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Discontinuity in Russian Strategic Culture?
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Executive Summary

o Empirical evidence suggests that, parallel to the cultural continuity manifested in the main
characteristics of Russian conduct in its operation in Syria, a departure from strategic tradition might
have emerged on the tactical level: the emergence of a mission-command culture.

e If the symptoms are the harbinger of a cultural change, this would be a novelty and deviation from
earlier Russian strategic tradition. The categorical answer to this question is beyond the scope of this
piece, but we offer competing explanations for this conceivable eventuality.

e The literature on this subject differentiates between three different shifts in strategic culture:
incremental and slow cultural transformation; rapid and fundamental change occurring during a short
period of time; and a cultural change in which the overall strategic culture remains intact, but the
strategic community deliberately and rapidly adopts new norms and practices. The characteristics of
change shown in Russian conduct in the operation in Syria suggest that it is closer to the third, ideal
type of shift.

Introduction

In this paper, we explore the extent to which certain aspects of Moscow’s military innovation
following its campaign in Syria demonstrate discontinuity in Russian strategic culture. This
question is of both theoretical and practical importance.

Scholars of international security studies have looked into the theoretical question of what
preserves the cultural traits of a given strategic community. The consensus within the discipline
is that strategic culture of a given actor, like any other culture, should manifest more continuity
than change, and permanence over time regardless of the varying material circumstances.
Scholars agree that changes in strategic culture, although rare and incremental, are possible, but
they acknowledge that the theoretical knowledge about the essence of such shifts is limited
relative to other aspects of the strategic culture theory in international relations (IR).
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This paper examines Russian strategic behavior in the Syrian campaign, and, specifically, which
lessons related to command and control (C2) might have emerged. Refining conceptual
knowledge about shifts in strategic culture also contributes to practitioners utilizing the analytical
concept.

There are five main characteristics of Russian strategic-operational conduct in the operation in
Syria: (1) a holistic approach to strategy and operations; (2) recklessness and a disconnect
between words and deeds; (3) a mix of messianic—pragmatic considerations; (4) an integral
management style; and (5) operational creativeness. These characteristics demonstrate more
continuity than change in the traditional Russian approach to military operations and strategy.
However, empirical evidence also suggests that, at the same time, a departure from strategic
tradition on the tactical level might have emerged. Change might be evolving on the tactical-
operational level, in the form of the emergence of a mission-command culture.

If the initial symptoms are the harbinger of a cultural change, this would be both a novelty and a
deviation from the earlier Russian strategic tradition. This paper offers competing explanations
for this conceivable eventuality. The categorical answer to this question is beyond the scope of
this piece, which suffices with framing the question, offering initial food for thought, and
outlining avenues for future research both on the question of the shift in Russian strategic culture
and for the theoretical debate in IR about transformations in strategic culture and their drivers.

The paper proceeds in three parts. The first section defines mission command as a general
practice in modern militaries and discusses possible indications of its emergence in Russia. The
second section highlights generic theoretical explanations for the shifts in strategic cultures; the
third section applies these explanations to the Russian case. The conclusion summarizes the
findings and outlines the implications for strategic culture theory and for practitioners.

Mission Command and Russian Strategic Culture

If declarations of intent reflect anything, then we might be looking at the first signs of
evolvement of a mission-command culture in the Russian military. Mission command is a
decentralized tactical combat management style in which superior commanders share the overall
intent of the mission with their subordinates and delegate to them freedom of action in choosing
the optimal ways and means of executing it. Delegation of authority implies that subordinates
take initiative and have dynamism, and that they understand the broader context of the combat
mission they are executing.? The assumption that there is intent to adopt this decentralized
culture—although the military brass has not mentioned it by name—has emerged from various
statements made by Russian commanders within the broader learning process following the
operation in Syria. When talking about the training of the new generation of young officers, the
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Chief of the General Staff, Valery Gerasimov, has underscored the cultivation of such qualities
as an ability to rapidly assess the situation, make nonstandard decisions, employ military
cunningness (voennaia khitrost’ i smekalka), and act unexpectedly. According to him,
commanders should be creative, be willing to depart from the template, opt for calculated risk,
and express reasonable initiative. These qualities, which imply significant autonomy and
delegation of authority along the lines of the mission-command culture, would be a departure
from the traditional Russian practice of centralized command at the tactical level .

These virtues not only correspond with mission-command style, an asymmetrical approach, and
operational creativity, but are also exactly the virtues needed to employ reconnaissance-strike
complex (RSC): intelligence, command and control, and fire capabilities integrated into a joint
system of systems. The “information technology revolution in military affairs” (IT-RMA) era—a
euphemism for the current character of based on stand-off precision guided weapons and
intelligence and command and control systems supporting them—demands that militaries adopt
mission command. The complex, fragmented, fast-changing battlefield, “where combatants adapt
constantly to exploit one-another’s weaknesses,” requires “devolving a high level of autonomy
of decision-making to leaders on the ground.”* However, ideational factors play a part in
adoption of this practice. Indeed, cultural as well as technological issues were among the main
reasons for the inability of the Soviet military to implement the IT-RMA visions of Marshall
Ogarkov, the Soviet Chief of the GS who promoted this defense transformation since early
1980s. The concept of RSC, in which decentralized units that have their own independent means
of collection and destruction are established, was at odds with the norms of the rigid Soviet
military command culture and with the nature of the Soviet political system. The tactical
creativity, flexibility, and capacity for independent action, so vital to employing IT-RMA-era
weaponry and doctrines, were poorly developed in the Soviet military. Junior officers were
educated “by the book,” adhering to the traditions of detailed tactical planning, centralization,
and limited decision-making.®> Moreover, according to the Soviet military theory, wars were won
at the operational level, not the tactical one. Consequently, authority was concentrated at the
operational level, purposely limiting the freedom of tactical commanders. These commanders
enjoyed a certain level of independence, but all the regulations that they had to abide by aimed to
ensure that these commanders could not, on their own initiative, upset the plans and options of
their superior officers.® Although progress was made in improving the mental flexibility of junior
commanders, initiative—on the tactical level—was a very difficult concept for the Soviet
military to come to terms with.” Since perestroika, Russian military theoreticians have criticized
Soviet tactics for “conservatism, dogmatism, intellectual stagnation, the lack of junior officers’
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creativity, and inability to improvise.”® In light of this, if the Russian military does begin to
adopt the mission-command culture, this will be a major departure from earlier tradition. To
qualify as a discontinuity in the style of warfare, it should be a profound and long-lasting change
in the military’s DNA, not programmatic announcements, not an episodic wartime adjustment,
but a broad general transformation of the mindset and a shift in the organizational-cultural
climate.

As of this writing, however, the significance of the change is unclear because the empirical
evidence is mixed and insufficient to argue categorically about the emergence— or lack of—a
mission-command culture in the Russian military. The annual strategic exercise Vostok 2018 and
several other smaller-scale maneuvers since 2017 applied the lessons learned in Syria; in
particular, the employment of RSCs on the tactical-operational level, which implied reliance on
mission command.® Some scholars debate this hypothesis because, according to them, such
change runs against the very essence of Russian political-military culture. Despite appearances,
the exercises demonstrated mission control rather than mission command.

An alternative view does not refute that possibility, conceding that there might have been a
genuine intent to introduce mission command. It was not practiced during VVostok 2018,
however, to avoid possible accidents that could risk losing face with the Chinese, who also
participated in the exercise. An additional view does identify a mission-command practice in the
Russian military, but in conditions similar to those in a laboratory: short episodes confined to
specific small units in selected military districts. This view shows that these exercises were
exceptions to the rule; the exercises aim to test innovation and generate generic insights, but they
do not indicate overall transformation in the command a culture.°
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Shifts in Strategic Culture—Theoretical Explanations

If, however, such a shift is indeed emerging in Russian strategic culture, what accounts for it?
Why has the Russian military been reorienting itself deliberately toward mission command,
running against the traditional traits associated with the Russian culture of war? The importance
of this question goes beyond the Russian case study and has wider theoretical implications. The
query relates to one of the basic questions in strategic culture theory: What drives cultural
modifications?

The theoretical literature differentiates between three types of shifts in strategic culture, which it
sees as rare but possible. The first is incremental and slow cultural transformation that spans long
periods of time; it could be decades or even centuries. The change is not brought about by a
deliberate effort associated with a certain place, time, and group, but from the accumulation of
numerous developments in the strategic environment over time that incrementally shape the
norms and values of the given strategic community, forcing it to change. This change does not
necessarily imply a total reinvention of the strategic culture; some earlier traits of behavior might
adapt to the changing circumstances, in a process akin to the biological evolution of a species
over successive generations. !

The second type of cultural transformation is an opposite process—rapid, fundamental, and
broad change occurring over a short period of time. Usually, such change involves a deliberate
decision by a given strategic community to disconnect from its previous culture, reinvent itself
totally, adapt a new set of values and norms, and reform its professional behavior accordingly.
The literature suggests that a strategic community or military organization initiates such total a
cultural self-reform in response to a fundamental geopolitical shift. To illustrate this type of shift,
scholars refer to the military organizations of Germany and Japan after World War 11, and of the
Warsaw Pact countries following the Soviet collapse, which deliberately parted ways with their
earlier professional ethos and decided to fundamentally reinvent their styles of warfare, norms,
values, and traditional professional military practices.*?

The literature also designates a third type of cultural change, in which the overall strategic
culture stays intact but the strategic community deliberately and rapidly adopts some new norms
and practices. Scholars suggest that such a change follows a major strategic blunder and
operational failure, when the institutions of the given strategic community, driven by their
traditional cultural inclinations, cannot deliver the desired geopolitical outcome and demonstrate
the bankruptcy of the mainstream professional approach. In such a situation, competing
subcultures within the given strategic community—or within a new community of knowledge
that has, until then, been marginalized by the dominant culture—Dbegin to flourish. These

11 For example, see: Gray, 1999; and Gray, 2006; Karasek, 2016; Alan Bloomfield, “Time to Move On:
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Anja Dalgaard-Nielsen, “The Test of Strategic Culture: Germany, Pacifism and Preemptive Strikes,”
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Szoldiers, Scholars and National Defence Universities (London: Routledge, 2016).
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subcultures offer alternative philosophies, values, and modus operandi that eventually become
the mainstream, thus changing certain aspects of strategic style. This shift is similar to the second
ideal type in that it is rapid, and to the first ideal type in that it has limited scope—it is not an all-
encompassing change, but the modification of one particular practice within the broader
framework that stays intact.*3

The Sources of Cultural Change in Russia—Competing Hypotheses

Establishing where the Russian case stands in relation to this typology demands a separate in-
depth study, which calls for collecting more empirical data about mission command, which is
unavailable as of this writing. However, some initial thoughts are already conceivable. If the
discussed change is indeed emerging, indications suggest that the Russian case is closer to the
third ideal type: a strategic-operational blunder has sparked a crisis of knowledge, leading to a
new paradigm that runs against the basic cultural instincts and strategic tradition, but satisfies the
operational and geopolitical needs of the moment. Specifically, one could attribute the possible
emergence of a mission-command culture in the Russian military to the following three
interrelated developments.

The first is the shock of the Russian military leadership following the poor performance of the
Russian military in the 2008 war with Georgia. This resulted in a crisis of knowledge and
paradigmatic change, which in turn created an impetus for major reform of the conventional
military. Although the lessons learned in Syria seem to be the main inspiration for the possible
cultural change, the sources of a shift toward a mission-command culture emanate, in part, from
the Minister of Defense Serdiukov reforms of the organizational structures (transformation from
divisions to brigades); these reforms delegated more authority to the lower, operational levels of
command.* The deficiencies highlighted by the war and which the subsequent reforms tried to
address—a deficit of standoff and precision weapons, insufficient C4ISR capabilities, and low
proficiency of the Russian military to wage network-centric combined arms—are exactly the
components of the RSC which Gerasimov and other military brass emphasize as the main lessons
learned from Syria, and as the main qualities which they demand from the junior commanders to
cultivate.®®

Second, the deliberate change seems to have emanated from a genuine understanding among the
Russian military brass that the current nature of war demands a military transformation of a
certain type, even if it runs against the basic inclinations of the Russian style of war. Rather than
the emergence of a subculture, as the theoretical literature would suggest, the Russian case seems
to illustrate a top-down military innovation: The military theoreticians associated with the
highest echelons of the military (mainly experts of the General Staff), following a systematic and
critical exploration of the changing character of war, came to the conclusion that deployment of
the IT-RMA-era-weapons demanded the adoption of a concept of operations based on mission
command. This effort, in itself, is a worthy illustration of the Russian military tradition of
diagnosing RMA—radical military innovations in which new organizational structures, together
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with novel concepts of operations, usually driven by new weaponry, change the conduct of
warfare.'® Statements by Gerasimov and others in the military leadership, promoting
professional virtues associated with a mission-command culture, build on the insight of the
Russian military theoreticians.

Finally, the Russian case seems to correspond with what the literature defines as “institutional
isomorphism”—the growing similarity of one organization to another as the result of imitation.
The phenomenon relates to a situation where the military organization of a given country copies
the professional practices of successful competitors even if its indigenous cultural heritage and/or
material conditions hinder the successful adoption and employment of the emulated concept.
When a quest for professional prestige drives emulation, it may result in suboptimal resource
allocation and counterproductive operational behavior.'” In application to the Russian case, this
would mean that the military brass looking at the Western IT-RMA method of war, the type of
military organizations associated with it (i.e., RSCs) and the type of commanders operating
them, sees a desired role model, the kind of armed forces it would like to have. Only then does it
justify the desired innovation in the competitive terms of modern battlefield demands: if we
don’t transform, this will reduce combat effectiveness, prevent us from using modern
technologies, and allow us to be exploited by our enemies. Although both the “institutional” and
the “competitive” isomorphism are genuine and merging here, still the main stimulus is a
fascination with the role model of an ideal type professional military.*®

Conclusion

Moscow’s modus operandi during the military campaign in Syria demonstrates steadiness in
Russian strategic culture. This finding supports the basic theoretical proposition that the strategic
behavior of a given actor is more likely to demonstrate continuity in the culture of war and
military tradition, rather than a departure from earlier traits. However, the paper has also
hypothesized that a possible novelty might be emerging on the tactical-operational level of the
Russian conduct. Indications suggest that in contrast to the previous tradition of the centralized
command, more planning, decision-making and execution authority might be delegated to the
lower level of command — meaning that a mission command culture might be emerging in the
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Russian military. Critical examination of this possible novelty makes it possible to refine
conceptual knowledge about shifts in strategic culture and inform both theory and practice of
international security policy.

If the above hypothesis about the desire of the Russian military brass with regard to mission
command proves correct, fostering such a climate demands approval from the political
leadership. As of this writing, the military, the GS in particular, has unprecedentedly enhanced
its position among other security and intelligence organs within the broader Russian strategic
community. Such a distribution of power might be helpful in promoting this novelty. However,
given the overall political culture and fundamental managerial tradition, the regime might be
concerned about cultivating such an independent modus operandi among the entire generation of
lower-level military commanders. It is reasonable that the senior leadership realizes that in order
to survive and win modern wars, it should delegate more authority to the tactical levels.
Something similar happened during the GPW, when Stalin delegated authority to his marshals at
the most daunting moments of war. However, he reclaimed it as soon as the situation stabilized.
If the regime is indeed learning and evolving, less concerned about commanders of this kind, and
approves the cultivation of a totally new organizational-cultural climate, this would mean a
major departure from the tradition. However, it is equally possible that if the regime feels
threatened by this innovation it might disapprove it and downgrade the accumulating power of
the innovating military. Such an eventuality would be a clear continuity in the strategic tradition.
Stalin smashed Marshall Tukhachevsky in the 1930s and Khrushchev smashed Marshall Zhukov
in the 1950s when the military innovations, which they led, although effective in purely military
terms, endangered the political leadership.

If mission command practice and culture indeed materialize in Russian military, as part of the
lessons learned process, it will be a major departure from the Russian military tradition. As of
this writing, the expert community has competing views on such an eventuality. More time and
additional data are needed to test this hypothesis. One thing is already clear: the issue is
becoming a critical question for the Russian military, as there is no known way for modern
militaries, thus far, of employing RSC effectively without adopting mission command on the
operational-tactical level.
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