately, the nature and extent of checks and controls on the “border” in the 
Irish Sea will largely depend on the extent to which London decides to deviate from 
Brussels in terms of regulatory rules. The content of the Protocol may have reflected 
the parties’ ability to show flexibility and imagination, but the same qualities are now 
consistently required of both parties for its successful implementation, which is now 
decidedly not the case.

*     *     *
This article analyses the prospects for institutional differentiation in the space of 

European integration in the wake of Britain’s exit from the European Union. The con-
ceptualization of institutional aspects of regional (dis)integration and differentiation 
was clarified based on the tectology concept of Alexander Bogdanov. It has been es-
tablished that in analysing (dis)integration processes, Bogdanov’s systemic approach 
described in his theory of organization requires, first of all, that we determine the 
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(dis)integration of the systemic complex we are talking about in each individual case. 
Depending on the answer to this necessary preliminary question in connection with 
Brexit, we can observe today: (1) differentiated integration in systemic complexes unit-
ing the European Union and third countries that have contractual relations with it, de-
fining for them specific conditions of privileged access to the European single market; 
(2) partial (internal) desingression of the United Kingdom in the Irish Sea, providing 
special conditions of access to the European single market for Northern Ireland; (3) 
the United Kingdom’s ingressive link with the European Union, working to strengthen 
their relatively weak form of integration in the face of mutual mistrust, which has only 
exacerbated after Brexit; and (4) differentiated disintegration of the European Union 
as a separate systemic complex that has been deserted by one of its member states.

Brexit is a unique case of the horizontal disintegration within the European Un-
ion. At the same time, Brussels took a very tough political stance on London during 
and after the trade talks, strongly signaling that the gains of differentiated integration 
with the European Union should only go to those countries that are willing to obey its 
key rules, and that deviations from them would be costly.

As for the future of European integration, it is well known that various organi-
zational forms and variants of differentiated integration (from the possibility for in-
dividual member states not to participate in certain areas of EU policy to association 
with some areas of its policy for individual countries that are not EU members). For 
this reason, both a return to the idea of a Europe of nations and the move towards an 
EU-based federation with European-level institutions holding key powers look equally 
unlikely in the foreseeable future. The issue for Brussels is rather to avoid such vari-
ants of (subjective) differentiation in the EMU moving forward, which, as in case of 
the United Kingdom, will provoke the emergence of pathological desingressions with 
unpredictable consequences.

It should be recognized that, in principle, differentiated integration poses a serious 
challenge to the idea of an ever-closer union, still spelled out in the treaty framework 
of European integration. This idea requires a considerable measure of institutional in-
genuity and unconventional approaches for its realization, while also raising doubts 
over the limits of the legitimacy of European supranational institutions.
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Abstract. In 2017 negotiations on the free trade area between India and the EAEU 
countries entered an active phase. The negotiations covered such issues as import tar-
iff liberalization and the elimination of non-tariff restrictions. The present study aims to 
quantify the potential impact of mutual tariff liberalization on the dynamics of bilateral 
trade between Russia and India, in order to develop key principles for Russia’s negoti-
ating position (as part of the EAEU), taking its strategic priorities into account. The re-
search methodology is based on the SMART partial equilibrium model and a qualitative 
analysis of modern trends in import demand and the degree of India’s trade protection-
ism towards imports from the EAEU countries. The study found that symmetric bilateral 
tariff liberalization may result in a higher potential increase in Russian exports to India 
than imports, which will increase the bilateral trade surplus. This is in the interests of 
Russia, but it hardly meets the strategic interests of India due to its chronic trade deficit. 
The free trade area may lead to diversification of the commodity component of Russian 
exports due to the growing export supplies of Russian coal, and, to a lesser extent met-
als (aluminum, copper and articles thereof ). However, the opportunities to increase the 
share of hi-tech products in the structure of Russian exports remain limited. The free 
trade area can become an important tool for strengthening Russian exporters of ferti-
lizers, as well as certain categories of agricultural products. In turn, Indian exporters can 
strengthen their positions on the Russian medicines market, an increase the share of 
textile products, jewellery, and certain categories of agricultural products. The results 
can help develop Russia’s positions (as an EAEU member) in multilateral negotiations.
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The St. Petersburg Economic Forum 2017 officially launched the negotiation 
process for a free trade zone between the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) 
and India. In 2017, a joint report on the feasibility of the integration scenario 

was published.
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The free trade zone could unite countries with a total GDP of nearly USD 4.5 tril-
lion (at current prices) and a population of more than 1.5 billion people, becoming a 
vital tool for boosting mutual trade. According to Eurasian Economic Commission 
estimates, the “mutual liberalization of the trade regime will lead to the GDP increase 
in all the EAEU countries and India already in the short term. In addition, according 
to expert estimates, when moving to a free trade regime, the turnover could grow by 
30-40% in comparison with the current level depending on the depth of tariff liberali-
zation to be achieved as a result of the negotiations.”2

The consequences of the new integration regime will be directly determined by 
the agreements reached by the parties, primarily with regard to the schedule for reduc-
ing customs duty rates.

This article aims to quantify the likely trade effects for Russia based on the SMART 
model in case of a one-percent reciprocal linear reduction in customs duty rates by In-
dia and EAEU countries to identify the elasticity of trade flows with regard to customs 
duty rates, draw conclusions about the impact of tariff liberalization on the dynamics 
and sectoral structure of mutual trade between Russia and India, and offer recommen-
dations regarding Russia’s stance in the negotiations (as part of the EAEU), bearing in 
mind the mutual trade dynamics, trends in import demand and the degree of trade 
protectionism adopted by the Indian government. 

Effects of Tariff Liberalization: Impact on Foreign Trade

The question of the impact of tariff liberalization on foreign trade intensity has 
been the subject of fierce debate among various theoretical schools over recent dec-
ades, with the protectionist doctrine being opposed to the free trade doctrine. Those in 
favour of the latter support the idea that liberalization, including tariffs, has a positive 
impact on the volume and growth rate of foreign trade flows, including both imports 
and exports (Trefler 1993; Learner, Levinsohn 1995; Wang 2001; Helpman 2011; Se-
queira 2016) and, accordingly, that stronger tariff protectionism has the opposite effect 
due to higher prices for imported products and poorer price competitiveness (Feenstra 
1995).

At the same time, a number of experts have empirically proved the absence or am-
biguity of the impact of tariff liberalization on the intensity of foreign trade (Cline et 
al. 1978; Baldwin, Lewis and Richardson 1980; Bhagwati 1988; Ostry 1991). They are 
especially sceptical about the possibility of increasing exports through tariff liberaliza-
tion (Ostry 1991; Greenaway, Sapsford 1994; Rose 2002).

2 EAEU and India Began Formal Negotiations on a Free Trade Agreement. Eurasian Economic Commission. URL: http://
www.eurasiancommission.org/ru/nae/news/Pages/3-06-2017.aspx (accessed: 08.12.2020).



Ekaterina Arapova

 83Volume  1,  number  3,  2022

Most researchers recognize significant differences in the intensity of the impact 
of tariff regulation, depending on the starting conditions of trading countries and the 
level of competitiveness of individual industries. In particular, Anne Krueger proved 
that import flows respond significantly faster to a reduction in customs duty rates, al-
though the effect on exports in the longer term is also positive (Krueger 1998).

Мichael Porter’s theory of national competitiveness concluded that the effects of 
foreign trade policy are largely determined by the degree of competitiveness (at the 
level of individual industries and the economy as a whole), the nature of competi-
tion and government measures to enhance competitiveness (Porter 1985). The effects 
of tariff liberalization are also determined by the degree of market monopolization 
(Krugman 1979; Feenstra 1995) and the complementarity of domestic and imported 
goods (Houthakker, Magee 1969; Goldstein, Kahn 1978).

It has been empirically proven that the effect of tariff liberalization is stronger 
when a country is more deeply involved in international trade, or when it trades more 
actively with regional partners, as customs duties are typically reduced in such cases 
(within the framework of integration associations) (Nenci 2011; Feenstra 2003; Peters 
2002; Salvatore 2013).

The nature and intensity of foreign trade with lower customs duties also depends 
on the consistency of the country’s foreign trade policy (Francois, Martin 2004). If the 
reduction in customs duties is due to the contries’ commitments under WTO treaties 
or regional trade agreements, then the positive effect of tariff liberalization may be 
greater than if such commitments to maintain the course of liberalization were not in 
place.

The example of a potential EAEU–India free trade zone is interesting in terms of 
finding new empirical arguments for the development of the academic discussion on 
the factors that predetermine the magnitude of trade effects. The countries have high 
sectoral complementarity of foreign trade flows, while the volume of India’s mutual 
trade with its largest trade partner in the EAEU – Russia – is low. At the same time, 
India’s foreign trade policy is characterized by instability, high differences in customs 
duty rates depending on the degree to which goods are processed, and a focus on pro-
tectionist policies. Comparing the starting conditions of liberalization with the results 
obtained in this specific case study will help better understand the effects of tariff lib-
eralization.

Scientific Discourse in the Field of Bilateral Trade and Economic Cooperation 
between Russia and India

Issues related to trade ties between India and the EAEU countries remain high on 
the agenda for both Russian and foreign researchers.

The academic discourse centres on the potential of expanding the economic part-
nership between Russia and India and the factors that predetermine the possibilities 
and intensity of its implementation. India is characterized by unpredictable trade poli-
cies, contradictory multilateral diplomacy, and a somewhat paradoxical combination 
of the desire to maintain multilateral contacts amid high trade protectionism and an 
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ambiguous, “cyclical” attitude towards globalization. Accession to the WTO and re-
forms to speed up infrastructure development in the electricity, telecommunications, 
and textile industries (Malyarov 2007; Sinha 2019; Zakharov 2020) have helped ex-
pand the country’s export potential, open up the domestic market and ensure greater 
involvement in global trade. The Modi government’s focus on attracting foreign in-
vestment as a key driver of economic growth is paradoxically combined with a high 
level of trade protectionism, both tariff and non-tariff (Bragina 2015; Zakharov 2020). 
Political factors also have a noticeable impact on trade cooperation with Russia: India’s 
concern about improving Russia–China and Russia–Pakistan ties (Zakharov 2018), 
relations with the United States, and the sanctions policy (Zakharov 2019; Lunev 2020; 
Denisov, Safranchuk, Bochkon 2020; Galishcheva, Nebolsina 2021).

Experts point to the high potential of cooperation between Russia and India in 
the energy sector (Shikin, Bhandari 2017) and in information technology (Pant 2017), 
as well as the prospect of boosting trade in pharmaceutical, chemical and agricultural 
products. Technological cooperation in defence, the space and energy sectors, infor-
mation technology, and cybersecurity issues could become new drivers of bilateral 
cooperation (Zakharov 2017; Konovalova 2017; Valueva, Konovalova 2018). Accord-
ing to Indian researchers, trade integration between India and the EAEU will help 
increase the volume of mutual trade and investment, expanding access for India’s in-
dustry to the markets of the EAEU member states (India EAEU FTA Survey Report 
2016). Tariff liberalization within the framework of the FTA can have a positive effect 
on the dynamics of multilateral trade, especially in industrial and agricultural prod-
ucts. At the same time, experts emphasize the need to consider the difference in the 
level of development of individual industries in India and the EAEU member states 
(Singh, Sharma 2017).

Most previous studies were based on a qualitative analysis of trends in mutual 
trade and foreign trade contracts, as well as on the results of surveys conducted among 
those involved in foreign economic activity in India and the EAEU member states. 
This is a new area of research and, as such, the assessment of the effects of EAEU inte-
gration with India, based on the results of econometric analysis, remains underdevel-
oped in the scientific literature (Likhacheva, Kalachigin 2018). This article seeks to fill 
the existing gap, quantify the potential effects of tariff liberalization and the extent of 
its impact on the nature of bilateral trade, and compare the resulting estimates with the 
initial conditions of mutual trade and the specific features of the foreign trade policy 
of the countries involved.

Mutual Trade Patterns and Strategic Priorities
Relations between Russia and India are seen as privileged and go back a long way. 

The Soviet Union was the first nation to announce a diplomatic mission to India, doing 
so before India gained independence in 1947. Preferential loans and raw materials pro-
vided by the Soviet Union on a barter basis were used to implement industrialization 
programmes and finance the development of the military space sector and the nuclear 
power industry. Some state-owned Indian companies with a strong global standing, 
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such as Bharat Heavy Electricals Limited (BHEL), Oil and Natural Gas Corporation 
(ONGC) and Hindustan Aeronautics Limited (HAL), as well as the entire steel indus-
try, were established in cooperation with the Soviet Union (Nivedita Das Kundu 2016).

Today the share of mutual trade in the foreign trade turnover of both countries is 
small: Russia accounts for a tiny 0.54% of India’s foreign trade, while India accounts for 
just 0.61% of Russia’s trade turnover. Russia–India trade saw its fastest growth in 2017 
and 2018 (by 21.4% and 17.3%, respectively), reaching USD 11.23 billion in trade in 
goods and USD 1.34 billion in trade in services in 2019 (see Table 1).  

Russia’s trade with India has traditionally been in surplus. However, the surplus 
in merchandise trade decreased due to faster import growth in 2019 and a relative-
ly smaller decline compared to the volume of Russian exports during the pandemic, 
while the bilateral surplus in services trade was steadily on the rise.

The top place in the structure of domestic exports is occupied by mineral prod-
ucts, with their share growing steadily before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, while the share of machinery and equipment shrank from 39.2% in 2009 to 20.8% 
in 2019 (Table 2). It has not been possible to diversify the raw materials component of 
exports: Russian metal producers lag far behind suppliers from China, Japan, South 
Korea and the United States, and the share of metals in the structure of Russian exports 
is shrinking gradually.

Table 1. Trends in mutual trade in goods and services between Russia and India, 2009–2020
2009 2012 2014 2017 2018 2019 2020

Trade in goods
Russia’s exports to India, 
USD m

5937 7,566.693 4,395.697 6,455.535 7,752.309 7,308.101 5,798.193

Russia’s imports from 
India, USD m

1,524.455 3,041.318 3,170.707 2,902.422 3,224.629 3,921.794 3,457.947

Total turnover, USD m 7,461.455 10,608.011 7,566.404 9,357.957 10,976.938 11,229.895 9,256.14
Russia’s trade balance, 
USD m

4,412.545 4,525.375 1,224.99 3,553.113 4,527.68 3,386.307 2,340.246

Russia’s trade balance,  
% to exports

74.32 59.81 27.87 55.04 58.40 46.34 40.36

Russia’s share in India’s 
trade turnover, %

0.34 0.39 0.41 0.39 0.39 0.49 0.54

India's share in Russia's 
trade turnover, %

0.32 0.36 0.4 0.5 0.47 0.59 0.61

Trade in services
Russia’s exports to India, 
USD m

422.8 865.6 643.5 663.3 593.9 924.914 752.894

Russia’s imports from 
India, USD m

217.9 335.1 437.7 432.1 407.546 416.276 220.751

Total turnover of ser-
vices, USD m

640.7 1,200.7 1,081.2 1,095.4 1,001.446 1,341.19 973.645

Balance of services of 
Russia, USD m

204.9 530.5 205.8 231.2 186.354 508.638 532.143

Balance of services of 
Russia, % to exports

48.46 61.29 31.98 34.86 31.38 54.99 70.68

Source: Trade Map. International Trade Centre Database. URL: https://www.trademap.org/ (accessed: 19.07.2021)
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Table 2. Sectoral breakdown of Russia’s commodity exports to India, 2009–2020, %
2009 2012 2014 2017 2018 2019 2020

Food products (01–24) 0.83 1.86 1.45 2.44 0.86 3.19 6.86
Mineral products (25–27) 7.46 4.06 7.86 24.71 24.81 31.27 19.45
Chemical products (28–38) 15.02 16.98 13.86 7.49 7.53 7.63 13.30
Plastics and articles thereof (39–40) 0.98 0.98 2.98 3.75 4.06 4.04 4.05
Raw hides, leather and furs (41–43) 0.01 0.00 0.10 0.18 0.12 0.11 0.06
Wood and articles of wood (44–49) 2.45 2.69 5.75 5.95 5.12 6.10 4.21
Textiles and textile articles (50–63) 0.22 0.21 0.50 0.26 0.28 0.21 0.09
Pearls, precious and semi-precious 
stones, silver ...(71)

2.17 9.91 25.34 16.01 13.88 10.48 15.14

Base metals and articles of base metal 
(72–83)

11.04 9.66 7.34 4.41 4.08 4.14 6.09

Machinery and equipment (84–90) 39.22 45.98 34.34 18.69 24.29 20.81 19.10
Other goods 20.6 7.67 0.5 16.10 14.97 12.02 11.66

Source: Author’s calculations based on Trade Map. International Trade Centre Database. URL: https://
www.trademap.org/ (accessed: 19.07.2021)

Table 3. Sectoral breakdown of Russia’s commodity imports from India, 2009–2020, % 
2009 2012 2014 2017 2018 2019 2020

Food products (01–24) 23.65 18.61 21.03 23.02 21.50 18.28 18.20
Mineral products (25–27) 0.44 0.60 0.61 0.39 0.36 0.59 0.50
Chemical products (28–38) 36.33 31.13 27.77 31.06 27.37 27.56 30.01
Plastics and articles thereof (39–40) 2.41 3.15 2.90 3.10 3.27 2.98 3.29
Raw hides, leather and furs (41–43) 1.01 1.24 1.39 1.65 1.82 1.55 1.40
Wood and articles of wood (44–49) 0.39 0.21 0.29 0.15 0.18 0.35 0.36
Textiles and textile articles (50–63) 10.31 8.91 12.07 10.63 9.22 6.80 6.54
Footware (64) 0.82 1.47 1.67 2.38 1.95 1.63 1.51
Pearls, precious and semi-precious 
stones, silver ...(71)

0.66 0.91 4.75 0.49 0.94 1.15 1.10

Base metals and articles of base metal 
(72–83) 

4.21 8.02 6.60 6.20 5.88 5.77 6.96

Machinery and equipment (84–90) 17.59 23.92 18.77 18.20 25.26 31.51 27.48
Other goods 0.49 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Source: the author’s calculations based on Trade Map. International Trade Centre Database. URL: https://
www.trademap.org/ (accessed: 19.07.2021)

Russia’s imports from India are dominated by chemicals, which account for more 
than 30% of the total flow of goods. Second is machinery, equipment and vehicles, ac-
counting for 27.5% in 2020 (a record 31.5% was recorded in 2019), followed by food 
products and agricultural raw materials (see Table 3). India accounts for a large share 
of Russian imports of leather goods, tea, tobacco, semi-precious stones, diamonds, 
pharmaceuticals, and organic chemicals (up to 70% for some items).

Bilateral trade between Russia and India is characterized by relatively high com-
plementarity. India has traditionally been a major supplier of pearls, precious and 
semi-precious stones and metals, raw materials, and chemical products (pharmaceu-
ticals and organic chemical compounds), and depends on supplies of primary sector 
goods – coal and crude oil, along with strategically important defence and power en-
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gineering products. For its part, Russia is more than 60% dependent on the export of 
mineral fuel, while at the same time being a major supplier of weapons and actively 
pursuing projects to build nuclear reactors abroad.

The attractiveness of the Indian market is determined by its high capacity, com-
bined with its large population, high economic growth rates, and a rapidly expanding 
middle class (Arapova 2018).

As part of the strategic and privileged nature of the bilateral partnership, Russia 
is increasing its supplies of mineral fuel (coal, oil and natural gas) to India, and seeks 
to diversify the raw materials component of its exports through a potential increase in 
the supply of ferrous metals, copper and aluminum. Cooperation is expanding in nu-
clear power, exports of weapons, space and power engineering products are growing, 
and there is potential for greater cooperation in shipbuilding.

Russian exports are dominated by minerals. At the same time, India’s demand 
for mineral fuels is increasing, despite the negative growth rates of the global supply. 
Russia supplies liquefied natural gas to India as part of the Sakhalin-1 and Sakhalin-2 
projects. Plans are being studied to extend the Power of Siberia gas pipeline from Rus-
sia via China to South Asia. And Russia’s RosGeo and Sevmorneftegeofizika (SMNG) 
are conducting marine seismic surveys on the Indian continental shelf together with 
India’s Oil and Natural Gas Corporation (ONGC).

India is focused on accelerated industrialization and the development of hi-tech 
industries: doubling the growth rate of the industrial sector by 2022 and introducing 
advanced Industry 4.0 technologies (Strategy for New India 2018), which requires a 
significant increase in fuel and metals supplies.

India has overtaken Russia, the United States and Japan in terms of ferrous metals 
production, climbing to second place behind China. However, the lack of investment 
and relatively low labour productivity are forcing an increase in metal imports in order 
to meet the skyrocketing demand. Similar problems, combined with a lack of technol-
ogy and relatively poor infrastructure, result in higher costs and longer times for steel 
production, which can make imported purchases much more profitable.

Another challenge for India’s industrial development is the shortage of coal, which 
has become a key import item. Although India is the world’s second-largest coal pro-
ducer, high consumption made it the second largest coal importer after Japan by 2019. 
Despite the sharp decline in coal consumption and imports on the back of the pan-
demic and high hydropower generation, India still remains in the top three in terms 
of imports, second only to Japan and China (IEA 2020). The main suppliers include 
Australia, Indonesia and South Africa, but with a more liberal trade regime, Russia has 
a good chance to ramp up its coal exports to India and expand its investment partner-
ship in this area.

Russia and India are actively cooperating on nuclear energy. In 2014, the parties 
signed a roadmap Strategic Vision for Strengthening Cooperation in Peaceful Uses of 
Atomic Energy between India and Russia. This document served as the basis for the 
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project to build the Kudankulam Nuclear Power Plant, which began construction of 
Unit 5 in June 2021. In an effort to reduce its reliance on fossil fuels, India plans to 
triple its nuclear capacity by 2024.

The defence industry remains a key driver of Russian exports to India. According 
to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, India accounts for 23% of 
Russian exports of arms and military equipment, or 49% of India’s total arms imports. 
That notwithstanding, this figure has decreased in recent years (from 70%), due to a 
drop in purchases, while the imports of weapons from Israel, Germany and the United 
States have continued to grow steadily (SIPRI 2021). 2015 proved to be a record year 
for the supply of Russian arms to India, with India purchasing arms to the tune of 
USD 4 billion from Russia (accounting for just under 25% of Russia’s total arms ex-
ports) and signing contracts for the delivery of Mi-18 helicopters, BMP-2K armoured 
personnel carriers and other military equipment.3 In 2018, contracts were signed for 
the supply of S-400 systems, Project 11356 frigates and a batch of munitions worth an 
estimated USD 14.5 billion; negotiations are underway for the supply of MiG-29 and 
Su-30MKI fighters.

In recent years, however, trade relations between the two countries have dete-
riorated amid sanctions pressure from the United States. After Russia’s flagship arms 
trading company, Rosoboronexport, came under OFAC sanctions, Indian banks froze 
credit lines to Russian defence companies and all deals were suspended as a result (this 
affected payments under arms supply agreements between the two countries worth 
USD 2 billion).  

Nevertheless, the mutual interest in expanding trade ties prompts the parties to 
look for ways to minimize risks and ensure that the contracts that have already been 
concluded are honoured. The governments are negotiating with banks that are ready 
to carry out transactions under foreign trade contracts (with Indian Bank and Vijaya 
Bank as potential counterparties from the Indian side, and Sberbank from the Russian 
side).

In 2018, Russia and India signed the first and largest rouble-denominated contract 
for the S-400 Triumf surface-to-air missile (SAM) system, worth approximately USD 
5 billion, or more than 330 billion roubles. Rosoboronexport also signed a series of 
contracts on military and technical cooperation at the Aero India 2019 international 
aerospace and defence exhibition. India’s order portfolio for Russian military hardware 
stands at USD 10 billion. 

The strategic priorities of India’s industrial development agenda and Russia’s in-
terest in increasing the surplus of the bilateral balance and building up technological 
exports could drive the negotiation process to establish a free trade zone between the 

3 “Joint Russian-Indian statement on the Results of the Official Visit to the Russian Federation by Narendra Modi, Prime Minis-
ter of the Republic of India, ‘Through trusting relations to new horizons of cooperation,’ President of Russia, December 24 2015, 
http://kremlin.ru/supplement/5050. 
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EAEU and India. However, the potential terms of the agreement are largely determined 
by the likely effects of tariff liberalization. With its chronically negative trade balance, 
India, like Russia, has a keen interest in stepping up its exports, so the country will 
focus on expanding its own export opportunities while keeping the entry barriers to 
its market in place, as much as is feasible, while implementing an integration scenario.

Tariff Protectionism in India
Among developing Asian countries, India has one of the highest levels of tariff 

protectionism, which it continues to increase steadily. The average level of most fa-
vorued nation (MFN) customs duty rates reached 17.6% by 2019, up from 13.4% in 
2016 (see Chart 1).

The highest rates of customs duties apply to agricultural products: beverages (in-
cluding tea and coffee), sugar and cereals, vegetable oils and dairy products (see Ta-
ble 4). The average level of customs duties is over 100% for food, around 33% for veg-
etables, and 30% for livestock products. These are the commodity categories that have 
the greatest elasticity of Indian imports in terms of customs duty rates.

2018 and 2019 were marked by a sharp increase in import duties for vehicles and 
components, as well as minerals and metals, including petroleum products, which 
are a key item of Russia’s exports to India. In 2020, India slightly lowered its customs 
duties, but this is more of a short-term move aimed at stimulating foreign trade in 
the face of the COVID-19 pandemic rather than a measure consolidating the overall 
course towards foreign trade liberalization.

In the context of growing tariff protectionism, concluding a free trade agreement 
could become an important lever to encourage exports to India from the EAEU coun-
tries, primarily from Russia, and increase the presence of Russian exporters in the 
Indian market, including by forcing out competitors, which will be subject to the MFN 
trade regime. 

 Non-agricultural goods Agricultural goods  Total 
Chart 1. Tariff protection trends in India, 2012–2020, %
Source: WTO World Tariff Profiles 2013–2021.
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Table 4. Evolution of the average level of India’s customs duty rates under the MFN regime, 
broken down by commodity, %

2012 2014 2016 2018 2019 2020

Animal products 31.1 31.1 31.1 32.5 32.5 30.8

Dairy products 33.5 33.5 33.5 34.8 35.7 35.7

Fruits and vegetables 31 30.8 29.4 32.4 33.2 30.2

Tea, coffee 56.3 56.3 56.3 56.3 56.3 56.3

Grains 31.3 31.3 31.3 37.1 37.1 32.9

Fats and oils 37.4 37 35.1 54.1 52 33.9

Sugar 35.9 35.9 35.9 51.5 51.5 50.9

Drinks and tobacco 69.1 69.1 68.6 74.7 74.7 75.8

Cotton 6 6 6 26 26 6.0

Other agricultural products 22.5 22.4 22.3 29 29 22.8

Fish and seafood 29.9 29.9 29.9 30 29.9

Mineral products and metals 7.6 7.6 8.2 11 11.2 8.9

Oil 4.9 4.9 4.2 9.2 9.2 3.7

Chemical products 7.8 7.9 7.9 10.1 10.2 8.1

Lumber 9 9 9 10 10 10.2

Textiles 13.5 12 11.7 20.7 22.3 13.9

Clothing 14.1 12.5 12.3 20.5 23.9 21.5

Footwear and leather 10.2 10.1 10.1 12.1 13.1 13.7

Non-electrical engineering products 7.3 7.1 7.1 7.8 8.1 7.8

Electric products 7.3 7.3 7.3 8.8 9.1 9.3

Vehicles 21.2 21.7 19.3 31.1 31.2 25.3

Industrial goods 8.8 8.8 8.8 11.1 11.1 11.4

Source: Compiled by the author on the basis of WTO World Tariff Profiles 2013–2021.

Research Methodology and Data

This study is based on SMART partial equilibrium modeling tool, which was de-
veloped back in the 1980s by experts at UNCTAD and the World Bank to quantify the 
effectiveness of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT).

This model makes it possible to quantify changes in import flows in response to 
trade policy shocks through the effect on the commodity price index and the relative 
prices of substitute goods (Plummer, Cheong, Hamanaka 2010). The partial equilibri-
um model identifies direct effects of a trade shock in one market and indirect effects in 
other markets, and side effects are ignored. However, to assess the effects of tariff lib-
eralization within integration blocs, especially in Asia and Africa, the SMART model 
is widely used by experts at the WTO (Piermartini, Teh 2005), the Asian Development 
Bank (Cheong 2010), the UN Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) (Lang 2006) 
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and national research centres, in particular the Centre for WTO Studies at the Indian 
Institute of Foreign Trade (Choudhry, Kallummal, Varma 2013) and the African Trade 
Policy Centre (Karingi, Oulmane, Lang 2005).

The advantage of the model is the availability of the data set required for the cal-
culation (trade flows, import duty rates, import demand elasticity and elasticity of sub-
stitution) and the results are obtained at a high disaggregated level (Plummer, Cheong, 
Hamanaka 2010). In addition, the SMART model, being part of the World Integrated 
Trade Solution, allows the calculation of two types of trade effects of tariff liberaliza-
tion in accordance with the generally accepted classification of the effects by the World 
Bank and UNCTAD (Amjadi et al. 2011), based on the terminology introduced by 
Jacob Viner (Viner 1961):

trade creation effect – increased demand for imports from the partner country 
due to lower tariff rates;

trade diversion effect – redirection of import flows from traditional trading part-
ners in favour of countries with lower customs duties.

The model allows us to estimate not only the effects in those countries that are 
subject to tariff liberalization, but also in third states, as well as to predict possible 
changes in the market structure and the potential benefits and costs of all participants 
in international trade.

The basic assumptions of the WITS-SMART model are as follows:
The Armington assumption (Armington 1969) about the optimization by con-

sumers of their own demand and the substitution of domestic goods for imported ones 
under conditions of changes in their quality and price.

The elasticity of export supply is assumed to be 99 (i.e., the sensitivity of export 
supply to changes in the export price is at a maximum).

The elasticity of import substitution is assumed to be 1.5, implying that similar 
goods from different countries are imperfect substitutes.

The base year (the starting point for calculating the effects of tariff liberalization) 
is 2019.

The effect of trade creation is calculated using the formula:

where TCEijn is the effect of trade creation with respect to product n imported by 
country i from country j; Mijn is the volume of imports of product n of country i from 
country j; π is the elasticity of import substitution in the importing country; Tijn is the 
value of the import tariff for product n levied by country i on imports from country j; 
ω is the elasticity of exports.

The trade diversion effect for countries that are not affected by a trade shock 
(change in tariff policy) is calculated according to the formula:
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where TDEikn is the effect of trade diversion for product n imported by country i 

from country k; Mj is the volume of imports from integration partner country j; Mrow 
is total imports from other countries; Tnew is a new level of customs duty rates; Tbase 
is the basic level of customs duty rates; λ  is the elasticity of substitution. The total trade 
effect of the integration scenario is the sum of the effects of trade creation and diver-
sion. 

Based on calculations using the SMART model, this study estimates the potential 
increase in bilateral trade flows in the case of a one percent reciprocal linear reduction 
in customs duty rates by Russia (as part of the EAEU) and India. In contrast to studies 
relying on the partial equilibrium model but based on the assessment of trade effects 
resulting from the mutual zeroing of customs duties (Kofner 2020), such an approach 
allows us to model liberalization scenarios of different depths, assess both general and 
annual effects of tariff liberalization, and form the basis for a negotiating position and 
the subsequent assessment of effects based on the results of the agreements reached.

The calculations are based on the UNCTAD TRAINS database,4 which contains 
information on the volumes of foreign trade flows and customs duty rates for various 
product categories that apply to individual foreign trade partners.

Assessment of Potential Trade Effects
The results confirm the conclusions of several authors (Nenci 2011; Feenstra 2003; 

Peters 2002; Salvatore 2013; Ebrill et al. 1999) that the effects of tariff liberalization 
depend on: (1) the intensity of bilateral trade; (2) the current level of tariff regulation; 
and (3) the level of sectoral competitiveness.

Given the low share of bilateral trade between Russia and India, the average elas-
ticity of Russian exports with regard to the rates of customs duties applied by India is 
relatively low: their symmetrical one-percent reduction will cause exports to grow by 
only 0.16%. In absolute terms, supplies of diamonds, coal and sunflower oil will grow 
the most (see Table 5).

Diamonds – Russia’s traditional key export item – accounted for over 8% in 2019 
(the third-largest export category). A potential increase in export revenues will be en-
sured, among other things, by forcing Belgian and UAE producers out of the Indian 
market. Hard coal is in second place (almost 14%). Russia currently accounts for al-
most half of India’s imports, but demand for coal in India is set to grow (see above), 
and the implementation of the integration scenario is expected to strengthen the posi-

4 UNCTAD. Trade Analysis Information System (TRAINS). URL: https://databank.worldbank.org/reports.
aspx?source=UNCTADTrade-Analysis-Information-System-%28TRAINS°/o29 (accessed: 08.08.2021).
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tion of Russian exporters in the Indian market and boost export revenues, thanks both 
to rising demand for Russian coal, and to the ousting of Australian, Indonesian and 
South African competitors from the Indian market.

Table 5. Trade effects for Russian exports if India cuts import duty rates by 1%
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Total 1,1391.4 7362.13 4,029.21 27.906 27.627 7,308,101 0.16
Animal products (01–05) 9.041 7.781 1.26 30 29.7 288 3.14
Vegetable products (06–14) 489.699 206.999 282.701 43.08 42.64 69,141 0.71
Sunflower oil (1512) 2,245.47 1,164.99 1,080.47 100 99 163 325 1.37
Prepared foodstuffs (16–24) 15.668 11.622 4.045 139.33 137.94 538 2.91
Mineral products (25–27), 
including

1,487.97 1,068.96 419.007 3.80 3.76 2,284,917 0.07

Asbestos (2524) 169.533 137.797 31.735 10 9.9 86 ,845 0.20
Hard coal (2701) 871.429 608.733 262.695 2.5 2.47 641,297 0.14
Chemical products (28–38), 
including

1,953.69 1,558.2 395.497 6.2661 6.2058 557, 312 0.35

Phosphinates, phosphonates 
and phosphates (2835)

458.768 447.216 11.552 7.5 7.43 20,880 2.20

Nitrogenous fertilizers (3102) 278.685 216.689 61.996 5 4.95 65,656 0.42
Potassic fertilizers (3104) 195.642 96.1 99.543 7.5 7.43 103,976 0.19
Fertilizers (3105) 712.461 643.828 68.633 5 4.95 174,862 0.41
Plastics and articles thereof 
(39–40), including

516.682 242.703 273.978 8.9707 8.8831 295,345 0.17

Polymers of vinyl chloride 
(3904)

207.366 106.357 101.009 7.5 7.43 80,330 0.26

Polyamides (3908) 138.524 58.413 80.11 10 9.9 61,187 0.23
Synthetic rubber (4002) 155.817 71.802 84.015 10 9.9 127 388 0.12
Raw hides, leather and furs 
(41–43)

110.413 99.058 11.354 10 9.9 7,751 1.42

Wood and articles of wood 
(44–49), including

1,190.76 867.729 323.027 9.83 9.73 446,149 0.27

Wood (4409) 146.895 142.57 4.324 10 9.9 4,730 3.11
Newsprint (4801) 543.132 305.911 237.221 10 9.9 247,454 0.22
Kraft paper (4804) 157.774 149.038 8.736 10 9.9 4,634 3.40
Printed matter (4911) 242.251 207.886 34.365 10 9.9 1,753 13.82
Textiles and textile a (50–63) 43.241 16.731 26.507 18.74 18.55 15,436 0.28
Diamonds whether or not 
worked (7102)

1,723.5 1,061.43 662.07 10 9.9 593,071 0.29

Silver (7106) 568.825 356.441 212.384 12.5 12.38 172, 579 0.33
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Table 5 continued
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Base metals and artciles of base 
metal (72–83), including

587.14 399.247 187.889 8.83 8.74 302,765 0.19

Semi-finished products of iron 
or non-alloy steel (7207)

120.27 105.63 14.64 10 9.9 0

Flat-rolled products (7225) 83.275 36.4 46.875 8.75 8.66 54,463 0.15
Beryllium, chromium, ger-
manium, vanadium, gallium, 
hafnium, indium, niobium 
(columbium), rhenium, thallium 
and articles of these metals 
(8112)

101.159 97.232 3.927 7.5 7.42 3726 2.71

Machinery and mechanical ap-
pliances (84–90), including

413.741 275.921 137.813 8.71 8.62 1,520,600 0.03

Turbojets (8411) 2.98 2.617 0.363 7.5 7.43 281,167 0.00
Machinery and industrial equip-
ment (8419)

0.198 0.091 0.107 8.44 8.35 165,504 0.00

Taps, cocks and valves (8481) 5.193 2.433 2.76 7.5 7.43 38,822 0.01
Measuring or checking instru-
ments (9031)

4.746 2.131 2.615 7.5 7.43 148,189 0.00

Other goods 35.501 24.309 11.193
Source: Author’s calculations based on WITS Simulation Tool SMART. URL:  https://wits.worldbank.org/
simulationtool.html (accessed: 19.07.2021)

The results confirm the dependence of liberalization effects on the basic rates of 
customs duties (Ebrill et al. 1999; Ahmad et al. 2018). The higher the current level of 
customs duty rates, the stronger the effects of tariff liberalization.

In relative terms, the greatest benefit from the implementation of the integration 
scenario will be gained by the Russian exporters of certain agricultural products, pri-
marily sunflower oil, the export of which will grow by 1.37% per year if import duties 
are reduced by 1%. And this effect will be driven as much by rising demand amid 
falling prices as it will by squeezing out competitors, primarily those in Ukraine and 
Argenina. Due to high basic rates of customs duties and the relatively higher price 
elasticity of demand, the export of other types of agricultural goods and finished prod-
ucts can grow faster, but in absolute terms, the potential benefits of exporters are in-
significant because the share of these categories in the structure of Russian exports is 
not high.

As a result of creating a free trade zone, Russian exporters of certain categories of 
chemical compounds (phosphinates, phosphonates and phosphates, which will see an 
increase of 2.2%) and fertilizers are expected to benefit significantly. Exports of Rus-
sian silver will grow by 0.33% with linear tariff liberalization. Manufacturers of lumber 
and printing products will also be able to increase their export supplies (by 3.11% and 
13.82%, respectively).



Ekaterina Arapova

 95Volume  1,  number  3,  2022

Meanwhile, we should not expect an increase in the supply of petroleum products: 
the relatively low rates of import duties (5–10%), coupled with the consistently low 
market share occupied by Russian exporters (not more than 1%) bring the potential 
effects to nothing. The same applies to hi-tech engineering products: the price elastic-
ity of technological exports actually tends to zero, and the competitiveness of products 
is largely determined by non-price factors.

As follows from the above, the creation of a free trade zone will help strengthen 
the raw, low-tech orientation of Russian exports to India in the absence of a stimulat-
ing effect on engineering products and a very small chance that India will reduce im-
port duty rates on agricultural products and foodstuffs.

The potential increase in Russian imports following the creation of the free trade 
zone will be significantly lower. A one-percent reduction in duties by the EAEU coun-
tries would allow Indian export volumes to increase by no more than 0.1%. In this 
case, the largest absolute increase in imports will be in medicines, which rank first and 
account for 15% of Russia’s imports from India (see Table 6). Indian exporters of medi-
cines will be able to strengthen their positions in a separate segment of the Russian 
market, ousting producers from Germany, the United States, Hungary, Switzerland, 
France and the Netherlands.

Lower import duties could boost demand for Indian stone, gypsum, cement and 
other products, including by reducing imports from China. At the same time, demand 
may pick up for leather goods, clothing and textiles, as well as jewellery, which have 
a relatively higher price elasticity. Indian tea and coffee producers are set to benefit 
from the creation of the free trade zone: a one-percent decrease in import duty rates 
by the EAEU countries will expand supplies to the Russian market by an average of 
0.16%. Despite the relatively low elasticity of Russian import demand for machinery 
and equipment from India, their relatively higher share in the structure of domestic 
imports will provide a comparatively high absolute increase.

The potential effectiveness of a free trade zone between the EAEU and India is due 
to the relatively high level of protectionism on the part of India with regard to imports 
from member countries of the integration association. If multilateral negotiations re-
sult in agreements on a relatively high quality of integration, including intensive tariff 
liberalization schedules, the effect of creating a free trade area may be greater.

The effects of tariff liberalization largely depend on the basic level of tariff regula-
tion. On the one hand, the example of a potential EAEU–India free trade zone confirms 
that low duty rates, limit the possibility of their further reduction and, consequently, 
the potential for tariff liberalization. On the other hand, lower rates are applied in most 
cases to raw materials and low-tech goods with low added value and low price elastic-
ity. At the same time, relatively higher customs duties before the implementation of the 
integration scenario predetermine relatively more significant effects of tariff liberaliza-
tion and a higher price elasticity of import demand.
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A free trade zone could serve as an important tool to reinforce the position of 
Russian exporters of fertilizers and certain categories of agricultural products in the 
Indian market, the demand for which is growing rapidly in India. India, in turn, could 
gain a stronger foothold in the Russian market for medicines, while also increasing 
the share of textile products, jewellery and certain categories of agricultural products. 

The elasticity of various categories of mineral fuels (including hard coal, coke, oil 
and oil products), which currently account for a significant share of Russian exports, 
is much lower than that of other commodity categories – certain types of agricul-
tural products, fertilizers and some metals (nickel and silver). Accordingly, in case of 
a linear, balanced reduction of customs duty rates by India on most Russian export 
items, and even more so with a relatively stronger tariff liberalization for agricultural 
products, metals and chemical compounds, Russia has good chances to diversify the 
commodity structure of its raw material and low-tech exports to India, reducing the 
share of mineral fuels.

At the same time, tariff liberalization is unlikely to support Russia’s exports of 
more technologically advanced, strategically important mechanical engineering prod-
ucts. The conclusion of contracts for the supply of military equipment, aircraft, or 
power engineering products is largely conditioned by quality characteristics, degree of 
reliability, and political will. The importance of the price factor and the effects of tariff 
liberalization are effectively reduced to zero. Integration effects in this part may turn 
out to be more indirect, due to the strengthening of a political partnership between 
the two sides.

In addition, due to the relatively higher price elasticity of Russian exports com-
pared to import flows, symmetrical tariff liberalization will consolidate and expand 
the positive balance of bilateral trade, which is hardly in India’s strategic interests in the 
context of a chronic trade deficit.

*     *     *
The potential effects of tariff liberalization within the EAEU–India free trade zone 

have not actually been studied in the academic literature. At the same time, due to the 
specific structure of mutual trade and foreign trade policy, this area of analysis is of 
great interest both in terms of academic discussion on the effects of tariff liberalization 
and the factors that predetermine them, and from a practical perspective – in order to 
develop Russia’s foreign trade policy.

The following theoretical conclusions were drawn from the analysis, building on 
previous studies (Krngman 1979; Goldstein and Kahn 1978; Feenstra 1995; Peters 
2002; Feenstra 2003; Nenci 2011; Salvatore 2013):

given the low interdependence and intensity of trade flows, the effects of tariff 
liberalization are limited, and the elasticity of trade flows with respect to customs duty 
rates is extremely low;

the higher the basic customs duty rates, the potentially higher elasticity of foreign 
trade flows;
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lower-tech goods with relatively low added value and comparable rates of customs 
duties tend to have a higher elasticity than more technologically advanced machine-
building products.

Moscow sees India as one of its key strategic partners in the Asian region. With a 
traditionally positive trade balance and the demand of Indian importers for Russian 
heavy engineering products, Russia is interested in expanding strategic cooperation. It 
was found that the implementation of the integration scenario could give impetus to 
the expansion of trade cooperation, and the relatively higher price elasticity of Indian 
imports could determine the outstripping growth of Russian exports over imports, 
expanding the surplus of bilateral trade for Russia.

India’s trade integration with the EAEU may predetermine some changes in the 
commodity structure of Russian exports, but more towards the diversification of its 
raw material component, with limited growth in the supply of hi-tech engineering 
products. Against the background of the low price elasticity of demand for mineral 
fuels, their share in the structure of Russian exports will shrink. At the same time, coal 
supplies and, to a lesser extent, metals (aluminum, copper and metal products) are 
expected to grow.

The only way to achieve more significant results in line with the strategic interests 
of the Russian economy, as enshrined in the key documents of long-term strategic 
planning, is to properly formulate a negotiating position. In the field of tariff regula-
tion, the key principles of Russia’s negotiating position, which can form the basis of the 
EAEU’s collective position, are as follows:

reduction and zeroing by India of import duty rates on mineral fuels and metals 
(primarily copper, aluminum and silver), with a minimal transitional period of tariff 
liberalization;

reduction of customs duty rates on organic chemistry products (phosphinates, 
phosphates, mineral and chemical fertilizers);

accelerated tariff liberalization of trade in certain categories of engineering prod-
ucts (nuclear reactors and boilers, power engineering products, etc.) and agricultural 
goods (vegetables, cereals, primarily wheat);

inclusion of textile products and certain food products (in particular, meat prod-
ucts and vegetables) in the list of sensitive goods for the EAEU member states, imply-
ing the establishment of longer transitional periods for reducing import duty rates.

That said, in addition to tariff liberalization, “India’s willingness to lower the non-
tariff barriers by which these markets are successfully regulated is a key condition, 
without which the potential benefits of the free trade zone will not be fully realized” 
(Eurasian Economic Union 2017).

The purpose of this study was to quantify the effects of tariff liberalization result-
ing from the creation of a free trade zone between the EAEU and India exclusively for 
Russia, and to identify the terms of the trade deal that best meet the strategic interests 
of the country. Further research should focus on quantifying the potential effects for 
the EAEU as a whole, conducting a comparative analysis of the interest of other EAEU 
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countries in integrating with India, correlating these results with the effects of free 
trade zones with Singapore and Vietnam. It is important to keep in mind that this 
study proceeds from an assessment of potential trade effects based solely on factors of 
mutual economic interest of the two countries in the development of trade integration. 
A crucial area for further research should be the assessment of foreign policy factors 
and sanctions trends that constrain the development of multilateral trade dialogue.
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Abstract. It is estimated that the self-proclaimed Kurdish autonomy in Northeastern 
Syria accounts for one-third of the country’s territory, and, despite its unrecognized 
status, it appears to be one of the key players in the Syrian peace settlement and, at 
the same time, a political hostage to the situation that has developed in Syria as a re-
sult of the Civil War. The present article explores the formation of the self-proclaimed 
autonomy in Northeastern Syria (Rojava, Syrian Kurdistan, the Federation of North-
Eastern Syria, the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria [AANES]) and 
puts forward the thesis of Rojava’s emergence as an insurgent state. The first part of 
the study analyses its political system through the concept of proto-state actors for 
the Kurdish Self-Defence Forces (YPG) and the Democratic Union Party (PYD). Due to 
the inclusiveness of the Kurdish Self-Defence Forces, Kurdish non-state actors (PYD-
YPG) have acquired the features of a proto-state, going beyond the definition of the 
“Syrian wing” of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). The article focuses on the complex 
and diversified ethnic composition of the local population within the boundaries of the 
de facto autonomy. This is manifested in the presence of various political actors and 
movements, including those based on ethnic particularism. It is concluded that such 
a political structure is fragile due to the interethnic contradictions between the Kurds 
and the Arabs in the region.
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1 English translation from the Russian text: Vertyaev K. 2021. Siriyskiye kurdy kak protogosudarstvennyy sub’yekt ot povs-
tancheskogo gosudarstva k demokraticheskomu konfederalizmu. Mezhdunarodnyye protsessy [International trends]. 19(3). 
P. 22-42. https://doi.org/10.17994/IT.2021.19.3.66.8.
2 In the Kurdish regions of the Middle East, they more often use the term “Western Kurdistan,” although geographically 
Rojava rather refers to the southwest of Kurdistan. It would be more correct to use the term “Syrian Kurdistan,” but the 
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In the analytical and journalistic literature, the the Autonomous Administration of 
North-Eastern Syria (AANES) is often referred to as “Rojava” (Kurdish for “West,” 
“Western Kurdistan” or “West Kurdistan”).2 We are talking about the following ter-
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ritories: the northern parts of the Syrian Trans-Euphrates, the self-proclaimed cantons 
of Cizre and Kobane, the Afrin Region occupied (at the time of writing) by Turkey, 
and the border rectangle stretching from Tell Abyad east to Ras al-Ayn, or Serekaniye. 
A large part of the Kurds living in the Kurdish enclaves of Aleppo city also consider 
themselves part of Rojava. The political structure of Rojava can be described as a prac-
tically implemented concept of alternative statehood (and even “anti-statehood”), built 
on the left-libertarian principles of exercising power “from below,” as well as control 
over natural resources within the framework of the emerging proto-state (Steiner 2009: 
1–8). Scientific interest in this political phenomenon stems from the possible impact 
of the very existence of Rojava (at the time of writing, AANES) and the sociopolitical 
model implemented there on the further arrangement of Syria and the balance of po-
litical forces both in the country itself and in the region as a whole. Understanding the 
causes and mechanisms of the formation of proto-statehood in the north-east of Syria 
is essential both from the point of view of forecasting the development of interrelations 
and conflicts between the Syrian center and the Kurdish periphery, and as a kind of 
mold for the emergence in modern societies of proto-states with specific features that 
distinguish them from traditional and de facto political formations of pre-state type 
that possess sovereignty.

The interest is also due to the existing scientific consensus that in the modern 
world the phenomenon of proto-statehood is objectively found in various societies 
and at various stages of formation. The term “proto-state” usually refers to a politi-
cal entity that is not a fully institutionalized and/or sovereign state (Szekely 2016). 
In turn, the state is understood as “a legally formalized and institutionally organized 
activity to exercise the powers of the supreme authority, aimed at meeting the needs 
of the members of society that they themselves cannot fully satisfy through private 
initiative” (Lyubashits, Razuvayev 2018: 52). In this definition, we can clearly see a 
reliance on communalism as a hallmark of statehood. The phenomenon can also be 
considered in terms of the theory of stateness. In the latter case, the state must have the 
organizational capacity to mobilize resources (including military resources), maintain 
internal order, and possess the instruments of regulatory intervention in the economic 
and social spheres (Bartolini 2005). If we look at Rojava in a general theoretical sense, 
the relevant question is also whether this polity (just as, for example, ancient Athens 
or Roman civitas) is a proto-state, or whether it represents a special type of stateless 
communities.

The genealogical approach to studying the balance of power, practices and strate-
gies implemented both in Rojava and in the entire Kurdish political space of the Mid-
dle East (the main characteristics of which are an internal propensity for conflict and 
weak institutionalization), seems preferable here. According to Anthony Giddens’ 

self-proclaimed autonomy, whose borders run almost along the entire Euphrates River, also controls Arab tribal areas. 
Therefore, the use of the term “Trans-Euphrates” seems most appropriate.
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structuration theory, such polities can be approached as “institutional clusters,” where 
sociologists and political scientists interpret the social world that has already been 
interpreted by the agents who inhabit it [Giddens 2005). Identifying the agents of such 
a cluster is one of the objectives of this article. To what extent can Rojava (Syrian Kurd-
istan or, geographically more broadly, AANES) be positioned within the theoretical 
characteristics of proto-statehood? This identification is influenced by globalization 
processes, the participation of external actors in the Syrian settlement, their donor 
assistance, relations with Damascus in the broadest sense, as well as the variability of 
theoretical approaches to the definition of statehood and its practical implementation 
in the modern world.

The Phenomenon of Rojava: Scientific Interpretations

The Rojava phenomenon remains understudied, with the exception of Thomas 
Schmidinger’s voluminous field study, which contains a detailed analysis of the struc-
ture of power in this entity and the ways in which it is exercised (Schmidinger 2018). 
The topic is also touched upon in Sinan Hatahet’s article “The Political Economy of the 
Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria.”3 Much of literature on Rojava 
is descriptive, based on field research, observations, and interviews with local officials 
and representatives of various political forces. Some analysts are politically biased and 
focused on the demands of external players (the United States, Turkey, Russia, Iran). 
Of particular interest for understanding the power structure in Rojava are the materi-
als collected by Human Rights Watch on human rights abuses in the region.4 At the 
same time, understanding the nature of Rojava as a political phenomenon is impossi-
ble without studying the works of the functionaries and leaders of the Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party (PKK), whose political philosophy formed the basis of the socio-political 
communal model of “statelessness” (Flach, Ayboğa, Knapp 2016: 14–24; Öcalan 2011; 
2014).

As Russian researchers observe, some political theorists still hold the erroneous 
view that any non-state form of a political entity must be considered pre-state, be-
lieving that in the process of development it inevitably transforms into a state. This 
approach proceeds from the presumption that the most underdeveloped state is more 
complex than any non-state society, and that political relations only arise with the 
emergence of the state (Grinin, Korotayev 2009: 429–469). According to Leonid Vasi-
lyev, such theories failed to explain where and why these large organizational struc-
tures emerged, without which it was impossible to wage successful wars, leading to 

3 Hatahet S. 2019. The Political Economy of the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria. European University 
Institut. URL: https://op.europa.eu/s/prKS (accessed: 12.07.2021).
4 Under Kurdish Rule. Abuses in PYD-run Enclaves of Syria. Human Rights Watch. 2014. June 19. URL: https://www.hrw.
org/report/2014/06/19/under-kurdish-rule/abuses-pyd-run-enclaves-syria (accessed: 19.07.2021).
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the expansion of the territories (Vasilyev 1983: 33–34). In parallel with internationally 
recognized states, there are polities that cannot be classified as pre-state by their level 
of development. It can be concluded that proto-states are complex political organiza-
tions with the attributes of a state, which may or may not eventually become a full-
fledged state.

In the context of the alignment and balance of political forces in the Near and 
Middle East, it is of interest to analyse the political nature of Rojava as an embodiment 
of the rebel state model (McColl 1969). The rebel state described by McColl has the 
characteristics of a proto-state, and such political entities are often formed as a result of 
unconstitutional seizures of territory by rebel groups that assume the functions of local 
government (for example, Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, banned in the Russian Federation), 
quasi-government (Hamas) and even claim to build their own state (like Islamic State, 
banned in the Russian Federation). Such political formations rely on compactly settled 
and politically mobilized ethnic and religious groups. Most of these proto-states, based 
on ethnic or other particularism, are short-lived, for example Tamil Eelam in Sri Lanka 
(1983–2009), the Tuareg state of Azawad in Mali (2012–2013), and others.

These cases provide examples of political actors based on ethnic or other particu-
larism, representing atavistic echoes of national liberation movements whose victori-
ous march across the world in the 19th and 20th centuries legitimized the established 
proto-states with historical experience of quasi-statehood (e.g., early 19th-century Uru-
guay, or Zimbabwe-Rhodesia). Today’s “people’s/national self-defence forces” in the 
Middle East are rapidly acquiring the characteristics of pro-state actors, whose actions 
lead to the emergence of new quasi-states.5 They not so much seek to acquire the status 
of internationally recognized, independent states, as they seek to be accepted as having 
some degree of autonomy as “sovereign enclaves.” Such a model is in demand in coun-
tries of the enclave-conglomerate type, as Syria appears to be at present. In such socie-
ties, individual groups are able to resist the unifying influence of the environment due 
to a high level of organization (Bogaturov, Vinogradov 2002: 9). Enclaves are formed 
by ethnic (cultural-linguistic or confessional) groups with high internal mobilization 
identities that reject the legitimacy of the ruling regime. They form a space where the 
group can live according to its own laws and social norms (Szekely 2016: 77).

According to the Marxist interpretation, a proto-state is formed by the self-de-
velopment of a social organization, often taking the form of a military democracy. 
A military democracy is a horizontal political structure involving three non-subor-

5 Here we should mention the differences in the definitions of proto-statehood and quasi-statehood, at least in the 
Russian-language literature. Despite the fact that the prefix “quasi” means “pseudo,” there are different interpretations of 
this term in English and Russian (English: “proto-state”). Due to some historical traditions in Russian-language works, the 
prefix “quasi” had (and sometimes still has) pejorative connotations rooted, most likely, in the tradition of Soviet times, 
when this term meant pseudo-state formations without any substantive (i.e. pronounced national) or political justifica-
tion, artificially created by obvious or imaginary geopolitical opponents, the bearers of another national or class ideology  
(for example, non-recognition by the USSR and the United States of the African Rhodesia [“quasi-state”]). For more detail, 
see: (Lukichev, Skorik 1994: 132).
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dinate governing bodies: a leader, a council, and a people’s assembly. In the scientific 
literature, military democracy is often contrasted with the sociopolitical structure of 
the proto-state called chiefdom (Vasilyev 1980: 157–175). Developing Carneiro’s ideas 
(Carneiro 1981: 37–79), Leonid Vasilyev wrote: “Chiefdom (from the English ‘chief ’) 
is an intermediate stage in the process of political integration from pre-state forms to 
the state and therefore is a universal phenomenon known both to farmers and nomads 
(who did not go beyond this stage), which is typical for both ancient and modern peo-
ples” (Vasilyev 1983: 32).

In chiefdoms (a striking example of which is Iraqi Kurdistan, or, to be more pre-
cise, the two political and territorial elements that constitute it, united around the 
Barzani and Talabani clans, which also have proto-state characteristics), the hierar-
chy of settlements, their centralization, the stratification of society, the internal power 
structure characteristic of proto-states, and the stratification of elites into ruling and 
military classes are clearly visible. In the case of chiefdoms, there is also a tendency to 
sacralize the person of the supreme ruler, while in a military democracy, there may 
be expressions of disagreement with the decisions and actions of the leader. In Syrian 
Kurdistan, under the control of forces affiliated with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, this 
very element of classical chiefdom is in place – the sacralization of Abdullah Öcalan, 
the leader and founder of the PKK, who has been in a Turkish prison since 1999. In 
this case, the element of exaltation, the exclusivity of one’s own figure is also present in 
Öcalan’s works themselves (Öcalan 2014: 15–17).

Indeed, in the East proto-states have often been supported by the charisma and 
authority of their leaders, but they would quickly lose their mobilization potential if 
the leader was removed or died. Another appropriate example is the Free Lebanon 
State (1979–1984), self-proclaimed during the Civil War, and which ceased to exist 
de facto after the death of its leader Saad Haddad, a Maronite Christian. Some other 
examples of chiefdoms in Kurdish history include the Milli Confederation in the early 
20th century, the Kingdom of Kurdistan, with its capital in Sulaymaniyah (1922–1924), 
and the Republic of Mahabad (1946). The emergence and gradual sovereignization of 
proto-states, that is, their transformation into national or conglomerate, complex enti-
ties, depends on the concurrence of various circumstances.

According to the Russian researcher Tatiana Kashanina, the necessary condition 
for proto-statehood is the ability to produce an amount of a product that is not only 
sufficient to meet one’s own needs, but also leaves a surplus for exchange with the 
external environment (Kashanina 2004: 44–45). Rojava has the appropriate material 
base: the northern and eastern parts of Syria are rich in wheat and other crops, being 
the “breadbasket” of the whole country. The northeastern and southern regions of the 
autonomy, near Deir ez-Zor (Khsham, Al Tabiya), contain large oil reserves (given that 
Syria is not rich in hydrocarbons). As of the early 2020s, all of these resources were 
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under the control of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) and the United States. Oil 
sales account for approximately 60% of the autonomy’s revenues, with oil transported 
by various routes, including through Damascus-controlled territories.6

In the context of interpretations of proto-statehood, various categories are used 
to explain the political nature of such political entities. In the case of Rojava, the pre-
dominantly pre-industrial character of economic life keeps society at the stage of 
proto-statehood, while the Kurds’ historical memory also preserves the image of an 
independent social organism with signs of political sovereignty. In the case of Rojava 
(or Syrian Kurdistan), the categories of contested statehood, typical, for example, of 
Kosovo (Weller 2009: 8), do not apply, since the self-proclaimed autonomy is not cur-
rently contesting the territorial integrity of Syria: rather, this is a territory with incom-
plete governance, where the Syrian state performs only part of its functions, or a region 
with abdicated governance, where the state leaves part of its responsibilities to local 
groups and elites (as in Iraqi Kurdistan or some border areas of Saudi Arabia).7 We can 
also use here the term “parallel statehood,” which, in fact, implies the transformation 
of Syria into a conglomerate society.

A non-state actor, originally formed on the basis of ethno-confessional particu-
larism, is often represented by a pair of related institutions: a self-defence force and a 
political organization. Such structures are defined as “non-sovereign entities that wield 
substantial economic, political, or social power and influence at the national, and in 
some cases international, level” (The Middle East in a Changing Global Context 2018: 
301). Despite their political differences, they can interact with the central government, 
including within the framework of consociational democracy, by participating in elec-
tions and even by attending parliament meetings, as can be clearly seen in the case of 
Hezbollah in Lebanon. Non-state actors can perform other functions, challenging the 
authority and legitimacy of the state within which they exist. These are, in particular, 
military functions (self-defence, territorial control), border control, and the distribu-
tion of external donor aid. Most often, such functions become more relevant in war-
time or civil war conditions. Although non-state actors possess many of the character-
istics of a state, they lack recognition as a legitimate government, even if they are not 
capable of governing the territory they claim (Mampilly 2011: 112). Groups based on 
a common identity and social affiliation tend to form coalitions to contain a common 
enemy. Such alliances often remain fragile and, at the first opportunity, disintegrate to 
form a smaller but more cohesive and effective coalition (The Middle East in a Chang-
ing Global Context 2018: 307).

6 In April 2021, the administration of the autonomy sent 200 oil trucks to the refinery in Homs. For more detail, see: 
Bartu P., Ruttimann M. North East Syria: The Good, the bad and the Oil.  Australian Institute of International Affairs. June 
8. 2021. URL: https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/north-east-syria-the-good-the-bad-the-oil/ (ac-
cessed: 19.07.2021)
7 For more detail, see: (Popov 2011).
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Sustainability appears to be one of the main features of proto-statehood, where a 
society within a proto-state acquires the elements of political centralization and acts, 
in the case of Syria, in the form of an alternative anti-state that challenges the om-
nipotence of the central government’s state elites. This process helps to unite a num-
ber of territories around a single center, which sometimes initially has no political 
significance. The attraction to it is due to linguistic, religious, ethnic and even blood 
ties, similar lifestyles and customs, as well as geographic proximity.8 Meanwhile, there 
is no such center within the democratic confederalism of the Syrian Kurds due to the 
formation of a proto-state in which the ethnically diverse population is consolidated 
not only through expansion or the presence of an external enemy, but also through 
donor assistance from the United States.9 There is neither province nor periphery here, 
for each territorial corporation, united around local councils, considers itself a sub-
ject of the union, independent within its boundaries. The common political space is 
maintained through military or other pressure (in the case of Syrian Kurdistan, by 
the Syrian Kurdish Democratic Union Party, PYD, and the People’s Protection Units, 
YPG, as a political and military organization claiming to be the unifying center of this 
social entity). In such political formations, power often has a charismatic, and later a 
traditional (traditionally legitimized) character, when the very observance of the rule 
of law is conditioned by tradition.10

While the abstract commonality of territory is often unstable and the very nature 
of the entities that form a territorial proto-state does not contribute to their consoli-
dation, a proto-state entity is characterized by a certain level of consolidation, which 
is largely characteristic of both the Syrian Kurdish self-defense forces (Kurdish YPG: 
Yekineyen Parastina Gel) and the political forces of the AANES organized on the prin-
ciples of democratic federalism (the Democratic Union Party, PYD), acting as the or-
ganizational and mobilizing center of the proto-state entity, as was mentioned above. 
In essence, a self-proclaimed polyethnic conglomerate that attempts to replace both 
the nation-state as a whole and a specific political system in particular is a universal 
structure, which can include supranational organizations, proto-state formations, an-
ti-system actors of a supra-state type and of the type alternative to the state (Naumkin, 
Kuznetsov 2020: 109).

Professor Ora Szekely defines proto-state actors as non-state organizations that 
have assumed many functions of the state in a given territory and build external rela-
tions independently of that state, challenging its legitimacy in that territory. The state 

8 Lukichev P.N., Skorik A.P. Quasi-Statehood: Historical and Theoretical Concept, 20 Years Later. Commentary on the Previ-
ously Published Concept. 2013. URL: https://www.npi-tu.ru/index.php?id=2028 (accessed: 10.05.2021).
9 The formal recipient of aid from the three main and traditional donors (the United States, Germany, and the United 
Kingdom) is Syria. These countries, having refused to cooperate with the Assad regime, provide aid directly to territories 
controlled by the opposition. Syria receives donor aid from 30 countries (Bartenev 2018: 26).
10 Lukichev P.N., Skorik A.P. Quasi-Statehood: Historical and Theoretical Concept, 20 Years Later. Commentary on the Previ-
ously Published Concept. 2013. URL: https://www.npi-tu.ru/index.php?id=2028 (accessed: 10.05.2021).



Research  Article

108 Russian Journal of World Politics and Law of Nations

functions they claim include a wide range of tasks, the most obvious of which remains 
military (defense), where the presence of an armed militia clearly challenges the cen-
tral government, the Weberian standard of state sovereignty, and the monopoly on the 
legitimate use of force (Szekely 2016: 75). The armed units of some proto-state actors 
are comparable in size and equipment with the armies of small states, or even surpass 
them. An important distinction between pro-state actors and ordinary local militias is 
that the former also perform a number of non-military functions, such as maintaining 
infrastructure, providing education and medical care, and regulating traffic (Flanigan 
2009: 114). They can have an effective bureaucracy and strong administrative capacity, 
sometimes competing with the agents of the state whose authority they seek to dis-
place, as is evident in both Syrian and Iraqi Kurdistan (Stansfield 2013: 60).

Many pro-state actors have developed effective diplomatic activities: for example, 
the Palestine Liberation Organization was represented at the UN General Assembly. 
In this sense, a good example is the international voyage of former PYD co-chair Salih 
Muslim in 2013–2015 in search of potential partners for a political alliance. In ad-
dition, local elites used their improved ties with Damascus to put pressure on out-
side actors such as the United States, which did not prevent Turkish troops and their 
Turkoman proxies from seizing the Afrin Region in Syria, which was part of Rojava.11 

Pro-state actors build their foreign policies in response to regional dynamics (in this 
case, determined by the negative effects of the Arab Spring), as well as in response to 
the demands of public opinion within the entity itself. The position of an adversary 
state is also relevant to this study, because Turkey appears to be just this adversary for 
the Syrian Kurdish autonomy under the control of the PYD–YPG, while it is not an 
adversary for the US-initiated Syrian Democratic Forces, which includes the YPG.

When it comes to other proto-state actors in the Middle East, such as Hamas or 
Hezbollah, the foreign policy decisions they made in the context of the Arab Spring (a 
series of uprisings in Arab countries in 2011), which led to a change of several political 
regimes, the “chaotic aftermath” of which “unavoidably triggered a debate on whether 
the current borders in the Middle East are still tenable now that the civil wars in Syria, 
Iraq, Yemen and Libya seem to have irreparably damaged relations between minor-
ities, tribes and regions which not so long ago lived realtively peacefully together” 
(Kwarten 2020: 235). This indicates that they are guided not only by the imperatives 
of fighting for national or religious rights, but also by seeking pragmatic responses to 
political pressure from the outside. Thus, against the backdrop of worsening relations 
with Israel in 2021, these political actors pursue their foreign policy in much the same 
way as states.

11 Gurbuz M. False Hopes? Prospects for Political Inclusion in Rojava and Iraqi Kurdistan. Rice University's Baker Institute 
for Public Policy. Issue Brief. May 9, 2018. URL: https://www.bakerinstitute.org/sites/default/files/2018-10/import/cme-
pub-carnegie-gurbuz-101818.pdf (accessed: 05.05.2021)
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Based on the previous analysis of proto-state entities, the theory of an insurgent 
state coined by Robert McColl in 1969 is still relevant in the case of Syrian Kurdistan. 
Referring to the radical nature of the socio-economic and political transformations 
taking place in Syrian Kurdistan, including the establishment of a people’s political 
government and the granting of maximum rights to women, many researchers label 
them as revolutionary (Life without a State: The Revolution in Kurdistan. 2017: 117). 
By contrast, McCall argued that revolution seeks to increase the territories under its 
control, which becomes a “territorial imperative.” He pointed out that during the Cold 
War, the main tactic employed by national revolutions was the creation of an anti-
state (an insurgent state) that competed with the very raison d'être of the internation-
ally recognized state. This kind of entity establishes control over the territory and the 
population, in particular through the creation of its own army, and the registration of 
territory and administrative units. In this regard, it would be wise to consider national 
revolutions as a process of formation of a territorial-political entity on politically hos-
tile territory. McColl views these phases from a geographical perspective, suggesting 
that “each stage actually represents the evolution of an insurgent state and its ability to 
increase the area under its political and military control” (McColl 1969: 619).

The scheme of traditional insurgent groups was used by the rebellious Iraqi Kurds 
in the 1960s, as has been deployed by the supporters of Abdullah Öcalan and the Kurd-
istan Workers’ Party in Turkey since 1984, when the establishment of control over the 
territory and the creation of an insurgent state were declared the goals of the armed 
struggle. For example, in his research on the Iraqi Kurds, Gareth Standsfield refers to 
the works of Mao Zedong, where this staged tactic was defined through the scheme 
conflict – parity – counteroffensive – mobile war – regular war (Stansfield 2003: 21). It 
is precisely this phased pattern of the armed struggle against the Turkish state that was 
outlined at the fourth congress of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party in 1990 – namely, the 
creation of strategic points on “liberated territory” with the transformation of mobile 
war into a positional one (Vertyaev 2007: 51). The subsequent mainstreaming of the 
Kurdish factor in Syria as a result of the Civil War and the fragmentation of the Kurd-
ish proto-state here led to the flow of Kurdish insurgents and PKK personnel from 
Turkey to Syria, given the close links between Turkish and Syrian Kurds who speak the 
same Kurdish dialect – Kurmanji.

The creation of an insurgent state has a number of requirements and values for the 
national liberation movement. First, it is a refuge for its leaders in order to continue 
the struggle and achieve the goals of the national liberation movement, including in 
terms of human and material resources, creating an aura of legitimacy for its followers 
(McColl 1969: 614). Although in theory the goal of an insurgent state is the gradual 
establishment of full control over territory and the displacement or replacement of 
central authority, according to McColl’s view, the 1969 national liberation movements 
of his day used the creation of a territorially based anti-state (insurgent state) within 
another state as their primary tactic. This mechanism involves the creation of territo-
rial units that compete with all or many attributes of any legitimate state, and its quasi-
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statehood, from the perspective of the elites of such a political entity, is expressed in 
the control of territory and population, including the creation of its own territorial and 
administrative units, as well as its own guerrilla army.

Since 2012, the core of the rebel command in Rojava (AANES) has been made up 
of supporters of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party mobilized around the PYD. The political 
doctrine of this movement from its emergence in 1978 until the beginning of the 21st 
century was focused on the creation of an insurgent state – a political entity with all 
the attributes of national sovereignty (“Socialist Kurdistan”), which was perceived by 
the elites of this political movement as control over the territory and population, a net-
work of support bases and administrative units, as well as force support in the guerrilla 
army (Vertyaev 2007: 29). Russian researcher Rostislav Turovsky also defines insur-
gent states as territories controlled by armed opponents of the ruling regime (Turovsky 
1999: 216). Today, an insurgent state can also be viewed as a political institution that 
controls territory and competes with the attributes of statehood of the current regime 
and the institutions of public authority associated with it. In the case of the PKK, Tur-
key was (and is) just such an antagonist, the territory on which this political force 
originated and acted. In this regard, the PKK’s doctrine extrapolated to Syrian Kurdis-
tan has acquired qualitatively new characteristics, which will be described below.

The Emergence of an Insurgent State in Syrian Kurdistan

The development of an insurgent state in Syrian Kurdistan is believed to have be-
gun on June 18–19, 2012, when self-defence forces in the Kurdish area of Syria (YPG) 
took control over the entrance to and exit from Kobane, and in the city itself, the 
supporters of the Democratic Union Party (PУD) occupied the state institutions. The 
Syrian Army, forced to fight against the armed opposition in other regions of the coun-
try, left the northern provinces inhabited by Kurds, in accordance with agreements 
reached during negotiations with Kurdish representatives (Acun, Keskin 2016: 12). It 
only retained control over the airport, train station and checkpoint on the border with 
Turkey in the main town of Qamishli.

A temporary governing body for Syrian Kurdistan, the Supreme Kurdish Com-
mittee (Desteya Bilind a Kurd, DBK), was established in Erbil, Iraqi Kurdistan, in 
2012. It was formed on a parity basis from the members of the People’s Assembly of 
Western Kurdistan (PAWK), which was dominated by the PYD, and from the mem-
bers of the Kurdish National Council in Syria, focused mainly on the Democratic Party 
of Iraqi Kurdistan. However, the Kurdish groups remained deeply divided over rela-
tions with the central government in Damascus, the need for foreign intervention in 
the Syrian domestic conflict, and unification with the Syrian opposition, which the 
PYD supporters opposed. In November 2013, the umbrella organization Movement 
for a Democratic Society (Tevgera Civaka Demokratîk, TEV-DEM) was established 
in Syrian Kurdistan under the auspices of the PYD, whose goal was to build a political 
system of “democratic confederalism” (Vertyaev 2015: 368).
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The political legitimacy of the local councils that were established under the PYD 
stemmed exclusively from the dominance of a certain ideologically oriented group 
(eco-anarchists and representatives of other leftist groups) that had substantial mili-
tary and administrative backing from the PKK, but consisted overwhelmingly of PYD 
representatives, political satellites of the PKK who denied the legitimacy of their op-
ponents – mostly from among the supporters of the Barzani clan from Iraqi Kurdistan, 
and small Kurdish parties of the Kurdish National Council (KNC) in Syria.

Following self-declaration in January 2014, the Kurdish autonomy of Rojava con-
sisted of three Kurdish cantons, with much of the territory between them controlled 
by the forces of the quasi-state Islamic State (IS). By June 2015, as a result of the armed 
struggle by the self-defense forces (the YPG–YPJ [women’s battalions]) against radi-
cal Islamists, the cantons were united into a single quasi-state, Rojava. Autonomy was 
proclaimed on March 17, 2016 as the Democratic Federation of Rojava – Northern 
Syria. In late 2016, the autonomy was renamed the Federation of North-Eastern Syria, 
without mention of “Rojava” (Kurdish for “West” or “Western Kurdistan”), as the dem-
ocratic armed forces of Syria, with the YPG troops at their core, began to take control 
of the southern territory of Trans-Euphrates, mainly populated by Arabs.

The Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) took control of approximately three million 
people in the self-proclaimed Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria, 
including the Shahba enclave north of Aleppo and the Sheikh Maqsoud neighborhood 
in central Aleppo, which had been under the joint control of the YPG and Jabhat al-
Akrad (and which was taken over by government forces in late December 2017).

As a pro-Kurdish party in Syria, the PYD was able to attract a large number of 
PKK supporters with experience of fighting against security forces and the Turkish 
army. The PYD and its armed wing, the YPG, rose to prominence through military 
victories over IS fighters, largely thanks to donor support they received first from Iran 
and then from the US-led international coalition. Between 2013 and 2018, the SDF, 
backed by the United States, took control of all of Syria's Trans-Euphrates south to 
Deir ez-Zor.

In the early 2020s, the backbone of the SDF was still formed by the Kurdish People’s 
Self-Defence Forces (YPG), formally subordinate to the Supreme Kurdish Committee 
(SKC), but actually affiliated with the Democratic Union Party (PYD). The border of 
the self-proclaimed autonomy, separating it from the rest of Syria and from the canton 
of Kobane, where Russian troops were stationed, de facto ran along the Euphrates.

In the summer of 2017, amid a large-scale offensive against IS, Russia and the 
United States agreed to establish the Euphrates River as a line separating the SDF forc-
es (which were advancing along the northeast bank of the river) from territories con-
trolled by the Syrian army and other government and pro-government militias.12 This 

12 Makarenko G., Sidorkova I. A New Turn in the War: How the Victory over IS Changed the Syrian Conflict. RBC. 15 February. 
2015. URL: https://www.rbc.ru/politics/15/02/2018/5a83fa169a79476fb19e3029 (accessed: 19.07.2021)
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led to the formation of a de facto quasi-state dominated by the supporters of the Kurd-
istan Workers’ Party (PKK), which is banned in Turkey. According to the supporters 
of Turkey’s opposition People’s Democracy Party, shortly thereafter the Turkish gov-
ernment began to put pressure on reactionary jihadist organizations, pushing them to 
attack the emerging centres of Kurdish self-rule in northern Syria.13 This largely cor-
relates with the threats to the very concept of an insurgent state, the creation of which, 
under the PKK ideology, is a “redline” for Turkey’s national security (Acun, Keskin 
2017: 7–8).

In particular, the first attack took place on the city of Serekaniye (Ras al-Ayn) in 
November 2012. Attacks on Kurdish autonomies by ISIS (IS since 2014), al-Nusra, as 
well as some units of the Syrian Free Army continued in the summer of 2013. Their 
targets were the self-proclaimed autonomous entities (cantons) of Jazira, Kobane and 
Afrin. Amid attacks on the self-proclaimed autonomy in Syrian Kurdistan, the PYD 
and the Kurdish Self-Defence Units (YPG) merged. However, due to some internal 
Kurdish disagreements, the Kurdish National Council (KNC) withdrew from the Su-
preme Kurdish Committee in November 2013, which led to the suspension of its ac-
tivities until late 2020, when negotiations resumed between the KNC and the Kurdish 
National Unity Parties, mainly comprised of the PYD supporters.

One of the obvious reasons for the emergence of Kurdish self-rule in northern Syria 
is that the representatives of the Syrian Kurdish national movement were not invited as 
independent political forces to participate in the negotiations in Geneva (the Geneva 
II talks), set up in an attempt to broker an external diplomatic solution to the Syrian 
conflict. The sovereignization of the self-declared cantons has not eliminated some de-
pendence on Damascus. The Syrian state has maintained and continues to maintain a 
formal presence in Rojava, which is reflected, for example, in the fact that Damascus 
provides textbooks for schools and food in exchange for oil, while also performing a 
number of formal representative functions (including guarding the airport in Qamishli, 
where flights were operated from Damascus). The self-proclaimed autonomy has its 
own stamp on the land border with Iraq, which designates the Federation of Northern 
Syria as part of the Republic of Syria (not the Syrian Arab Republic). Thus, we see the 
attributes of proto-statehood, which are expressed in attributive terms characterized by 
a contestation of statehood without encroaching on Syrian territorial integrity.

Political Structure of Rojava

The Democratic Union Party was created in 2003 by Syrian PKK supporters as 
the Syrian branch of the Kurdistan Community Union (KCK), and was under con-
stant pressure and persecution by the Baathist regimes of Syria and Iraq before the 

13 Olug H.K.IŞİD’in Türkiye bağlantıları. URL: https://www.hdp.org.tr/tr/isidin-turkiye-baglantilari/13616 (accessed: 
19.07.2021) 
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Civil War. One of the political goals of the KCK as an umbrella structure is to unite 
the entire territory densely populated by Kurds along the principles of democratic 
confederalism while keeping the existing state borders (that is, without undermining 
the territorial integrity of Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria). This approach is based on the 
views of the American eco-anarchist Murray Bookchin, an advocate of a “radically 
new” political system that, unlike the nation-state model, is based on both physical 
and institutional decentralization of power and embodies the concepts of libertarian 
municipalism and confederation.14

Rojava’s model “emphasizes the concept of organising the cohabitant singularities 
of the multitude in line with the models of self-representation and self-organization, 
as explained below, wherein the institutions of self-organization are not confined to 
cultural and ethnic categories of identity…” (Knapp, Jongerden 2014: 88–90). Such an 
organization, in which self-defense forces are extremely strong and influential, has the 
features of a military democracy, which is also considered a sign of proto-statehood 
in terms of Marxism, so popular among Rojava supporters. The political system of 
Rojava is an attempt to implement the concept of “democratic autonomy, confederal-
ism, and a democratic republic in a small territory” (Flach, Ayboğa, Knapp 2016: 101).

According to the American researcher Michael Gunter, the local councils imple-
mented in Rojava do not actually have the power to make important decisions. In real-
ity, all the levers of power are in the hands of the PKK leadership and Abdullah Öcalan 
personally, who is currently in a Turkish prison (Gunter 2014: 120). Nevertheless, a 
number of political decisions are made by key commanders such as Mazloum Abdi 
(General Commander of the SDF armed forces) and Murat Karayilan (Commander-
in-Chief of the PKK’s armed wing, the People’s Defence Forces). Meanwhile, the sys-
tem of councils plays an important role in the functioning of local authorities, in mak-
ing decisions that affect the daily lives of the autonomy’s residents (Schmidinger 2018: 
221). The councils deal with economic issues, provide local feedback and management 
organization, and are also an important advocacy tool for the PYD social model. Re-
forming the patriarchal structure of Kurdish society is facilitated by the introduction 
of female self-government at the local level and ensuring gender equality in the execu-
tive branch and self-defence forces.

Since the 2000s, the PKK, with which the PYD is ideologically affiliated, has seen 
a strategic shift toward a more democratic discourse in order to create federal and 
confederal entities in the Middle East (Öcalan 2014: 457). In 2011, Abdullah Öcalan 
wrote that the excessive emphasis on nation-building in the Middle East can be over-
come through “democratic autonomy” (Öcalan 2011: 18–20). The Kurdish movement 
associated with the PKK has relaxed its emphasis on the right to self-determination 
through the formation of an independent Kurdish state, leaning towards a concept 
based on self-government, democratic autonomy and democratic confederalism.

14 Bookchin M. Libertarian Municipalism: An Overview. 1991. URL: http://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/murray-bookchin-
libertarian-municipalism-an-overview (accessed: 11.05.2021)
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The founding document (a constitution of sorts) of the Autonomous Administra-
tion of North and East Syria (AANES) is the so-called social contract, which proclaims 
the ideas of democratic autonomy and democratic confederalism as the cornerstone of 
the regional political structure.15 The main institution that embodies democratic con-
federalism in Rojava is the Democratic Autonomous Administration, which consists of 
the Legislative Council (parliament), the Executive Council (government) with min-
istries (Kurdish “deste” meaning “board”) and municipalities (local authorities, “peo-
ple’s municipalities”). The radical/direct democratic structures in Rojava are called the 
People’s Council of West Kurdistan (Meclîsa Gel a Rojavayê Kurdistanê, MGRK). The 
basis of the bottom-up model within democratic confederalism is a commune (an as-
sembly composed of households), followed by neighborhoods – villages composed of 
communes, district people’s councils coordinated by the Movement for a Democratic 
Society (TEV-DEM), which consists of political parties, social movements, and civic 
organizations. According to some researchers, this is the “project of radical democracy 
for the Middle East, which has three main components: anti-nationalism, anti-state-
hood, and gender liberation” (Flach, Ayboğa, Knapp 2016: 101–102).

One of the signs of proto-statehood is the separation of the state apparatus from 
society as an inherent property of political power during the formation of the bureau-
cratic state. In Rojava, the grassroots organization of such a communal system is the 
village council or city district council. Communities consist of several commissions of 
5–19 members each, which are responsible for different areas – economy, defense, etc. 
Delegates from several communes form a district or village council, which, similar to 
the communes, consists of several commissions. Such district (village) councils elect 
regional councils, also consisting of several commissions. These councils elect the Peo-
ple’s Council of West Kurdistan. All councils have two co-chairs, a man and a woman. 
They have a separate women’s council in their structure (Schmidinger 2018: 219). The 
highest authority in the autonomy is the Democratic Syrian Assembly.

A sizeable part of the Syrian Kurds is mobilizing around the PYD and its self-
defense forces, trying to extend their social experiment to the entire conglomerate of 
nationalities living there. This theory of democratic confederalism (extremely idiosyn-
cratic for neighboring Turkey), focused on the creation of autonomy for the Syrian 
Kurds while denying the idea of a nation state, allows local elites who support demands 
for autonomy in Syria to argue that the Kurds pose no real threat to the country’s ter-
ritorial integrity, as they are not seeking full independence from Damascus.

The need for Rojava’s consociational structure became evident back in 2012, when 
the Supreme Kurdish Committee was formed and signs of nation-building based on 
ethnic particularism began to emerge. Therefore, the PYD’s political paradigm can 
be defined as “non-Kurdocentric,” based on the maximum inclusiveness of the non-

15 The full text is available here: Social Contract of the Democratic Confederation of Northern Syria. December 29. 2016. 
URL: https://internationalistcommune.com/social-contract/ (accessed: 11.05.2021).
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Kurdish ethnic element represented by Assyrians, Yazidis, Arabs, and others. And vice 
versa, a certain “ Kurdish-centric” approach of the Kurdish parties that were affiliated 
with the Iraqi Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) before 2013, provoked rejection in 
Rojava. Local democratic confederalism is much more flexible even than consocia-
tional democracies, which is important in terms of the ability of an emerging political 
system to resolve disagreements and conflicts caused by ethnolinguistic and ideologi-
cal pluralism. According to the provisional constitution of the Democratic Federation 
of Northern Syria adopted in December 2016, this proto-state was built on the princi-
ples of “democratic socialism, libertarian municipalism, direct democracy, anarchism, 
and gender equality.”16

A serious problem that Rojava still faces is the lack of a strong leader responsible 
for making and implementing political decisions, as well as the lack of support for 
such a political system by competing Kurdish political organizations. The Commander 
of the SDF, Mazloum Abdi, does not suit those Kurds close to the Kurdish National 
Council of Syria. The Dohuk agreement between the PYD and the KNС, brokered by 
the United States on October 21, 2014, which involved the creation of new councils 
with an equal distribution of representative functions between PYD supporters on the 
one hand and the KNС supporters on the other, has not yet been implemented. The 
agreement was supposed to create a joint Kurdish armed force (something the United 
States wanted), but the political forces within the Kurdish National Council were una-
ble to agree among themselves, not to mention the Syrian Kurdish Self-Defence Forces 
(YPG) unwilling to join the armed formations (Peshmerga) of Iraqi Kurdistan. Thus, 
the autonomous Kurdish cantons of Cizre, Kobane and Afrin, which were proclaimed 
in January 2014 in northern Syria, did not become a joint political structure of Kurdish 
political forces; rather, they became a political entity under the sole leadership of the 
PYD in the context of a military democracy.

This notwithstanding, successful negotiations were held in June 2020 between 
the two main Kurdish organizations that have constantly competed for autonomy: the 
Kurdish National Council of Syria, close to the Barzani clan from Iraqi Kurdistan, and 
the umbrella organization Movement for a Democratic Society (TEV-DEM), ideologi-
cal supporters of democratic confederalism.

Another umbrella organization, the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), created with 
US participation, includes Kurdish, Arab, Turkoman and Assyrian representatives. Af-
ter the fall of the IS terrorist stronghold in Raqqa in 2017, the Future Syria Party was 
established in 2018 as an ideological partner of the PYD in the Arab-Sunni areas under 
the control of the SDF, bringing together those supporting the ideology of democratic 
confederalism, mainly from among Arabs. The closest non-Kurdish forces to the PYD 
include the al-Sanadid Forces (Shammar tribe), the Syriac Military Council, and Jaish 

16 Social Contract of the Democratic Confederation of Northern Syria. December 29. 2016. URL: https://internationalist-
commune.com/social-contract/ (accessed: 11.05.2021).
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17 Francis E., Perry T. Syrian Kurds Outgunned but Vow to Inflict Toll on Turkish Army. Reuters. October 10. 2019. URL:  
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-security-turkey-sdf-idUSKBN1WO2VX (accessed: 11.05.2021).
18 Vertyaev K. The Situation in Rojava: The Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES) during the Pan-
demic (2020). November 25. 2020. URL: https://riataza.com/2020/11/25/situacziya-v-rozhave-avtonomnaya-adminis/ (ac-
cessed: 21.06.2021).
19 Kurdish Forces Opened Fire on Protesters in Manbij, Syria. Russia Toda. June 1. 2021. URL: https://ria.ru/20210601/siri-
ya-1735151217.html (accessed: 21.06.2021).

al-Suwar (“Army of Revolutionaries”). All of these organizations are known for their 
firm opposition to official Damascus. As of the end of 2019, there were approximately 
40,000 fighters in groups affiliated with the SDF, which controlled roughly 70% of the 
region's oil production.17 Back in 2017, the PYD leadership said it intended to use its 
control over oil and gas resources in northern and eastern Syria as an argument in ne-
gotiations with the Syrian authorities over the fate of Syrian Kurdistan.

Against this background, there is still the problem of legitimizing power in the 
autonomy, especially in the territories inhabited by Arabs liberated from IS rule. Anti-
Kurdish sentiments are brewing among the Arab population under the control of the 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), with cases of blood vengeance on the rise. In early 
August 2020, the sheikh of a large Arab tribal conglomerate, Ibrahim Khalil Abboud 
Al-Jadaan Al-Hafil, was killed and his funeral escalated into a clash between Arabs 
and Kurds. The centres of the revolt were the settlements of Diban and Al Hawaij, but 
the unrest soon spread to Deir ez-Zor and was supported by the Arab tribe in Al Ha-
sakah.18 In early June 2021, clashes broke out in the city of Manbij, where SDF forces 
opened fire on demonstrators opposed to serving in the Kurdish-led SDF, killing four 
people.19

Such conflicts suggest that if Washington’s support for the AANES stops, it will 
hardly survive as a single political unit, but is more likely to break up into Arab and 
Kurdish parts. It is difficult to assess how antagonistic the contradictions between 
Kurds and Arabs in both the southern and the northern parts of the autonomy. At-
tempts by the Self-Defence Forces and the PYD within the framework of the Syrian 
Democratic Council (the supreme authority of the self-declared autonomy) to impose 
the principles of democratic confederalism in the Arab areas of northeastern Syria are 
often resisted by the population. Yet the PYD leaders and political forces affiliated with 
them continue their efforts, insisting that there is no room for separatism in the politi-
cal system of democratic confederalism.

The reasons for contradictions between the PYD and some of the Arab tribes, 
mostly clerical in nature, lie largely in the fact that the political culture of an Arab um-
mah of the Middle East has long prevented the introduction of a multiparty system, 
since the traditional Islamic ideology is characterized by dichotomy, the opposition 
of the only truth (sent by Allah) to the war (Dar al-Harb) or party (Hizb) of Shaitan 
(Zvyagelskaya, Kuznetsov 2017: 9). The PYD, as well as the inter-party conglomerate 
around it (the former TEV-DEM, and since 2020, the Kurdish National Unity Party), 
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have a better chance of establishing relations with the non-clerical segment of an Arab 
ummah. This is facilitated by the close association of Rojava (as well as AANES) with 
leftist, ultra-leftist, environmentalist, neo-Marxist, and anti- and post-clerical move-
ments both in the Middle East and globally, providing the proto-state with ideological 
support and legitimization in the eyes of many European and American leftist activ-
ists. So, the political system that has emerged in Rojava has its own unique character-
istics and is managing to maintain political stability despite receiving external donor 
support.

The Prospects for the Stability of Rojava as a Proto-State

Comparing the Syrian Kurdish movement led by the PYD with the separatists of 
South Yemen (Southern Transitional Council), we can see a number of parallels. Ac-
cording to Dutch researcher Leo Kwarten, the dynamics of the civil war mobilized the 
population in South Yemen in 2017–2020 around political forces that used an external 
threat to them in the form of Houthi attacks to sovereignize the southern regions un-
der their control, an attempt to secede from Yemen (Kwarten 2020: 236). Here we can 
assume that the Kurdish pro-state entities in Syria also emerged rather as a reaction 
to the Arab Spring and to the approach of ISIS (IS) forces to the borders of territories 
inhabited by Kurds, than to the Civil War in Syria itself. If this hypothesis is correct, 
then the analysis of the situation in Syria would suggest potential alliances that such 
pro-state actors could enter into across the whole of the Middle East.

In 2011–2013, the outbreak of the Syrian civil war and the temporary victory of 
the Turkish-backed Islamist governments in Tunisia and Egypt nevertheless caused 
a major shift in the balance of power in the Middle East region, both in terms of the 
growing importance of the Islamic factor and in terms of the changing political and 
clerical elites in the region, when the earlier proto-state actors, such as Hezbollah and 
Hamas, found themselves challenged, while new Kurdish self-defense forces, the YPG, 
emerged in tandem with the Democratic Union Party, established in 2003, and, po-
tentially, with the Supreme Kurdish Council. After the outbreak of the civil conflict 
in Syria, Hamas broke off relations with official Damascus, while Hezbollah, on the 
contrary, directly participated in the Syrian Civil War, despite the losses in manpower 
and image (for Lebanon). The Kurdish self-defense forces and their political satellites 
maintained neutrality in the Syrian conflict.

This PDS–YPG decision is framed by broad regional narratives and domestic po-
litical challenges, rather than simply based on the imperatives of securing national 
rights for the Kurds in Syria. In this regard, the PDS–YPG sought to build alliances 
not only to address the conflict with Turkey or with rival Kurdish political forces, but 
also to shift the regional balance of power in its favor by attracting the United States as 
a donor in order to legitimize its political status quo as a proto-state. Its growing legiti-
macy in the eyes of the local non-clerical population was facilitated by its successes in 
confronting ISIS, Turkey (where the PKK and the PYD are recognized as terrorists), 
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Fatah Halab (until 2016), Ahrar al-Sham, the al-Nusra Front and partly with the cen-
tral Syrian government in Damascus. So far, this multi-vector military resistance has 
ensured the stable mobilization of such an insurgent state in the face of antagonistic 
forces, primarily ISIS (IS).

Analysing the history of autonomous governance and strategies pursued by the 
PYD in northern Syria since 2012, a number of researchers argue that the PYD has 
demonstrated a commitment to democracy, while also violating democratic methods 
of governance in its practices (Ozfelik 2020: 690–691). This is confirmed by the obser-
vations of Human Rights Watch.20 In the case of Rojava, we see how instruments of vi-
olence and armed resistance also serve as a way of attempting political legitimization, 
which is characteristic of many pro-state militant organizations, such as the YPG–
PYD (Syria), Hezbollah (Lebanon), Hamas (Palestine), the Polisario Front (Western 
Sahara) or, for example, the Zapatista Movement in Mexico. The constant military 
mobilization of insurgent states is an important prerequisite for their survival and pos-
sible legitimization with reliance on external donor support.

*     *     *
The emerging proto-state in northeastern Syria, which at the time of writing is 

called AANES, is not Kurdish in the ethnic sense. It has the characteristics of a military 
democracy, with the Syrian Democratic Forces military alliance, composed in large 
part of Kurdish self-defense forces (YPG). However, the SDF does not have full control 
over the population and does not hold a monopoly on violence in the territories inhab-
ited mostly by Arab tribes, those under Turkish control following Operation Source 
of Peace, and those under the control of the Syrian government forces in Al Hassakeh 
and Qamishli, where Russian armed forces are present as peacekeepers.

At the same time, Syrian Kurdistan (Rojava) appears to be not even a proto-state 
but an anti-state, within which Syrian Kurds close to the PYD use Abdullah Öcalan’s 
ideas (which he borrowed from Murray Bookchin) that a nation state is not necessary 
for international recognition, and that the line between separatism and local self-gov-
ernment is blurred. In particular, Öcalan argues that Kurds should not seek to create 
an independent nation-state structure since the nation-state is inherently a dying in-
stitution based on homogenization and assimilation, which is exactly what the Kurds 
have suffered from in their recent history (Öcalan 2010: 195). As a phenomenon of 
historical memory, the division of the Kurmanji-speaking unified Kurdish people by 
the borders of Syria and Turkey since 1921, this political message resonates and is un-
derstood by a significant part of the Kurdish population, which provides the basis for 
maintaining the territorial integrity of Syria (Vertyaev 2018: 448). There are two pos-
sible scenarios for the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES), 

20 Under Kurdish Rule. Abuses in PYD-run Enclaves of Syria. Human Rights Watch. 2014. June 19. URL: https://www.hrw.
org/report/2014/06/19/under-kurdish-rule/abuses-pyd-run-enclaves-syria (accessed: 19.07.2021).



Kirill Vertyaev

 119Volume  1,  number  3,  2022

which claims to be part of Syria. The first is formal incorporation into the republic 
of Syria (which would probably require constitutional changes, including in the of-
ficial name of the country), something that the PYD-allied forces want. The AANES 
leadership considers the formal recognition of an autonomous status within Syria to 
be a necessary condition. The alternative is the gradual disintegration of the AANES 
into two quasi-states, Arab and Kurdish, which, if the United States leaves – that is, if 
external donors disappear – will inevitably lead to the revival of an Islamic quasi-state 
(IS or its equivalent) on this territory).

As for the political dialogue that began in 2020 between the competing political 
groups Kurdish National Council and TEV-DEM (since 2020, the Kurdish National 
Unity Party) within the AANES,21 its success and the re-subordination of self-defense 
forces from the PYD to the Supreme Kurdish Committee will lead to further sover-
eignization of the AANES as part of the Syrian conglomerate state. At the same time, 
the ability of the negotiators to do their job continues to raise doubts.

Based on the above, we can assume that Rojava is a proto-state with “a low level 
of stress resistance due to the lack of internal consensus on the performance of power 
functions and distribution of public goods” (Bartenev 2018: 22). Stability has been re-
stored here under the influence of endogenous political processes that allow assistance 
from external forces, with US donor support being one of the key elements of AANES’s 
stability as a proto-state.

21 Wilgenburg van W.Syrian Kurdish Parties Agree on Supreme Kurdish Reference. Kurdistan24. URL: https://www.kurdis-
tan24.net/en/news/ba899219-46d4-4ff5-8bf1-465bb634a967 (accessed: 17.05.2021).
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Abstract.
Introduction. This article elaborates on the idea of Professor Y.A. Reshetov, who pub-
lished a Draft Convention on the Right of Peoples to Self-Determination in the Moscow 
Journal of International Law. The Draft Convention represents one of the first attempts 
to draw attention to the problem of the limits of self-determination in plural states, the 
forms of implementation and the main subjects of the right of self-determination. The 
purpose of the study is to develop the relevant ideas of Y.A. R.Reshetov, as well as to 
introduce new ideas, taking into account the evolving processes of the realization of 
the right to self-determination in the modern world.
Material and methods. The study is based on international legal instruments, the advi-
sory opinions of the International Court of Justice, the jurisprudence of other interna-
tional legal bodies and contemporary research of Russian and international scholars. 
The methods used in this study are: analysis, synthesis, induction, deduction, compari-
son, classification, systematization, prediction, as well as comparative and formal legal 
approaches.
Research results. The territorial disputes resulting from ethnic, regional and local con-
flicts are among the most pressing problems in international relations. It is extreme-
ly important for any multi-ethnic state, including Russia, to have a genuine scientific 
awareness of the principle of equality and the self-determination of peoples, adequate 
forms of its implementation, and how to structure ethnic identity in the system of civil 
identity. Exploring well-founded solutions to the matters involved will help consolidate 
world public opinion and ultimately develop an appropriate international legal mecha-
nism under the auspices of the United Nations.
Discussion and conclusion. The article analyses the evolution of the idea of the self-de-
termination of peoples, the place of the principle of equal rights and the self-determi-
nation of peoples in the system of basic principles of international law. With reference 
to the range of subjects of the right to self-determination, the specifics of secession, the 
institutions of uti possidetis juris and delays in secession, as well as questions on the 
forms and criteria of self-determination of the principal subjects, and the phenomenon 
of “unrecognized states,” the author presents a Draft  Declaration on the Right of Peo-
ples to Self-Determination and the Modalities for its Implementation.
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Introduction

One source of international tension during the period of the world order that 
developed following the Second World War is the remaining contradiction 
between the desire to provide a comfortable living environment for people 

experiencing gross violations of their human rights on ethnic, religious, linguistic and 
other grounds, on the one hand, and the unwillingness or unpreparedness of the state 
authorities to do this, on the other. Tracing the path of the origin, formation and devel-
opment of the idea of self-determination of peoples, it is obvious that this contradic-
tion is not a phenomenon of the 20th–21st centuries. The concept of self-determination 
was first formed as a kind of concept of freedom, social contract and liberalism based 
on the ideas of Plato and Aristotle (O’Meara, 1992: 14–25), and was given dialecti-
cal justification in the works of John Locke, Thomas Hobbes, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 
Immanuel Kant and others. Freedom and legal capacity as the main characteristic of 
human agency form the core of the concept of practical and political philosophy of 
the modern era – the normative and empirical condition that people are competent 
to leave a free and independent life. This is the doctrine of the person as a subject 
of law, who is equal to other independent subjects of law. And the oft-cited formula 
of Protagoras Homo mensura omnium rerum est (“man is the measure of all things), 
which is rooted in the depths of unrecorded time and was developed in the theories of 
natural law and the concept of popular sovereignty during the bourgeois revolutions of 
the 16th–18th centuries, became ever clearer and led to the creation of a basic idea that 
served as the basis for the formation of modern statehood in the 19th and 20th centuries. 

Of particular note is the period in which the concept of the self-determination of 
peoples was given a generally recognized principle of international law, an imperative 
of sorts, and was gradually transferred from the political to the legal domain and en-
shrined in the UN Charter. 

On the Principle of and the Right to Self-Determination

In the science of international law, the issue of self-determination as a principle 
versus self-determination as a law comes up time and time again. These are, of course, 
not the same thing, but the wall between them is not insurmountable. While a law acts 
as a legally binding norm that implies the obligation of the other party (and the ap-
propriate legal relationship arises), a principle is mostly seen as a political category, al-
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though this does not derogate from the obligation to follow its provisions. This follows 
directly from Article 53 of the 1969 Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties, which 
defines a principle as a “peremptory norm of general international law.” It should not 
escape our attention that the 1970 Declaration on Principles of International Law, in 
using the word “principles” in its title, essentially reveals the forms of exercising the 
right to self-determination. Tellingly, some international legal documents contain 
what would at first glance appear to be a rather unusual, but in our opinion, quite ac-
ceptable phrase: “the principle of the right of peoples to self-determination.” 

One of the methodological foundations of our study was the interpretation of the 
principles of international law by Professor L.P. Anufrieva, who convincingly revealed 
the dialectical interaction and organic nature of their ideological component, and the 
qualities of normativity (Anufrieva, 2021: 6–27). Based on this fundamental premise, 
it would seem that the provisions of the UN Charter on the principle of equal rights 
and the self-determination of peoples (the concept) should be constructed in close 
connection with the right of people to self-determination proclaimed in several other 
international legal documents (the norm; the rule of conduct for subjects of interna-
tional law). The numerous attempts of international legal scholars who are building a 
system of basic principles to isolate a certain key link from their totality and justify a 
hierarchy of principles of sorts are assessed as illegal and doomed to failure (Konyuk-
hova, 2006: 165).

The only reliable basis in the approach to the problem we are investigating is the 
strict adherence to the logic (to the “spirit and letter”) of the 1970 Declaration on Prin-
ciples of International Law (Article 2, Part I of the General Part) and the Final Act of 
the Conference on Security and Co-Operation in Europe of 1975 (Article X, Part IV 
of the section “Declaration on Principles”). What this means is that, first of all, all the 
basic principles are interrelated and must thus be considered in the context of all the 
other principles; and second, they are of key importance and must be applied equally 
and rigorously when interpreting each of them, taking the other principles into ac-
count. Based on this, we believe that, under certain political and legal circumstances, 
preference can be given in practice to one of the above principles in order to find a 
way out of the “territorial integrity – self-determination” dichotomy that often leads 
nowhere. The UN Security Council, as the guarantor of the Charter of the United Na-
tions and of peace and security, must remain the supreme judge in all situations that 
acquire an international dimension. When addressing issues of the practical imple-
mentation of the right to self-determination, it is necessary to create conditions that 
ensure that the fairness of the ethical concept, which has become a core foundation of 
the UN Charter and is reflected in many other international legal documents, is ob-
served. In this regard, such meta-legal categories as “tolerance,” “good faith,” etc. have 
the right to exist. In our opinion, we must seek to have the political and legal content 
of international treaties, reflecting, ipso facto, the national interests of the participating 
states, converge as much as possible with their spiritual and moral content (their moral 
obligations), which would imbue them with additional force. 
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Territorial Integrity or Territorial Inviolability?

For a complete understanding of the principle of the territorial integrity of states, 
we should focus on the ambiguity of the translation in the UN Charter of the English 
term “integrity” in the authentic Russian text: in Article 2, Paragraph 4, it is translat-
ed as neprikosnovennost (“inviolability”), while elsewhere, it is translated as tselosnost 
(“integrity”). Following the logic of one of the people who helped develop the UN 
Charter, S.B. Krylov (Krylov, 1960: 260), we proceed from the fact that the peculiarities 
of the translation were the result of a political struggle that was going on at the time 
regarding the need to recognize both the political independence and the territorial 
inviolability of each state. At the same time, there was the presumption that peoples 
themselves could establish a political system at their own discretion, and the borders 
would change accordingly. But the relevant processes must take place legitimately, by 
agreement, and without the use of force. 

 We should categorically resist absolutizing the principle of the self-determina-
tion of peoples, as well as its opposite, the principle of territorial integrity. Based on the 
decisions and recommendations of a number of international (and legal) bodies, we 
can conclude that international law does not establish permissive or prohibitive rules 
regarding issues of self-determination (Hartwig, 2013: 125–127). At the same time, 
armed conflicts or other violent actions that may result in the expulsion of part of the 
population of the territory on ethnic grounds and the declaration of independence of 
the corresponding territory or its annexation to another state are rejected as grounds 
for self-determination. 

The People and the Nation
The perception of the concept of “people” is extremely diverse and multifaceted. 

Sometimes this concept is interpreted as a population united by belonging to a single 
state (residents of the country), as a social community representing a set of citizens, 
foreigners and stateless persons permanently residing in the country and having the 
opportunity to express their political will. In the Russian science of constitutional law, 
people are usually understood as a single socio-economic and political community of 
individuals, regardless of their division into national or ethnic communities.

In our opinion, the most unambiguous criteria for characterizing the concept of 
“people” were proposed in the final report and recommendations developed during 
the International Meeting of Experts on Further Study of the Concept of the Rights of 
Peoples held under the auspices of UNESCO on November 27–30, 1989. These criteria 
are: 

1. A group of individual human beings who enjoy some or all of the following 
common features:

a) a common historical tradition;
b) racial or ethnic identity;
c) cultural homogeneity;
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d) linguistic unity;
e) religious or ideological affinity;
f) territorial connection;
g) common economic life;
2. the group must be of a certain number which need not be large (e.g. the people 

of micro States) but which must be more than a mere association of individuals within 
a State;

3.  the group as a whole must have the will to be identified as a people or the con-
sciousness of being a people - allowing that groups or some members of such grows, 
though sharing the foregoing characteristics, may not have that will or consciousness; 
and possibly;

4. the group must have institutions or other means of expressing its common 
characteristics and will for identity.

When looking at cases where the concepts of “people” and “nation” have been ap-
plied in international legal acts and scientific literature, it is important to pay attention 
to their interchangeability, and sometimes even as the same thing. It would seem that 
“people” should be considered (in the narrow sense) as a spatial collection of individu-
als associated with a certain socio-economic, linguistic, cultural and spiritual way of 
life. In a broad sense, the concept of “people” is characterized as a social community 
that acquires political subjectivity and thus becomes a nation, which is perceived un-
der certain circumstances as a state. 

Criteria for the Self-Determination of Peoples and Nations

Consistent with the architecture of the modern world that was defined after the 
end of the Second World War and the creation of the United Nations, in which the 
sovereignty of states plays an imperative role, the very essence of the right to self-deter-
mination, when realized in its external form, is anarchic, since it is aimed at destroying 
the state order.

In our opinion, the realization of the right to self-determination by its principal 
subjects – people and nations – in the context of the world order is only possible in 
certain cases and in accordance with the following criteria: 

- liberation from colonial dependence;
- the implementation of the uti possidetis juris principle (Latin America, the for-

mer Yugoslavia, the Soviet Union, Africa);
- the opportunity to secede from the “parent” state, but only with the consent of 

the central authorities and/or based on the results of a national referendum; 
- remedial secession (systematic and massive violations of the rights of a specific 

group of the population by the state), subject to the recognition of this separation by 
the international community as a whole. 
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1. Indigenous Peoples and National Minorities. Criteria for Self-Determination
Self-determination served as the legal basis for the formation of hundreds of new 

states against the backdrop of the process of decolonialization. Since then, the emer-
gence of new states based on this right has effectively come to halt. Nevertheless, the 
definition itself continues to play an important role in theoretical discussions (Hilpold, 
1998: 38; Ott 2008: 454) and indigenous claims to self-determination. These discus-
sions typically end with the question of whether indigenous peoples and national mi-
norities can claim statehood on the basis of self-determination. We agree that such a 
development of events is possible only when indigenous peoples are systematically 
subjected to the most serious violations of human rights, or have limited opportuni-
ties to exercise self-determination within the country. When looking at the dramatic 
events that are unfolding before our very eyes in Ukraine, we can state that it was the 
unwillingness of the Kyiv authorities to provide a set of rights for indigenous peoples 
and national minorities, defined in the Minsk Agreements that served as the basis for 
the secession of the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics from Ukraine. 

The 1992 UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Eth-
nic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities, adopted without a vote, does not include the 
traditional reference to the principle of self-determination in its list of basic principles. 
The official Commentary to the Declaration explicitly states that “minority rights can-
not serve as a basis for claims of secession or dismemberment of a State.” In our opin-
ion, minorities, as well as indigenous peoples, can exercise their right to self-determi-
nation, both in the form of territorial autonomy, and in the form of self-organization 
(self-government) – depending on their size, the specifics of their resettlement, the 
state of the economy, and other circumstances. Both models (territorial and extra-
territorial) are designed to provide minorities and indigenous peoples with unique 
development opportunities based, among other things, on established traditions and 
customs in accordance with the state constitution and international law.

Signs of a Legitimate Secession 
A comparison of the different yet closely related concepts of secession and separa-

tism allows us to conclude that the latter, as the goal and the main form of realization, 
typically involves the separation of any part of the state from the state as a whole, while 
not excluding other forms of separation (territorial and national-cultural autonomy). 
In all cases, situations where separatist movements resort to the use of mercenaries, 
employ terrorist and other methods and means that are contrary to the legislation of 
the state in question and generally recognized international legal norms are wholly 
unacceptable. 

In this regard, it is important to determine acceptable conditions, a kind of crite-
ria for the legitimacy of secession that would not go against current international and 
domestic (primarily constitutional) legal norms and are consistent with the scientific 
interpretation of the concept of the people claiming to carry out the action in question. 
The approach to the development of criteria should be based, along with legal norms, 
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on such a moral category as justice. This is especially important in light of the inter-
pretation of the International Court of Justice on the self-determination of peoples as 
one of the most important principles of international law, which has the character of 
ergo omnes

Of particular danger are ethnic cleansing, the deprivation of the autonomy of peo-
ples who were previously granted such autonomy in the course of state building, and 
the refusal of the authorities of a given country to grant regional (territorial) autonomy 
to certain peoples in accordance with the will of the population as expressed in elec-
tions (referendums). We believe it is necessary to take the number of peoples and na-
tions, their historical territorial affiliation, and the level of financial, economic and 
sociocultural development into account when attempting to resolve issues of the form 
of self-determination. In this sense, it would be a good idea to reproduce each of the 
provisions of the 1975 Helsinki Final Act on the issue of self-determination, with due 
account of the other provisions, in a UN General Assembly resolution or an Advisory 
Opinion of the International Court of Justice, taking this provision from the frame-
work of the OSCE participating countries and giving it a global character. 

In order to recognize the legitimacy of the process of self-determination through 
secession, it is vital to take the interests of the “parent” state and other peoples who are 
part of that state into account. If this is done, then the separation can be approved by a 
decision of the highest body of the state or by the results of a referendum – a popular 
vote on the fate of the disputed territory. Any attempts to influence the vote by way of 
violence or other coercive measures are unlawful.

Uti possidetis juris, or a Method for Determining the Borders of a Newly Formed 
State 

The principle of uti possidetis juris is extremely important when it comes to resolv-
ing issues related to the realization of the right of peoples to self-determination. It first 
started to be applied in solving matters of transforming the internal borders of new 
states into administrative borders (Lauterpacht, 1952: 598–599). It is generally accept-
ed that the principle in this interpretation is associated primarily with South America, 
where it was at one time used as an effective tool for preventing conflicts arising in 
connection with the state borders of successor states of the Spanish Empire. Consider-
ing the historical experience of applying this formula as a means of recognizing the 
legitimacy of a territorial claim, the positions of the International Court of Justice, the 
rulings of international arbitration courts, and the views of legal experts from Russia 
and around the world (Shaw, 1986: 186; Jancov, Coric, 2012; Mirzaev, 2015: 58), the 
importance of uti possidetis juris for settling certain international territorial disputes 
and the ability of this legal instrument to prevent armed conflict must be emphasized. 
At the same time, there are doubts about the advisability of giving uti possidetis juris 
the status of a general principle of international law, thereby elevating this formula to 
a kind of absolute. 
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One way out of this situation is to use the uti possidetis formula in cases where the 
parties in conflict over a secession cannot agree on new state borders. This is what was 
done, for example, during the collapse of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, the decolo-
nialization of Africa and the independence of Latin American states. At the same time, 
we must be mindful of the fact that, along with the focus on territorial integrity, prior-
ity must also be given to the tasks of preventing bloodshed, the seizure of territory by 
force, and ethnic cleansing, as well as to resolving the issue of refugees and displaced 
persons, deploying peacekeeping forces and providing humanitarian aid. 

‘Human Rights Advocacy” or Remedial Secession 
Considering the importance of humanitarian aspects in a secession, attention 

should be paid to connecting violations of individual human rights to the collective 
right of the people to self-determination. The concept of remedial secession contains 
three factors that are of fundamental importance: first, this form of self-determination 
is a kind of “last resort,” an “non-standard solution”; second, the responsibility for se-
cession rests with the “parent” state; and, third, this must involve violation of human 
rights of “special gravity” (the classification can be based on the list contained in the 
documents of the 1993 Vienna World Conference on Human Rights). From this, we 
can argue that secession is an exceptional, extreme and, under certain circumstances, 
the only possible measure for eliminating the gravest violations of human rights. Look-
ing at the situation surrounding Kosovo, we can conclude that research on the issue 
focuses almost exclusively on political motives (Hartwig, 2013: 123; Golubok, 2011: 
14), to the detriment of international legal aspects. In this regard, statements about 
the emergence of a legal custom or the existence of opinion juris are unacceptable and 
incorrect. UN Security Council Resolution 1244 needs to be strictly observed, and the 
parties to the conflict (Belgrade and Pristina) must conscientiously implement all of 
the agreements reached. On the other hand, considering the reunification of Crimea 
with Russia in 2014 as an example of remedial secession, the legality of the decisions 
taken in connection with the coup d'état in Ukraine, which created a situation of con-
stitutional and legal uncertainty, in the context of the ban on the Russian language 
and the persecution of the Orthodox Church entailed a gross violation of the Russian-
speaking population living mostly in Crimea and eastern Ukraine. 

National and Territorial Forms of Self-Determination
As a form of government, federalism provides ethnic groups with additional op-

portunities to realize their socio-cultural, spiritual, religious, linguistic and other in-
terests. The regional policy of the European Union in this area has proven successful, 
particularly the widespread practice of devolution – endowing regions with certain 
administrative functions, the ability to elect their own parliaments and create execu-
tive bodies. The expansion and deepening of devolution – providing regions with the 
ability to self-govern on a large scale, on the one hand, while maintaining the benefi-
cial economic ties that existed beforehand, on the other, represents a more balanced 
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approach to demands for independence, thus mitigating and weakening separatist 
tendencies. In many ways, it was the federal structure of the Soviet Union that al-
lowed the authorities to successfully deal with the national question for a great many 
years, playing a role in the convergence of numerous ethnic groups on the basis of 
respect for their historical, socio-economic, cultural, linguistic, spiritual and religious 
characteristics. Arend Lijphart’s concept of “consociational democracy,” according to 
which federalism is seen as the best way to integrate territorially isolated segments of 
society into the political system (a “system of fair accommodation and compromise”) 
(Lijphart, 1997: 107), is useful here. 

Granting national minorities an indisputable, unambiguous right to autonomy is 
seen as a threat both to the stability of individual states, and to international security. 
In this regard, the rights of minorities cannot in themselves justify demands for sepa-
ration from the state or its dismemberment. On the other hand, however, the assertion 
that “international law has not recognized a general right of peoples to unilaterally 
declare secession from a state” is hardly acceptable (General Recommendation XXI 
(48) of the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination). 

It would seem that the choice of forms of “territorial accommodation” of ethnic 
groups – an inevitable process in the context of the growth of national self-conscious-
ness in the modern world – is determined by the specific historical conditions of each 
state and pursues the goal of economic and socio-cultural development, thus raising 
the level and quality of life of the people that form that state, with due account for the 
linguistic, spiritual and other elements inherent in the identity of the respective ethnic 
groups.

National and cultural autonomy is seen as the most acceptable form of self-gov-
ernment (self-organization) for dispersed peoples, which allows them to successfully 
realize their specific interests and solve the issue of preserving their identity and tradi-
tions without prejudice to the territorial integrity of the respective states. This some-
what unique extraterritorial form of self-determination, of course, does not and can-
not mean complete separation from a given territory, but it is not directly connected 
with this aspect, unlike territorial autonomy. 

“Self-organization” of ethnic groups within the framework of national and cultural 
autonomy may be considered a form of self-determination with a sufficient degree of 
conventionality, since, from the point of view of etymology, the word “self ” implies 
the independent determination by an ethnic group of the forms of its development. 
“Self-organization” in the conditions of national and cultural autonomy is a form of 
existence of ethnic groups created by the state in order to provide conditions and op-
portunities for their self-identification and the preservation of their national language, 
traditions, customs, etc. If this kind of “self-organization” is considered from the point 
of view of self-determination, then we are obliged to mention its clearly narrow and 
limited interpretation – by analogy with the interpretation of “limited sovereignty.”
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The Phenomenon of Unrecognized States:
The Institute of Recognition 

When analysing the phenomenon of unrecognized states in connection with the 
recognition of international law, we should focus on the significance of recognition it-
self, which opens up additional opportunities for newly formed states to develop coop-
eration with other countries, effectively introducing them to the circle of full-fledged 
members of the international community. In practice, the excessive politicization of 
the institution of recognition sometimes turns it into an instrument of pressure used 
by certain states to realize their purely pragmatic interests. Research into the theory of 
recognition is rather extensive. 

In the modern world, unrecognized states are increasingly becoming actors in re-
gional politics, and in some cases, they have a great impact on global processes. In view 
of this, the perception of “unrecognized” states by the international community, as well 
as the practical interaction (or the refusal to interact) with these countries, acquires a 
decisive importance. At the same time, the unfounded elitist arguments about obvi-
ously “weak,” “failed,” “collapsed,” or “rogue” states, which contradict the elementary 
ideas about the sovereign equality of all members of the international community and 
the very foundations of international law, should be rejected outright. 

Of particular interest in this regard are the views of James Crawford on military 
intervention as a means of ensuring self-determination or, on the contrary, as a means 
of violating it. It may happen that the new state is sufficiently effective to ensure that 
the way it came into being has no bearing on its recognition as a state. According to 
Crawford, situations may arise where “illegality of origin” should be considered a para-
mount factor in accordance with the principle of ex injuria non oritus jus (Lat.: “illegal 
acts do not create law”). Based on this reasoning, which, in our opinion, is not always 
consistent, Crawford nevertheless comes to a number of interesting conclusions:

- The use of force by a metropolitan state is a violation of Article 2, Part 4 of the 
UN Charter. 

- The assistance provided by other states to “local units” in the implementation 
of self-determination may be acceptable. 

- There is no prohibition on the recognition of a new state – “the normal criteria 
for statehood – based on qualified effectiveness – apply (Crawford, 2007: 128). 

There is a long history of unrecognized states, especially those that emerged in 
the post-Soviet space, taking active part in international affairs, and this is becoming 
a real factor in modern world politics, having an impact on the solution of numerous 
geopolitical problems. On the one hand, this circumstance confirms the legitimacy 
of the declarative theory of recognition, based on the fact that the emergence of a 
new state its itself a declaration of such. On the other hand, as practice shows, official 
recognition by members of the world community opens up a wealth of additional op-
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portunities for a new territorial entity, and official admission to the United Nations 
makes it an equal member of the world community, with all the rights and obligations 
that come with that status. 

It thus follows from this that the position on the division of the theory of recog-
nition into declarative and constitutive parts in today’s world seems rather arbitrary. 
Lack of recognition is not grounds for the world community to bully or harass emerg-
ing states, provided that the states concerned agree to follow the established principles 
and generally recognized norms of international law. If, however, a newly emerged 
state poses a danger to world peace or its statements and actions suggest a terrorist 
threat, the mere fact of declaring independence is not enough. In our opinion, each in-
dividual case should be considered by the UN Security Council, which actually makes 
the prospects for the development of a new state dependent on recognition. Of course, 
in cases of secession, the position of the “parent” state is of no small importance. At 
the same time, we cannot agree with the statement about the “existence of the duty of 
recognition” (Tolstykh, 2017: 22). The decision on whether or not to recognize a newly 
emerged territorial entity as an equal partner is a purely voluntary matter, and is made 
by each member of the international community based on their national interests. 

The issue of signs (criteria) of statehood warrants particular attention. In our opin-
ion, it would be reasonable here to apply the approach adopted by the 1933 Interna-
tional Conference of American States (the Montevideo Convention on the Rights and 
Duties of States), which is given a broad interpretation, going beyond the geographical 
limits defined by this convention. It would seem that the most important feature of the 
state is sovereignty, confirmed by the legitimate (via a referendum, general poll, etc.) 
will of the people (no matter how they gained power), the supremacy of public power 
within the country, and independence outside it. In this sense, state (national) sover-
eignty coincides with the sovereignty of the people, as the realization of their right to 
self-determination. 

Conclusion

Declaration of the Right of Peoples to Self-Determination and the Forms of Im-
plementing this Right (draft) 

The UN General Assembly, 
Reaffirming that one of the fundamental purposes of the United Nations, as pro-

claimed in the UN Charter, is to promote and encourage respect for human rights 
and for fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or 
religion; 

Reaffirming additionally the principle of the equality of nations large and small, 
the importance of the universal exercise of the right of peoples to self-determination, 
sovereignty and territorial integrity as an indispensable condition for the realization of 
this principle, as well as for the full realization of all human rights; 
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Reiterating the desire and willingness to contribute to the implementation of the 
fundamental provisions contained in the UN Charter; the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights; the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Coun-
tries and Peoples; the Declaration on Principles of International Law Concerning 
Friendly Relations and Cooperation among States in Accordance with the Charter of 
the United Nations; the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime 
of Genocide; the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination; the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; 
the Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious 
and Linguistic Minorities; the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action adopted 
at the World Conference on Human Rights; the Declaration on the Rights of Indig-
enous Peoples; the Declaration on the Right to Development; the Manila Declaration 
on the Peaceful Settlement of International Disputes; and in other relevant interna-
tional instruments that have been adopted at the global or regional level, as well as in-
ternational treaties and agreements concluded between individual UN Member States; 

Convinced that the promotion and protection of the rights of people belonging to 
national and ethnic minorities, as well as the rights of indigenous peoples, contribute 
to the harmonious development and political and social stability of the States in which 
they live, and to the strengthening of friendship and cooperation between peoples and 
States;

Recognizing the need to ensure the better implementation of internationally adopt-
ed human rights treaties with regard to the rights of people belonging to national or 
ethnic, religious and linguistic, minorities, as well as to indigenous peoples; 

Believing that the elimination of massive and gross violations of human rights and 
the rights of national groups would help create conditions that are conducive to the 
development of humankind;

Further believing that the development and self-actualization of man and peoples 
requires that equal attention be given to the realization, promotion and protection of 
all human rights and fundamental freedoms, which are indivisible and interdepend-
ent, where the exercise of certain rights and freedoms cannot justify the denial of other 
human rights and fundamental freedoms; 

Being deeply concerned and alarmed by the disgraceful intentions and actions of 
individual States to impede the realization of the peoples that make up these States 
of their right to self-determination, economic and social development, cultural self-
identification and the free use of their native languages; 

Expressing particular concern and alarm at the involvement in the implementation 
of the above intentions of mercenaries whose criminal activities, strongly condemned 
by the international community and causing the loss of life and significant damage to 
property, pose a threat to the peace, security and self-determination of peoples and are 
an obstacle to the exercise by peoples of all their human rights, 
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proclaims:
1. That attention once again be drawn to the need for the strict observance of the 

right of peoples to self-determination, whereby they freely, on the basis of strict and 
conscientious observance of the provisions of the UN Charter, determine their politi-
cal status and carry out economic, social and cultural activities. Denial of the right to 
self-determination is a violation of human rights.

2. That any military action or repressive measures of any nature aimed at pre-
venting the exercise of the right to self-determination in accordance with the purposes 
and principles of the UN Charter, must cease immediately. All persons detained or 
imprisoned as a result of the struggle for self-determination must be released immedi-
ately and unconditionally, unless their actions were in breach of another law.

3. To strongly condemn the practice of using mercenaries to undermine the ex-
ercise of the right to self-determination and to hold those responsible accountable. All 
States must take the necessary measures to prevent the recruitment, enlistment, train-
ing, or financing of mercenaries, as well as their transit to locations where they can 
carry out actions to prevent peoples from exercising their right to self-determination.

4. To call on all States to take the necessary measures at the national level to im-
plement the internationally recognized right to development in accordance with the 
1986 Declaration on the Right to Development, which provides for the realization of 
the full self-determination of peoples, whereby they have the inalienable right to full 
sovereignty over all its natural wealth and resources, and the individual is the principal 
subject and beneficiary of the right to development, in which his or her rights and fun-
damental freedoms can be fully realized. To proceed from the fact that development, 
democracy and respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms are interconnect-
ed and mutually reinforcing. 

5. The right of people belonging to national or ethnic, religious and linguistic mi-
norities to enjoy the heritage of their culture, practice their religion and religious rites, 
and freely use their native language, as well as to education in their native language, in 
private and public life. States must, where necessary, take measures to ensure the effec-
tive realization by minorities of all human rights and fundamental freedoms, without 
any discrimination and on the basis of full equality under the law.

6. The renewed commitment of the international community, recognizing the 
inherent identity and dignity of indigenous peoples and their unique contribution 
to civilizational diversity, to their economic, social and cultural wellbeing, creating 
conditions for them to enjoy the benefits of sustainable development. States should 
guarantee the full and unimpeded participation of indigenous peoples in all aspects of 
life, paying special attention to matters that affect their specific interests, and take the 
necessary measures to ensure respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, 
equality and non-discrimination, and the recognition of the value and diversity of 
identity, culture and social organization.
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7. To call on all States to:
- take the appropriate measures, in accordance with their international obliga-

tions and with due regard to their legal systems, to counter modern forms of racial 
discrimination, xenophobia and intolerance;

- refrain from any action aimed at assimilating minorities and indigenous peo-
ples against their will, and protect such persons from actions to forcibly assimilate 
them;

- promote, considering the special situation of minorities and indigenous peo-
ples, full and effective equality between them and people belonging the majority groups 
of the population in all areas of economic, social, political and cultural life;

- take immediate steps to strengthen the fight against ethnic cleansing, which 
is condemned by the international community, with a view to putting an end to such 
practices as quickly as possible, eradicate them completely and provide effective rem-
edies to the victims. 

8. That the means of realizing the right to self-determination, based on their will 
and full respect for political, civil, socioeconomic and cultural rights, can be territorial 
autonomy, cultural autonomy, or any other form of self-organization and self-govern-
ment that meets the interests of the people concerned. 

9. The right of peoples in the process of implementing their self-determination to 
secede from their parent state and establish their own sovereign state. This provision 
should not be interpreted as authorizing or encouraging any action that violates or 
undermines, in whole or in part, the territorial integrity or political unity of sovereign 
and independent states that uphold the principle of equal rights and the self-determi-
nation of peoples, and which thus have governments that represent the interests of all 
the people living in their territories without distinction. 

10. That the attention of the international community be drawn to the phenom-
enon of unrecognized states – territorial formations that have existed for a long time, 
possess all or most of the features of a state and have a noticeable impact on regional 
problems and geopolitical competition. This is contrary to the principles of sovereign 
equality and the self-determination of peoples, is often a source of gross violations of 
human rights, and poses a threat to peace and international security. 

It would be expedient to: 
- include the issue of the legal aspects of non-recognition of the agenda of the 

UN International Law Commission;
- appeal to the International Court of Justice with a request for an opinion of the 

legal aspects of non-recognition;
- look into the issue of giving the Office of the United Nations High Commis-

sioner for Refugees (UNHRC) the authority to provide legal protection to citizens of 
unrecognized states and to organize (if necessary) humanitarian assistance to them.

11. All issues related to possible violations of the right of peoples to self-determi-
nation should be considered at the international level by the United Nations Economic 
and Social Council, the Human Rights Committee, the Committee on the Elimination 
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of Racial Discrimination, and other international legal bodies, universal and regional, 
which can in turn provide appropriate recommendations to the governments of States 
in respect of which there are sufficient grounds to believe that they are or have been 
in violation of the right of peoples to self-determination. The refusal of governments 
to follow the recommendations may be regarded as evidence of their unwillingness to 
provide the peoples that make up the respective State with the opportunity to partici-
pate in the political, socio-economic and cultural life of the State, thereby exercising 
their right to self-determination. In these cases, the issue may be taken up by the UN 
General Assembly and the Security Council.
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