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Dr. Naim Tahir Baig



The book you hold represents not merely another contribution to the vast literature on Russian foreign policy, but a fundamentally different approach to understanding one of the most consequential geopolitical actors of our time. After authoring more than 100 internationally published works spanning political analysis, geopolitical strategy, security studies, and international relations—from International Relations from a Pakistani Perspective to The Diminishing Pax-Americana: Can the US Escape Declinism from Hegemonic Triumphalism, from Geopolitical Realignments and U.S. Decline to analyses of conflicts from Syria to the India-Pakistan security dynamic—I have become increasingly convinced that the greatest obstacle to genuine understanding of world affairs is not a lack of information, but an excess of perspective-bound interpretation.

The impetus for this volume emerged from a simple yet profound observation: Western scholarship on Vladimir Putin and Russian foreign policy, however meticulous in its empirical foundations, overwhelmingly reflects analytical frameworks developed within the Western intellectual tradition. Simultaneously, Russian scholarship presents mirror-image limitations, while Chinese and Global South perspectives remain marginalized in anglophone discourse despite representing the views of the majority of the world's population. The result is a fragmented intellectual landscape in which scholars, policymakers, and citizens in different regions of the world operate with fundamentally incompatible understandings of the same phenomena.

This book seeks to bridge that divide. It does not advocate for any particular interpretation of Putin's influence—whether as destabilizing revisionist aggressor, defender of Russian civilization against Western encroachment, pragmatic partner for Global South development, or strategic asset in China's challenge to American hegemony. Instead, it presents each of these frameworks with the rigor and respect their proponents would demand, allowing readers to engage with competing interpretations as intellectually serious positions rather than caricatures to be dismissed.

The methodological commitments underlying this work deserve explicit articulation. First, I have prioritized primary sources wherever possible: Putin's speeches and writings, Russian foreign policy concept documents from 2000 through 2023, official statements, treaties, and verified quantitative data from institutions including SIPRI, the IMF, the World Bank, and the Levada Center. Second, I have drawn systematically on scholarship from multiple traditions—Western academic journals and policy institutes, Russian sources both official and independent (including valuable exile publications since 2022), Chinese academic work from institutions including CIIS, CASS, Tsinghua, and Fudan, and perspectives from African, Latin American, South Asian, and Middle Eastern scholars whose voices are too rarely heard in discussions of great power politics.

The year 2025 presents a particularly significant moment for this analysis. As I write, the Russia-Ukraine conflict grinds through its fourth year, having transformed from Putin's anticipated swift operation into a grinding war of attrition that has reshaped European security architecture, accelerated NATO expansion to include Finland and Sweden, and tested the limits of Western sanctions while demonstrating unexpected Russian economic resilience. The BRICS grouping, which Russia chaired in 2024, has expanded to eleven members—Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, the UAE, and Indonesia—representing nearly half of the world's population and over a third of global GDP at purchasing power parity. The Russia-China partnership has deepened to unprecedented levels, with bilateral trade reaching a record $245 billion in 2024, even as asymmetries in the relationship become increasingly apparent.

Yet the picture defies simple characterization. Russian influence in the post-Soviet space has suffered significant setbacks: Ukraine's resistance has shattered the myth of Russian military invincibility; Azerbaijan's reconquest of Nagorno-Karabakh occurred with Moscow unable or unwilling to intervene on Armenia's behalf; the fall of the Assad regime in Syria ended Russia's most significant Middle Eastern foothold. Western sanctions, while failing to collapse the Russian economy, have imposed substantial costs and forced extensive reorientation of trade patterns. Two-thirds of the world's governments have declined to join those sanctions, viewing them through the lens of Western hypocrisy and double standards, yet this does not translate into endorsement of Russian actions.

This complexity demands analytical humility. Throughout this volume, I have endeavored to acknowledge uncertainty where it exists, to distinguish between verified facts and contested claims, and to recognize the limitations of open-source analysis. I have no privileged access to Kremlin decision-making; I cannot read Putin's mind or predict the future. What I can offer is a systematic framework for organizing and evaluating the available evidence from multiple perspectives.

The structure of this book reflects its multi-perspectival commitment. Part I establishes the foundations of Russian influence—Putin's worldview and strategic doctrine, the instruments of Russian power, and the domestic factors that both enable and constrain foreign policy choices. Part II examines Russian influence across regional theaters: the contested post-Soviet neighborhood, the confrontational European arena, the deepening Asian partnerships, the opportunistic Middle Eastern engagements, the expanding African footprint, and the ideological outposts in Latin America. Part III addresses systemic and institutional influence—Russia's challenge to the liberal international order, its role in alternative architectures from BRICS to the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, and its information and narrative operations. Part IV offers assessments and projections, including a balanced scorecard of expanded and diminished influence, competing interpretations of Putin's legacy, and scenario analysis for future trajectories.

A word on the distinction between description and prescription. This volume is primarily analytical rather than normative. I do not argue what policy Western nations, Russia, or others should adopt. My goal is understanding, not advocacy. Yet I would be intellectually dishonest to pretend that analysis is value-free. The very choice to present multiple perspectives reflects a commitment to epistemic pluralism; the emphasis on verifiable evidence reflects a commitment to truth; the attention to the human costs of geopolitical competition reflects a conviction that scholarship must never lose sight of the lives affected by the phenomena we study.

I am deeply grateful to the many scholars, analysts, and practitioners whose work has informed this volume. The bibliography reflects debts to hundreds of researchers across traditions, and any errors of fact or interpretation remain entirely my own. I am also grateful to my readers across the more than 20 platforms where my work is distributed internationally—your engagement and feedback have shaped my thinking in ways large and small.

Finally, I must acknowledge that this book is itself an artifact of a particular moment in time. The geopolitical landscape continues to evolve with breathtaking speed. By the time you read these words, new developments will have occurred that I could not anticipate. What I hope endures beyond any particular factual update is the analytical framework—the commitment to multi-perspectival understanding, to epistemic humility, to following evidence wherever it leads rather than selecting evidence to support predetermined conclusions. If this book helps readers think more clearly about Russian foreign policy and its global implications, if it challenges assumptions held on all sides of these debates, if it contributes even marginally to more informed public discourse about issues that affect us all, it will have achieved its purpose.

The study of geopolitics is not an abstract exercise. Behind every statistic about military expenditure, every analysis of energy flows, every assessment of diplomatic alignments, lie the lives of millions of human beings whose fates are shaped by forces largely beyond their control. It is my hope that better understanding—understanding that transcends the limitations of any single perspective—might contribute, however modestly, to a world in which those forces are channeled toward peace rather than conflict, cooperation rather than competition, human flourishing rather than human suffering.



Dr. Naim Tahir Baig

Ph.D. in International Relations

Political Analyst, Geopolitical Strategist, and Author of 100+ Internationally Published Works

PDS&CE, Pakistan
December 2025



"Understanding geopolitical influence requires seeing the world not as we wish it to be, nor as our traditions have taught us to see it, but as it appears from vantage points we may find uncomfortable, challenging, or even objectionable. Only then can we claim to understand at all."



PART I: FOUNDATIONS OF INFLUENCE
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Chapter 1: The Geopolitical Vision—Putin's Worldview and Strategic Doctrine
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Introduction

Understanding Vladimir Putin's approach to international affairs requires examining the formative experiences that shaped his worldview, the core convictions that animate his foreign policy, and the key texts through which he has articulated his vision for Russia's place in the world. This chapter traces the development of Putin's geopolitical thinking from his years in the KGB through his emergence as Russia's paramount leader, analyzing both the consistency and evolution of his strategic doctrine across more than two decades of governance.

1.1 Formative Experiences: KGB Service, Soviet Collapse, and 1990s Chaos

The Intelligence Officer's Formation

Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin was born in Leningrad on October 7, 1952, and from an early age demonstrated an interest in intelligence work that would define his professional identity.¹ By his own account, influenced by Soviet-era espionage media including the television series Seventeen Moments of Spring (1973) and the film The Shield and the Sword (1968), Putin approached the KGB's Leningrad directorate as a teenager seeking employment.² Advised that the agency did not accept direct applications, he was told to pursue higher education, preferably in law—guidance that shaped his subsequent academic trajectory.³

Putin graduated from the Law Faculty of Leningrad State University in 1975, where his tutor included Anatoly Sobchak, who would later become a crucial figure in his political ascent.⁴ Upon graduation, he immediately joined the KGB, beginning a sixteen-year career in Soviet intelligence. His initial assignments in the Fifth Chief Directorate, responsible for domestic counterintelligence, provided training in agent recruitment, source handling, and the cultivation of informants.⁵

In 1985, following a year of study at the KGB's Red Banner Institute in Moscow (later the Academy of Foreign Intelligence), Putin received his posting to Dresden, East Germany.⁶ Assigned to work in liaison with East Germany's Ministry for State Security (Stasi), he coordinated activities between the local KGB office and his German counterparts. Historian Hubertus Knabe, who examined approximately 500 pages of documents from the Dresden branch of the German Federal Archives (Bundesarchiv), has documented Putin's service during this period, including his rapid promotion from major to lieutenant colonel and his receipt of the Bronze Medal of Merit from Stasi Minister Erich Mielke in February 1988.⁷

Witnessing the Collapse

The events of 1989-1991 proved formative for Putin's subsequent worldview. According to his own recollections, as crowds gathered outside KGB facilities in Dresden following the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989, Putin contacted Soviet military headquarters requesting instructions and received the reply that "Moscow is silent."⁸ This experience of institutional paralysis in the face of popular upheaval left a lasting impression. As Putin later reflected, the collapse revealed the fragility of seemingly permanent structures and the consequences of weakness at the center of power.⁹

Returning to Leningrad in 1990, Putin was assigned to observe Anatoly Sobchak, his former law professor, who was emerging as a leading reform politician.¹⁰ Rather than remaining a distant observer, Putin drew close to Sobchak and became instrumental in his campaign for mayor of St. Petersburg. After Sobchak's election, Putin rose rapidly through the municipal administration, becoming first deputy mayor by 1994 and earning a reputation as "Sobchak's fixer"—a problem-solver who could navigate the murky intersection of politics and business in post-Soviet Russia.¹¹

The Trauma of the 1990s

The decade following the Soviet collapse represented, in Putin's characterization, a period of national humiliation and chaos that fundamentally shaped his political project. In his April 25, 2005, address to the Federal Assembly, Putin declared in terms that have become perhaps his most frequently cited statement: "First and foremost it is worth acknowledging that the demise of the Soviet Union was the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the century. As for the Russian people, it became a genuine tragedy. Tens of millions of our fellow citizens and countrymen found themselves beyond the fringes of Russian territory."¹²

This characterization reflected several interrelated concerns. First, the sudden contraction of Russian-controlled territory left ethnic Russians as minorities in newly independent states across the former Soviet space. Second, the economic chaos of the 1990s—hyperinflation, the collapse of state enterprises, the impoverishment of pensioners, and the emergence of oligarchs who acquired state assets at minimal cost—discredited the association between reform and Western-style democracy in the minds of many Russians.¹³ Third, Russia's diminished international standing, exemplified by its inability to prevent NATO intervention in Yugoslavia in 1999, reinforced perceptions of national weakness.¹⁴

Putin's rise to national power was itself a product of this turbulent period. Moving to Moscow in 1996 following Sobchak's electoral defeat, he advanced through a series of Kremlin positions before Boris Yeltsin appointed him director of the Federal Security Service (FSB) in July 1998.¹⁵ Named prime minister in August 1999, Putin's public approval surged when he launched military operations against Chechen separatists following apartment bombings in Moscow and other cities.¹⁶ When Yeltsin unexpectedly resigned on December 31, 1999, naming Putin acting president, the transition from intelligence officer to national leader was complete.¹⁷

1.2 Core Convictions: Sovereignty, Multipolarity, and Western Hypocrisy

The Primacy of Sovereignty

Central to Putin's worldview is an understanding of sovereignty that privileges state authority over international norms or institutions. In this conception, true sovereignty belongs only to great powers capable of conducting independent foreign policies; smaller states possess limited sovereignty that can be circumscribed by the interests of major powers.¹⁸ This framework underpins Russia's approach to its "near abroad"—the former Soviet republics that Moscow views as falling within its legitimate sphere of influence.

Putin has consistently articulated this vision in terms of Russia's distinctive historical trajectory. As he stated in his 2007 Munich speech: "Russia is a country with a history that spans more than a thousand years and has practically always used the privilege to carry out an independent foreign policy. We are not going to change this tradition today."¹⁹ This assertion of historical continuity serves to legitimize contemporary claims while rejecting external criticism as inappropriate interference in Russia's sovereign affairs.

The Multipolar Imperative

A second pillar of Putin's worldview is opposition to unipolarity—the concentration of global power in a single state, specifically the United States. The Munich Security Conference speech of February 10, 2007, represents the most comprehensive articulation of this position. Speaking before an audience of Western defense officials and policymakers, Putin declared:

"What is a unipolar world? However one might embellish this term, at the end of the day it refers to one type of situation, namely one centre of authority, one centre of force, one centre of decision-making. It is world in which there is one master, one sovereign. And at the end of the day this is pernicious not only for all those within this system, but also for the sovereign itself because it destroys itself from within."²⁰

Putin argued that unipolarity was not merely undesirable but unsustainable, pointing to the rising economic weight of China, India, and other emerging powers as evidence that the international system was inexorably moving toward multipolarity.²¹ This analysis provided both a critique of the post-Cold War order and a justification for Russian efforts to accelerate its transformation.

The Charge of Western Hypocrisy

The third consistent theme in Putin's discourse is the accusation that Western powers, and the United States in particular, apply international norms selectively to serve their own interests while violating those same norms when convenient. This critique encompasses several specific charges. First, Putin has repeatedly invoked what he characterizes as Western assurances against NATO expansion, citing a May 1990 speech by NATO Secretary General Manfred Wörner: "The fact that we are ready not to place a NATO army outside of German territory gives the Soviet Union a firm security guarantee."²² The subsequent enlargement of NATO to include former Warsaw Pact members and, eventually, former Soviet republics is framed as a betrayal of commitments made during the negotiations over German reunification.

Second, Putin has pointed to Western military interventions—in Yugoslavia (1999), Iraq (2003), and Libya (2011)—as evidence of disregard for international law and the UN Charter's prohibition on the use of force without Security Council authorization. As he stated at Munich: "Today we are witnessing an almost uncontained hyper use of force—military force—in international relations, force that is plunging the world into an abyss of permanent conflicts."²³

Third, Western support for "color revolutions" in Georgia (2003), Ukraine (2004), and Kyrgyzstan (2005) is portrayed not as organic democratic movements but as orchestrated regime change operations designed to install governments hostile to Russian interests.²⁴ This interpretation reflects both genuine concern about Western influence operations and a tendency to deny agency to populations in neighboring states who may genuinely seek closer ties with Europe and the United States.

1.3 Key Texts: The Munich Speech, Crimea Address, and Historical Unity Essay

The Munich Speech (February 10, 2007)

Putin's address to the 43rd Munich Security Conference marked a watershed in Russian foreign policy discourse. Delivered to an audience that included German Chancellor Angela Merkel, U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, and numerous European defense ministers and security officials, the speech represented what the UK Defence Academy's Conflict Studies Research Centre termed a systematic attack on U.S. foreign policy by a post-Soviet Russian president.²⁵

The speech's significance lay not merely in its content but in its venue and tone. Putin explicitly noted that the conference format allowed him to "avoid excessive politeness and the need to speak in roundabout, pleasant but empty diplomatic terms" and to "say what I really think about international security problems."²⁶ This framing signaled that the speech was intended as a definitive statement of position rather than a diplomatic communication.

The substantive arguments developed several themes. On unipolarity, Putin argued that the model was "not only unacceptable but also impossible in today's world" because the resources required for single-power dominance did not exist and because "there is and can be no moral foundations for modern civilization" in such a system.²⁷ On NATO expansion, he posed the rhetorical question: "Against whom is this expansion intended?"—implying that the only plausible answer was Russia itself.²⁸ On the use of force, he contended that unilateral military actions "have not resolved any problems" but rather "caused new human tragedies and created new centres of tension."²⁹

Western reactions to the speech were largely negative, with many officials and commentators interpreting it as heralding a return to Cold War confrontation.³⁰ Yet from the Russian perspective, the speech represented not a departure but an overdue assertion of long-held positions that Moscow had previously muted in hopes of securing partnership with the West.

The Crimea Address (March 18, 2014)

Seven years after Munich, Putin delivered what would become the second canonical text of his foreign policy vision—an address to both chambers of the Federal Assembly announcing Russia's annexation of Crimea. Delivered in the Kremlin's St. George Hall following a hastily organized referendum in which Crimean voters supposedly endorsed joining Russia by a margin of over 96 percent, the speech combined historical narrative, civilizational claims, and geopolitical grievance into a justification for Russia's most dramatic territorial revision since 1991.³¹

The historical argument traced Russia's connection to Crimea through centuries, emphasizing the peninsula's significance as the site where Prince Vladimir was baptized in the tenth century—"His spiritual feat of adopting Orthodoxy predetermined the overall basis of the culture, civilization and human values that unite the peoples of Russia, Ukraine and Belarus"—and as the birthplace of Russia's Black Sea Fleet.³² This framing presented Crimea not as Ukrainian territory being annexed but as historically Russian land being "reunited" with its rightful owner.

The geopolitical argument focused on Western actions. Putin accused Western powers of having "crossed the line" with their support for the Euromaidan protests that ousted Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych: "They must have really lacked political instinct and common sense not to foresee all the consequences of their actions. Russia found itself in a position it could not retreat from. If you compress the spring all the way to its limit, it will snap back hard."³³

The speech also contained a thinly veiled warning about the limits of Russian restraint. While insisting that Russia did not want to divide Ukraine, Putin noted that Crimea was "our common historical legacy and a very important factor in regional stability. And this strategic territory should be part of a strong and stable sovereignty, which today can only be Russian."³⁴

International reaction was overwhelmingly critical. The UN General Assembly passed Resolution 68/262 affirming Ukraine's territorial integrity and declaring the referendum invalid by a vote of 100-11.³⁵ Western governments imposed sanctions targeting Russian officials and, subsequently, sectors of the Russian economy. Yet within Russia, the annexation proved enormously popular; the independent Levada Center recorded Putin's approval rating rising from approximately 65 percent before the annexation to over 80 percent afterward, inaugurating what analysts termed the "Crimea consensus."³⁶

"On the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians" (July 12, 2021)

The third foundational text of Putin's geopolitical vision appeared in essay form on the Kremlin website in July 2021, seven months before Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Running approximately 5,000 words, the essay represented Putin's most systematic attempt to articulate a historical and ideological justification for Russian claims on Ukraine.³⁷

The central argument held that Russians and Ukrainians (along with Belarusians) constitute "one people" sharing common origins in medieval Kyivan Rus', and that their subsequent separation resulted from foreign manipulation and Bolshevik administrative decisions rather than genuine national differences. Putin wrote: "I am confident that true sovereignty of Ukraine is possible only in partnership with Russia. Our spiritual, human and civilizational ties formed for centuries and have their origins in the same sources, they have been hardened by common trials, achievements and victories."³⁸

The essay traced a selective historical narrative emphasizing unity while attributing division to external actors—Polish influence in the seventeenth century, Austro-Hungarian promotion of Ukrainian nationalism in the nineteenth century, Bolshevik territorial decisions in the twentieth century, and Western support for Ukrainian independence movements in the twenty-first. Modern Ukraine, in this telling, was "entirely created by Russia or, to be more precise, by Bolshevik, Communist Russia."³⁹

Critics immediately identified the essay's ominous implications. The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace characterized it as "a historical, political, and security predicate for invading [Ukraine]."⁴⁰ Stockholm Free World Forum senior fellow Anders Åslund called it "one step short of a declaration of war."⁴¹ Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, speaking at a press conference the following day, compared Putin's vision of brotherhood between Russians and Ukrainians to the biblical story of Cain and Abel.⁴²

According to investigative reporting by the Russian website Verstka in April 2023, an early draft of the essay included explicit threats of military action that were removed from the final version.⁴³ The essay was subsequently made required reading for Russian military personnel, according to reporting by RBK Daily, underscoring its role in preparing ideological justification for the invasion that followed.⁴⁴

1.4 Evolution of Russian Foreign Policy Concepts (2000–2023)

Russia's Foreign Policy Concept—an official document outlining the country's diplomatic priorities and worldview—has undergone six iterations since 1993, with versions published in 2000, 2008, 2013, 2016, and 2023. Tracing the evolution of these documents reveals the progressive hardening of Russian positions toward the West and the elaboration of alternative frameworks for international order.⁴⁵

The 2000 Concept: Cautious Reengagement

The first Foreign Policy Concept of the Putin era, approved on June 28, 2000, reflected a Russia still seeking integration with Western institutions while asserting its interests more forcefully than under Yeltsin.⁴⁶ The document identified strengthening the Russia-Belarus union as a primary task and expressed hope for mutually beneficial relations with the United States and European partners. While criticizing unilateral actions and emphasizing UN primacy, the overall tone remained oriented toward cooperation within existing international frameworks.⁴⁷

The 2008 Concept: Post-Georgia Assertiveness

Approved by President Dmitry Medvedev following Russia's war with Georgia, the 2008 concept marked a significant shift in tone.⁴⁸ The document spoke of "the prospect of the West losing its monopoly on globalization processes" and described Russia as "the largest Eurasian power."⁴⁹ It included explicit criticism of NATO expansion plans for Ukraine and Georgia, stating that Russia "has a negative attitude towards the expansion of NATO, notably to the plans for Ukraine and Georgia to become members of the alliance."⁵⁰

The 2013 Concept: Institutional Alternatives

The 2013 version, signed by Putin following his return to the presidency, elaborated the theme of "reducing the ability of the historical West to dominate the world economy and politics."⁵¹ It placed greater emphasis on developing alternative institutions such as BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, signaling Russia's intention to build parallel structures rather than seeking accommodation within Western-led frameworks.

The 2016 Concept: Post-Crimea Consolidation

Adopted two years after the annexation of Crimea and amid ongoing conflict in eastern Ukraine, the 2016 concept nevertheless retained language about Russia's interest in developing "political, economic, cultural and spiritual ties with Ukraine."⁵² It expressed hope for normalizing relations with Georgia and listed eleven foreign policy tasks, with protection of sovereignty and territorial integrity foremost among them.⁵³

The 2023 Concept: Civilizational Confrontation

The most recent Foreign Policy Concept, approved on March 31, 2023—more than a year into Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine—represents a dramatic departure from all previous iterations.⁵⁴ For the first time, the document employs propagandistic terminology including "Russophobia," "neo-Nazism," and "the collective West."⁵⁵ Russia is described as a "state-civilization" and "one of the sovereign centers of world development."⁵⁶

The 2023 concept devotes unprecedented attention to non-Western partnerships, particularly with China and countries of the Global South.⁵⁷ It declares Russia's intention to give "priority attention to eliminating the vestiges of US and other unfriendly states' dominance in world affairs" while simultaneously claiming that Russia "does not consider itself an enemy of the West."⁵⁸ Ukraine is notably absent from the document except for an oblique reference to Western actions against "Russia's vital interests in the Ukrainian direction."⁵⁹

The trajectory across these documents—from cautious engagement through selective assertion to declared civilizational confrontation—illustrates the progressive radicalization of Russian foreign policy under Putin's leadership, whether understood as a consistent grand strategy finally revealed or as reactive adaptation to perceived Western provocations.

1.5 Critical Assessment: Coherent Grand Strategy or Reactive Opportunism?

The question of whether Putin pursues a coherent grand strategy or merely reacts opportunistically to circumstances has generated substantial scholarly debate. Three major interpretive frameworks—Western critical, Russian/Eurasianist, and Chinese strategic—offer competing assessments.

The Western View: Revisionist Imperial Project

The predominant Western interpretation characterizes Putin's foreign policy as a revisionist project aimed at overturning the post-Cold War settlement and reconstituting Russian imperial influence, if not formal control, over the former Soviet space. This view emphasizes the consistency of Putin's statements over time—from his 2005 characterization of the Soviet collapse as the century's greatest geopolitical catastrophe through his 2021 essay denying Ukrainian national identity—as evidence of long-held imperial ambitions.⁶⁰

Scholars within this framework point to Russia's pattern of military interventions—Georgia in 2008, Crimea and eastern Ukraine in 2014, the full-scale invasion in 2022—as the progressive implementation of a consistent design.⁶¹ The Royal United Services Institute's analysis argues that Putin's 2022 invasion "highlights a shift by Russia's president to embrace ethno-nationalist motivations, driven by a sense of a historic mission to rectify perceived injustices and to regather lost Russian lands and Russian communities."⁶²

However, some Western analysts contest the characterization of Putin as a master strategist. Research by Stephen Benedict Dyson and Matthew Parent concluded that "Putin is not a great chess player with a consistently pursued grand design. Instead, he is more of a shameless opportunist."⁶³ Their analysis of Putin's public statements found that his attitude toward NATO and Western powers shifted significantly over time, displaying "a moderately cooperative attitude" during the oil boom of the early-to-mid 2000s before turning hostile after the 2013-2014 Ukraine crisis.⁶⁴

The Lowy Institute's assessment similarly concludes that "Putin may seem like the 'man with the plan,' but the conduct of Russian foreign policy is more ad hoc and reactive than it often appears. Although decision-making is shaped by core ideas and strategic culture, events play a vital role, skewing more 'rational' foreign policy choices and prior intentions."⁶⁵

The Russian View: Defensive Response to Western Encroachment

The Russian government's official position, echoed by many domestic analysts and some Western realists, frames Putin's actions as defensive responses to Western aggression rather than offensive revisionism. In this telling, NATO expansion despite alleged assurances to the contrary, Western support for color revolutions on Russia's borders, and the development of missile defense systems in Eastern Europe constitute provocations to which Russia has been compelled to respond.⁶⁶

Putin himself has consistently articulated this framework. At Munich in 2007, he posed the expansion of NATO's military infrastructure as the central provocation: "I think it is obvious that NATO expansion does not have any relation with the modernisation of the Alliance itself or with ensuring security in Europe. On the contrary, it represents a serious provocation that reduces the level of mutual trust."⁶⁷ In his 2022 address announcing the invasion of Ukraine, he framed Russian military action as a response to an existential threat posed by NATO's eastward movement.⁶⁸

This interpretation finds some support among Western realists. John Mearsheimer has argued that "the West, and especially America, is principally responsible for the crisis" in Ukraine, contending that "the taproot of the trouble is NATO enlargement, the central element of a larger strategy to move Ukraine out of Russia's orbit and integrate it into the West."⁶⁹

Critics counter that this framing exaggerates Western threats while ignoring Russian agency and the preferences of states in the "near abroad" that have actively sought Western integration precisely because they fear Russian domination.⁷⁰ The characterization of Russia as merely reactive also sits uneasily with evidence of Russian initiative—from the development of hybrid warfare capabilities to the cultivation of relationships with far-right movements in Europe—that suggests offensive rather than purely defensive intent.⁷¹

The Chinese View: Legitimate Great Power Reassertion

Chinese analyses of Putin's foreign policy reflect Beijing's own strategic calculations. While Chinese scholars and officials have generally avoided explicit endorsement of Russian military actions, they have offered frameworks that validate Russian grievances and position Moscow as a partner in constructing alternatives to Western hegemony.⁷²

Chinese President Xi Jinping's declaration at their March 2023 summit that "Right now there are changes—the likes of which we haven't seen for 100 years—and we are the ones driving these changes together" exemplifies this positioning.⁷³ The joint statement from their May 2024 meeting asserted that Russian-Chinese relations "are experiencing the best period in their history" and declared intention to "increase interaction and tighten coordination."⁷⁴

Yet Chinese assessments also reveal ambivalence. Some Chinese strategists have characterized Putin as a "revolutionary" seeking to overturn the international order, contrasting this with China's ostensibly more moderate goal of rendering the existing system more conducive to Chinese interests.⁷⁵ Russia's willingness to use force has been noted as creating "politically awkward situations" for Beijing, given China's professed commitment to sovereignty and non-interference principles.⁷⁶

The asymmetry in the relationship—with Russia increasingly dependent on China economically while China maintains more diversified options—has also drawn analytical attention.⁷⁷ As the CSIS ChinaPower Project noted, "Ultimately, Russia needs China far more than China needs Russia. The relationship hardly extends beyond the transactional, with strict limitations on bilateral cooperation on projects that do not favour Chinese interests."⁷⁸

Synthesis: Strategic Opportunism

The most analytically satisfying interpretation may be one that transcends the strategy-versus-opportunism dichotomy. As the Center for Strategic and International Studies argues: "The assumption that strategy and opportunism are mutually exclusive is overly simplistic... A certain degree of flexibility is essential for a state's successful achievement of its strategic objectives."⁷⁹

On this reading, Putin operates with a consistent set of strategic goals—restoring Russia's status as a great power, preventing Western encroachment into areas Moscow considers its legitimate sphere of influence, and constructing alternatives to Western-dominated international institutions—while remaining tactically flexible in pursuing them. The annexation of Crimea, for instance, may not have been planned years in advance but represented a rapid seizure of opportunity when the Euromaidan protests created an opening.⁸⁰

This interpretation aligns with the assessment of Gleb Pavlovsky, Putin's longtime associate: "Putin is good at tactics. He has a vision. But there is no strategy in between."⁸¹ The vision provides direction; tactical flexibility determines the path.

Conclusion

Vladimir Putin's geopolitical vision has developed from the formative experiences of his KGB service, his witnessing of Soviet collapse, and his navigation of 1990s chaos into a relatively coherent worldview centered on sovereignty, multipolarity, and resistance to what he perceives as Western hypocrisy. This vision has been articulated through major addresses—the Munich speech, the Crimea address, and the historical unity essay—that provide the ideological framework for Russian foreign policy. The evolution of official Foreign Policy Concepts from 2000 to 2023 traces the progressive hardening of these positions from cautious engagement to declared civilizational confrontation.

Whether this represents a coherent grand strategy consistently pursued, reactive opportunism dressed in strategic garb, or some combination of the two remains contested among analysts. What is clear is that Putin's worldview has proven consequential—shaping not only Russian actions but also the responses of adversaries and partners alike. Understanding its origins, articulation, and evolution is essential for any assessment of Russia's role in contemporary geopolitics.
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Chapter 2: Instruments of Influence—Russia's Geopolitical Toolkit
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The projection of geopolitical influence requires more than strategic vision; it demands concrete instruments through which intentions translate into outcomes. This chapter examines the diverse toolkit Russia has developed to advance its interests on the global stage, analyzing both the capabilities at Moscow's disposal and the constraints that condition their deployment. Rather than treating Russian power as either unlimited or impotent, this assessment evaluates each instrument across multiple dimensions: material capacity, strategic effectiveness, sustainability over time, and comparative advantage vis-à-vis competitors.

The analysis proceeds through six categories of instruments: military power, energy leverage, economic tools, information operations, private military forces, and diplomatic networks. Each section examines the instrument's capabilities, deployment patterns, effectiveness in achieving Russian objectives, and constraints limiting its utility. The chapter concludes with a comparative assessment synthesizing findings across categories to evaluate the overall coherence, sustainability, and effectiveness of Russia's geopolitical toolkit.

I. Military Power: Modernization, Nuclear Arsenal, and Power Projection Capabilities

Defense Spending and Military Modernization

Russia's military instrument has undergone dramatic transformation since 2022, with defense expenditures reaching unprecedented levels. According to the International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) Military Balance 2025 report, Russia's total defense expenditures surged by 42 percent in real terms in 2024, reaching 13.1 trillion rubles ($145.9 billion), equivalent to 6.7 percent of GDP.¹ When adjusted for purchasing power parity, Russia's 2024 defense spending amounted to $462 billion, surpassing the combined defense budgets of the EU and UK ($457 billion).²

The IISS projects that in 2025, Russia's total defense expenditures will grow another 13.7 percent to reach 15.6 trillion rubles, amounting to 7.5 percent of GDP and nearly 40 percent of federal spending.³ SIPRI confirms that between 2022 and 2025, Russia allocated approximately $600 billion to military and police forces.⁴ For the first time in the post-Soviet period, direct military expenditure exceeds combined spending on education, healthcare, and social policy.⁵

The Bank of Finland noted: "Russia's preliminary budget framework clearly shows that war is the government's top priority. Military spending continues to increase, even at the expense of other financing needs."⁶ Russia now dedicates more than 30 percent of government outlays to total military expenditure, a level not sustained since the Soviet era.⁷

However, the true scale extends beyond nominal defense budget lines. SIPRI notes that growing shares of military spending lie outside the "National Defence" category, including social support for soldiers, classified programs, and war-related infrastructure.⁸ Russia's 2025 budget shifts financing burdens to the private sector, with 14 percent government revenue increases projected from businesses outside oil and gas through increased taxes.⁹ Despite these increases, Russia's consolidated budget remains in deficit at approximately 4 trillion rubles (2 percent of GDP).¹⁰

Oil and gas revenues have declined as shares of total government income, making Russia's fiscal position vulnerable to commodity price fluctuations.¹¹ The budget assumes Russian oil will average $70 per barrel in 2025-2026.¹² Central Bank interest rates exceeding 20 percent create additional pressure on businesses and complicate military procurement planning.¹³

Nuclear Forces: Strategic Deterrent and Modernization Challenges

Russia maintains one of the world's two largest nuclear arsenals. According to the Federation of American Scientists, as of mid-2025, Russia's nuclear stockpile comprises approximately 5,460 warheads, including approximately 1,150 retired warheads awaiting dismantlement.¹⁴ Of the 4,310 warheads in Russia's active arsenal, approximately 1,720 are deployed strategic warheads: roughly 870 on ICBMs, 640 on SLBMs, and potentially 200 at heavy bomber bases.¹⁵ Another approximately 1,110 strategic warheads remain in storage, while 1,480 constitute non-strategic (tactical) nuclear warheads.¹⁶

SIPRI's Yearbook 2025 confirms that Russia and the United States possess approximately 90 percent of all global nuclear warheads.¹⁷ Both states have extensive modernization programs underway.¹⁸ At 2025's start, approximately 3,912 warheads globally were deployed with operational forces, with about 2,100 kept in high operational alert on ballistic missiles.¹⁹

Russia's nuclear modernization continues with notable setbacks. The submarine-based deterrent is being upgraded through replacement of Delta-class submarines with Borei-A class ballistic missile submarines carrying sixteen Bulava SLBMs.²⁰ The land-based ICBM force faces challenges. The RS-28 Sarmat ICBM experienced test failures in 2024, with IISS noting deployment has been delayed.²¹

Russia conducted high-profile tactical nuclear weapon exercises in May 2024, including drills close to the Ukrainian border.²² Russia reportedly upgraded nuclear weapons storage facilities in Belarus, though SIPRI notes there is no conclusive visual evidence actual deployment has occurred.²³

Russia's nuclear doctrine underwent significant revision in November 2024. According to the Arms Control Association, the updated doctrine lists conditions triggering nuclear use: detection of ballistic missile attacks; detection of "massive" air/space attacks involving aircraft, cruise missiles, hypersonic weapons, or unmanned systems; and disruption of infrastructure related to nuclear weapons command and control.²⁴ For the first time, the doctrine explicitly extends nuclear protection to Belarus.²⁵

The strategic nuclear balance remains relatively stable despite deteriorating arms control. In February 2023, Russia suspended participation in New START.²⁶ The treaty technically remains in force until February 2026, but there are no signs of renewal negotiations.²⁷ Despite suspension, the U.S. State Department assessed Russia did not engage in large-scale activity above Treaty limits.²⁸

Power Projection and Conventional Military Capacity

Russia's conventional capabilities present a paradox: significant degradation from Ukraine losses yet unexpected industrial mobilization capacity. The IISS Military Balance 2024 documented that Russia's invasion cost more than 3,000 main battle tanks since February 2022—equivalent to the Kremlin's entire active inventory before the invasion.²⁹ Russia has drawn on stored equipment but at unsustainable rates.³⁰

The IISS assesses Russia lost 1,400 main battle tanks in 2024 alone, bringing total losses to approximately 4,000.³¹ At this tempo, the IISS projects Russia will not have sufficient tanks for effective offensive operations beyond early 2026.³² Despite losses, Russia sustained artillery ammunition production at levels temporarily exceeding combined Western output in 2023-2024.³³

The defense industry prioritized repair and modernization of existing platforms, with programs upgrading T-72 and T-80 tanks to B3 variants and increased armored vehicle production.³⁴ Aircraft production continues despite sanctions, with Su-35S and Su-57 production scheduled through 2028.³⁵ However, industrial mobilization imposes significant opportunity costs, diverting resources from civilian development.³⁶ Brain drain from hundreds of thousands of emigrants further depletes the skilled labor pool.³⁷

Russia's expeditionary capabilities remain limited. The IISS notes deployments are modest compared to Ukraine operations and rely on logistics infrastructure and local partnerships.³⁸ Syria bases' future became uncertain following Assad regime collapse in December 2024.³⁹

II. Energy as Statecraft: Pipelines, Supply Dependencies, and Price Leverage

The Transformation of Russia-Europe Energy Relations

For two decades preceding Russia's invasion, natural gas served as Moscow's primary economic leverage over Europe. According to Bruegel analysis, in 2021 Russia supplied 157 billion cubic meters (bcm) of natural gas to the EU, representing approximately 42 percent of total EU gas imports.⁴⁰ Chatham House documents that prior to 2022, Italy's Russian gas imports constituted as much as 40 percent of its energy supply.⁴¹

By 2024, this relationship had fundamentally transformed. Oxford Institute for Energy Studies analysis documents that Russian pipeline gas deliveries to the EU fell to just 31 bcm in 2024, representing more than an 80 percent reduction from 2021.⁴² Bruegel data shows Russia's share of EU pipeline gas imports declined from over 40 percent in 2021 to approximately 11 percent in 2024.⁴³ With Ukrainian gas transit termination on December 31, 2024, the Oxford Institute projects flows could decline to 16-18 bcm in 2025.⁴⁴

This dramatic decoupling resulted from multiple factors. The September 2022 sabotage of Nord Stream 1 and Nord Stream 2 pipelines rendered three of four lines permanently inoperable, removing 110 bcm of annual capacity.⁴⁵ German investigations concluded Ukrainian nationals were responsible.⁴⁶ One intact Nord Stream 2 pipeline remains with 28 bcm capacity, but faces insurmountable obstacles according to Oxford Institute analysis.⁴⁷

The Yamal-Europe pipeline ceased operations due to Polish sanctions.⁴⁸ Carnegie Endowment analysis documents that Ukraine's decision not to renew the transit contract eliminated the route transporting 40 bcm annually.⁴⁹ Ukrainian President Zelensky insisted continued transit would require gas to be "non-Russian in substance, rather than appearance."⁵⁰ Only TurkStream remains operational at near-full capacity, with approximately 31.5 bcm annual throughput.⁵¹

Europe's Resilience and Adaptation

Contrary to predictions, the EU demonstrated substantial resilience. Real Instituto Elcano research documents that the EU achieved an 80 percent reduction in Russian pipeline gas deliveries without energy rationing or abandoning Ukraine support.⁵² This was accomplished through increased LNG imports, demand reduction, increased renewables, and some coal reversion.⁵³

However, Chatham House warns adaptation is incomplete. Some countries remain locked into long-term contracts with Russian providers, including Austria and France.⁵⁴ Moreover, Russian gas is reportedly being "laundered" through Azerbaijan and Turkey.⁵⁵ Bruegel data reveals EU Russian LNG imports actually increased 37.7 percent between 2021 and 2023.⁵⁶

Russia's Eastern Pivot and Strategic Implications

As European markets contracted, Russia accelerated its Asian pivot. Carnegie Endowment research documents the Power of Siberia pipeline reached design capacity of 38 bcm in 2024.⁵⁷ Gazprom committed to maintaining this supply level for 2025.⁵⁸ Negotiations continue on Power of Siberia 2 through Mongolia with potential 50 bcm capacity, though Chinese bargaining leverage has increased dramatically.⁵⁹

Total Russian gas exports in 2025 are projected at approximately 78 bcm: 38 bcm to China, 25 bcm to Turkey, and 15 bcm to Europe via TurkStream.⁶⁰ This represents fundamental restructuring of Russia's gas export geography. By Gazprom's IFRS reporting for first nine months of 2024, Ukrainian transit loss means approximately 10 percent revenue loss and nearly half the profit of the gas division.⁶¹

Assessment: Energy as Diminishing Instrument

The energy dimension presents clear strategic failure. While Moscow weaponized gas supplies in 2021-2022, Chatham House analysts note this coercive strategy backfired.⁶² Rather than forcing European capitulation, measures accelerated European diversification.⁶³ For Gazprom, consequences are profound. Real Instituto Elcano analysis documents the company lost its most lucrative market.⁶⁴ Exports fell from 240 bcm in 2021 to projected 78 bcm in 2025.⁶⁵ The Oxford Institute concludes that Russian pipeline gas returning to pre-2022 volumes appears remote.⁶⁶

III. Economic Instruments: Trade, Investment, and Sanctions Evasion Networks

Trade Reorientation and Partnership Diversification

Comprehensive Western sanctions forced dramatic trade flow reorientation. Russia massively expanded trade with China, India, Turkey, and Central Asian states. According to Russian BRICS chairmanship materials, Sino-Russian trade reached record levels exceeding $240 billion in 2024.⁶⁷ Trade with India, particularly discounted Russian crude purchases, surpassed $65 billion.⁶⁸

This trade restructuring imposed significant costs despite maintaining aggregate volumes. Russian exporters face higher transportation costs, reduced bargaining power, and quality differentials.⁶⁹ Import substitution yielded mixed results, with certain sectors demonstrating adaptation capacity while high-technology industries remain dependent on imports sourced through circuitous routes.⁷⁰

Sanctions Evasion and Gray-Zone Commerce

Russian entities developed sophisticated sanctions evasion networks. These mechanisms include shell company networks in jurisdictions with weak enforcement—Central Asia, Caucasus, Turkey, UAE—serving as legal intermediaries masking beneficial ownership.⁷¹ Parallel import schemes involve third-country intermediaries purchasing Western goods and re-exporting to Russia.⁷²

Trade statistics show anomalous export surges from Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Armenia, and Georgia to Russia, suggesting significant re-export activity.⁷³ With major banks excluded from SWIFT, Russia developed alternative payment mechanisms including bilateral currency swaps and expanded yuan trade settlement.⁷⁴ The yuan's share of Russian forex reserves and trade settlement increased dramatically.⁷⁵

Investment Collapse and Capital Controls

Foreign direct investment into Russia collapsed following 2022, with Western companies divesting holdings.⁷⁶ Capital flight proved persistent, with substantial sums exiting Russia in 2022.⁷⁷ The Russian government imposed stringent capital controls requiring export revenue conversion to rubles and restricting transfers.⁷⁸ Investment from "friendly" states partially offset Western divestment, though volumes remained modest.⁷⁹

Assessment: Resilience and Dependency Trade-Offs

Russia's economic adaptation demonstrates both short-term resilience and concerning structural shifts. GDP contraction in 2022 was milder than Western forecasts, and the economy returned to modest growth in 2023-2024.⁸⁰ However, apparent stability masks deeper vulnerabilities. Growth has been driven by massive government military production spending.⁸¹ Inflation proved persistent, necessitating interest rates exceeding 20 percent.⁸² Technological stagnation looms as Western access deteriorates.⁸³ Most critically, dependence on China has grown dramatically, creating asymmetric vulnerabilities China can exploit.⁸⁴

IV. Information Operations: State Media, Social Media, and Narrative Warfare

The RT and Sputnik Media Ecosystem

RT (formerly Russia Today) and Sputnik constitute primary Russian state-funded international media pillars. Founded in 2005, RT expanded from English-language satellite channel into multimedia platform broadcasting in multiple languages.⁸⁵ Sputnik, established in 2014, operates news websites and radio services targeting audiences in dozens of countries.⁸⁶

Both explicitly serve Russian state interests. Research documents that Rossiya Segodnya stated its mission is securing "the national interests of the Russian Federation in the information sphere."⁸⁷ RT Editor-in-Chief Margarita Simonyan explicitly referred to RT as an "information weapon."⁸⁸

Academic analysis published in The International Journal of Press/Politics documents scholars noting continuities between Soviet kontrpropaganda and RT/Sputnik's aggressive counter-framing tactics.⁸⁹ At pre-2022 peaks, RT and Sputnik achieved substantial reach. Sputnik's French service attracted 12 million monthly visits in January 2022.⁹⁰

Following Russia's invasion, Western restrictions dramatically reduced reach. The EU banned RT and Sputnik broadcasting in March 2022.⁹¹ Major platforms suspended or removed accounts during 2022-2024.⁹² Traffic to RT websites declined precipitously, with French Sputnik falling from 12 million monthly visits to just 350,000 by early 2023.⁹³

RT and Sputnik adapted through alternative platforms including Rumble, Telegram, though audience numbers remained far below pre-restriction levels.⁹⁴ They created numerous mirror websites bypassing European blocking.⁹⁵

Covert Operations and Cyber Capabilities

U.S. State Department revelations in September 2024 dramatically expanded understanding of RT's operations. According to official U.S. assessments, RT developed cyber operational capabilities with Russian intelligence service ties, focusing on "influence and intelligence operations all over the world."⁹⁶

The U.S. Department of Justice disclosed development of the "Meliorator" tool used by Russia's FSB to fabricate fake social media accounts.⁹⁷ In September 2024, the Justice Department charged two RT employees connected to "Tenet Media," a Tennessee company receiving approximately $10 million to covertly pay American conservative influencers.⁹⁸

U.S. Treasury designated RT executives for roles in malign influence operations targeting the 2024 U.S. presidential election.⁹⁹ Additionally, RT operated crowdfunding platforms providing material support to Russian military units in Ukraine.¹⁰⁰

In response, the U.S. designated RT as a foreign mission in September 2024.¹⁰¹ TikTok removed RT and Sputnik accounts for "covert influence operations."¹⁰² Meta banned Russian state media from its platforms.¹⁰³ For 2025, Russian budget allocated 31.1 billion rubles to RT's management structure.¹⁰⁴

Effectiveness and Limitations

Research in peer-reviewed journals documents mixed effectiveness. Analysis in SAGE Journals found for geopolitical topics, RT and Sputnik demonstrate agenda-setting influence, but for divisive domestic U.S. issues, they primarily "follow" rather than "lead."¹⁰⁵

Academic studies in The International Journal of Press/Politics document that in European digital alternative news environments, RT and Sputnik content dissemination varies substantially by country and platform.¹⁰⁶ Evaluating effectiveness requires distinguishing demonstrated reach from attributable influence on outcomes.¹⁰⁷

V. Private Military and Paramilitary Forces: Wagner Group and Africa Corps

Wagner Group Origins and Operations

The Wagner Group private military company emerged as a distinctive Russian influence projection instrument. According to Brookings Institution research, Wagner combined private military, economic, political manipulation, and misinformation operations to achieve outsized geopolitical impact.¹⁰⁸ Created by Yevgeny Prigozhin and Dmitry Utkin, Wagner began operations in Ukraine's Donbas in 2014.¹⁰⁹

Wagner subsequently deployed to Syria and expanded across Africa.¹¹⁰ Brookings analysis documents Wagner sent deployments to Syria, Libya, Mozambique, Mali, Central African Republic (CAR), and Sudan.¹¹¹ In CAR, Wagner established its deepest African presence.¹¹² Despite persistent human rights abuse allegations, the group maintained operations.¹¹³

However, Wagner's effectiveness proved limited. Brookings Senior Fellow Vanda Felbab-Brown testified Wagner had "very little effectiveness in terms of counterterrorism and counterinsurgency."¹¹⁴ In reality, Wagner sold "Praetorian Guard service for people in power."¹¹⁵ Even in CAR, success was attributed to facing weak opposition.¹¹⁶

Restructuring into Africa Corps

The June 2023 Wagner mutiny and August 2023 Prigozhin death precipitated fundamental reorganization.¹¹⁷ The Kremlin seized control, restructuring operations under the newly created Africa Corps, subordinate to the Russian Ministry of Defense.¹¹⁸ According to Brookings analysis, Wagner's African footprint was subsumed and rebranded into Africa Corps structures.¹¹⁹

Africa Corps's goal is creating regime dependency on Russia through security provision.¹²⁰ Deployment expanded across Mali, Libya, Niger, Burkina Faso, CAR, and reportedly Equatorial Guinea.¹²¹ However, Brookings experts note Africa Corps faces command and control challenges.¹²²

Effectiveness Challenges and Human Rights Concerns

Despite reorganization, security outcomes deteriorated. Brookings analysis shows Africa Corps "systematically driven up polarization, provoked violence, economic infiltration, and made use of organized crime groups."¹²³ Security situations in client states demonstrably worsened.¹²⁴ Human rights abuses remain systematic.¹²⁵ Resource constraints compound challenges.¹²⁶ The December 2024 Assad regime collapse jeopardized logistics hubs critical for operations.¹²⁷

Assessment: Limited Instrument with Declining Returns

Private military forces provide Russia advantages including flexibility and cost-sharing.¹²⁸ Brookings analysis confirms African leaders found Wagner/Africa Corps attractive alternatives to Western assistance.¹²⁹ However, fundamental
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