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Abstract 
This article examines how the concept of ‘traditional values’ functions as the main instrument of 
Russian neocolonial policy, transforming from domestic conservative rhetoric into a national 
ideology legitimising territorial conquest, human rights violations, and imperial expansion. 
Through critical discourse analysis of Presidential Decree № 809 (Russia, 2022) and related 
legislative acts, supplemented by examination of cultural artifacts and propaganda materials, 
the research reveals how Russia employs ‘traditional values’ as multifunctional weaponry 
to dehumanise opponents, destroy the international human rights system, and restore hegemonic 
control over states within its self-proclaimed sphere of privileged interests. 
The analysis demonstrates that Russia’s ‘traditional values’ discourse replicates classical colonial 
patterns – dehumanisation of subject populations, cultural appropriation, historical erasure, and 
construction of civilisational hierarchies. The study employs postcolonial theory to expose 
fundamental contradictions between Russia’s constitutional provisions and actual policy 
implementation, revealing systematic subordination of universal human rights to particularistic 
statist imperatives. Case studies of Soviet cinema (Officers, 1971) and appropriated Cossack folk 
traditions illustrate how colonial violence is romanticised and normalised through symbolic 
manipulation. 
The research identifies the Russian Orthodox Church as a critical instrument of ‘soft power’ and 
ideological control, documenting its transformation into a norm-making entity that promotes 
theocratic tendencies despite the country's constitutional secularism. The ‘Russkiy Mir’ (Russian 
World) concept emerges as the spatial dimension of this colonial strategy, evolving from cultural-
linguistic discourse into military-political justification for aggression against Ukraine and other 
neighbouring states. 
A distinctive contribution involves analysing Russia as a unique ‘carceral state’ where criminal and 
prison subcultures have penetrated national culture over five centuries, creating 
an unprecedented symbiosis between imperial expansion and penal colonisation. This framework 
explains how ‘traditional values’ represent not a temporary ideological construction but a deeply 
rooted cultural-historical phenomenon capable of self-reproduction regardless of specific political 
regimes.  
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The paper concludes that countering Russian neocolonialism requires deconstructing this 
ideology, supporting post-Soviet democracies’ independence, and recognising Russian society 
as an active bearer rather than a passive victim of imperial values. 
Keywords: Russian imperialism, traditional values, neocolonialism, cultural appropriation, 
carceral state, postcolonial theory, civilisational discourse, soft power, historical erasure, prison 
subculture. 

Introduction 
The modern architecture of Russian foreign policy has undergone a fundamental transformation, 

evolving from a pragmatic search for points of contact with the international community into aggressive 
ideological expansion, where the concept of ‘Traditional Values’ serves as a central instrument 
of neocolonial domination. This ideological construct is not merely a set of conservative ethical norms 
for domestic consumption; it functions as a multifunctional weapon designed to legitimise territorial 
conquests, dehumanise opponents, destroy the international human rights system, and restore control over 
states within Russia’s so-called ‘sphere of privileged interests’. Through the lens of ‘defending traditions’, 
the Kremlin exercises what analysts call ‘authoritarian soft power’, attempting to present Russia 
not as an aggressor but as a global ‘Restrainer’ saving humanity from the moral decay caused by Western 
liberalism. 

 
Genesis and Conceptual Evolution of Traditional Values in Russian Discourse 

The process of reinventing ‘traditional values’ began as a response to the domestic political challenges 
and the legitimacy crisis of Putin’s regime after the 2011-2012 protests. Until that moment, the rhetoric of 
spirituality was a prerogative of marginal national-patriotic forces, but with the beginning of Putin’s third 
presidential term, it was elevated to the level of state doctrine. This ideology was built on a conscious 
opposition between Russia and the ‘decadent West’, which allegedly abandoned its Christian roots in favour 
of aggressive secularism and minority rights protection. 

The rhetoric about ‘traditional values’ became widely known after a speech by Natalia 
Narochnitskaya, a former member of the Russian State Duma, delivered in 2014. Her main points were as 
follows: 1) Russia abandoned its universalist ideology after the collapse of the USSR, unlike the United 
States, which imposes its values on the world; 2) Russia will defend ‘traditional Christian values’; 
3) European liberalism is acquiring ‘totalitarian habits borrowed from communism’; 4) democracy must 
ensure the coexistence of different views, including conservative ones (Rakhimov, 2014). 

Thus, the text demonstrates the mechanisms of Russian neo-imperial rhetoric: 1) inversion – Russia is 
positioned as the victim of Western ideological pressure, although it is Russia itself that promotes its own 
universalist model; 2) religious legitimisation – Orthodox Christianity as the marker of ‘true’ Europeanism 
as opposed to ‘distorted’ Western liberalism; 3) civilisational discourse – rhetoric about ‘common roots’ with 
Europe, masking imperial ambitions; 4) defensive projection – accusing the West of totalitarianism while 
building an authoritarian model. 

Narochnitskaya and other fellow thinkers appealed to romantic currents of the 19th century, such 
as Slavophilism and Eurasianism, asserting that Russia is a self-sufficient ‘civilisation-state’ whose 
legitimisation is based on Christian revelation rather than secular humanism. 

 
Legislative Codification: Decree No. 809 as a Manifesto of an Ideological War 

The pinnacle of institutionalisation of this ideology was Presidential Decree No. 809 of November 9, 
2022, “On the Approval of the Foundations of State Policy for the Preservation and Strengthening 
of Traditional Russian Spiritual and Moral Values”. This document not only formalises the list of values but 
also directly links them to national security, effectively introducing a regime of ‘spiritual censorship’ 
(President of the Russian Federation, 2022). 

The Decree explicitly defines ‘traditional values’ as ‘the foundation of Russian society’. Therefore, 
the President of the Russian Federation formulates and implements a separate state policy of the Russian 
Federation on the preservation and strengthening of traditional Russian spiritual and moral values, 
considering ‘sociocultural threats to the national security of the Russian Federation in terms of protecting 
traditional values’. The Decree defines a wide range of such threats, including: the activities of extremist and 
terrorist organisations, certain media and mass communications, the actions of the United States of America 
and other unfriendly foreign states, a number of foreign and international non-governmental organisations, 
as well as certain individuals, aimed at imposing a destructive ideology on the Russian Federation. 
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According to the Decree, ‘protecting traditional Russian spiritual and moral values, culture and 
historical memory’ is declared a ‘strategic national priority’ of the Russian Federation. 

The document contains a detailed definition of ‘traditional values’, which are understood to be “moral 
guidelines that shape the worldview of Russian citizens which have been passed down from generation to 
generation, form the basis of the all-Russian civic identity and the country's unified cultural space, strengthen 
civic unity, and have found their unique, distinctive manifestation in the spiritual, historical and cultural 
development of the multinational people of Russia”. 

The list of ‘traditional values’ includes: life, dignity, human rights, and freedoms, patriotism, 
citizenship, service to the Motherland and responsibility for the Motherland’s fate, high moral ideals, a strong 
family, creative work, the priority of the spiritual over the material, humanism, mercy, justice, collectivism, 
mutual assistance and mutual respect, historical memory and continuity of generations, and the unity 
of the nations of Russia. 

The hierarchy in the declared values is revealing: ‘patriotism’ and ‘service to the Motherland’ are 
placed significantly higher in the list than ‘strong family’, ‘humanism’, ‘mercy’, and ‘justice’. This sequence 
is not accidental – it clearly demonstrates the priority of the state over the individual, the collective over 
the individual, and ideological loyalty over basic humanistic principles. 

Particular attention should be paid to the rhetorical technique of combining universal humanistic 
categories (‘human rights and freedoms’, ‘dignity’, ‘humanism’) with openly statist and militaristic concepts 
(‘serving the Motherland’, ‘responsibility for its fate’) in a single document. Such an eclectic construction 
allows the regime to legitimise any actions – from repression of dissidents to military aggression – 
by referring to the ‘protection of traditional values’. 

The Presidential Decree emphasises the religious component as the basis of state ideology. 
This constitutes a fundamental contradiction with the constitutional principles of the Russian Federation. 
According to Article 14 of the Constitution of the Russian Federation, Russia is a secular state where no 
religion can be established as a state religion or be compulsory, and religious associations are separate from 
the state and equal before the law. Moreover, Article 28 guarantees freedom of conscience and religion, 
including the right to profess any religion or not to profess any. 

Nevertheless, the Decree openly advocates the use of religion as a key instrument of colonial policy 
and ideological control. The document emphasises that ‘Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Judaism and other 
religions, which are an integral part of Russia’s historical and spiritual heritage, have had a significant 
influence on the formation of traditional values shared by believers and non-believers alike’. However, 
the most fundamental provision is as follows: ‘Orthodox Christianity plays a special role in the formation 
and strengthening of traditional values’. 

Thus, Orthodox Christianity – in fact, contrary to Articles 14 and 28 of the Constitution – is proclaimed 
as a privileged, almost state religion, which is called upon to provide the maximum assistance to the Russian 
Federation in the implementation of its neo-colonial policy and accompanying aggressive wars. This turns 
the Russian Orthodox Church into an institutional tool of state propaganda and mobilisation of the population 
to support the Kremlin's imperial ambitions. 

This trend culminated in Vladimir Putin's statements during a Christmas service in January 2026, 
in which he proclaimed that ‘the Russian military, on behalf of the Lord, is carrying out a sacred mission 
to defend the homeland in Ukraine’ (Slavic Sacramento, 2026). The rhetoric of a ‘holy war’ is by no means 
new in Russian discourse – suffice to recall the iconic patriotic song of the Great Patriotic War period, 
‘Holy War’ (also known by its first line: ‘Arise, mighty country!’), which became the anthem of ‘defending 
the Motherland’ and appealed to messianic motifs of the struggle between good and evil. 

However, there is a fundamental difference between Soviet and contemporary Russian rhetoric. Soviet 
propaganda, despite its use of religious terminology, remained within the framework of secular discourse, 
where the ‘sacredness’ of the struggle was more of a metaphor than a theological justification. The current 
invocation of ‘God’ in waging an aggressive, unprovoked war against a sovereign state indicates several 
important processes. 

First, it demonstrates an open departure by the Russian Federation from the constitutional principles 
of a secular state. There is a de facto sacralisation of political power and military aggression, which is a sign 
of theocratic tendencies in a formally secular state. Religion is being transformed from a personal matter 
for citizens into a mandatory element of state ideology, imposed on the whole of society through 
the propaganda apparatus. 

Secondly, this may indicate a deepening crisis of material and human resources for waging war 

in Ukraine. When rational arguments have been exhausted, economic incentives are insufficient, and human 
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losses have reached critical levels, the regime resorts to the sacralisation of war as a last resort to mobilise 

and justify senseless sacrifices. Clear evidence of the practical implementation of Viktor Pelevin's ironic 

‘formula’ that ‘a respectable Lord is only for respectable gentlemen’ becomes clear: religion is becoming 
a tool for manipulating those segments of the population that do not have access to economic benefits and 

social mobility, instead receiving promises of spiritual reward for serving the Empire. 

Thirdly, the instrumentalization of Orthodoxy in the context of the war against Ukraine has a specific 
colonial significance. Since a significant part of the Ukrainian population also belongs to the Orthodox 

tradition, Russian propaganda tries to present the war not as an interstate conflict but rather as a ‘struggle 

for the souls of lost brothers’. This is a classic colonial narrative; the metropolis claims the right 

to ‘enlighten’ and 'bring back into the fold’ its former colonies. 
Thus, the transformation of the Russian Federation from a constitutionally secular state into a de facto 

theocratic structure with the privileged status of the Russian Orthodox Church is not only a violation of its 

own legal norms, but also evidence of a deep systemic crisis of the Putin regime, which is forced to resort to 
increasingly archaic and irrational methods of legitimising its aggressive foreign policy. 

Moreover, in the Decree, ‘traditional values’ are gradually replaced by the concept of ‘spiritual and 

moral values’ (paragraph 18), which further indicates a significant religious injection into the public 

administration of the Russian Empire and the removal of the boundaries between religion and morality. 
This conceptual substitution is not accidental – it allows for the legitimisation of direct interference by 

religious institutions in the formation of state policy, giving it the appearance of protecting traditional 

morality. This semantic shift transforms a constitutionally secular state into a quasi-theocratic structure, 
where religious dogmas acquire the status of mandatory moral and ethical norms for the whole of society. 

In fact, this substitution of concepts leads to the sacralisation of the political regime, and any criticism 

of the state policy can be interpreted as an attack on the ‘spiritual and moral foundations’ of society. 
At the same time, this creates a mechanism for persecuting dissidents under the pretext of protecting religious 

feelings and moral values, which is a classic tool of authoritarian and totalitarian regimes. 

As a result, one of the goals of state policy on preserving and strengthening traditional values is to 

shape the image of the Russian state on the international stage as a guardian and defender of traditional 
universal spiritual and moral values. This aspect is of great importance because, in addition to replacing 

‘traditional values’ with ‘spiritual and moral values’, Russian elites openly declare their exclusive role as 

the ‘guardian and defender’, emphasising the global nature of this status. Such rhetoric creates the binary 
worldview, where an exclusively positive Russia is contrasted with a demonised ‘collective West’, which is 

allegedly in moral and spiritual decline due to liberal values, multiculturalism, and a departure from 

traditional morality. This dichotomy serves not only as an ideological justification for domestic policy but 
also as a legitimisation of foreign policy expansion under the slogans of ‘protecting’ the Russian-speaking 

population and ‘traditional values’ in the post-Soviet space. At the same time, positioning itself as the moral 

leader of the global South and an alternative to the ‘decadent West’ allows the Kremlin to build anti-Western 

coalitions and promote its own geopolitical agenda in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. In fact, ‘spiritual and 
moral values’ are becoming an instrument of soft power and an ideological cover for neo-imperialist policies 

that seek to restore spheres of influence and undermine the international liberal order. 

A telling example of the practical implementation of this policy is an official post on the website 
of the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service (SVR) dated January 12, 2026, in which the SVR accused 

Patriarch Bartholomew of Constantinople of ‘schismatic activity in the Orthodox church space’. 

In a statement unprecedented in its harshness, the SVR called the head of the Ecumenical Patriarchate 

‘the antichrist in a cassock’ and ‘the devil’s incarnation, obsessed with the idea of ousting Russian Orthodoxy 
from the Baltic states’. The service announced that the patriarch is being assisted in this by British special 

services, ‘which fuel Russophobic sentiments in European countries’, as well as ‘local nationalists and neo-

Nazis’. The very fact that a special service, rather than a church institution, is making such statements about 
a spiritual leader demonstrates the complete subordination of religious life to state security structures. 

This statement effectively legitimises the persecution of any Orthodox communities that do not recognise 

the primacy of the Moscow Patriarchate and creates a basis for their criminal prosecution as ‘agents 
of foreign influence’. 

As stated in the Decree, the threat to traditional values is posed by the activities of extremist and 

terrorist organisations, certain media and mass communications outlets, the actions of the United States 

of America and other unfriendly foreign states, a number of transnational corporations and foreign non-profit 
organisations, as well as the activities of certain organisations and individuals within Russia. The imposition 
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of a system of ideas and values that is alien to the Russian people and destructive to Russian society (the so-

called ‘destructive ideology’) is carried out through ideological and psychological influence on citizens. 

The Decree defines the cultivation of selfishness, permissiveness, immorality, the rejection 
of the ideals of patriotism, service to the Motherland, the natural continuation of life, the value of a strong 

family, marriage, large families, creative work, Russia's positive contribution to world history and culture, 

and the destruction of the traditional family through the promotion of non-traditional sexual relations. 
As can be seen, even if at the beginning of the text of the Decree, ‘traditional values’ include ‘human 

rights’, they subsequently disappear, giving way to collectivism, patriotism, and service to the Motherland. 

In fact, the best example is Russia's denunciation of the European Convention for the Prevention of Torture. 

On 29 September 2025, Vladimir Putin signed a law denouncing this Convention (the bill, prepared 
by the Russian government, was submitted by the President of Russia himself, and on 17 September, the State 

Duma approved the document). 

The most telling indication of the direction of both the Decree and the policy of the Russian elites is 
that in Decree No. 809 of November 9, 2022, ‘On the Approval of the Fundamentals of State Policy 

for the Preservation and Strengthening of Traditional Russian Spiritual and Moral Values’, human rights are 

mentioned only once. 

This mention is contained in paragraph 5, which lists the so-called ‘traditional values’. It is noteworthy 
that human rights are formally included in the list alongside ‘life, dignity, rights and freedoms 

of the individual’, but this mention is purely declarative and ritualistic in nature – evidence of a formal 

adherence to international rhetoric without any substantive content. 
The remaining 32 paragraphs of the document focus on a fundamentally different agenda: ‘combating 

destructive ideology’, ‘protecting against external influence’, supporting ‘traditional family values’ (with 

an emphasis on marriage as a union between a man and a woman), countering ‘non-traditional sexual 
relations’ and other ‘threats to traditional values’. It is telling that after a formal mention, human rights are 

not further developed anywhere in the document as a concept requiring protection or mechanisms 

for implementation. 

The structural analysis of the document reveals a clear hierarchy in which human rights as a universal 
concept are deliberately subordinated to and effectively absorbed by particular ‘traditional values’. This is 

not simply a shift in emphasis, but a fundamental change in the ontological status of human rights in official 

Russian doctrine. While in the liberal understanding of law, human rights are primary, inalienable, and 
universal, in the logic of Decree No. 809, they become derivative of the cultural and historical context, limited 

by ‘tradition’ and national specificity. 

The document operates with a binary logic of ‘us and them’, where human rights in their universal 
understanding are effectively labelled as part of a ‘foreign’, ‘Western’, ‘destructive’ ideological influence. 

Paragraphs 15-20 of the Decree clearly position ‘traditional values’ in opposition to ‘so-called universal 

human values’, creating a discursive framework in which the universality of human rights is perceived 

as a threat to Russian identity. 
It is critically important not only that human rights are mentioned formally, but also that there is 

a complete absence of any mechanisms for their protection, monitoring, or implementation. In the same 

paragraphs concerning the ‘protection of traditional values’, institutional mechanisms are spelled out in detail 
(the creation of interdepartmental commissions, the role of ‘traditional religious organisations’, educational 

programmes, media policy). Human rights, on the other hand, remain an empty signifier without 

institutional content. 

This asymmetry is methodologically significant. It shows that references to human rights serve 
exclusively legitimisation purposes – for external audiences and formal compliance with international 

obligations. However, real state policy is built around a fundamentally different value matrix, where 

individual rights are subordinated to collective ‘traditions’, state security, and ideological homogeneity. 
Decree No. 809 marks the end of an evolutionary process that has lasted for the last two decades. While 

in the early 2000s, the Russian authorities still resorted to imitation practices of creating ‘controlled’ human 

rights institutions, after 2012 (the law on ‘foreign agents’), a phase of active delegitimization of human rights 
discourse began. The full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 and the adoption of Decree No. 809 mark a new 

stage – the open construction of an alternative value system, where human rights are either absent altogether 

or present as a subordinate, marginal element. 

This is confirmed by law enforcement practices. Since February 2022, we have witnessed 
an unprecedented wave of repression against any form of dissent, the criminalisation of anti-war positions 
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(articles on ‘discrediting’ and ‘fakes’ about the army), and the effective elimination of independent civil 

society. The courts systematically refuse to protect constitutional rights, appealing to the ‘special period’, 

‘national security’ and, increasingly, ‘traditional values’ as arguments that outweigh individual rights. 

The Decree No. 809 marks a fundamental break with the legal understanding of the state that has 

developed in the European tradition since the Second World War. 

Whereas modern liberal democracy is constituted through the recognition of the inviolability of human 

rights as the limits of state power, the Russian model articulated in this document offers an alternative 

formula for legitimacy: the state is legitimate not through the protection of individual rights, but through 

the preservation of collective identity, formulated in terms of ‘traditional values’. 

Decree No. 809 demonstrates a return to a pre-modern type of political organisation, where loyalty 

prevails over law, and identity over freedom. It is telling that even the rhetoric of the document lacks 

any mention of autonomy, choice, or individual freedom – instead, it is dominated by vocabulary related 

to protection, preservation, and resistance to external threats. The subject of such a policy is not a free 

individual with rights, but a member of a collective whose identity is determined by their belonging 

to ‘tradition’. 

Thus, Decree No. 809 is not just another regulatory document, but a programmatic statement about 

a fundamental change in the value foundations of Russian statehood. The formal, singular mention of human 

rights against the backdrop of 32 paragraphs on the fight against ‘destructive ideology’ eloquently testifies 

that the Russian elites have made a conscious choice in favour of a model of the state where human rights 

in their universal understanding have no place. This is not a departure from human rights, but their systematic 

replacement with an alternative ideological construct that legitimises unlimited power by appealing 

to ‘tradition’ and collective identity. 

 

‘Russkiy Mir’ as the Spatial Dimension of Colonial Strategy 

The concept of the ‘Russian World’ originated in the 1990s among members of the Moscow 

Methodological Circle, who had close ties to the Russian political elite. The authors of the modern concept 

are considered to be members of the Moscow Methodological Circle – a philosophical-methodological and 

intellectual-practical school of the Soviet methodologist and philosopher Georgy Shchedrovitsky, whose 

roots date back to the 1950s. This intellectual centre brought together philosophers, sociologists, 

psychologists, and managers who developed specific methodological approaches to the analysis and 

construction of social systems. 

The roots of this ideologeme date back to the late 1990s, when three political strategists – Pyotr 

Shchedrovitsky (son of the circle’s founder), Serhiy Hradyrovsky, and Yefim Ostrovsky – constructed 

the concept of the ‘Russian World’ as one of the solutions to the problem of the collapse of the post-Soviet 

environment and Russia's loss of its dominant position in the post-Soviet space. They proposed language 

as a bridge that would connect the independent post-Soviet states that were diverging in different directions. 

The Russian language could be a link to their homeland for those Russians who emigrated after the collapse 

of the Soviet Union, as well as for those who remained in the territories of the newly formed states. 

The language organises them into an intellectual network – without a single centre of gravity and without 

a clear political agenda. 

Pyotr Shchedrovitsky defined the ‘Russian world’ as ‘a network structure of large and small 

communities that think and speak Russian’. This initial concept was primarily cultural and linguistic in nature 

and did not envisage strict political centralisation or territorial claims. However, this formula already 

contained the idea of a supra-territorial identity that could compete with the state sovereignty of the newly 

formed independent states. 

 

Ideological Foundations and Target Audience 

The concept is based on an idea of protecting the rights of so-called ‘compatriots’ – members 

of the Russian diaspora or Russian-speaking minorities who remained living in other states after the collapse 

of the USSR. ‘Compatriots’ is not a legal concept, but rather a symbolic one. The Kremlin's ideology assumes 

that these people have a certain emotional attachment to common cultural narratives based on the use 

of the Russian language, regardless of their citizenship or ethnicity. 

This concept is deliberately vague and may include ethnic Russians living outside Russia, citizens 

of other states who speak Russian, bearers of Soviet cultural identity, and any individuals who have 



ISSN 2336-5439 (Print); 2336-5447 (Online) European Political and Law Discourse (2026), 13, 1 

 11 

a ‘spiritual connection’ with Russia. This vagueness allows the Kremlin to arbitrarily expand the circle 

of ‘compatriots’ depending on political expediency. 

Particular importance is attached to ‘Russian minorities’ in the near abroad – the European countries 

of the former USSR, including Ukraine, Moldova, the Baltic states, as well as territories with a complex 
political status and a significant proportion of Russian-speaking population – Crimea, Donbas, and 

Transnistria. These regions are considered priority targets for the implementation of the ‘Russian World’ 

concept and the spread of Russian influence. 
 

Romanticising Colonial Violence Through Cinematic Propaganda (Case Study 1) 

The Soviet film Officers (1971) exemplifies how imperial powers construct memorial narratives 
that transform colonisers into heroes and colonial wars into noble missions. Its enduring slogan – “There is 

such a profession – to defend the Motherland” – remains a sacred mantra in contemporary Russian discourse, 

justifying ongoing imperial aggression. Yet examining what the protagonists actually ‘defended’ in Central 

Asia, China, and Spain reveals not liberation, but classic colonial enterprise. 
The film's Central Asian episode, set in the early 1920s, presents Soviet military operations 

as a romantic adventure – young officers ‘establishing Soviet power’ in distant lands. Historical reality tells 

a different story: the brutal suppression of the Basmachi movement, a widespread anti-colonial uprising 
against Russian occupation. The Basmachi fought for independence from Russian rule that had continued 

since the nineteenth-century tsarist expansion. Soviet authorities merely changed ideological packaging – 

replacing the ‘civilising mission of the white man’ with the ‘mission of proletarian revolution’ – 

while maintaining identical colonial practices: mass repression, land confiscation, destruction of traditional 
life, and cultural-linguistic imposition. 

The film deliberately romanticises these ‘brave Red Army soldiers’ defending against ‘bandits’, never 

acknowledging that these ‘bandits’ were indigenous populations defending their homeland from foreign 
occupiers. By focusing on the Russian family's personal sacrifice, the narrative humanises colonisers while 

rendering tens of thousands of murdered locals invisible. 

China and Spain receive similar treatment. Soviet intervention in China represented imperial 
geopolitical manoeuvring – attempting to create Moscow-controlled puppet regimes using Chinese 

communists as instruments while retaining territories captured by the Russian Empire (Outer Mongolia, 

Manchurian railway zones). The classic ‘white saviour’ narrative presents Chinese as passive objects 

requiring their ‘big brother's’ help rather than subjects of their own history. 
Spanish Civil War intervention, often portrayed as ‘proletarian internationalism’ against fascism, 

involved extracting Republican Spain’s gold reserves, testing military technology, and suppressing 

competing left-wing movements to establish Stalinist control. This was a geopolitical strategy, not altruistic 
aid – yet the film shows only heroic sacrifice ‘fighting for freedom’. 

Officers demonstrates systematic propaganda techniques: (1) humanising the coloniser through 

personal stories that evoke identification; (2) dehumanising the colonised as voiceless objects or faceless 
enemies; (3) universalising imperial narrative through supposedly timeless values that obscure specific 

colonial contexts; (4) emotional manipulation via private sphere dramas distracting from political realities; 

(5) aestheticizing violence as heroic and meaningful. 

A subtle but crucial detail reveals deeper truths: the cigarette case inscribed “To Georgiy Petrovich, 
His Excellency, Lieutenant... August 1915. Galicia” demonstrates institutional continuity between 

the Russian Empire and Soviet Russia. The tsarist officer of 1915 in Ukrainian Galicia organically transforms 

into the 1920s Soviet commander, preserving imperial logic across regime change. Both Galicia and Central 
Asia function as peripheries requiring ‘civilisation’ and Russian cultural integration – objects of an identical 

imperial gaze transforming diverse territories into homogeneous ‘peripheries’. 

This film shaped generations into perceiving imperial expansion as natural and noble. Contemporary 

Russian propaganda against Ukraine employs unchanged rhetoric: ‘defence’, ‘fighting Nazism’, and ‘helping 
brotherly peoples’. Officers taught that empires defend rather than aggress, that colonised peoples request 

help, that resistance equals banditry, and that soldiers killing on foreign soil are heroes, not occupiers. 

Decolonisation requires deconstructing such cultural products, calling colonial wars what they are, 
recognising ‘internationalism’ as imperial intervention, and understanding romanticised ‘service’ as violence 

against other peoples. Officers remain an active instrument of imperial ideology, hindering genuine  

post-Soviet decolonisation. Exposing these cultural manipulation mechanisms constitutes essential 
liberation work. 
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Institutionalisation and Politicisation of the Concept 

During the 2000s, this ideological construct was incorporated into Russia’s official political discourse 

and became the theoretical basis for the policy of protecting so-called compatriots abroad. The process 
of institutionalisation was accompanied by the creation of special structures and mechanisms 

for implementing the concept. 

In 2007, the Russkiy Mir Foundation was established as a state structure designed to promote 
the Russian language and culture abroad. The Russkiy Mir Foundation was established by a Decree 

of the President of the Russian Federation on 21 June 2007. A series of Decrees in 2021-2024 (Nos. 215, 696, 

451) radically restructured the foundation, strengthening its subordination to the state (Decree 

of the President of the Russian Federation of 21 June 2007, Decree of the President of the Russian Federation 
“On Certain Issues of the Russkiy Mir Foundation” of 12 April 2021 No. 215; Decree of the President 

of the Russian Federation “On Certain Issues of the Activities of the Russkiy Mir Foundation” 

dated 18 September 2023 No. 696; Decree of the President of the Russian Federation dated 30 May 2024 
No. 451 “On the Chairman of the Supervisory Board of the Russkiy Mir Foundation”). The founder 

of the Foundation was the Russian Foreign Ministry. 

The official mission of the Foundation (preamble to Decree No. 696 of 2023) is to support and promote 

the Russian language in the world, strengthen its position as a language of international communication, and 
a key tool for increasing the significance of the Russian Federation in the global humanitarian space. 

The fund’s objectives include supporting Russian education abroad, financing Russian-language media 

abroad, preserving Russian cultural and historical heritage, supporting Russian compatriots, disseminating 
‘objective information about the Russian Federation’, and organising cultural and educational events. 

An analysis of the foundation's structure and activities reveals its function as a central instrument 

of Russia's neo-imperial policy: 
1. Institutional subordination: The complete control of the Russian Foreign Ministry and the direct 

involvement of top Russian state officials indicate that the foundation is a state instrument of foreign policy 

rather than an autonomous cultural organisation. 

2. Ideological basis: The concept of the ‘Russian World’ is a neo-imperial construct that justifies 
Moscow's claims to the post-Soviet space and Russian-speaking communities globally. It postulates a single 

‘Russian world’, independent of state borders, with its centre in Moscow. 

3. Geopolitical instruments: ‘Russian centres’ function as cultural and political outposts of influence. 
The grant programme creates networks of loyalty among local elites and organisations. Media resources 

spread the Kremlin's narrative under the guise of ‘objective information’. 

4. Mobilisation of diasporas: Work with ‘compatriots abroad’ uses Russian-speaking communities 
as a tool to influence the policies of their countries of residence, creating a ‘fifth column’ for Russian 

interests. 

5. Undermining sovereignty: The promotion of the Russian language and culture is presented 

as a cultural activity, but in fact undermines the linguistic and cultural sovereignty of other states, especially 
post-Soviet countries, including Ukraine. 

6. Legitimisation of aggression: The ideology of the ‘Russian World’ has been used to justify Russian 

aggression against Georgia (2008) and Ukraine (since 2014). The foundation creates an informational 
and cultural basis for the Kremlin's narrative of ‘protecting the Russian-speaking population’. 

The Russkiy Mir Foundation is a key element of Russia’s ‘soft power’ strategy, integrated into 

the Russian Federation's foreign policy system. Under the guise of cultural and educational activities, 

the foundation implements a neo-imperial agenda: creating a transnational network of influence, 
undermining the sovereignty of independent states, and forming an ideological justification for Russian 

expansion. 

In 2006, Vladimir Putin stated: “The Russian world can and must unite all those who cherish 
the Russian language and Russian culture, wherever they live, in Russia or beyond its borders. Use this 

‘Russian world’ more often”. This statement marked the transition of the concept from the realm 

of intellectual discussion to the realm of practical foreign policy. 
Since 2008, the narrative about the need to build and defend the ‘Russian World’ has been used 

by the Russian government as a foreign policy doctrine. The concept envisages the unification of Russia, 

Belarus, and Ukraine, as well as strengthening influence in countries with a large Russian-speaking 

population, such as the Baltic states. At the same time, the original network model is gradually being 
narrowed down to a rigid hierarchical system with Moscow as the sole centre. 
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Thus, the Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation of July 12, 2008, emphasised that “Russia 

sees its task as protecting the rights and legitimate interests of Russian citizens and compatriots living abroad 

based on international law and existing bilateral agreements, considering the multi-million Russian diaspora 
– the Russian World – as a partner”. This formula became the legal basis for Russia’s further interference 

in the internal affairs of other states under the pretext of protecting ‘compatriots’. 

 
Transformation Into a Military-Political Instrument 

After 2008, ‘Russkiy Mir’ transformed from a cultural and value-based concept into a key instrument 

of the Kremlin’s aggressive colonial policy. This ideology became the basis for justifying military 

interventions and expanding Russian influence in the post-Soviet space, particularly in Ukraine. The turning 
point came with the 2008 Russian-Georgian war, when the concept of protecting ‘compatriots’ was used 

for the first time to justify military aggression. 

In August 2008, Russia invaded Georgia under the pretext of protecting the population of South 
Ossetia and Abkhazia. After the end of hostilities, Russia recognised the independence of these regions 

and established military bases there. This precedent demonstrated the Kremlin’s willingness to use military 

force to implement the concept of ‘Russkiy Mir’ and created a model of ‘frozen conflicts’ that was later 

applied in Ukraine. 
In 2014 and 2022, the ‘Russian World’ doctrine was used by the Russian authorities to justify 

the military invasion of Ukraine. The annexation of Crimea and the outbreak of war in Donbas in 2014 were 

accompanied by an intense propaganda campaign about ‘protecting the Russian-speaking population 
from the Kyiv junta’ and ‘reuniting Russian lands’. The full-scale invasion of 24 February 2022 was 

the culmination of this policy – Putin openly declared his intention to ‘denazify’ and ‘demilitarise’ Ukraine, 

effectively denying its right to exist as an independent state. 
 

Mechanisms for Implementing the Concept 

The Kremlin uses a variety of tools to implement the concept of ‘Russkiy Mir’: 

1. Information and propaganda: state media, social networks, troll factories, dissemination 
of disinformation and conspiracy theories aimed at discrediting democratic institutions and pro-European 

governments in neighbouring countries. 

2. Cultural and educational: a network of ‘Russian World’ centres at foreign universities, funding pro-
Russian cultural organisations, supporting Russian-language media abroad, promoting the Russian version 

of history through textbooks and academic publications. 

3. Economic: energy blackmail (especially against countries dependent on Russian gas), investment 
in strategic sectors of the economy, corruption schemes to create pro-Russian business elites, and control 

over critical infrastructure. 

4. Political: funding pro-Russian political parties and movements, supporting separatist groups, 

diplomatic pressure, and using international organisations to promote Russian interests. 
5. Military Operations: creation and support of separatist pseudo-states (Transnistria, ‘DPR’, ‘LPR’, 

Abkhazia, South Ossetia), presence of Russian military bases on the territory of other states, hybrid operations 

using ‘little green men’ and mercenaries, cyberattacks against critical infrastructure. 
 

The Neo-Imperialist Nature of the Concept 

The concept of ‘Russkiy Mir’ functions as a neo-imperialist doctrine that legitimises the violation 

of the sovereignty of independent states under the pretext of protecting ethnic Russians and Russian-speaking 
populations. It continues the long tradition of Russian imperialism, adapting it to the realities 

of the 21st century. 

Unlike classical 19th-century colonialism, ‘Russian World’ does not always seek formal annexation 
of territories (although this does happen, as in the case of Crimea in Ukraine) but rather the creation of zones 

of influence where Moscow retains de facto control over political, economic, and cultural processes while 

formally preserving state independence. This allows the Kremlin to avoid direct responsibility 
for the situation in these territories and reduce international pressure. 

The concept is based on denying the former Soviet republics the right to full sovereignty and their own 

path of development. Russia considers them to be its ‘natural sphere of influence’ and believes it has the right 

to interfere in their internal affairs. This is particularly true of Ukraine, which Russian propaganda presents 
not as a separate nation, but as part of the ‘triune Russian people’ together with Russians and Belarusians. 
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The ideology of the ‘Russian World’ also serves a domestic political function in Russia itself, 

legitimising Putin’s authoritarian regime by appealing to ‘great power’ and contrasting Russia 

with the ‘hostile West’. It creates the illusion of Russia's special civilisational mission and justifies 
the sacrifices associated with aggressive foreign policy and international isolation. 

 

Mechanisms of Dehumanisation and Erasure of National Subjectivity 

In Russian propaganda discourse, Ukrainian identity is systematically primitivized and reduced 

to the level of ‘officially approved folklore’. Russian imperialism denies the existence of the Ukrainian 

language and culture as independent subjects, attempting to embed them into the ‘all-Russian whole’ 

with the status of a secondary, ‘peasant’ variation. 
The process of dehumanisation of Ukrainians within the ideology of ‘traditional values’ takes the form 

of ‘inverted Nazism’. While classical Nazism singled out the ‘Other’ based on racial characteristics, Russian 

colonialism brands Ukrainians as ‘the same as us’, who ‘betrayed’ their true nature by choosing the European 
path. This makes them, in the Kremlin's eyes, ‘traitors par excellence’, who are subject to either forced 

assimilation (desocialisation) or physical destruction as an ‘anti-Russia’. 

 

Cultural Appropriation and Historical Erasure: The Colonial Function of ‘Traditional’ Cossack 

Songs (Case Study 2) 

The deployment of ‘traditional values’ in the Russian colonial discourse extends beyond explicit 

ideological statements to encompass cultural artifacts that serve as instruments of historical erasure and 
colonial legitimisation. The song “Oisya, ty, oisya” (Oisya, You, Oisya), commonly known as ‘the Cossack 

prayer’, exemplifies how seemingly benign cultural production masks and perpetuates colonial violence. Set 

to the melody of a Caucasian lezginka and composed during the Caucasian War (1817-1864), this song 
embodies multiple layers of colonial instrumentalization that remain operative in contemporary Russian 

strategic discourse. 

The historical context of the song's emergence reveals its fundamental dishonesty. The Caucasian War 

resulted in the near-complete destruction of indigenous North Caucasian populations through a combination 
of military extermination, ethnic cleansing, and forced deportation. Demographic data document this 

catastrophe: the Adyghe (Circassian) population collapsed from 39.6% in 1795 to 2.2% in 1867, while 

the Russian settler population grew from 8.8% to 30.5% – a textbook case of settler colonialism. Against this 
backdrop of genocide that cost Russia approximately 500,000 soldiers, the song's refrain – “Oisya, you, 

Oisya, don’t be afraid of me, I won't touch you” – addressed to the Vainakhs (Chechens and Ingush) 

represents an exercise in colonial cynicism. The timing is critical: the song emerged precisely when three-
quarters of the Chechen and Avar populations had been destroyed, and the Adyghe had virtually disappeared 

from the ethnic map. The imperial message was clear: having completed the genocide, the colonisers now 

offered survivors the ‘gift’ of not being afraid. 

This mechanism of cultural colonisation operates on several levels simultaneously. First, the song 
constructs a narrative of Russian benevolence, positioning the Cossack as a bearer of ‘truth’, ‘freedom’, and 

divine favour who came ‘not with a sword, but with good intentions’. This mirrors classic colonial rhetoric 

employed by European powers from India to Algeria, but Russia’s particular innovation lies in its persistent 
refusal to recognise its actions as colonialism at all. Second, the appropriation of the lezginka melody – 

a symbol of Caucasian freedom and identity praised by Taras Shevchenko – constitutes symbolic subjugation. 

The coloniser absorbs and repurposes the cultural expressions of conquered peoples, transforming them into 

‘exotic additions to the dominant Russian tradition’ and converting indigenous peoples into ‘younger 
brothers’ within a falsely ‘multinational’ imperial framework. 

Most insidiously, the song functions as an instrument for destroying historical memory. Its soft, 

romantic character – Cossack culture, freedom, dancing – gradually displaces traumatic memories 
of genocide from collective consciousness. This represents the most effective form of historical erasure: not 

prohibiting discussion of crimes (which provokes resistance) but creating an attractive alternative narrative 

that organically replaces actual history. The song becomes ‘Soviet heritage’, ‘common culture’, 
and ‘tradition’, behind which the blood, ashes, and cries of deported peoples become invisible. 

The more explicit colonial aggression appears in the Moscow Cossack Choir’s repertoire, 

where a Russian girl demands that Chechens “give way” in their own bazaar, and where weapons (daggers, 

Finnish knives) become necessary prerequisites for “dancing the lezginka”. Here, cultural appropriation 
is inseparable from overt violence: “Are we not Cossacks? Are we not warriors? / We have sharp swords 
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and horses with fiery hearts”. This represents ‘colonialism without apologies’, revealing the military  

essence of Russian presence in the Caucasus before it required the pseudo-humanistic disguise 

of ‘reconciliation’ rhetoric. 
These cultural artifacts illuminate how ‘traditional values’ discourse operates as a strategic colonial 

instrument. By embedding narratives of genocide and conquest within ostensibly ‘traditional’ cultural 

forms – folk songs, dances, prayers – the imperial project achieves multiple objectives: it legitimises past 
violence as romantic history, appropriates and neutralises indigenous cultural resistance, and creates 

a framework for ongoing colonial domination under the guise of ‘shared heritage’ and ‘multinational unity’. 

The songs analysed here are not mere cultural curiosities but active components of an imperial system that 

fundamentally does not tolerate freedom and pursues the destruction of free peoples under slogans 
of ‘civilisation’ and ‘Christianity’. Understanding this cultural dimension of colonial policy is essential 

for comprehending how historical atrocities are normalised, commemorated, and ultimately weaponised 

in the service of contemporary imperial ambitions. 
 

Global Dimension: The ‘Anti-Colonial’ Paradox and the Global South 

Russian policy achieves particular cynicism in its relations with countries of the Global South, 

primarily Africa. Here, Russia, itself being a colonial empire, attempts to present itself as a leader  
of the ‘anti-colonial movement’ and defender of state sovereignty against ‘Western dictates’. 

This strategic narrative is based on the thesis that the West’s economic success is a consequence 

of colonial exploitation, and the promotion of liberal values is ‘new imperialism’. Russia offers 
an alternative: ‘democratisation of international relations’, which in Russian understanding means the right 

of authoritarian regimes to impunity and human rights violations under the cover of ‘national specificity’. 

Thus, traditional values become a universal justification for any repressive practices in the world, creating 
a global network of authoritarian solidarity. 

 

Psychological Foundation: Resentment and ‘Imagined Otherness’ 

Research demonstrates that the susceptibility of populations (both in Russia itself and in its colonial 
peripheries) to the rhetoric of traditional values is often based on feelings of social vulnerability and 

resentment. People who feel fear about the future and loss of stable social order more easily accept 

homophobic and xenophobic narratives as a way to restore the imagined moral purity of the past. 
The Kremlin actively exploits this ‘imagined otherness’, convincing citizens that the West wants to change 

what is most precious to them, and only a strong imperial state can protect them. 

 
The concept of ‘Russkiy Mir’ in the Kremlin’s Diplomacy 

At the end of January 2026, the Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergey Lavrov presented the key messages 

of Russian diplomacy in 2025. Although the term is not directly mentioned in the transcript of the press 

conference of Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov (January 2026), its conceptual elements permeate 
the entire speech through a system of narratives about ‘Russian civilisation’, the protection of ‘Russian 

speakers’, Eurasian integration, and opposition to the ‘collective West’. 

An analysis of Sergey Lavrov's speech and his answers to journalists’ questions reveals four main 
dimensions of the concept of the ‘Russian World’ in the Minister's speech: (1) civilisational – the assertion 

of Russia as a separate civilisation with a ‘thousand-year history’; (2) linguistic-cultural – justification 

of the ‘right’ to intervene to protect the Russian language and culture; (3) geopolitical – Eurasian integration 

as a form of neo-imperial expansion; (4) revisionist – revision of the results of World War II 
and the international order. 

The central element of the speech is the positioning of Russia as a separate ‘civilisation’ opposed 

to the West. Lavrov emphasises: ‘Russia, as our new modern foreign policy concept states, is a country 
of civilisation. We will not renounce our roots, we have no right to do so, we honour the memory 

of our ancestors, and we honour the covenants that our ancestors left us’.  

This statement has several important implications. 
First, it posits the civilisational exceptionalism of Russia, which allegedly does not fit into the pan-

European or global context. Second, the appeal to ‘millennial history’ and ‘ancestral covenants’ creates 

the illusion of historical continuity, which justifies contemporary territorial claims. Third, the concept 

of a ‘civilisation-state’ allows Moscow to claim ‘natural influence’ over all who belong to this imaginary 
community, regardless of state borders. 
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It is characteristic that Lavrov lists other ‘great civilisations’ of Eurasia – Chinese, Iranian, Arab, 

Indian – but not the civilisations of other peoples, thereby denying the civilisational subjectivity of these 

peoples and inscribing them into the ‘Russian world’. 
A key tool for implementing the concept of the ‘Russian world’ is the construction of an image 

of ‘oppressed Russian speakers’ who need protection from Moscow. 

Lavrov systematically returns to the topic of the ‘rights of Russian-speaking Russians’ in Ukraine, 
accusing the Kyiv regime of ‘exterminating and legislatively, and indeed physically, destroying all Russian 

education, language and culture’. 

Particularly telling is his criticism that in the latest versions of the American proposals 

for a settlement, ‘there was no mention of the need to restore the rights of the Russian language and 
the canonical Orthodox Church’. Lavrov insists that the settlement must include: (1) the lifting of bans 

on the use of the Russian language in all spheres; (2) the restoration of the activities of the Ukrainian 

Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate; (3) not just ‘tolerance’ but full recognition of the rights 
of the ‘Russian-speaking population’. 

This rhetoric serves two purposes: first, it legitimises military aggression as ‘protection 

of compatriots’; second, it lays the groundwork for future interference in the internal affairs of Ukraine and 

other states under the pretext of ‘protecting the rights of Russian speakers’. It is important to note that this 
does not refer to citizens of the Russian Federation, but to all ‘Russian speakers’ – a category that, in the logic 

of the ‘Russian world’, automatically falls within the sphere of Russian interests. 

Lavrov devotes a significant part of his speech to promoting the concept of ‘Eurasian security’ 
and ‘great Eurasian partnership’. At first glance, these appear to be legitimate regional initiatives, 

but a detailed analysis reveals their neo-imperial nature: ‘Our line is to create a belt of good neighbourliness 

and cooperation in the near abroad within the framework of the CIS, the Eurasian Economic Union, 
the Collective Security Treaty Organisation, and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation’ – this list 

of structures forms a multi-level system of control over the post-Soviet space, where Russia positions itself 

as the natural hegemon. 

Particularly telling is the Russian-Belarusian initiative on the ‘Eurasian Charter of Diversity and 
Multipolarity in the 21st Century’, which, according to Lavrov, ‘is open to participation by all, without 

exception, states of the Eurasian continent’. This initiative effectively proposes an alternative international 

order, with Russia as the architect of the new ‘rules of the game.’ It is characteristic that Lavrov emphasises 
the incompatibility of the OSCE (where Russia is in the minority) with the new ‘Eurasian architecture’ – 

this indicates a desire to replace existing international institutions with ones where Moscow will have 

a dominant position. 
The concept of a ‘belt of good neighbourliness’ is a direct continuation of the ‘near abroad’ doctrine, 

which denies the full sovereignty of the former Soviet republics. When Lavrov talks about ‘eliminating 

the root causes’ of the Ukrainian crisis, he is referring not to the causes of the conflict, but to the very 

existence of Ukraine as a sovereign state with a European choice. 
An important element of the concept of the ‘Russian world’ is the monopolisation of historical 

memory, especially with regard to the Second World War. Lavrov pays a lot of attention to the ‘lessons’ and 

‘memory’ of the war, where Russia is positioned as the sole heir to the victory over Nazism: “These two 
events [the parade in Moscow and the events in Beijing] clearly demonstrated that the overwhelming 

majority of states do not want to forget the memory, lessons and history of World War II”. At the same time, 

the role of Ukraine and other republics of the USSR in the victory is silenced, and any criticism of Soviet 

policy is equated with ‘rewriting history’. 
Lavrov’s remark about German Chancellor Merz is particularly cynical: “Mr Merz recently said that 

Russia must not be allowed to get its way in Ukraine, as this would be tantamount to appeasing Hitler. 

What do you think of this statement?” This passage reveals a manipulative logic: criticism of Russian 
aggression is equated with ’appeasing the aggressor’, while Russia itself is portrayed as a victim of the ’Nazi 

regime’ in Kyiv. 

Lavrov's speech clearly demonstrates that the concept of the ‘Russian world’ is not limited to Ukraine. 
He pays particular attention to Armenia, criticising its move towards the EU and warning of a ‘Moldovan 

scenario’ where, in his words, ‘the elections were rigged in the most blatant manner’. Threats to apply 

the ‘Moldovan scenario’ in Yerevan are a blatant interference in internal affairs and intimidation. 

A telling comment is the one about the arrest of Armenian politician Vartan Gukasyan, who ‘is being 
blamed for calling for consideration of Armenia's accession to the Union of Russia and Belarus’. 
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Lavrov presents this as a violation of freedom of speech, although in reality it is a call for the elimination 

of Armenia's state sovereignty. 
Regarding Serbia, Lavrov criticises the EU for demanding that it recognise Kosovo's independence 

and join the sanctions against Russia as a condition of membership, calling it ‘humiliating’. At the same time, 
Moscow itself demands that Armenia renounce European integration as a condition for maintaining relations. 
This double standard is characteristic of the entire logic of the ‘Russian world’. 

A paradoxical feature of Lavrov's speech is his simultaneous appeal to international law and its 
selective application. On the one hand, he criticises the ‘rules-based order of the West and calls for a return 
to the UN Charter. On the other hand, he openly approves of Trump's statement that ‘he is not interested 
in international law and that all norms of behaviour in the international arena are determined by his 
own morality’. 

This ambivalence is not inconsistency – it reflects an instrumental approach to law. International law 
is applied when it is beneficial (for example, to criticise NATO) and ignored when it conflicts with interests 
(as in the case of aggression against Ukraine). Lavrov is effectively proposing the ‘law of the strong’, cloaked 
in rhetoric about ‘equality’ and ‘balance of interests’, where ‘balance’ is determined by power: “In an equal 
dialogue, the one with more resources will have more influence on the outcome”. 

An analysis of Sergey Lavrov’s speech and answers allows us to draw the following conclusions about 
the concept of the ‘Russian World’ and its practical implementation in Russian foreign policy: 

1. The totality of the concept. The ‘Russian World’ is not limited to the cultural and linguistic sphere 
but is a comprehensive ideology that legitimises Russian hegemony through civilisational, historical, 
geopolitical, and security dimensions. Even without being explicitly named, this concept structures the entire 
logic of the Kremlin's foreign policy discourse. 

2. Incompatibility with sovereignty. The concept of ‘Russian civilisation’ and ‘protection of Russian 
speakers’ is fundamentally incompatible with the recognition of the full sovereignty of post-Soviet states. 
For Moscow, the existence of Ukraine, Armenia, or other countries as subjects with their own civilisational 
choices is unacceptable. Therefore, any ‘settlement’ on Russian terms would mean turning these states 
into vassal entities. 

3. Expansionist nature. ‘Eurasian integration’, ‘the great Eurasian space’, ‘the belt of good 
neighbourliness’ – all these concepts are euphemisms for the restoration of Russian dominance in the post-
Soviet space. The aggression against Ukraine is not an anomaly, but a logical embodiment of this ideology. 
Lavrov openly warns Armenia, Moldova, and other countries about the fate that awaits them if they attempt 
to break free from Russian influence. 

4. Strategic threat to the international order. Russia’s attempts to replace universal international 
institutions (the UN, OSCE) with ‘Eurasian’ structures under its control undermine the global security 
system. This is not a reform of the existing order, but its dismantling in order to create spheres of exclusive 
influence for the great powers. 

5. The need for a strategic response. Countering the concept of the ‘Russian World’ requires not only 
military assistance to Ukraine, but also systematic work to deconstruct this ideology, support 
the independence of post-Soviet democracies, strengthen international institutions, and document Russian 
crimes. Any attempts at ‘reconciliation’ through concessions of territory or sovereignty will only encourage 
further expansion. 

Lavrov’s speech is an example of 21st-century imperial rhetoric, where overt aggression is presented 
as the defence of civilisational values, occupation as liberation, and the destruction of sovereignty 
as integration. Understanding these mechanisms is critical to formulating an adequate response to the Russian 
threat, both in Ukraine and in the broader regional and global contexts. 

 
Carceral State as a Basis of the Concept 

The main and most common, yet most dangerous mistake made by most Western researchers, analysts, 
and politicians in understanding Russian society and the Russian state is the artificial opposition of the people 
to the authorities, the people to the regime, and the people to the political elites. According to this approach, 
it is emphasised that the people are dependent on the authorities, they are enslaved, they are dependent, they 
have neither the strength nor the desire to escape this dependence in order to build a qualitatively 
new democratic society. Such an interpretation of Russian socio-political reality, despite its prevalence 
in Western academic and political discourse, contains a fundamental methodological flaw that makes 
it impossible to adequately understand the nature of the historically, politically, and economically 
conditioned Russian state and the specifics of its relationship with its own population. 
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This is precisely where the critical error lies, because such a simplistic approach completely excludes 

two fundamentally important factors, without which any analysis of the Russian political system remains 

superficial and methodologically flawed. 
First, it ignores the centuries-long history of the Russian Empire, whatever it was called at different 

stages of its existence: the Moscow Tsardom, the Russian Empire, the Soviet Union, the Russian Federation. 

This historical continuity of the imperial tradition is not accidental or situational, but is an organic part 
of Russian state identity, which has been formed over centuries and institutionalised in specific forms 

of social organisation. 

Secondly, and this is perhaps most important for understanding contemporary realities, this approach 

does not consider the Russian people's own desire to remain within this system of Russian power. Ignoring 
this factor leads to the Russian population being viewed exclusively as a passive object of manipulation by 

the authorities, rather than as an active subject that consciously or unconsciously supports and reproduces 

the existing system of relations. 
The Russian state and Russian society are a unique phenomenon, which has no analogues in history 

and, most likely, will not have any in the near future. This uniqueness is explained by the fact that the Russian 

state was formed as a prison state. Moreover, not even as a police state in the classical sense of the term, 

but precisely as a prison state, where several interrelated and mutually reinforcing processes are inextricably 
intertwined. The colonial policy of the Russian Empire, aimed at the constant expansion of territories and 

the subjugation of new peoples, was combined with an imperialist orientation that justified this expansion 

as a civilising mission. 
The need to assimilate vast territories east of the Urals and to the south required the mobilisation 

of significant human and material resources, but the lack of sufficient resources available for such 

assimilation in the traditional colonial sense forced the Russian state to resort to a specific mechanism 
of colonisation. This mechanism consisted of involving its own people, who were stigmatised as ‘criminals’, 

as well as the populations of conquered territories such as Ukraine, Belarus, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and 

many other countries, whose representatives were sent en masse to the east for forced colonisation. 

It was thanks to this unique combination of colonial expansion, imperial ideology, and prison practices 
that the Russian Empire acquired the status of a prison state, not because of the number of prisons or 

the number of prisoners, although these indicators were traditionally extremely high, but because 

of the fundamental blurring of the boundaries between prison and society, between national culture 
and prison culture.  

This blurring process was neither instantaneous nor artificially imposed; it took place gradually, over 

centuries, as prison culture first began to dominate national culture, then supplant it, and eventually became 
the national culture itself. A kind of inversion took place when marginal cultural practices, characteristic 

of the criminal environment and places of deprivation of liberty, penetrated the national cultural space and 

began to determine the norms of behaviour, value systems, and language practices of broad segments 

of the population. 
All these things must be considered when analysing Russian statehood and society, but it is precisely this 

penal, prison factor that is systematically overlooked by Western researchers due to their methodological 

limitations. Western analysts, who essentially equate the Russian population with themselves, projecting their 
own cultural, historical, and political experiences onto it, do not consider the fundamental differences 

in the trajectories of historical development. Russia did not have a French Revolution with its slogans of liberty, 

equality, and fraternity, nor did it have an American Revolution with its cult of individual rights and restrictions 

on state power, nor did it have other revolutions of the same nature and direction that characterised the formation 
of all European nations. The absence of bourgeois-democratic revolutions meant the absence of the formation 

of civil society in the Western understanding of the term, the absence of a tradition of limiting state power 

by law, and the absence of a culture of political participation and civic responsibility. 
This historical vacuum was compounded by the utterly humiliating position of private property, which 

never acquired in Russia the sacred status it had in Western societies. The absence of a guaranteed right to 

private property meant no economic basis for the formation of an independent civil society and a political 
class that could resist the arbitrariness of state power. This, in turn, was compounded by the carceral-prison 

nature of both Russian domestic and foreign policy, where methods of governance typical for prisons were 

systematically applied to the governance of society as a whole. The combination of these factors created 

the unique prison empire that modern Russia continues to be, despite formal changes in the political regime 
and economic system. 
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In this context, the phenomenon of the ‘Russian world’ serves as an ideological justification 

for the spread of Russian narratives and expansionist policies, giving them a pseudo-cultural and pseudo-

civilisational dimension. A striking example of the penetration of prison subculture into the highest levels 
of Russian state power is the scandalous speech by Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, who publicly 

used criminal jargon and the conceptual apparatus of prison subculture to characterise international relations. 

This case demonstrates a systemic phenomenon in which representatives of the highest levels of power 
consider it entirely acceptable and natural to publicly use vocabulary and conceptual schemes borrowed from 

the criminal environment. 

Therefore, the real danger to large social groups within the Russian population (and such a danger 

exists) does not lie in the fact that they are supposedly enslaved, subjugated, or dependent on the elites, as is 
usually interpreted in Western discourse. Such an interpretation is methodologically flawed because it is 

based on the false assumption of the passivity of the Russian population and its fundamental similarity 

to the populations of Western democracies. In reality, the Russian people are not passive victims 
of the regime, but active carriers, conscious adherents, and effective agents of this carceral Russian imperial 

subculture. This is an unprecedented phenomenon in world history, which is difficult for European 

researchers to understand precisely because of the absence of a similar historical experience in their 

own cultural tradition. 
Understanding this fundamental difference is critical to the formation of an adequate policy toward 

Russia and to a realistic assessment of the prospects for democratic transformation in that country.  

As long as Western analysts and politicians proceed from the false assumption of a conflict between 
the people and the authorities in Russia, their policies will be based on false premises and doomed 

to ineffectiveness. 

It must be recognised that Russian society as a whole is not a captive democratic society awaiting 
liberation from a tyrannical regime but rather an organic part of a stable prison empire, a bearer of its values, 

and an active participant in its reproduction. Only such a realistic assessment can form the basis for effective 

policies that consider the real, rather than imagined, characteristics of Russian society and the state. 

 
The Nature of the Modern Russian Empire 

When discussing the nature of the modern Russian empire, it is necessary to consider a number 

of theses that deserve the status of methodological axioms for analysing this state phenomenon. 
These provisions allow us to highlight the specificity of the Russian model of imperialism and colonialism, 

which differs qualitatively from both classical European empires and other states based 

on criminal structures. 
First, even considering that human history has provided numerous examples of states based on criminal 

structures, Russia stands out among them due to its role in the world, its territory, population, military power, 

and other factors that make it unlike other small criminal regimes and juntas that came to power as a result 

of criminal riots, uprisings, and revolutions. The scale of the Russian state, its geopolitical influence, 
and historical longevity place this phenomenon beyond the typological range of ordinary authoritarian or 

criminal regimes, giving it the status of a unique phenomenon in world history. 

Second, when comparing Russia with other colonial empires that existed in the past – British, French, 
Portuguese, Spanish – it should be emphasised that all of these empires had the characteristics of classical 

empires, based on the power of a legitimate, non-criminal aristocracy supported by legitimate military force. 

At the same time, this aristocracy and military force had the characteristics of classical legitimacy, based 

on the traditional institutions of feudal and later bourgeois society. The Russian Empire, on the other hand, 
unlike all other empires, was founded precisely on the assimilation and colonial conquest of a significant part 

of the territory through hard penal labour, imprisonment, and criminal punishment. This is what makes 

it completely different from other countries and empires, as the penitentiary system became not just 
an instrument of repression, but the main mechanism of colonisation and state-building. 

A comparative analysis with other states where the penal system played a role in colonisation only 

emphasises the uniqueness of the Russian case. The United States of America, despite the fact that criminals 
from England were sent there from the very beginning, was still a country of free people and developed 

as a country of free people, where the penal element quickly dissolved into the general mass of free colonists. 

Even if the French Empire sent prisoners to its colonies, their share was not significant enough 

to form a subculture that could influence the general population and determine the character of colonial 
society. Great Britain and Australia demonstrated an example where, even while saturating the Australian 
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continent with convicts and criminals, this penal base was eventually absorbed by the culture of other 

colonisers, who could arguably be called free, law-abiding people who arrived in the colony voluntarily and 

formed the dominant cultural matrix. 
In light of the above examples, it can be reasonably argued that the Russian state and the Russian 

colonial empire represent a completely different example, which has continued to develop according 

to the same canons and principles since the 16th century. Unlike other cases, where the penal element was 
assimilated or marginalised, in Russia, it was the criminal-prison subculture that became the structuring basis 

of society in the vast colonised territories, determining the social norms, behavioural patterns, and value 

orientations of the population. 

Taking all of the above into account, it can be emphasised that this unique mixture of colonialism, 
imperialism, the penal foundation of the state, and the criminal-prison subculture, which has transformed into 

a national culture, has made Russia a state phenomenon that is completely unlike any other historical 

examples. This phenomenon retains the enormous momentum of colonialism and imperialism and shows no 
signs of being ready to abandon these characteristics, as they are rooted not only in political structures but also 

in the deep layers of public consciousness and cultural identity. 

In the context of studying the concept of the ‘Russian world’, it is necessary to emphasise that 

the very ‘traditional values’ that form the ideological basis of this concept are not simply a construct of 
the regime or the elites, but an organic product of the historical development of the Russian population, 

which has been shaped over the last five centuries precisely within the framework of this colonial-

imperialist policy with all its inherent characteristics, trends and social movements. The bearers of these 
values are the people themselves, formed in the unique conditions of symbiosis between imperial 

expansion and penal colonisation, which makes the ‘Russian world’ not a temporary ideological project 

but a deeply rooted cultural and historical phenomenon capable of self-reproduction and expansion 
regardless of specific political regimes. 

 

Conclusions 

This study has demonstrated that Russia’s deployment of ‘traditional values’ represents not merely 
ideological rhetoric but a comprehensive neocolonial apparatus with five hundred years of institutional and 

cultural reinforcement. The analysis of Presidential Decree № 809, the ‘Russkiy Mir’ doctrine, cultural 

artifacts, and ecclesiastical instrumentalization reveals a systematic architecture of domination 
that distinguishes Russian imperialism from all historical precedents. Understanding the nature of the modern 

Russian empire requires recognising several methodological axioms that illuminate this state phenomenon's 

specificity. 
While human history provides numerous examples of states founded on criminal structures, Russia 

occupies a singular position due to the scale, longevity, and systemic nature of its carceral imperialism. 

Unlike smaller criminal regimes or military juntas that seize power through coups or uprisings, the Russian 

state represents a five-hundred-year continuous experiment in fusing penal colonisation with territorial 
expansion. Its vast territory, nuclear arsenal, permanent UN Security Council seat, and capacity to destabilise 

the international order elevate this phenomenon beyond the typological range of ordinary authoritarian 

regimes, creating what might be termed a ‘carceral empire’ without historical parallel. 
The distinction between Russia and classical colonial empires proves methodologically crucial. 

The European empires, despite their brutality and exploitation, operated through recognisable aristocratic and 

military institutions possessing juridical legitimacy within their own societal frameworks. Their colonial 

administrations, however oppressive, functioned according to codified (if unjust) legal principles rooted in 
feudal tradition and later bourgeois state structures. The Russian Empire, conversely, deployed the prison 

system not as an auxiliary instrument of repression but as the primary mechanism of colonisation itself. 

Siberian and Far Eastern expansion occurred through katorga (hard penal labour), prisons, banishment, 
deportation, and forced settlement of stigmatised populations, transforming punishment into state-building 

and criminals into colonisers. 

Russia represents the inverse trajectory. Rather than penal culture being assimilated or marginalised 
by dominant free-settler norms, criminal-prison subculture (blatnaya kultura) became the structuring 

foundation of society across vast colonised territories. This subculture with its hierarchies, codes, language 

(fenya), and value systems penetrated upward and outward, ultimately transforming from a marginal 

phenomenon into a national cultural dominant. The notorious case of Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov 
publicly employing criminal jargon to characterise international relations exemplifies not individual 
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vulgarity but systemic penetration of prison subculture into the highest state echelons. This represents 

cultural colonisation in reverse: the colonisers themselves became colonised by the penal instruments of 

their own expansion. 
The research demonstrates that ‘traditional values’ as codified in Decree No. 809 constitute not a recent 

ideological invention but the latest iteration of patterns established in the sixteenth century. The Decree’s 

explicit hierarchy placing ‘patriotism’ and ‘service to the Motherland’ above ‘family’, ‘humanism’, and 
‘mercy’ reflects centuries of prioritising state survival and expansion over individual dignity. Its single, 

ritualistic mention of human rights amid thirty-two paragraphs devoted to combating ‘destructive ideology’ 

mirrors the historical subordination of person to empire that characterised serfdom, deportation regimes, 

and Soviet collectivisation alike. 
This continuity manifests across multiple dimensions analysed in this study: 

1. Civilisational discourse: The positioning of Russia as a separate ‘civilisation-state’ echoes 

Tsarist claims of Orthodox mission and Soviet assertions of socialist exceptionalism, always serving to deny 
former colonies their own civilisational subjectivity. 

2. Linguistic imperialism: The obsession with ‘protecting Russian speakers’ replicates patterns 

whereby language functions not as a communication medium but as a colonial marker, justifying intervention 

wherever Russian is spoken, regardless of citizenship or self-identification. 
3. Religious instrumentalization: The Russian Orthodox Church’s transformation into a state security 

apparatus continues the Tsarist model of the Orthodox Church as imperial administrative arm. 

4. Cultural appropriation: The analysis of appropriated Cossack songs and romanticised Soviet cinema 
demonstrates how colonial violence becomes ‘tradition’, genocide becomes ‘heroism’, and occupation 

becomes ‘liberation’ through systematic cultural manipulation. 

5. The ‘Russkiy Mir’ doctrine: Evolved from a 1990s intellectual concept to a 2008 military-political 
instrument, culminating in 2022’s full-scale invasion, this trajectory reveals how cultural-linguistic framing 

inevitably transforms into territorial claims when underpinned by imperial-carceral state logic. 

The study’s most critical contribution involves dismantling the persistent Western analytical error that 

opposes ‘Russian people’ to ‘Putin’s regime’. This framework, however well-intentioned, projects onto 
Russia the European historical experience of bourgeois revolutions, civil society formation, and eventual 

democratic consolidation. Russia experienced none of these transformative ruptures. The absence of a French 

Revolution’s emancipatory universalism, an American Revolution’s constitutional rights fetishisation, or 
even a partial Glorious Revolution settlement means Russian society lacks the institutional memory, legal 

culture, and civic tradition that undergird Western democracy. 

More fundamentally, the research demonstrates that Russian society functions not as a captive 
democratic polity awaiting liberation but as an active carrier, conscious reproducer, and effective agent of 

imperial-carceral values. The population’s support for the Ukrainian invasion, acquiescence to systematic 

human rights violations, and acceptance of international isolation reflect not mere manipulation by state 

propaganda but organic expression of values cultivated through five centuries of symbiotic relationship 
between individual and empire. The prison subculture that dominates Russian society valorises hierarchy 

over equality, collective identity over individual autonomy, state glory over personal welfare, and enemies’ 

destruction over coexistence – precisely the values enshrined in Decree No. 809 as ‘traditional’. 
The full-scale invasion of Ukraine represents not an aberration but the logical culmination 

of the imperial-carceral state’s internal dynamics. When Decree No. 809 positions ‘traditional values’ 

as ‘strategic national priority’ and identifies the West's ‘destructive ideology’ as an existential threat, 

it articulates the zero-sum logic inherent in Russian imperialism: either expand or collapse, either dominate 
neighbours or face one's own internal contradictions, either maintain the imperial myth or confront 

the carceral reality. 

Ukraine’s resistance, therefore, constitutes more than territorial defence; it represents the first sustained 
challenge to five centuries of Russian colonial expansion. Ukrainian victory would demonstrate that former 

colonies can escape the gravitational pull of the carceral empire, potentially inspiring similar movements 

in Chechnya, Tatarstan, and other subjugated nations. Conversely, a Ukrainian defeat would confirm 
the ‘Russkiy Mir’ doctrine’s validity, encouraging further aggression against Moldova, Georgia, Kazakhstan, 

and the Baltic states. 

This study’s findings demand recognition that the Russian threat is not conjunctural but structural, 

not political but civilisational in the sense of representing an alternative civilisational model fundamentally 
incompatible with principles of sovereignty, human rights, and international law. ‘Traditional values’ 
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function as this model’s contemporary articulation, transforming what might otherwise be recognised 

as criminal aggression into purportedly legitimate cultural defence. 

The international community faces a choice: continue operating within frameworks assuming Russian 
normalcy and potential reform or recognise the carceral-prison empire for what it is – a unique historical 

formation requiring not engagement but containment, not dialogue but decolonisation, not reform 

but transformation so profound it may only emerge from systemic collapse. Until such transformation occurs, 
‘traditional values’ will continue serving their intended purpose: legitimising Russian imperial expansion 

while the world debates whether to believe the coloniser’s claims of self-defence. 

The research presented here demonstrates that understanding Russian imperialism requires abandoning 

comfortable assumptions about universal human nature, democratic potential, and historical progress. 
The Russian carceral empire exists. It expands. It destroys. And it will continue until either contained by 

external force or transformed by internal revolution – neither of which appears imminent. Scholarship’s 

responsibility is not to soften this reality but to illuminate it, providing policymakers and populations 
with the knowledge necessary to resist the ‘Russkiy Mir's’ seductive narratives and defend the possibility 

of a world where states exist for citizens rather than citizens for states, where tradition serves humanity rather 

than empire, and where values are measured by liberation rather than domination. 
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