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A newer history of  Russia can be l ike this:  

“Vladimir  Putin started a wrong war against  Ukraine in February 2022. Ukraine 

resisted i t  and the world retaliated by infl ict ing enormous economic and diplomatic 

damage on Russia.  Putin then realized what  the real  Russian nat ional  interest  was.  He 

talked to Ukraine,  the U.S.  and China in late March, and obtained the real  securi ty 

condit ions of  the nation -state Russia,  much smaller  than that  of  a  Russian empire.  He 

soon left  the office.  Ukraine recovered,  and then R ussia did.”  

If  you could replace Putin with someone who can immediately rule the Russian 

poli t ical  el i te and sett le the most important geopolit ical  issue, that  could be better.  

However,  to the author that  probabil i ty looks very low, i f  not zero.  A wrong su ccessor 

could not manage turmoil  of  the collapse of  Put in’s ruling eli te.  

In  early March we see much more pessimistic prospects than the above, given the 

trends of  Russian increasing destruction of  Ukraine without  any motivation to  halt  the 

assault .  Nevertheless,  we need to consider  and reconsider how Russia can stop.  To look 

for a clue,  this paper examines the reali ty of  the Russian narrative that  the North 

Atlant ic  Treaty Organization (NATO) has been expanding and increasing threat  to  

Russia.  

 

 

Russia is  the nation-state of the Russian Federation cit izens.  When Put in star ted to  

convert  i t  into a quasi -Russian empire,  i ts  scope of national (imperial)  interest  was 

extended, and securi ty threat  ag ainst  i t  was indefinitely increased.  Then born was the 

false narrative of “NATO expansion threat .”  

Russian actions under the “NATO expansion threat” narrative provoked neighbors  

and increased threat  to the Russian national border.  Instead, i f  the U.S.  and Russia 

rearrange each force posture alignment and agree on a document ,  that  would be 

achievement of Russian national securi ty.  Putin could claim he gained the national  

security interest ,  and ret reat  al l  forces from Ukraine. Until  then international sanctio ns 

would continue to  erode his  legit imacy while Russia would keep destroying Ukraine.  A 

Russia assured with appropriate nat ional  security arrangement  would be a bet ter partner 

of Ukraine and neighbors .  
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In the narrative of  “NATO expansion threat”,  there is  a  core of t ruth.  If  NATO 

offensive posture is  very close to  Russia’s border,  that  should be dangerous and provoke 

Russia.  Realists were right to point  i t .  But the scope of “NATO expansion threat” was 

later extended and now has very l imited proportion of t ruth.  

  This extension might have been intent ional or emotional.  An important effect  of the 

extended scope of  “NATO expansion threat” has been domestic.  It  increased sense of  

nat ional  emergency among the  Russian cit izens,  and legi t imacy of  Putin’s  regime 

enhancing state power and mil i tary capabil i t ies  at  the expense of social  development.   

  Another  important  effect  is  confusion of public opinion outside Russia.  Since i t  has  

a core of  t ruth,  many observers  insist  that  Russia’s  concern against  NATO expansion 

was legi t imate.  That for a long t ime has been one of the reasons of incoherent and 

fluctuating policies of the West against  Russia’s assert iveness.  However,  this argument  

ignores  the extent  and scope of “NATO expansion”. In  real i ty,  the narrative was far 

more extended than the real  national security of  Russia.  

 

 

 

In  2004, when Estonia,  Latvia and Li thuania joined NATO. President  Putin 

complained,  but  did not  regard i t  as  an existent ial  threat  to  his home Saint  Petersburg 

and other  terri tories of the Russian Federation.  

  Then came Putin’s  denouncement  of  NATO expansion at  Munich Security Conference  

in February 2007.  In  August  2008,  Russia used mil i tary intervention into Georgia,  and 

the joining process of Georgia and Ukrai ne to  NATO were effect ively suspended.  

  In  February 2014,  Russia forcefully intervened into Crimea to make i t  independent  

through the local  pol i t ical  movement.  Then began the Donbass conflict .  Ukraine’s  path 

to st rengthen NATO cooperation was forced by th ese Russian deeds.  Later,  Ukraine 

wrote into i ts  consti tution a statement  of  a  future NATO membership.  

  Russia s tarted mil i tary provocat ion outside Ukraine,  for example dangerous fl ight by 

Russian mil i tary ai rcraft  and suspicious movement  of unknown subma rines in the Bal t ic 

Sea.  NATO responded with force relocation in  the eastern member states .  Poland 

created an army base for  the fi rs t  t ime in the eastern half  of  i ts  terri tory.  As a result ,  

Russia invi ted NATO forces closer to Russia’s border,  which had be en predictable.  

Avoiding NATO force eastward movement was not  the most  important  agenda for Putin.  

  In  Apri l  2019 Volodymyr Zelensky advocated for  a  better  relat ion with Russia and 

won the election to  be the President.  But Putin failed to  keep Zelensky ac t ive for  

dialogue with Russia through negotiations or  compromise.  Then in 2021 Zelensky 

hardened his stance in face of the Ukrainian public opinion. Ukraine enhanced defense 

cooperat ion with NATO, not  pursuing an immediate membership of  i t .  But Putin found  

i t  intolerable.  

The False Narrat ive of  “NATO Expansion Threat ”   

The Real i ty  of  NATO-Russia Relat ions  
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  Put in star ted mili tary buildup.  He never talked to Zelensky sincerely.  When U.S.  was 

will ing to  talk about arms control  and confidence -building measures ,  Russia rejected 

all  saying the NATO expansion issue was not separable from other se curi ty issues .  Then 

in February 2022 Russia started a full -scale invasion of Ukraine.  The purpose was to  

subjugate Ukraine,  not  to  ease security concerns about  NATO. Again NATO had to 

enhance i ts  force presence in the eastern member states.  Most people in Finland and 

Sweden now want  NATO membership.  

 

 

 

In  February 2022 Putin rejected addressing NATO issues  in favor of his imperial  

ambition to  subjugate Ukraine.  It  can be because of  his loss of  rational  calculation,  

because of too emotional love of Russia-Ukraine unity,  or because of the lack of the 

real  contents of “NATO expansion threat” narrative.  In  any case,  we now cannot accept 

what Russia has  been saying about “NATO expansion threat” as  a  motivation of the 

Russian aggression. We need to reject  the false content  of the “NATO expansion threat”  

narrative,  reassess  the real  Russian national interest ,  and think of how a solution can 

be found.  

(writ ten as  of March 9,  2022)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclus ion 

Th e  v i e ws  e x p r e s s ed  i n  t h i s  p a p e r  d o  n o t  r ep r e s en t  t h e  

o f f i c i a l  v i e w s  o f  t h e  N a t i o n a l  In s t i t u t e  f o r  D ef en s e  

S t u d i e s .  

P l ea s e  c o n t a c t  u s  a t  t h e  f o l l o wi n g  r e g a r d i n g  a n y  v i e w s  o r  
q u es t i o n s  y o u  m a y  h a v e  r e g a r d i n g  t h e  N ID S  C o m m en t a r y.  

We  d o  n o t  p e r m i t  a n y  u n a u t h o r i z ed  r ep r o d u c t i o n  o r  

u n a u t h o r i z ed  c o p yi n g .  
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