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The Crimean Intervention
Divisionary Use of Force in Russia’s Foreign

Policy?

ABSTRACT

If limiting the influence of EU and NATO on Ukraine was the primary driving force behind Putin’s inter-
vention in Crimea it would appear as if the Russian government has scored a momentous own goal. In-
deed, by presenting itself as a hostile foreign power that seeks to frustrate Ukraine’s western ambitions,
Moscow has provided the country’s politics with the unifying force that it has so far been sorely lacking.
What this interpretation and arguably most explanations for Moscow’s motives have in common is a
strong focus on Russia’s foreign policy interests. However, while Russia’s annexation of Crimea and mil-
itary intervention in Eastern Ukraine has arguably done little to strengthen Russia’s geopolitical posi-
tion, it has undoubtedly strengthened President Putin’s hold on power. Accordingly, the theoretical
framework of diversionary conflict might offer a more plausible explanation of Russian Foreign policy.
The paper will briefly discuss the theory of diversionary action. In the following, the domestic incentive
for diversionary action in Russia will be analyzed, Ukraine’s suitability as a target will be considered and
finally, the domestic effects of Russia’s intervention will be evaluated.
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INTRODUCTION

Originally, the Maidan protest movement had been
sparked by the retraction of Ukraine’s association agree-
ment with the EU, but after a brutal police crackdown,
the protest quickly turned against the government of
President Victor Yanukovych. What had started as a
peaceful protest began to give way to violent clashes
against government forces, culminating into open
fighting on the streets of Kiev, eventually forcing
Yanukovych to flee Ukraine in order to seek protection in
Russia (Yekelchyk 2015: 3). In response to the turmoil in
Ukraine, groups of heavily armed and masked men,
which were later revealed to be Russian special forces,
began to seize key positions on the Crimean Peninsula.
Following the seizure of its buildings by Russian forces
the Crimean Parliament voted to hold a referendum on
whether Crimea should accede to the Russian Federation.
Despite strong international criticism, the referendum
was held on March 16th and yielded an almost 97% ma-
jority in favor of joining the Russian Federation
(Yekelchyk 2015: 5).

The Russian government has long felt threatened by the
expansion of NATO and more recently also the expan-
sion of the EU as a “Trojan horse” for NATO. Therefore,
Ukraine’s close proximity would make its membership in
NATO unacceptable to what the Kremlin perceives as its
legitimate security interests (Mearsheimer 2014: 4, 7).
However, if limiting the influence of EU and NATO on
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Ukraine was indeed the driving force behind the Crimean
intervention then it would appear as if the Russian gov-
ernment has scored a momentous own goal. It is true
that Russia has succeeded in making the short and medi-
um-term prospect of Ukrainian membership in either EU
or NATO much less likely. Yet, for a country as troubled
as Ukraine, its application process for either organization
would have been long and arduous, particularly since
both organizations effectively require unanimous agree-
ment before any new member can be admitted.

Even if the new Ukrainian leadership had been willing to
follow the long and arduous path of reform, it seems hard
to imagine that the country’s regional division would just
disappear. Arguably, it seems much more likely that a
Ukrainian electorate disillusioned by lack of progress on
EU membership would have eventually elected a leader
seeking rapprochement with Russia. This is essentially
what happened after the Orange Revolution in 2004.
However, by annexing Crimea and further destabilizing
Eastern-Ukraine the Russian Government has effectively
removed a major part of the pro-Russian population in
the Donbass region and Crimea from Ukraine’s political
decision-making process.

However, this constitutes just one possible interpreta-
tion of Moscow’s motives, alternative explanations in-
clude an imperialist desire to recapture the preeminent
position Russia’s had lost during the fall of the Soviet
Union. A third interpretation argues that the Crimean
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adventure was in fact not underpinned by any grand stra-
tegic design at all and was simply an opportunistic reac-
tion to an unforeseen situation on the part of Putin
(Treisman 2016: 47-51).

What all three of these explanations share is a focus on
Russia’s foreign policy interests. Yet, while Russia’s in-
tervention in Crimea has arguably done little to improve
its geopolitical position, it has undoubtedly strengthened
President Putin’s hold on power. Accordingly, it could be
argued that Putin has utilized the annexation of Crimea
to divert attention away from Russia’s internal problems
and create a new patriotic consensus in favor of his rule.
Thus, in the following, it will be examined if the theoret-
ical framework of diversionary conflict offers a more
plausible explanation or at least a hitherto missing per-
spective of Russian Foreign policy?

THEORY OF DIVERSIONARY ACTION

Many diplomats and statesmen have long treated the
basic principle behind Diversionary theory as conven-
tional wisdom in international politics: This principle
being that domestically embattled leaders have an incen-
tive to divert domestic discontent in order to bolster
their political position (Sobek 2007: 29). However, its
theoretical roots can only be traced back to the year
1908, with Simmel being the first to take a systematic
approach towards the in-group/out-group hypothesis. He
suggested that in the face of conflict with an out-group,
the internal cohesion and political centralization of the
in-group will increase (Simmel 1964: 93). Coser then
extended this hypothesis to the subject of international
relations. In a nutshell Diversionary theory argues that,
for leaders threatened by domestic turmoil there is a
considerable temptation to distract their population
from internal strife by initiating external conflict (Coser
1956: 93-95).

Yet, what conditions must be present for diversionary
action to be considered a viable course of action? First,
for a leader to contemplate initiating external conflict,
there must be a sufficient domestic incentive like con-
sistently low government approval ratings, domestic
unrest or a struggling economy, from which the popula-
tion must be distracted (Russett 1990: 136—138). Never-
theless, not every state is an equally suitable target for
diversionary action. Aside from the obvious constraints
of military power and logistical capabilities, a successful
diversion requires, first and foremost, the continued sup-
port of the population. Therefore, they must be con-
vinced that the issue at stake is important enough to
justify damaging otherwise important ties like trade or
diplomatic relations (Levy 1998: 16).

Jung argues, that there are two types of diversionary tar-
gets that meet this criterion: greed-producing targets
and fear-inducing targets. Greed-producing targets are
states that occupy disputed territory or exercise hegemo-
ny despite declining in power while fear-inducing targets
are states that either exhibit rapidly rising power or a
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manifestly different identity (Jung 2014: 567-569). Di-
versionary use of force offers four principal benefits for
an embattled leader. First, conflict with another country
allows the government to depict the other state as a new
out-group at which the population can direct its disaffec-
tion, thereby increasing government support through the
“rally around the flag” effect. Second, a successful action
abroad demonstrates the competence of the leader,
thereby increasing his support and giving him the chance
to address the causes of the public’s disaffection. Third,
as the name of the theory implies, external conflict al-
lows the government to, at least temporarily, divert the
public’s attention away from issues that have caused
disaffection. Finally, external conflict permits a leader to
crack-down on any dissent, enabling the government to
neutralize any outspoken opposition to its policies
(Sobek 2007: 31).

So far, the majority of diversionary action literature has
focused on the United States, thus diversionary theory
has taken on a decidedly US-centric view (Kanat 2014:
20). However, a growing number of studies indicating
that autocratic regimes may be no less likely to use diver-
sionary tactics than democracies (Enterline/Gleditsch
2000; Pickering/Kisangani 2010; Dincecco/Chiou 2012).
It is for this reason, that the examination of the Crimean
intervention makes for such an intriguing case study
since it features several aspects that have been notably
absent in the research focused on the United States: It
shines a light on the decision-making process in a per-
sonalist autocratic regime like Putin’s Russia. More sig-
nificantly, it has been exceedingly rare for a work on di-
versionary action to be directly linked to a territorial
conflict (Tir 2010: 414-415). Thus, in the following chap-
ters the implications of the disputed status of Crimea will
be given special consideration.

DOMESTIC SITUATION IN RUSSIA: IS THERE A DIVERSION-
ARY INCENTIVE PRESENT?

This part of the paper will be concerned with the ques-
tion of whether there was sufficient domestic incentive
present within the Russian Federation, to make the Rus-
sian government consider diversionary conflict a viable
course action. In order to address this issue, the focus
will be on the state of Russia’s economy in combination
with the approval rating of the Russian government as
indicators of domestic discontent from the period of
2008 to early 2014. After the tumultuous years under
President Boris Yeltsin, there was an overwhelming de-
sire for stability. This has led to the emergence of a new
social contract between the people and the Putin admin-
istration, in return for economic prosperity and stability,
the majority of the population would remain indifferent
to politics (Bennetts 2016: 6).

Thus, the rapid commodity fueled growth between 2000-
2008, or more precisely the rising standard of living that
accompanied it was critical in legitimizing the govern-
ment of Vladimir Putin: with real wages increasing by
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the factor of 3.4 and real pensions increasing by the fac-
tor of 2.8 (Kudrin/Gurvich 2015: 30). Accordingly, eco-
nomic prosperity is still one of the most important fac-
tors influencing President Putin’s approval ratings. How-
ever, the well-being of the Russian economy remained
tied to high commodity prices, with oil and gas repre-
senting the majority of Russia’s export. Therefore, when
commodity prices collapsed in the aftermath of the crisis
of 2008, the resulting severe economic recession called
the newfound social contract into question (Bradshaw/
Connolly 2016: 158; Rogov 2016: 29-31). Nevertheless,
oil prices soon recovered and from 2010 to 2014 Russian
export revenues exceeded $2.46 Trillion eclipsing even
the previous oil boom.

Yet, there was no return to the high economic growth
rates of the early 2000s (Rogov 2016: 32). Instead, sever-
al deep-seated issues like endemic corruption, a weak
rule of law and the dominance of state-owned and politi-
cally connected companies were finally making them-
selves felt, resulting in a significant deterioration of the
investment climate. (Gloger 2015: 57). In spite of an av-
erage economic growth of only 1.5% between 2009 and
2014, (World Bank 2015), the average Russian income
increased by more than a third to $936 in the same time
period. However, in order to sustain this development,
the government was forced to spend much of its previ-
ously accumulated financial reserves (Bertelsmann
Stiftung 2014: 11). At the same time, only limited invest-
ments were made to diversify the economy or to modern-
ize the country’s aging infrastructure. Instead, the bene-
fits of increased state investment were reaped primarily
by a select few with close ties to the Kremlin (Gloger
2015: 57-59, 61).

In 2013, the World Bank was projecting merely 1.3%
growth for the Russian economy (World Bank 2014: 1)
and even the Russian ministry of economic development
only expected a long-term economic growth of 2.5% until
2030 (Kravchenko/Rose: 2013). Accordingly, the outlook
for the Russian economy at the beginning of 2014 was
already looking bleak even before the escalation of the
Ukraine issue resulted in economic sanctions from EU
and USA and before the oil price began its rapid decline.
Mirroring Russia’s economic development, President
Putin’s approval rating has also displayed a slow down-
ward trajectory from its peak of 86% in April of 2008 to a
still respectable 65% at the end of 2013 (Levada-Center
2017). However, it is important to note that the most
dramatic fall in his popularity occurred in 2011 at a time
of relative economic stability. This did not indicate a
decreasing significance of economic issues, but rather a
rising disillusionment with government efforts to return
the economy to its previous growth levels, which helped
to spark the mass protests of 2011/2012. Consequently,
the struggling economy was becoming more closely asso-
ciated with Russian’s view of Putin (Treisman 2014: 22—
24). Nevertheless, despite this development indicating a
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long-term vulnerability to a further deterioration of the
economy, at the beginning of 2014, the domestic situa-
tion appeared far from being in critical condition. Conse-
quently, no drastic diversionary action on part of the
Russian government should have been required.
However, here Putin’s personalist authoritarian style of
government must be taken into consideration. Gaubatz
argues that the logic of diversionary action applies par-
ticularly to democracies, due to their leaders’ sensitivity
to falling approval rates (Gaubatz 1991: 239). Neverthe-
less, the consequences of a public loss of confidence are
usually far more drastic for an autocratic leader. Thus, it
could be argued that autocratic leaders have a lower
threshold at which point they judge domestic discontent
to have reached a level critical to the survival of their
regime. Consequently, it is not the objective threat level
to regime stability that determines the attractivity of
diversionary action, but rather the perceived threat level
that is significant.

In 2012, only 41% believed that Russia was heading in
the right direction and confidence in Putin was as low as
37%. Therefore, although the majority of Russian’s were
unhappy with the course their country was taking and
had little hope of President Putin being able to improve
matters, 65% of them still approved of him and his poli-
cies. This apparent contradiction can be explained by a
tendency among many Russians to absolve the President
of the responsibility for the country’s problems and in-
stead put the blame on a lower level of authority. This
effect is complemented by the fact that in the eyes of
many Russians there is no credible alternative to Putin in
Russian politics. Accordingly, while many Russian’s are
unhappy with the current state of the country, most of
them are unwilling to trade the relative stability they
currently enjoy for the uncertain prospect of a better
future (Bennetts 2016: 154-156).

However, with Russia’s economic problems becoming
more closely associated with the person of the president,
combined with a steadily declining approval rating and
Russia being shaken by the largest mass protests since
Boris Yeltsin left office, Putin’s hold on power was argua-
bly not as strong as it used to be. For Putin who had con-
structed his power base on his personal popularity, this
must have represented a highly disconcerting develop-
ment. In addition, judging by his rhetoric he considered
the Ukraine crisis as a test-run for a similar attempt by a
foreign power to stir up discontent in Russia (Bennetts
2016: 271, 311-312). If this truly reflected a genuinely
held belief, Putin may have perceived his domestic vul-
nerability to be far more acute than his approval ratings
would indicate. Therefore, the opportunity to shore up
his faltering domestic support while deterring any
“foreign meddling”, may have simply been too good to
pass up. Accordingly, when seen from this perspective,
there was indeed enough of a domestic incentive present
to consider diversionary action.
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UKRAINE SUITABILITY AS A TARGET OF DIVERSIONARY
ACTION

Although the domestic situation is the primary driving
factor behind diversionary action, there are also external
factors that constrain leaders in their choice of target.
Levy observes that, from a military standpoint, neighbor-
ing states would appear to be the easiest targets for di-
versionary conflict. However, while neighboring coun-
tries make for more convenient targets, their proximity
generally induces extensive economic, cultural and dip-
lomatic ties (Levy 1998: 149). This observation also
seems to hold true for the case of Ukraine. In 2013, the
year before the occupation and annexation of Crimea,
Ukraine had been Russia’s fifth largest export destination
(The Observatory of Economic Complexity 2013). Fur-
thermore, aside from a brief period after the first world
war Ukraine and Russia had been part of the same coun-
try for hundreds of years. Thus, the strong cultural and
historical connection between the two nations can hardly
be overstated (Molchanov 2002: 79, 211, 213). Conse-
quently, Ukraine would appear to be a particularly ill-
suited target for diversionary action. In the following,
the question of whether Ukraine can be classified as a
fear-inducing state with respect to its identity and or as a
greed-producing state regarding the territorial conflict
over Crimea will be addressed. There has been an in-
creased interest in identity as a cause of interstate con-
flict. Identity can be defined in many different ways in-
cluding among others cultural, ethnic, religious and ide-
ological identity. Different identities can generate sig-
nificant biases for in-groups against out-groups, these
biases can then be exploited for the initiation of conflict
(Jung 2014: 568).

For the present case, the focus will be on ethnic and cul-
tural identity as the cause of conflict between Russia and
Ukraine. At first glance, utilizing differing identity as a
justification of the Crimean Intervention seems to be
destined for failure. After all, there is probably no coun-
try with which Russia has closer historical or cultural ties
than Ukraine, with one-third of the Ukrainian population
considering Russian its mother tongue and more than
half using it in their daily lives (Molchanov 2002: 213).
Prior to the Maidan revolution, there is little indication
that ordinary Russians considered Ukraine’s cultural or
ethnic identity as so manifestly different, to be threaten-
ing. Therefore, for Ukraine to fulfill the criteria of a fear-
inducing state, the perception of a threatening Ukrainian
identity would have to have emerged in the course of the
ensuing crisis between Ukraine and Russia. In order to
assess whether this is the case, the major influence of the
media on Russian public opinion during that time must
be considered.

For the majority of Russians television is still the primary
source of information. Although large parts of the Rus-
sian media landscape are either state-controlled or be-
long to supporters of the current government, most citi-
zens trust the Russian media and believe it to be an ob-
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jective source of information (Ray/Esipova 2014). Begin-
ning in February 2014, the overwhelming majority of
Russian state-controlled media was almost exclusively
devoted to the topic of Ukraine. The primary purpose of
this intensive coverage was to frame the Maidan as a
radically ethnic rather than a democratic revolution. By
using terms like “Kiev Junta’, “Bandera Fascists” and
“punitive operation”, the Russian media created a narra-
tive of a fascist government standing in the tradition of
Ukrainian collaborators during the second world war
(Rogov 2016: 36).

This task was simplified by the fact that support for the
Maidan movement was strongest in the western part of
the country, while native Russian speakers are primarily
concentrated in Eastern-Ukraine. Thus, the Russian me-
dia portrayed the threat posed by the “Kiev Junta” as not
principally directed against the Russian people, but ra-
ther against ethnic Russians and Russian speakers in
Eastern-Ukraine. Therefore, the Kremlin justified its in-
tervention in Crimea with the need to protect ethnic
Russians from the excesses of the “radical” new Ukraini-
an government (Walker 2015: 4).

As a consequence of this media campaign, the Ukrainian
state and government are seen very negatively in Russia.
This specific focus on Ukraine did not only increase the
support of the existing Russian political audience but
also helped to mobilize a contingent of the citizens that
had previously been indifferent to politics or lost interest
in the official news (Rogov 2016: 39). Accordingly, it
seems that rather than being hindered by its close ties to
Ukraine, the Russian government has skillfully used
them to legitimize the Crimean intervention in the eyes
of the Russian people. Nevertheless, even though ordi-
nary Russians believe Ukrainians to be misled by western
or nationalist propaganda, the majority still maintained a
broadly favorable view of them at the time of the Crime-
an intervention (Onuch 2016: 38). Indeed, despite the
unresolved conflict in Eastern Ukraine, this sentiment
has actually grown in strength with 82% of Russians
holding either a generally positive or even a very positive
view of Ukrainians (Levada-Center 2019c). Accordingly,
despite their hostility for the Ukrainian government Rus-
sians do not perceive the Ukrainian “identity” as inher-
ently threatening.

Instead, Russian attitudes towards its neighbor tend to
be characterized by a pronounced sense of superiority. In
the patronizing official Russian narrative, Ukraine is of-
ten portrayed as Russia’s “little brother.” Indeed, for
centuries the territory that is now Ukraine was referred
to as “Little Russia” and Ukrainians in turn as “Little
Russians.” Historically, each time “non-conformist”
Ukrainians had sought to deviate from this role, the nar-
rative of brotherhood is replaced by one of Ukraine and
Ukrainians as a “negative other.” Thus, the negative por-
trayal of Ukrainian nationalism has deep historical roots
on which Moscow’s contemporary propaganda campaign
could build upon (Riabchuk 2016: 76—-82; Kushnir 2018: 3
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-5). Consequently, while most Russians maintained a
generally positive view of the Ukrainian people, the
country of Ukraine can still be classified as, or more ap-
propriately was turned into, a fear-inducing state at the
time of the intervention.

Similar to the matter of identity, the territorial conflict
over Crimea had also been quietly simmering below the
surface ever since Ukraine became independent
(Molchanov 2002: 218). Although, Crimea holds consid-
erable economic value with projections showing that its
natural gas and oil reserves could boost Russia’s GDP by
1.42%, (Barry 2014: 2) the “greed” invoked by territory
must not necessarily be economic in nature. In fact, in
most cases objective value has little to do with the in-
tense reaction people tend to exhibit in regard to disput-
ed territory. In the eyes of the public, territorial matters
are seen as so central to the matter of national survival
and the human perception of identity that otherwise
important considerations like impact on the economy or
longstanding ties tend to quickly become incidental. This
common territorial interest is shared throughout all so-
cial strata and allows a leader to forge society as a whole
into an enormous in-group. Conversely, the state that
controls territory that “rightfully” belongs to the leader’s
country becomes the corresponding out-group. Thus,
using territorial diversion is very attractive for any leader
that wants to overcome societal divisions (Tir 2010: 416—
417).

Post-Soviet Russia offers a fertile ground for such a strat-
egy. After the initial shock over the collapse of the USSR
had passed, Russia’s “post-imperial pain” has led to a
dangerous confluence of reemerged Russian nationalism,
nostalgia for past greatness and revanchism (Herpen Van
2015: 49-50). This has created a climate in which ultra-
nationalist positions have increasingly entered into the
mainstream of Russian politics, for instance in 2010 one
of the most influential groups within the governing Unit-
ed Russia party had called for a revision of Russia’s cur-
rent borders (Herpen Van 2015: 109, 116-117).

Due to its close association with the very idea of Russian
national identity, Ukraine has become a focal point of
these revanchist ambitions. Unlike many other of the
former Soviet Republics, Ukraine and Russia are seem-
ingly not separated by immense differences regarding
race, religion and in many cases, not even the language
that is used in daily life (Molchanov 2002 108, 113).
Thus, many Russians still regard Ukraine as an indivisible
part of the greater Russian world. According to a KIIS
survey that was conducted in 2014, 32% of all Russians
believed Ukraine and Russia should be unified into a sin-
gle state (Kiev International Institute of Sociology 2014).
This mood is echoed by the political elite, with leading
politicians and even Putin himself questioning Ukraine’s
right to exist as an independent country (Herpen Van
2015: 239-240). Although, a more recent survey by the
Levada Center seems to suggest that Russians have
somewhat soured on the idea with only 17% still sup-
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porting unification, as of February 2019 a majority still
supports an open border without any visa requirements
or customs barrier (Levada-Center 2019c¢).

However, while many Russians are still on the fence re-
garding Ukraine’s independence, in regard to Crimea,
with its majority population of ethnic Russians, these
mixed feelings are largely absent. Crimea had only been
“transferred” to Ukrainian administration in 1954, but
since both countries remained part of the Soviet Union
this changed little in practical terms. However, even
when Ukraine’s independence was still in the making a
campaign to return Crimea to Russia had already been
launched. Although the issue eventually disappeared
from the forefront of public attention, the status of Cri-
mea has remained a point of contention ever since
(Hansen 2015: 144-147). Nevertheless, even back in
2001, a survey indicated that only 27% of Russians were
willing to relinquish Russia’s claim on Crimea (Pearce/
Yuchshenko 2018: 95-96).

Considering, its importance as a symbol of resistance
against foreign aggression in Russia’s national mytholo-
gy and its ethnic Russian majority (Yekelchyk 2015: p. 4)
Crimea was an easy target for a territorial diversion.
However, the Kremlin did not just rely on latent resent-
ment over the status of Crimea to secure the support of
the Russian people. Instead, Russian state-controlled
media launched a large-scale propaganda campaign to
delegitimize the Maidan movement and portray the Rus-
sian intervention in Crimea as the only possible course of
action (Pasitselska 2017: 597-607). Consequently,
Ukraine can be classified as both a greed-producing as
well as a fear-inducing state at the time of the Russian
intervention and can thus be considered a suitable target
for diversionary action.

DOMESTIC EFFECTS OF RUSSIA’S INTERVENTION IN CRI-
MEA: SUCCESSFUL DIVERSION?

The previous chapters have already established that
there was a diversionary incentive present in Russia and
that Ukraine represented a suitable target for a diver-
sionary conflict. In the following the domestic effects of
the intervention on Russia in general and Russian poli-
tics, in particular, will be addressed.

It is undeniable that the Crimean intervention has led to
a “rally around the flag effect” with President Putin’s
approval ratings rising to 86% in June of 2014 (Levada-
Center 2017). As far as rally effects are concerned this
does not constitute a particularly large increase in sup-
port. Yet, what is noteworthy about this rally effect is not
its size, but its durability. For instance, in response to the
9/11 attack George W. Bush’s approval rating soared
from 51% to a staggering 90% however, little more than a
year later he had already lost three-quarter of his rally
effect gains (Gallup Organization 2009). Conversely, Vla-
dimir Putin’s approval rating did not once dip below 80%
in the four years following the annexation of Crimea
(Levada-Center 2019a). This resilience can be attributed
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in part to the lasting effect the annexation of Crimea has
had on Russian public opinion. While, rally effects have
proven themselves to be usually rather short-lived di-
minishing over time as the perception of being under
threat fades, public support for the annexation of Crimea
has remained consistently high (Levada-Center 2019b).
However, there is more to the resilience of the Crimea
rally effect than just its territorial nature. Another crucial
factor in its durability is the asymmetry of information
available to the general public in a democracy and an
autocracy. In a democracy like the United States, a free
media environment makes it exceedingly difficult for the
government to permanently control the public debate
which in turn accelerates the decay of the rally effect.
Conversely, the highly controlled information space of
Putin’s Russia not only makes the public more suscepti-
ble to diversionary action but also ensures that the
Kremlin’s narrative on the Crimean intervention contin-
ues to go virtually unchallenged (Stone 2016: 80-81).
Yet, Rogov contends that Putin’s high approval ratings
might be significantly overstating its popularity. In 2014,
only 38% of polled Russians felt that they could talk
freely about government policy. Moreover, in the context
of the massive state-sponsored media campaign and in-
creasing repression, critics of Putin might be considera-
bly less willing to speak out against the overwhelming
“climate of opinion”, thereby distorting sociological sur-
veys on this subject (Rogov 2016: 46, 49). Nevertheless, a
survey conducted in 2015 that accounts for these biases,
suggests that most of the support for Putin is, in fact,
genuine (Frye et al. 2017: 11).

In addition, while the Crimean intervention may have
given President Putin the time to address the domestic
issues that made the intervention necessary, it might
well have deprived him of the means to do so. Russia is in
desperate need of foreign investments to modernize its
economy in order to make it less dependent on the ex-
port of commodities. Yet, the economic sanctions that
Russia has been put under by both the USA and EU have
cut off many conduits of foreign funding. Thereby fur-
ther exacerbating the structural problems of the Russian
economy (Guriev 2016: 19). Likewise, while unemploy-
ment numbers have remained remarkably stable despite
Russia entering into recession, this only came to pass
due to massive government pressure on business owners
not to lay off redundant workers. Yet, this came at the
cost of wage cuts of on average 10% in 2015 alone, which
has contributed to the highest number of Russians living
below the poverty line in nearly a decade (The Guardian
2016; Miller 2018). Thus, while the patriotic upsurge
caused by the incorporation of Crimea has proven to be
much more durable than previous rally effects, it was
only a matter of time until Russia’s precarious economic
situation would make itself felt again.

However, in the meantime, the Crimean intervention has
confronted Russia’s opposition with a conundrum: Con-
demn the annexation and lose what little popular sup-
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port they have or support it and lose international stand-
ing. In the end, most of Russia’s opposition decided to
welcome the annexation — just like the overwhelming
majority of the Russian people. Nevertheless, repression
of political dissent has still increased drastically
(Bennetts 2016: 266-268). Over the course of Putin’s
rule, opposing him and his policies had become increas-
ingly dangerous with opposition politicians being subject
to harassment, beatings and frequently also imprison-
ment. Conditions had already become significantly more
repressive in response to the protests in 2011/2012.
However, in the aftermath of the Crimean annexation,
the Russian government was no longer content with only
targeting political dissidents themselves, instead, the
Kremlin had also begun to target their relatives as well
(Gel’man 2015: 3-4). Additionally, the media campaign
against the opposition has also taken on an entirely new
quality. For instance, in the fall of 2014 thirty-one high
profile, Russian citizens that had in any way spoken out
against the seizure of Crimea or Russia’s war in Ukraine
were denounced as “national traitors” on live national
television by the state-controlled NTV channel. Just one
month later the very same channel even offered itself as
a platform for explicit death threats against opposition
politicians (Bennetts 2016: 272-273).

This campaign has created a climate in which violence
against dissidents and opposition politicians has become
acceptable. Yet this is no longer limited to beatings and
on February 27 of 2015, the opposition politician Boris
Nemtsov was murdered virtually at the walls of the
Kremlin. In the end, it makes little difference if Nemtsov
was killed by the government as some believe or if he
only fell victim to an atmosphere of hatred. The message
is crystal clear, anyone who dares to oppose Putin is fair
game (Gel’man 2015: 4). In summary, rather than using
the incorporation of Crimea as a mere distraction Presi-
dent Putin has skillfully utilized the resulting rally effect
to make his position virtually unassailable - at least tem-
porarily.

SUCCESSFUL DIVERSION AT WHAT COST?

When it comes to foreign policy decision making, it is
never easy to identify a single driving force, having said
that President Putin had incentive, a suitable target and
has reaped the benefits of a successful diversion. There-
fore, diversionary theory seems to offer a plausible ex-
planation of the motive behind Russia’s intervention in
Crimea.

At least from a domestic perspective, President Putin’s
Crimean diversion could for a long time be regarded as a
resounding success. Yet, at what cost? The “fraternal”
relationship between Russia and Ukraine has been thor-
oughly severed. According to the United Nations, 13,000
have died and up to 30,000 have been wounded in the
war in Eastern-Ukraine with the Minsk ceasefires only
slowing the pace of the killing (Unian 2019). Thus, for
the foreseeable future rapprochement between the two
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countries seems unlikely. Additionally, the Kremlin’s in-
volvement in Eastern-Ukraine has never been as unani-
mously popular as the bloodless annexation of Crimea and
even at the height of the crisis, only 21% of the Russian
population expressed their support for the annexation of
the Donbass region. Russia’s involvement remains purely
unofficial, by the estimate of the “Cargo 200” project up to
4,400 Russian servicemen and “volunteers” have already
died in the fighting (Gru 200 Project 2019). Although there
are no official figures, the fact that Putin decided to make
Russian military casualties a state secret in May of 2015
implies substantial Russian losses (BBC 2015).

Furthermore, Russia’s feeble economic growth is coming
back to haunt Moscow. In 2011/2012 Russia saw the larg-
est mass protests of the Putin era, yet the fight for free-
dom or democracy failed to inspire a critical mass of pro-
testors. However, since 2014, the number of Russians liv-
ing below the poverty line has grown at a staggering rate
(Trudolyubov 2016). Thus, the next mass protests might
be caused by Russians’ declining living standards. While
this represents a rather mundane issue compared to the
more abstract ideals of the 2011/2012 protests it also of-
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fers a much greater potential for mass mobilization.
Indeed, with the average monthly Russian wage now hav-
ing fallen to just $630, which is below even its 2008 level,
it now seems as if the patriotic surge of Crimea is finally
beginning to wear off. While popular support for the Cri-
mean annexation remains largely undiminished, its bene-
ficial effect on Putin’s approval ratings is being increas-
ingly superseded by concerns about weak economic
growth and stagnating living standards (Inozemtsev
2019). Previously, Russia’s many problems were blamed
on government in general with the President remaining
unaffected by popular discontent. However, this time it
appears as if Russia’s problems are now being increasingly
associated with the person of Putin. As a consequence of a
number of recent unpopular government measures like
the raising of the pension age, the President’s approval
rating has already fallen to its pre-Crimea level (Levada-
Center 2019a). Consequently, Putin would be well advised
to focus less on chasing after Russia’s lost great power
status and more on alleviating the economic hardship of
many ordinary Russians. After all, not even the sorely
tested Russian people can live on patriotism alone.
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