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Appendix A – Country of Origin Report: Russian Federation 
§A1 Introduction to an Asynchronous Enforced Federation of Republics, Krais, and Oblasts. 1

,  

2
,   

3  
The Russian Federation does not conform to the European Westphalian model of a bounded political state open to all 
legal citizens. Rather, it functions as an imperial formation that, by territorial scale, ranks among the largest in world 
history after the British and Mongol empires. Figure 1 provides an illustrative comparison of this imperial formation 
alongside the surrounding Westphalian states of Eurasia. Patterns of internal population movement and resource 
distribution within this federation-empire differ markedly from those that prevail across Europe and North America. 
These differences are central to understanding the psychosocial organisation of life across the 80 governing entities 
that constitute the contemporary federation. Without at least a basic understanding of these psychosocial conditions 

in the country of origin, it is difficult to assess 
human rights concerns, systems of crime and 
punishment, possibilities for internal 
relocation, and other asylum-related 
questions commonly raised by immigration 
tribunals. Most fundamentally, without such 
an understanding, it may be impossible to 
answer the basic question: who is Russian? 

Not all people in the Russian Federation 
identify as ethnically Russian. Interviews with 
individuals who identify as Ukrainian, 
Belarusian, Chechen, Ingush, Siberian, Tajik, 
Uzbek, and members of other ethnic and 
cultural communities make this clear. A 
central question, therefore, is whether these 

groups constitute vulnerable populations within the federation, and under what conditions. Russians have debated the 
nature and meaning of Russian identity for three centuries, both within territories governed from Moscow and beyond 
them, across imperial, Soviet, and federal periods.  

David Brandenberger has described Russian national identity as an “accidental 
creation,” while Alfred Evans and other scholars argue that post-Soviet Russia 
remains in the midst of an identity crisis captured by the question, “Who are we?” 
Because intellectuals, politicians, and social leaders inside and outside the 
federation offer competing answers, there is no clear agreement on who properly 
belongs under Kremlin rule and who is a member of a captive people through 
invasion, conquest, or coercion, whether today or in earlier periods. As a result, 
what might otherwise be a straightforward social-scientific task—describing civil 
life in a bounded state to identify protected or vulnerable populations under 
international law—is far more complex for the approximately 145 million people 
subject to Kremlin rule. Without a clear framework, even specialists in 

 
1 Moscow’s federation of 80 subject entities is asynchronous because the structure of entities, the relationships of the entities to Moscow and to each other, 
constitutes an ad hoc assembly of once independent peoples under the authority and control of an authoritative empire.  
2 Author’s note: The legal name of this country-of-origin is the Russian Federation. In my research that involves this political entity, I choose to reference it by 
its historical name of Muscovy, and Muscovite because of that government’s use of Russian ethnicity and language as part of its infliction of psychological 
warfare on the entirety of this ethnic group, the majority of which lives globally, outside of that country. The use of Muscovy and Muscovite is not intended to 
be a pejorative against the Russian Federation, but rather as an attempt to not link nor implicate, the mass numbers of ethnic Russians who are not response-
able for the actions of the government in Moscow.   
3 The quote from V. Lenin is from: (Weeks, 2004) 

Figure 1 A nation versus an empire-federation. 

“I remember when I was a 
teenager, and I had to apply 
for an identity card. The 
person in charge asked me 
what ethnicity I was, and 
told me that if I don’t 
know, then they will make 
me Russian. I told them 
that no, I am a Crimean 
Tatar, not Russian! The 
man said that there was no 
such ethnicity and recorded 
me as being Tatar, which is 
completely different than 
what I am. I told them that 
I am Crimean, or Kirimly, 
but they didn’t care. 
“Vadym, 42-year-old 
refugee from Russia, living 
in Ukraine. 

Russia: “a prisonhouse of nations” Vladimir Lenin 
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psychology, sociology, and anthropology may struggle to assess the practical realities of internal relocation within the 
federation. For instance, can an ethnic Belarusian, Russian, Ukrainian, Karelian, or Komi survive in the oblasts, okrugs, 
or republics east of the Siberian frontier? Our research suggests that living conditions across the Russian Federation 
vary sharply at the level of basic survival. In Moscow and St. Petersburg, residents have access to indoor plumbing, 
toilets, electricity, gas heating, and commercially available food. Outside these major urban centres, these basic 
conditions may be absent, making survival much more difficult for people accustomed to metropolitan infrastructure. 
Interviews also suggest that individuals and families cannot simply move to Moscow without administrative approval. 
They require internal documents specifying where they may live and work, and whether they appear on lists of 
undesirable persons. In this sense, survival in the Russian Federation depends not only on location, but also on identity, 
place of origin, social belonging, and access to support networks. 4 

§A1.1 In Search of Russian Identity.  
Russian nationalism has defined Russian national identity in several ways. One ethnic conception holds that the 
Russian nation consists of ethnic Russians. Another, the All-Russian concept that developed in the Russian Empire, 
treats Russians as a broader national community made up of three subgroups: Great Russians, who were understood 
as ethnic Russians; Little Russians, referring to ethnic Ukrainians; and White Russians, referring to ethnic Belarusians. 
Contemporary Russian nationalists often connect the historical narrative of Kyivan Rus, centred on Kyiv, to modern 
Russia’s historical identity. Within this framework, Great Russians, Little Russians, and White Russians are treated as 
one people and as the historical basis of the present-day Russian Federation. This perspective tends to interpret 
distinct Belarusian and Ukrainian national identities as departures from a supposed common Russian identity. At the 
same time, this view is not especially useful to the Kremlin, which seeks to maintain authority over a vast political 

 
4 (Elliott, 2025) 

‘If you don’t know who you are, then you are Russian’ 

Figure 2 Graphic visualisation of Muscovy’s City-States 
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formation composed of hundreds of distinct ethnic groups, many of whom are not ethnically Russian, Belarusian, or 
Ukrainian.  

From both European and Asian perspectives, 
Russia presents itself as a distinct civilisation 
rather than as fully European or fully Asian, even 
though it includes peoples from both continents. 
The ruling elite associated with historical 
Muscovy and Moscow has often been 
represented in similar terms. The internationally 
recognised Russian Federation consists of 21 
republics, 9 krais, 4 okrugs, 44 oblasts, 2 federal 
cities, and 1 Jewish Autonomous Oblast. Many 
of these republics, krais, okrugs, and oblasts 

originated as ethnic homelands of indigenous peoples with their own languages, identities, and social structures. Some 
retained their own constitutions, anthems, and economic institutions until recent years. These territories were 
incorporated through the expansion of the Moscow-based Russian Empire, including during its Soviet phase, before 
re-emerging in the post-Soviet period under the name of a federation. In many cases, the titular nationality gave a 
republic its name and formed the basis of its formal identity, although centuries of Russian migration meant that titular 
groups were not always demographic majorities within their own territories. In 2017, President Vladimir Putin further 
reduced the autonomy of the republics by declaring them politically equivalent to the other federal subjects of Russia. 
In practice, the political, economic, and security leadership of many indigenous republics, krais, oblasts, and okrugs 
has long been dominated by ethnic Russians or by local elites whose authority depends on loyalty to the centre.  
On 7 November 1917, following the October Revolution, the Romanov Empire collapsed and its territories were 
reorganised into the Russian Soviet Republic, presented as a sovereign socialist state guided by communist ideology. 
During its formation, Lenin formally recognised the former empire’s indigenous territories and republics as nominally 
self-determining units within Soviet Russia. This conciliatory position helped secure support from minorities during the 
Russian Civil War, although these entities remained subordinate to Moscow. The Russian Soviet Republic later 
became the core of the Soviet Union, which included Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, 
Karelia-Finland, Kirghizia, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldavia, Tajikistan, Turkmenia, Transcaucasia, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan. 
When the Soviet Union collapsed in the early 1990s, this former imperial centre reconstituted itself as a federation, 
without fully honouring earlier promises of independence. Long before the USSR’s collapse, however, the ideological 
structure established by its founders had already set the conditions for extreme violence and eventual dissolution. 
Leaving aside the broader geopolitical and economic dimensions of communist rule, the 
psychological reorganisation advanced by Lenin, Trotsky, and others was not compatible with 
a sustainable social order. In this view, the Soviet system endured as long as it did largely 
through the systematic use of violence and through constant mobilisation against an artificially 
constructed external enemy: the West. 5 6 7  

 
5 (Evans, 2008; Luks, 2011; Pandey, 2007) 
6 The international community does not recognise the RF claim to what they call the Federal City of Sevastopol, nor their claim to the Ukrainian Crimea, nor to 
the portions of Donetsk, Luhansk, Kherson, or Zaporizhzhia that its military forces are currently occupying.  The international community also does not 
recognise the RF claim to Transnistria, South Ossetia, or Abkhazia.    
7 The psychological dynamic of metacontrast is simply that, when a larger external threat arises for a series of related identity groups, their normal differences 
are diminished in the face of the much larger ‘enemy-other’ which tends to sharply cohere the many related identity groups inwards. Their normal differences 

Figure 3 History of Muscovy - Neither European nor Asian. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT 

NOW? BECAUSE … 
"THE PAST IS NEVER 

DEAD. IT'S NOT EVEN PAST."  
- WILLIAM FAULKNER 
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§A1.2 Psychosocial foundations of the Russian Soviet State.  
At the centre of the USSR’s effort to sustain and expand the communist revolution was control over the population and 
the resources on which it depended. The empire overthrown by the Bolsheviks had been a multinational state since 
the reign of Ivan the Terrible. Yet the ethnic Russian monarchy and ruling elite treated Russian national identity and 
Orthodox Christianity as foundational to the state, while regarding ethnic and religious diversity as either unimportant 
or an obstacle to modernisation. In the two decades before the revolution, however, the regions west of the Urals and 
north of the Caucasus became increasingly diverse. It was in this context that Vladimir Lenin described the Russian 
Empire as a “prison of nations.”  
The central challenge for the revolutionary leadership was how to persuade hundreds of distinct ethno-cultural 
communities to accept a newly constructed collective identity in place of identities inherited across generations. Pre-
war promises of independence and autonomy by the revolution’s organisers never materialised. Instead, communities 
experienced post-war brutality, induced famine, forced relocation, and demographic reduction as the new regime 
sought to replace existing Slavic, Caucasian, Asian, and Siberian identities. Those unable to resist assimilation or 
preserve their cultural identity found themselves forcibly recast by the revolutionary system into a new psychological 
ideal pejoratively described as Homo sovieticus, or the Soviet man. The creation of Homo sovieticus marked an 
innovative approach to empire-building. Earlier empires, including the Romanov Empire, allowed conquered ethno-
cultural groups to pay tribute and taxes while retaining inherited collective identities. This permissive approach 

 
about which they focus their time and attention on, disappear, allowing all groups to focus on the defense against the outer. Political and social leaders often 
attempt to artificially create and employ such psychological cohering mechanisms in support of their policies or programs.  

Figure 4 Trauma Sequalae visible in damaged communities. 
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extended not only to Russians but also to Tatars, Kalmyks, Karelians, Komis, and others, while the ruling families in 
Moscow remained a closed dynastic circle, open through royal intermarriage or the incorporation of European elites. 
The introduction of Homo sovieticus shifted the basis of political authority from monarchy justified by divine rule to a 
system justified in the language of enlightened human reason. It aimed to transform the 
empire’s inherited mosaic of peoples from a sociocentric psychosocial order into an 
egocentric, socially constructed one, as shown in Figure 3. The difference between what the 
revolutionary Soviets inherited—vast agrarian ethnic and cultural enclaves—and what they 
claimed they would build was therefore not a minor adjustment, but a profound transformation. 

§A1.3 Breaking the Empire. 
Current literature describes the scale of the social and economic transformation imposed by the USSR’s communist 
regime. The revolutionary leaders sought to shift large parts of the population from subsistence agriculture and animal 
husbandry to collectivised farming, industrial production, and mass manufacturing. What we often overlook, however, 
is that this transformation required the destruction of existing family control over land, labour, and local social structures. 
The mass transformation of peoples under Moscow’s control occurred through policies of ethnic and cultural 
destruction, including dekulakisation and the forced deportation of entire identity groups from their homelands.   

From 1930 to 1952, Stalin and 
Lavrentiy Beria oversaw the forced 
transfer of an estimated six million 
people by rail, a process that may 
have caused as many as 1.5 million 
deaths.  Moscow classified targeted 
groups under anti-Soviet categories 
such as “enemies of the people,” 
entire nationalities marked for 
deportation, labour-force transfers, 
and organised reverse migrations 
designed to repopulate ethnically 
cleansed territories.  In most cases, 
deportees were sent to remote and 
underpopulated regions already 
inhabited by other ethnic groups. 
Contemporary historians classify 
these deportations as crimes against 
humanity and forms of ethnic 
persecution. We describe two of the 
cases with the highest mortality rates 
as genocides.  
Ukraine and three other countries 
have recognised the deportation of 
the Crimean Tatars as genocide, 

TO CHANGE A PEOPLE’S 
REALITY, YOU MUST FIRST 

BREAK EXISTING REALITY.  
TO DO THIS, YOU MUST 

“FIRST, BREAK THE MIND” 

Figure 6 Psychological Organisation of Russian Society.  
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while the European Parliament has done the same for the deportation of the Chechens and Ingush.  Today’s adults in 
Russia were born largely after the last major waves of ethnic and cultural cleansing, but they remain deeply shaped by 
the cumulative traumas of the Romanov and Soviet eras. It is therefore difficult to construct a psychosocial profile of 
Moscow’s federation without beginning with the foundational traumas and glories embedded in collective identity.  
For example, adults in the Kalmyk community in the Republic of Kalmykia still report physiological reactions—such as 
sweating, elevated pulse, and trembling—when exposed to the sounds and smells of steam locomotives like those 
used to deport their parents and grandparents. Although many Kalmykia were born only after the regime in  Moscow 
allowed their parents to return, the returned families transmitted their traumatized, damaged reality, across generations 
through stories, poems, songs, and altered behavioural and psychological patterns. In the post-imperial, pre-Soviet 
sociocentric societies, the family functioned as the basic unit of social life, and families inherited their concepts of social 
order from generation to generation. Figure 5 illustrates this profound change from inherited to constructed forms of 
family and society.8 The ethnic and cultural destruction that the Kremlin conducted across the former empire altered 
the normal processes of psychosocial identity formation. Through intentional violence, famine, and cauterisation, the 
new Soviet state fractured existing social realities among ethno-cultural communities and produced a more malleable 
population—less able to resist and more likely to accept an artificially constructed identity alongside, however uneasily, 
older inherited forms of collective belonging. 9 10 11 12   

§A1.4 Homo Sovieticus – A new ontology of malformed personhood.  
The revolutionary leadership required a new, artificially constructed collective identity to justify preserving the Romanov 

Empire in non-monarchical form. In this sense, the project was partly an exercise in 
political self-rationalisation. Yet, because thousands of party cadre members 
pursued this ideal with zeal, it produced a psychosocial formation whose effects are 
still visible in post-Soviet communities. This socially constructed identity elevated the 
individual above the family and made the individual the basic unit of the collective. 
The identity of the Soviet man or woman is both a phenotypic and archetypal fantasy 
construction. Figure 6, which depicts the famous monument  in Moscow, illustrates 
the desired phenotype of Homo sovieticus as youthful, idealised European bodies 
modelled on Adonis and Venus. 13  
Figure 7 contrasts this ideal with Soviet Russia’s despised past, portraying 
subservient peasant farmers under monarchical rule and setting them against a new 
fantasy of Soviet masculinity. The present-day caricature of the Muscovite “tough 
guy” defined by money, power, access, and control stands in marked contrast to 
both of these now-discarded cultural icons. The desired archetype of Homo 
sovieticus was selfless, educated, healthy, physically strong, and enthusiastic about 

 
8 Healthy family life is as sociocentric as the external society allows for. In highly constructed, urbanised societies, parents must inculcate a level of egocentric-
individualist internal control within their children if they are to survive after reaching majority. In an authoritarian system, the individual must be freed from 
normal healthy family influence in order to be controlled by the parental substitute, the authoritarian leader and accompanying symbols of power which ‘call-
to-positions’ of obedience and vicarious experience of power. 
9 (Ragozin, 2005; Stanley, 2022) 
10 On 26 April 1991 the Supreme Soviet of the Russian Socialist Federal Soviet Republic, under its chairman Boris Yeltsin, passed the law On the Rehabilitation 
of Repressed Peoples with Article 2 denouncing all mass deportations as "Stalin's policy of defamation and genocide."[ 
11 (Coleman & Podolskij, 2007; Efimova et al., 2023; Sakwa, 2011; Suny, 2012b) 
12 (Bohdan, 2021; Sharafutdinova, 2021) 
13 The sculpture — 120 metres and nearly 180 tonnes of dazzling steel — was the literal and figurative highpoint of the USSR’s pavilion at the 1937 World’s 
Fair in Paris. Architect Boris Iofan and sculptor Vera Mukhina wanted this Marxist-Leninist Venus and Adonis — a young man and woman holding aloft the 
hammer and sickle — to personify the Soviet working class and peasantry as they marched in step towards the bright socialist future. 

In the USSR, the idea of Homo 
Sovieticus was both a theoretical 
concept and a bright vision of the 
present and of the future, a 
cosmopolitan supra-national building 
project that was supposed to bring 
about a superior form of human 
existence, one in which true 
commitment to the Soviet cause 
would have led to untold Communist 
bounty. 

Figure 7 Homo Sovieticus 
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participating in the new socioeconomic order. Intellectual 
commitment to Bolshevism, and later to Marxism-Leninism, 
together with conduct consistent with those doctrines, were 
essential traits of the new Soviet personality, which demanded 
discipline and ideological conformity. 14 This model was meant 
to suppress the unwanted emotions associated with instinct, 
violence, and the disorder of ordinary human life, pursuing that 
goal with a quasi-religious zeal within an explicitly atheistic 
worldview. As Lilya Kaganovsky writes, “the idealized Soviet 
man projected an image of strength, virility, and unyielding drive 
in his desire to build a powerful socialist state. In monuments, 
posters, and other tools of cultural production, he became the 
demigod of Communist ideology. But beneath the surface of this fantasy, between the lines of texts and in film, lurked 
another figure: the wounded body of the heroic invalid, the second version of Stalin's New Man.“ 15  
Soviet identity was therefore framed as a project of conscious self-mastery, one that required the rejection of innate 
personality and of the unconscious, both of which Soviet psychology treated with suspicion or outright denial.  In 
practice, this meant subordinating the individual personality to the collective and aligning personal life with goals 
defined as larger than the self. Put simply, Homo sovieticus was an attempt to graft an extreme form of political-
sociocentrism  onto a secularised, quasi-cult social order that would create an artificial form of personhood and 
community. This new ontology16 of personhood ran counter to the basic principles of psychology and sociology. For 
its designers, the metaphysical traditions of Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and Buddhism represented unwelcome 
competitors for emotional and moral allegiance. From a scientific perspective, the creation and attempted maintenance 
of Homo sovieticus was always likely to fail violently, because the model 
generated severe distortions in both individual and collective identity. This 
deformation continues to endure through the intergenerational transmission of 
trauma. In reality, Homo sovieticus became something quite different from the 
ideal imagined by its architects: a psychologically deformed and sociologically 
malformed identity that had been present from the Soviet state’s beginnings in 
1917 through 1922 17 18   

§A1.5 Trauma induced malformed individual & collective Russian identity.  
Professor Gulnaz Sharafutdinova, describes this deformed personhood as “a 
double-thinking, suspicious and fearful conformist with no morality, an innate 
obedience to authority and no public demands.” 19 Traits associated with 
Homo sovieticus include indifference to work outcomes, lack of initiative, 
disregard for common property, chauvinism, obedience to government, and 
heavy drinking. 20 The term marks the gap between these observed traits and 

 
(Alt & Alt, 1964; Atwood, 1990)14 (Alt & Alt, 1964; Atwood, 1990) 
15 (Alt & Alt, 1964; Atwood, 1990; Clements, 1981; Morozov, 2002) 
16 Illustrating properties and the relations between the nature of human psychosocial being.  
17 (Ragozin, 2005; Staff, 2011; Zinovyev, 1986) 
18 Sociocentrism.  
19 (Sharafutdinova, 2021) 
20 (Bohdan, 2021) 

Figure 8  Cultural Fantasy and Male Subjectivity in Russia 

Figure 9 recreation of 1917 comic depicting 
differences between how Americans versus 
Russians understand the concept of freedom. 
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the idealised “New Soviet man” promoted by the Soviet system. Historians and sociologists such as Michel Heller and 
Yuri Levada similarly defined Homo sovieticus through qualities such as indifference, theft, lack of initiative, and 
submission to authority. 21  
Scholars continue to debate both the empirical basis of the concept and whether it remains useful in post-Soviet Russia. 
In this report, however, we use the concept as a way to understand the damaging effects of the USSR’s attempt to 
erase or overwrite hundreds of collective identities in favour of a broad Soviet personhood designed to facilitate 
population control across captive indigenous nations within an empire turned authoritarian federation. As a heuristic 
for the malformation of psychosocial identity across parts of the former Soviet Union, the concept cannot fully capture 
the consequences of this historical period.  
Figure 9 nonetheless illustrates the predictable mental, emotional, and behavioural effects of prolonged violent trauma 
on individuals, families, and communities. The concepts shown in purple represent the internal mental and emotional 
dynamics of trauma, while the concepts shown in green represent the behavioural consequences illustrated in Figure 
9. 22 If we compare these patterns with the descriptions of Homo sovieticus offered by Heller, Levada, and 
Sharafutdinova, the overlap is striking. Their pejorative depictions of Soviet and post-Soviet men and women 
correspond closely to the psychosocial symptoms associated with prolonged violent trauma and distorted social 
realities. 23 The lists shown above in Figure 4,  offer a fuller representation of the sequelae of violent, prolonged, and 

 
(Cambra, 1975; Gentile & Potekhin, 2017)21 (Cambra, 1975; Gentile & Potekhin, 2017) 
22 Within the field of psychosocial profiles of weaponised societies, we discuss the idea of ‘intentionality’ of traumatisation as a means of breaking existing 
realities to create the conditions for introducing malformed/deformed versions of reality: love equals pain, vengeance equals honour, or senicide equals 
justice. We have empirical and qualitative evidence of this phenomenon’s use by Iran’s IRGC, Russia’s Wagner Group, and violent extremist organisations. 
While we do not have such evidence for current and historical leaders of Moscow’s monarchy/commissariat/federation, we can and do track the psychosocial 
weaponizing process.  
(International Post‐Trauma Recovery Protocol, 1967)23 Adapted from (International Post‐Trauma Recovery Protocol, 1967) 

Figure 11 Centrifugal Effects of Violent Extended Social Trauma on families and communities. 
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complex psychosocial trauma of the kind experienced by generations living under the tsarist monarchy, the Soviet 
Union, and now the Russian Federation.  
One objection often raised against the descriptions offered by Heller, Levada, and Sharafutdinova is that they describe 
observable behaviour without sufficient underlying context. Yet characteristics such as double-thinking, fearful 
conformity, moral disengagement, innate obedience to authority, lack of public demands, indifference to work results, 
lack of initiative, disregard for common property, chauvinism, obedience to government, and heavy drinking correlate 
with one or more of the trauma sequelae listed below. When the descriptions of Homo sovieticus are re-examined in 
light of known trauma symptomology, our interpretation of population behaviour changes. Equally important for this 
psychosocial profile is the relative predictability of these sequelae in populations shaped by repeated violence, 
deprivation, and identity disintegration under successive imperial, Soviet, and federal regimes. The aim is not to 
mischaracterise surviving populations of the former USSR, but to understand the damage done to their collective ethno-
cultural identities and to the psychosocial health of their communities, whether as independent states or as populations 
still subject to the Russian Federation.  
These are the analytical lenses used in the remainder of this research to assess the threats posed to, and by, population 
segments within the Russian Federation, especially those in positions of authority who may exercise violent domestic 
control over others. In countries of origin where the rule of law is weak or applied primarily for the benefit of an 
authoritarian elite, the mental and emotional condition of the population segment charged with maintaining the state’s 
monopoly on violence has direct implications for the safety of those targeted by it. Elites in power may not always 
intend overkill or excessive punishment, but their overriding objective remains control over the population and its 
resources. All else is secondary. As you consider the physiological, psychological, and behavioural sequelae set out 
in Figures 4 & 9, consider that the population’s negative attributes are predictable outcomes of prolonged violent 
trauma. In the next section, as the report examines the distribution of the federation’s population segments and 
resources, these psychological, physiological, and behavioural patterns will continue to inform the ongoing 
psychosocial pathologies in both rulers and ruled. 24 25   

§A2 Internal Control over an Empire’s Population and Resources.   
 Moscow’s inherited empire is so large that population groups in one region may know little about conditions elsewhere 
until violence brings those realities into view. An authoritarian empire can control both the quantity and the quality of 
information far more effectively than a liberal democracy. In the present case, the Kremlin possesses what may be one 
of the most sophisticated systems of psychological information warfare ever developed, using it both to control 
information within the federation and to shape or distort perceptions beyond it. This system is central to the Kremlin’s 
ability to maintain control over population groups and the resources on which the federation depends. The late 
American senator John McCain famously quipped that the federation is a “gas station masquerading as a state,” while 
others have described it as an empire masquerading as a federation. 26  

 
24 (Sharafutdinova, 2021) 
25 (Geraci & Khodarkovsky, 2001; Ovchinnikova, 2018) 
26 The contribution of the oil and gas sector to the country’s industrial production increased in 2018, at 38.9%. At the same time, fossil fuels accounted for as 
much as 63.2% of Russia’s exports in 2017 according to the Federal Customs Service. Oil and gas revenues contributed to 36% of the country’s federal budget 
in 2016. As of 2017, there were 288 oil-extracting companies operating in Russia, 104 of which are subsidiaries of 11 vertically-integrated domestic entities. 
Most of Russia’s refining capacity is in the hands of these vertically-integrated groups. Natural-gas production, on the other hand, is much more concentrated 
as state-owned Gazprom still accounts for almost 68.7% of total gas production in 2018, down from over 90% in the early 2000s. With over 172 000 
kilometres of pipelines in the vast country, the company also dominates the gas-transmission sector and benefits from a legal monopoly on exports, most of 
which are destined to the Eastern Europe, Caucasus and Central Asia (EECCA) countries and EU member nations. Gas in liquefied form is also exported from 
Sakhalin to East Asia. Given its geographical size, Russia possesses seven different regional electricity grids, all but one of which are inter-connected. The 
country also exports significant amounts of electricity to countries in Central and Eastern Europe. While electricity generation has largely been privatised, the 
bulk of the electricity transmission and distribution market still remains in the hands of the state-owned Federal Grid Company (FGC) 
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Since the creation of Soviet Russia in 1917, there has been a persistent “tension between empire and national”  that 
the project of Homo sovieticus did little to resolve. 27 The resource map in Figure 10 illustrates how the natural 
resources that sustain the federation’s extractive economy are distributed, with most located in the indigenous 
homelands of the captive republics. The population map in Figure 11 shows the distribution of the federation’s 
population and highlights Moscow’s challenge in maintaining control across fourteen time zones. Despite its vast 

 
27 (Suny, 2012a) 

Figure 13 Relative distribution of the Russian Federation’s natural resources and deposits, overlaid onto the indigenous republics. 

Figure 12 The Real Moscow-based empire masquerading as a federation of willing federal subjects. 
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territory, the federation is not densely populated. With approximately 145 million inhabitants, it ranks only ninth by 
population among states, behind Bangladesh, Brazil, Nigeria, Pakistan, Indonesia, the United States, China, and 
India. 28  
The population of the Russian Federation is heavily concentrated in and around the western Federal cities of Moscow 
and St. Petersburg. In the southwest, the densely populated republics of Adygea, Kabardino-Balkaria, Karachay-
Cherkessia, North Ossetia, Ingushetia, and Chechnya border the independent states of Ukraine, Georgia, Azerbaijan, 
and Armenia, all former Soviet republics. In the north, Karelia is less densely populated.  
The Republics of Mordovia, Mari El, Chuvashia, Udmurtia, Tatarstan, and Bashkortostan are as densely populated as 
the oblasts south of Moscow. Bashkortostan in the south and Komi in the north sit at the edge of the Siberian frontier 
and the beginning of the Asian continent. Nearly all the Siberian republics, krais, okrugs, and oblasts were, and remain, 
the homelands of hundreds of indigenous peoples who have so far survived the homogenising efforts of the Romanov 
Empire, the Soviet Union, and the current federation-empire.  
Moscow’s continuing attempts to erase the ethnic identities of the peoples under its control extend the Soviet project 
of creating a universal “Soviet person” stripped of language, phenotype, and cultural expression. In place of Soviet 
personhood, Moscow now promotes “Russian personhood” as an ideological instrument of control over its 145 million 
inhabitants distributed across 80 federal subjects. As discussed in §A1.2, this process of homogenisation is reinforced 
through the generational concentration of ethnic Russians in positions of economic, political, security, and 
administrative power, alongside the penalisation of communities that resist cultural assimilation. 29 The methods, 
practices, and ideology by which the Russian Federation controls its population 
are central to assessing the survivability of different population groups, the 
returnability of dissenters, and the likelihood of severe violence in the near 
future. The core research question—how fragile Moscow’s control over its 
population groups really is—helps reveal the level of coercive effort the regime 
must devote to population control in order to remain in power. 

§A2.1 Life in the Russian Federation.  
In February of 2024, the American television personality Tucker Carlson, 
visited Moscow and reported on the city’s virtues as compared to the United 
States and Europe. One aspect of his reporting was about grocery or food 
supermarkets, and his visit to the flagship Azbuka Vkusa branch store next to 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Moscow, accurately describing it as more 
luxurious than any grocery store within 100 miles of Washington, D.C. The 
Dispatch’s Jonah Goldberg retorted back to Carlson that “I don’t care what some 
flagship supermarket in an imperial city looks like. Russia is far, far poorer than 
our poorest state, Mississippi.” 30   
Available reporting suggests that populations in Russia’s regional and capital 
cities have, at least until recently, lived at a material standard comparable in 
some respects to parts of Europe or the Americas. Figure 11 shows that the 

 
28 Worldometer 2025 https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/population-by-country/ 
29 (Clements, 1981; O’Boyle, 1993) 
30 Fox News Television Interview 

Figure 14 Rural poor in the federation's 
republics, oblasts, krais, and okgrugs 
find the bonus payments offered for 
military service in Ukraine as a way out 
of helplessness, hopelessness, which are 
special kinds of poverty.  

Symptoms of the federation’s malaise: 
Dagestan has huge resources of 
freshwater lakes, but villages there have 
no water supply, they are using trucks to 
deliver water to people. They have really 
big deposits of oil and are the only non-
freezing Russian port in Caspian Sea. But 
Dagestan is one of the poorest regions, 
and serving in the army seems to be the 
only possible social lift for the young men. 
And many are coming to die in Ukraine. 
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greatest population densities lie west of the Siberian frontier, on the western side of the Urals. Outside these regional 
and capital centres, however, life is far harsher, with many areas lacking plumbing, electrification, roads, and other 
basic infrastructure. Many Siberian republics, oblasts, okrugs, and krais remain in these conditions, even as the 
western capitals have modernised through the extraction of Siberia’s natural resources. These poorer republics have 
also become primary recruitment grounds for soldiers fighting in the Kremlin’s wars, which offers insight into conditions 
in the federation’s ethnic provinces. Captured rank-and-file soldiers interviewed by Ukrainian forces often describe 
lives marked by poor education, limited opportunity, and stark deprivation compared with urban life, access to which 
may require formal permission to relocate. In our research, we were surprised at the levels of rural Ukrainian villages 
that lacked indoor plumbing and reliable electricity.  
Respondents described their own villages as having water systems 
connected to only a few homes, with most residents carrying water 
in buckets from communal street pumps. Even villages connected 
to the regional power grid often rely on outdated electrical networks 
that fail regularly, leaving them in darkness. Residents described to 
us that the main routes out of their existing condition are securing 
permission to move to a city or joining the armed forces as basic 
infantry, which requires the fewest qualifications. These interviews 
help explain the concentration of the population in large urban 
agglomerations that merge into one another. Areas with the lowest 
population density often coincide with the highest concentrations of 
natural resources, making extraction easier and limiting the need to 
displace large populations.  
There is now substantial uncertainty about how sanctions are affecting life in Moscow and St. Petersburg. The frigid 
deprivation associated with the Cold War has clearly receded; ordinary citizens are no longer living amid universally 
empty shops and the same level of overt ideological control. Yet much has also remained unchanged. State repression 
now rests more on authoritarian control of hierarchy and order than on explicit ideology, but the coercion used against 
those who attract official attention remains severe. Before the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the most sensitive subjects 
in public speech were challenges to the regime’s control over its federal subjects and questions about the legitimacy 
of the regime and its rulers. Especially risky were criticisms of the wars in Chechnya, Georgia, Moldova, and Abkhazia, 
as well as scrutiny of President Vladimir Putin’s personal life and finances, or those of his inner circle. Other complaints 
were often tolerated.  
In the major cities, central streets are (relatively) clean, historic buildings are restored, and newer structures have been 
built. Outside the city centres, however, vast districts of Soviet-era apartment blocks still dominate the landscape, built 
to draw labour from farms and outlying regions into the cities, as discussed in §A1. Across these post-Soviet urban 
spaces, including in Ukraine, older generations often tend toward passivity, while younger people more often orient 
themselves toward material success and visible upward mobility. All of this helps explain Putin’s durability at the polls, 
even before he consolidated control over the electoral machinery itself. Among the core questions of this profile, 
therefore, are whether the federation is a repressive state, how repressive it is, whether non-violent internal political 
challenges are a serious concern for the Kremlin, whether any safe civic space remains, and what forms of danger 
define daily life in these societies. 

“In Russia, we idealize and seek sacred 
meaning in our suffering. Patriotic 
and Orthodox literature is full of such 
ideas: Russian people are martyrs and 
passion-bearers, the most patient and 
meek, protected by the Mother of God 
– but at the same time, as the Russian 
Orthodox Church tells us, they are 
enduring punishment for the sins 
committed during the seventy years 
of Soviet rule. Hence their religiosity, 
even ecstatic piety, and the growing 
influence of a clergy who preach 
repentance and humility. Russian 
society expels dissent from within, 
forcing dissidents out. It breaks those 
caught within it, uniting them in 
bitterness. This is how Russia resists 
political unrest, in spite of constant 
economic and cultural crises. This is 
what ensures that there will be no 
change or political reform.” Political 
Dissident Maria Snegovaya. 
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§A2.2 Psychosocial Conditions in the capital regions of the Russian Federation.  
My research suggests that President Putin rules through a combination of four mechanisms: fear, co-optation, learned 
helplessness or hopelessness, and weaponised resentment. Fear applies most strongly to those who challenge the 
state’s power, ideology, legitimacy, or territorial control, whether individuals such as Alexei Navalny or entire republics. 
Co-optation operates most visibly among urban residents who have adapted to the free-market conditions created by 
Putin’s restructuring of the federation’s economy over the past two decades. 31  
Middle-aged Russians say that life today is better than it was before Putin. 
Their comparison is usually not with the Soviet period, but with the instability 
and social decline of the 1990s. Respondents often point to increased life 
expectancy, better-maintained public spaces, and access to material 
comforts that were once out of reach. A recurring theme is the unwillingness 
to risk even modest gains under Putin, especially as urban life has shifted 
from semi-socialist structures to market-based systems that do not benefit 
everyone equally. In Moscow, for example, the authorities began closing 
state-run hospitals and medical programmes, including the national 
oncology programme, while expanding private hospitals and clinics 
operating on market principles. In one year, 7,000 state-employed medical 
workers lost their jobs, and twenty-eight state medical institutions closed 
their doors. Doctors protested but found little public sympathy. Muscovites 
who cannot afford private care still depend on shrinking state services 
marked by medicine shortages and reduced surgical quotas. For those who can afford private care—at prices still 
relatively low by U.S. standards—this shift from socialism to capitalism is often interpreted as a normal part of 
modernisation.  
Putin has tied his political survival to the preservation of every positive development Russia has experienced over the 
past two decades. Memories of pre-Putin economic and social hardship continue to drive support for the regime despite 
the costs of life in an authoritarian state. This large, and possibly majority, 
voting bloc in the federation’s western regions shows a marked reluctance to 
return to the post-Soviet conditions of the 1990s. It views political and social 
activists with a mixture of fear and resentment: fear that activism will disrupt 
their real or hoped-for upward mobility, and resentment that demands for 
social justice, democracy, or fairness will produce internal conflict better kept 
outside the federation than within it.  
The prevailing attitude is that principled opposition figures, should they arise and survive, will confront the regime 
without their support. Unless individual ethnic Russians are personally affected in a profound way, most remain willing 
to keep their heads down, keep their opinions private, and accept a status quo that offers a better life than the one they 
remember. Those who openly resist, like Navalny, are swiftly removed from public life. Learned helplessness and 
weaponised resentment also appear closely linked in interviews. Respondents often describe family histories marked 
by repeated losses and humiliations, both major and minor, that still feel emotionally present. Yet they often see no 
legitimate target for their pain. To direct anger openly at the state, criminal groups, or oligarchic power structures invites 

 
31 (Christian, 2011) 

“All that remains for those 
ashamed of the present and 
afraid of the future is pride in 
the past. When there’s no 
reason to love your country, 
hate your neighbours. If you 
are unable to improve your 
life, ruin someone else’s.” 
Political activist in exile. 

Figure 15 Moscow and Saint Petersburg Federal 
Cities/Oblasts, and their surrounding population 
hubs, contain the majority of the Federation’s 
population. Resources from all parts of the empire 
flow to these capital regions primarily, and 
secondarily to the capital cities of the highly 
populated oblasts and republics.  
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retaliation. Silence also entails suffering. When the state offers a sanctioned target for resentment, however, it creates 
an outlet for years of accumulated frustration.  
After the first and second Chechen wars, Muslim Chechens were cast as violent aggressors, and public opinion was 
mobilised against that republic’s attempt to secure independence. Before the escalation that led to the invasions of 
Donetsk, Luhansk, and Crimea, Ukrainian families across Ukraine and Russia’s western oblasts often remained closely 
connected in communication and worldview. After the invasion, Ukrainians in Ukraine were increasingly recast through 
the slur khokhol, originally referring to a forelock of hair and associated with the notion of the “little Russian” discussed 
in §A1. During the Kremlin’s information campaign preceding the broader invasion of Ukraine, the term transformed 
into a hostile pejorative with racist overtones, helping divide families and communities across the border.32  
Qualitative interviews about the war in Ukraine reveal deep anger projected onto Ukraine as the source of Russia’s 
problems. Survey data indicate that around 70 percent of residents in the federation’s western regions say they support 
Putin and his stated goals in defending Russia from the “West.” In the same surveys, however, 84 percent say Russia 
should focus on domestic affairs, more than half favour reconciliation with the West, and 63 percent support a peace 
treaty with Ukraine involving mutual concessions. 33 Ninety-four percent report at least moderate pride in their Russian 
identity, even when they struggle to explain what that identity means beyond military power. A persistent sense of 
grievance runs through these responses: 62 percent believe Russia is treated unjustly on the world stage, and many 
express anxiety about the encroachment of Western values on what they regard as traditional Russian beliefs about 
patriarchy and sexual orthodoxy. 34  A slight majority of residents in the western oblasts describe the war in Ukraine as 
a civilisational struggle between Russia and the West, and as a continuation of the earlier confrontation between the 
USSR and NATO. An even larger share agrees with the statement that “nothing depends on me, and by me nothing 
can be changed,” reflecting a pathology of learned helplessness. 35   
Much of the survey data instead reveal a difficult-to-untangle cognitive dissonance. Respondents say they “hate the 
authorities” but also fear change. They feel “injustice” yet resent activists.36  They dislike “bureaucracy” but still 
“respond obediently” to state control. 37 They fear the police and the FSB while also supporting the expansion of police 
powers. Many feel constantly deceived yet believe they must accept some version of what they hear on television. 
Respondents often admire the elite and the enormous wealth of politicians, businessmen, and bureaucrats as evidence 
of a “strong Russian” with whom they can identify vicariously. They take satisfaction in the idea that the wider world 
fears Russians, making their own lower economic status feel less humiliating. Russian media devote particular 
attention to the modest homes of European politicians, inviting viewers to mock their apparent poverty.  
Viewers are encouraged to take pride in the fact that “their” Russian elite possess larger houses, bigger yachts, and 
younger mistresses. As one interpretation suggests, this fleeting identification with the elite along national lines 
reinforces the myth of Russian importance and helps blunt the pain of personal humiliation. Such emotional patterns 
provide fertile ground for authoritarian rule, militarised nationalism, and revenge politics. Andrei Kolesnikov of the 
Carnegie Russia Eurasia Center argues that a form of nationalist-imperial ideology has become the state’s approved 
worldview. In Blood and Iron: How Nationalist Imperialism Became Russia’s State Ideology, he writes that the 

 
32 Ethnic Ukrainians make up much of the population of the federation oblasts that border Ukraine.  
33 (Kizlova & Norris, 2022; Pribylov, 2023) 
34 (Maynes, 2024; Milov, 2024; Volos, 2024) 
35 (Kaganovsky, 2008; Snegovaya, 2024) 
36 (Resende, 2025) 
37 (Milov, 2024; Pribylov, 2023; Volos, 2024) 
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“nationalist-imperialist worldview that the Putin regime is imposing on Russians is intended to feed on the past and 
exploit historical memories and concepts to reshape and manage” this constructed collective identity.38  
Instead of an overarching collective identity based on positive and creative forms of individual and group expression, 
this model rests on the “blood” of expendable soldiers and the “iron” of war-making. In practical terms, life in the 
federation’s western regions often unfolds within a deformed psychosocial reality. Residents seek escape in television, 
alcohol, drugs, and narratives of victimhood. The country’s mortality rate is among the highest in Europe. A third of the 
male population may never live long enough to claim a pension, and 8 percent live below the poverty line in a country 
that also contains 131 billionaires and 180,000 millionaires. For rural families, moving to regional or capital cities 
remains largely aspirational, especially as sanctions increasingly affect even the economies of Moscow and St. 
Petersburg. Politically active urban residents who were able to leave have mostly done so; most who remain are in 
hiding or in prison. 39  
Among the first to be arrested were opposition 
figures who joined protests after the 2022 
invasion of Ukraine. My own summary of 
interview evidence is that many people now live 
in chronic uncertainty because they cannot fully 
believe anything they hear. They know the 
government is lying, yet they also struggle to 
accept that fragments of news penetrating the 
federation’s information barriers might be true. 
Often, they prefer them not to be. This sustained 
cognitive dissonance, produced by an 
environment saturated with information warfare, 
leaves many with a pervasive sense of hopelessness that now shapes everyday life in the federation. 

§A2.3 Activism, Freedom, and Punishment in Russian Federation.  
 Political repression in Russia is now, in some respects, more extensive than it was in the late Soviet period. The 
implausibility of many accusations and the growing number of convictions on political charges increasingly recall the 
Stalin era. Under strict anti-dissent laws, protests are effectively illegal, 
and the authorities have been especially severe in suppressing rallies 
supporting opposition parties or public figures.  In the capital, the 
authorities routinely warn citizens not to attend such gatherings.40  
Anyone wishing to hold a demonstration must first obtain official 
permission. Technically, “one-person pickets”  remain legal, but any 
perceived violation of Moscow’s war-censorship laws is immediately 
punished. 41 42  Introduced in March 2022, these laws prohibit criticism 
of Russia’s aggression in Ukraine. 43 Citizens may speak of the 

 
38 (Kolesnikov, 2023) 
39 (RFE/RL’s Russian Service, 2023; Staff Reporter, 2024) 
40 (Amnesty International, 1997; Khalilova, 2023; Staff, 2022) 
41 (Staff, 2024a) 
42 (Coynash, 2024a; RFE/RL’s Russian Service, 2023) 
43 (Coalson, 2023) 

“The village sounds are often noisy and querulous. 
Neighbours would pick up their knives at the slightest 
provocation. Most evenings, we hear shouts – 
somebody’s chicken was stolen, somebody’s dog 
poisoned, someone’s wife seduced, somebody had been 
beaten and was now chasing his attackers with an axe.” 

Figure 17 Rural village life outside of the Russian Federation's urban cities 

Figure 18 Arrest of a 'one-person picket’. 
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federation’s “special military operation,” but not of a “war.” The censorship regime is both broad and highly specific. 
The law most frequently used against critics of the war is the criminal offence of spreading “deliberately false 
information” about the Russian army. 44  The new censorship laws were rushed through parliament shortly after the 
invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022. Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov justified it as “urgently needed because 
of the absolutely unprecedented information war waged against our country.” 45  
Recent cases under these laws include punishment for wearing clothing in the blue and 
yellow colours of the Ukrainian flag, writing anti-war slogans on cakes, dyeing one’s hair 
blue and yellow, listening to Ukrainian music, displaying anti-war posters ranging from 
“No War” to eight asterisks—the number of letters in the Russian phrase for “No War”—
or even holding up a blank sheet of paper. 46  One man was fined for wearing blue-and-
yellow shoes, which the authorities treated as a violation of laws regulating political 
demonstrations. 47 A journalist from Vologda region, Antonida Smolina, came under 
police and FSB investigation after someone reported photographs she posted online 
showing her in a yellow coat against a blue sky.48 These and similar acts are treated as 
felony “discreditation” of the Russian armed forces and may carry sentences of up to 15 
years’ imprisonment.49  

Other prohibited acts include “disrespect” toward the authorities and calls for 
sanctions against the country. Enforcement applies regardless of status or 
prominence. Even clergy are not exempt. A village priest in Kostroma region 
was fined for discrediting the armed forces after praying for peace and citing 
the sixth commandment, “Thou shalt not kill.” 50  These laws triggered an 
exodus of independent media and activists beyond the federation’s reach and 
intensified the suppression of anti-war dissent. Although people in Russia 
continued to protest the war throughout 2022 and 2023, the authorities have 
sought to eliminate such activity altogether. The scope of the laws is also 

widening. On 27 February 2024, for example, the human rights activist Oleg Orlov was 
imprisoned for what a Moscow court described as his “hatred of traditional values.”51 
Political and social repression now appears to 

be taking on an ideological intensity not seen since the Stalinist purges. In 
2023, both the number and the length of prison sentences for anti-war social 
media posts increased. In 2024, a new law authorised the confiscation of 
property from people charged under the war-censorship provisions.52  
Another major instrument of repression is the federation’s “foreign agents” 
legislation, which allows the authorities to impose severe restrictions on real 
or perceived critics without securing a criminal conviction. Individuals and 

 
44 (STAFF, 2024b) 
45 (Coalson, 2023; STAFF, 2024a) 
46 (Maishev, 2022; STAFF, 2024a) 
47 (Shevchenko, 2024) 
48 (Maishev, 2022; Staff, 2024b) 
49 (Coalson, 2023; STAFF, 2024b) 
50 (Maishev, 2022; Shevchenko, 2024; STAFF, 2024a) 
51 (Maishev, 2022; STAFF, 2024b, 2024a; Staff, 2024a) 
52 (STAFF, 2024a) 

Figure 20 Criminal 
Symbols of civil 
resistance 

Figure 19 Anna Bazhutova 

Figure 21 Aleksandra Skochilenko 
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organisations that scrutinise government policy may be 
targeted if they are deemed to have received money from 
abroad—even from relatives—or simply to be under 
“foreign influence” because of personal, family, or 
professional ties outside the country. Once labelled, they 
must attach the designation to all public communications, 
a practice designed to destroy trust and reminiscent of the 
Soviet branding of dissidents as “enemies of the people.” 
A resident investigated or labelled as a “foreign agent” or 

“undesirable” may find it impossible to rent an apartment, study, obtain employment, or receive support from any level 
of government. In effect, such persons become administrative non-persons. Those under investigation for censorship 
offences, disrespect toward the authorities, political activism, or foreign-agent status have also lost meaningful access 
to legal defence. Court-registered lawyers who take such cases are increasingly investigated themselves for assisting 
enemies of the state. The Ministry of Internal Affairs has even created a wanted list of lawyers alleged to be helping 
citizens accused of extremism or of facilitating extremist activity. 53  
There is no real accounting of the numbers of federation citizens who have been arrested, abducted, or otherwise 
prosecuted as there is no reporting from the country-of-origin. Monitoring groups are reporting individual arrests in 
smaller cities across Russia, from the border city of Belgorod to Vorkuta, an Arctic mining outpost once a centre of the 
Stalin-era gulag labour camps, to Nizhny Novgorod, Krasnodar, Rostov-on-Don and Tver. “  

 §A3 Challenging Moscow’s control over its population.  
The struggles of ethno-nationalist movements in the Russian Federation’s ethnic republics to achieve political 
sovereignty have involved severe human suffering across multiple generations, with trauma transmitted over time. The 
Federation’s FSB has met each ethno-national or ideological challenge to Moscow’s control with overwhelming force, 
including extreme violence and psychologically terrorising forms of warfare designed to suppress rejection of imperial 
domination. In turn, state violence has repeatedly provoked violent responses, which have also harmed other civilian 
populations within the federation. The Chechen, Karelian, Kalmyk, and other so-called captive republics stand at the 
forefront of these long-running struggles over survival, subjugation, and annihilation. 54 The scale of suffering endured 
by North Caucasus peoples in their conflicts with Moscow suggests deep damage to their historical psychological 
narratives, leaving national identity vulnerable to permanent fracture and forced diaspora.55  
In Chechnya, although Grozny has been rebuilt, the damaged psychological identity of an embattled people remains 
visible across the auls and stanitsas of the mountain landscape, which are marked by the graves of former inhabitants 
(Jagielski 2004). The federation’s first and second invasions of Chechnya left deeply traumatised men and women, 
some of whom continue to fight their earlier battles in present-day conflicts in Ukraine, Transnistria, and South Ossetia, 
seeking in the present what they could not achieve in the past. Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has 
altered the calculations of many ethno-nationalist movements and contributed to the creation of the “Free Nations of 
Post-Russia Forum” (FNRF or FSNR), established by wealthy industrialists from Russian-occupied territories in 
Ukraine, Georgia, South Ossetia, and Abkhazia, with support from armed ethno-nationalist opposition movements 

 
53 (Elliott, 2025) 
54 (Christian, 2011) 
55 (Foglesong, 2007; Stein, 1982) 

Figure 22 Anti-war protest – 400 arrested. 
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staffed by refugee diasporas and backed by several European governments. As shown in Figure 7, the forum 
advocates the release of Moscow’s republics, krais, okrugs, and autonomous oblasts containing ethnic communities 
conquered by the Romanov Empire before the Soviet state and forcibly incorporated after the Russian Revolution. Its 
participants and supporters envisage the break-up of the Russian Federation into independent successor states and 
have attracted support from national and regional elites in an unknown number of United Nations member states, 
urging assistance in establishing provisional governments-in-exile. 56  
Initially dismissed by political scientists, the forum has since held eleven meetings in Warsaw and Gdańsk, Helsingborg, 
the European Parliament in Brussels, the Hudson Institute in Washington, D.C., Philadelphia City Hall, London, Paris, 
and the parliaments of Japan, Germany, and Lithuania. Moscow has reacted quickly after each forum—especially 
when hosted by national governments—branding the FNRF an “undesirable organisation” and a threat to national 
security. The FSB has threatened every speaker with criminal investigation, alleging treason in the case of federation 
nationals and espionage or hostile political activity in the case of non-citizens. The federation’s Foreign Ministry has 
stated that “the [FNRF] activities pose a threat to the foundations of the constitutional order and security of the Russian 
Federation,” and that its leaders “call for the violation of the territorial integrity of the Russian Federation and promote 
separatist nationalist slogans.”57  
In early August 2023, the Russian Foreign Ministry lodged a formal protest with the Japanese Embassy over a Forum 
of Free Peoples of Post-Russia meeting held in Tokyo, alleging that it promoted separatist ideology. Moscow treated 
support for the forum as interference in Russia’s internal affairs. In a note published on the ministry’s website, it warned 
that such practices, which it said could “completely destroy the remnants of normal relations dismantled by the 
Japanese government,” must cease immediately, and that “Japanese apologists of terrorist ideas must suffer well-

 
56 The Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization (UNPO) is an international organization established to facilitate the voices of unrepresented and  
marginalized nations and peoples worldwide. It was formed on 11 February 1991 in The Hague, Netherlands. Its members consist of indigenous peoples, 
minorities, and unrecognized or occupied territories. 
57 Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty (in Russian). 20 December 2023. 

Figure 23 Free Nations of Russia Forum & the Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organisation (UNPO) as a threat to 
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deserved punishment.” The ministry further warned that, if such a “provocation” were repeated, Tokyo should expect 
“the most sensitive” retaliatory steps from the Kremlin. 58  
The FNRF’s efforts are reinforced by the Ukrainian government, which is resisting Russia’s latest attempt to annex 
neighbouring territory and suppress internal challenges to its control. Ukraine’s Defence Intelligence Agency (GUR) 
has organised eight international-legion units separate from the Ministry of Defence’s legion of Western volunteers. 
These UKRGUR legions were built largely around pre-existing armed opposition movements contesting Moscow’s 
control over ethnic republics in Siberia, Karelia, Dagestan, Chechnya, Ingushetia, and elsewhere. Although the 
UKRGUR’s role remains shrouded in secrecy, it appears to enjoy support from allies in Europe and North America.59  
Regardless of whether the FNRF can successfully incite rebellion in the federation’s captive republics, Moscow’s fear 
of renewed unrest across its vast territories is evident in its threats and reactions, including suggestions of extrajudicial 
retaliation against forum members abroad.60  
As Moscow’s confrontational actions and rhetoric toward its European neighbours continue, support for the dissolution 
of its empire is growing, and the Kremlin’s fears appear to be growing with it. Given Moscow’s history of conflict with 
both its republics and neighbouring states, the federation’s leadership cannot afford to ignore the threat of rebellion, 
particularly when it has been unable to subdue a much smaller and weaker neighbour, Ukraine. The next sections 
examine how Moscow seeks to control its population and resources in ways that create or intensify the 
psychophysiological and behavioural conditions shown in Figure 4 and Figure 9. 
§A3.1 Republic of Chechnya – a closer look at population control methods and practices. 
In 2025, The Russian Federation was involved in internal conflicts in the Republics of Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine, 
Syria, Mali, Niger, Burkina Faso, Chad, and Sudan. While there is abundant data for individual analysis of each of 
these conflicts where the federation is involved, Moscow’s actions in one of its internal captive republics offers a full 
range of insight into how the Kremlin approaches control of its own population segments. Additionally, the federation’s 
expansion programs in Moldova, Georgia, Ukraine, and potentially the Baltic and Balkan States, have created a united 
and coordinated resistance within most of Europe. And some portions of this resistance, have 
begun to take the fight directly into the occupied republics of the federation as depicted in 
figure 20. The same type of psychological warfare that Moscow has so successfully wielded 
against its European and American competitors, is even now being constructed to oppose not 
only the federation’s continued expansion, but also its hold over the captive republics of 
Moscow’s empire.  The value of focusing on the Republic of Chechnya is that the psychosocial 
dynamics of intentionally wrought violent trauma on one of the many populations can be 
examined in relationship to the safety and survival of the remainder of the federation.  
The damage to the Chechen social structures are such that for any meaningful change to 
occur, the people who populate these structures must be assisted with coming to terms with 
what was lost, and what may yet be gained in a process of repair and rebuild. This process 
can be assisted but not forced. Forced or coercive change is always rejected, leading to even 
greater violence and reduced trust. In the Paradoxical theory of Change, Arnold Beisser suggests that for change to 
work, the subject must move from a place of acceptance to a place of desire; from a situation made real by the subject’s 
granting of its reality however unsavoury and painful, to a removed place which both improves the subjects reality and 

 
58 Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty (in Russian). 14 December 2023. 
59  My sources on this are within the Ukraine Ministry of Defense.  
60 (Camp, 2022; Goble, 2023) 

Figure 24 Chechen Partisans 2004 
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allows for mourning that which is lost, and discovery of that which is found (Beisser 2006). Occasionally, this 
arrangement fails, and a republic attempts to resist Moscow’s control, as did Chechnya in t991 when its Republic 
President Dzhokhar Dudayev, a former Soviet Airforce general, declared its independence from Russia after the 
breakup of the Soviet Union. 61  
Moscow’s first attempt at reasserting control ended in defeat, after two years of fighting under President Boris Yeltsin 
Russian forces were soundly defeated by the Chechen rebels, and the OSCE mediated an agreement granting 
Chechnya de facto independence in 1996. To be fair, Moscow’s first attempt at resolving Chechnya’s ambitions for 
independence involved the attempted overthrow of the Chechen Republic’s President Dudayev. When that failed, they 
attempted to seize the capital of Grozney. When that failed, they invaded. After the peace agreement was agreed to, 
Moscow’s security council organised President Dudayev’s assassination. While a member of the Duma was pretending 
to negotiate with Dudayev over the cellular telephone network, Moscow used his cellular signal to target him with a 
laser guided missile. After the peace treaty between the federation and Chechnya was signed, other republics under 
Moscow’s control to begin challenging the authority of the empire-federation. 62  
On assuming the acting presidency of Russia in 1999, President Vladimir Putin reengaged the Chechen rebellion with 
enough massed tanks and artillery sufficient to level Chechnya’s capital of Grozny, with no building’s basement left 
that did not admit sunlight. Although Moscow resumed direct control over the destroyed capital city of Grozny in 2000, 
the rebellion did not end until 2009. The survivors, psychologically traumatised from Moscow’s zealous overkill, 
continued to fight, eventually brining the war home to Moscow: Despite the Russian Army’s policy of mass 
concentration camps of all males aged 16-60, after darkness fell did the men and older boys come out of hiding to take 
their measure of revenge, slipping out of the darkness to “throw a grenade, fire a few rounds, plant a bomb or a mine, 

 
61 In 1991, Dudayev refused orders from Moscow to suppress Estonia's independence movement, and subsequently resigned from the Soviet Armed Forces 
before returning to Chechnya. He became president of the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria after a referendum in October 1991, and unilaterally declared the 
republic's independence from the Soviet Union. 
62 (Daily Digest Staff, 2024; Myre, 2022a; Nikitina* et al., 2019; Perovic, 2018; Stein, 1976) 

Figure 25 Russian Federation reasserts control over an independent Chechnya. 
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kill someone, or just keep the Russians on their toes…” 63.  
As the toll of mass arrests and killings took their toll on available fighters, Women began to take over that role from the 
men of Chechnya. Driven by insane grief, psychological trauma and cultural memories of honour and revenge, women 
began donning black mourning clothes under which they had strapped vests of explosives. Finding easy access to soft 
Russian targets, 47 women ages fifteen to thirty-eight, including mothers, students and professionally educated 
workers participated in a campaign of suicide bombings using belts, bags, cars, and trucks on the ground and in the 
air on commercial airplanes. From 2000 to 2005, twenty-five successful attacks by Chechen women took the war home 
to Russia’s Federal cities and oblasts of Moscow and St. Petersburg. Chechen women suicide bombers were named 
Black Widows by the Russian and international press when it became clear that many were acting in revenge for the 
deaths of their husbands, sons, and brothers. Chechen psychologist Khapta Akhmedova, worked with the survivors of 
families, and found that these dreaded ‘Black Widows’ followed very similar paths to becoming first radicalized and 
then eventually purveyors of violence.  
Nearly all of those she studied lost close family members in air raids, bombings, landmines, so called “cleansing” 
operations carried out by Russian forces, and in battle. Many personally witnessed the death, or torture of a family 
member at the hands of the Russians. According to her,  

“Family members and close acquaintances of the terrorists noticed that as the violent death of a family member 
or other societal trauma wrought a deep personal impact, the ‘soon to become’ terrorist underwent a 
psychological crisis in which feelings of unresolved grief, anger, depression, psychological trauma, and guilt for 
not having done more to save the family member became obvious.” 64.  

For Chechen women, the introduction by Khava Barayeva opened an entirely new approach to fighting the war from a 
position of weakness, and to deal with systemic loss and trauma which, in the ruins of their cities and town, left them 
with little other options: When a member of one’s family or group has gone ahead as a martyr, often a strong 
psychological contagion effect occurs in their wake. Just as with normal suicide, the barrier to suicide for family 
members and close associates of the martyred individual are lowered, especially if the individual, group, and 
community honour’s the death by martyrdom. What was previously unthinkable now becomes a viable and considered 
option. Grief and trauma over the loss can further open the doors to considering following the same path. The 
traumatized individual seeks meaning. The bereaved seeks reunion. Both are in search of respite from psychic pain – 
respite that death can offer.65  
This is an oversimplification of a horrifying part of violent history in Chechnya, the point of this paragraph above, is to 
offer an appreciation of the mindset of Moscow’s leaders towards their own federal empire, the challenges that Moscow 
has faced in attempting to maintain control over its 80 federal subjects, and Moscow’s willingness to engage in extreme 
violence in order to maintain its empire.Violence within a country of origin requires context to understand the 
relationship between people and governments in conflict and the underlying psychosocial motivations or drivers of the 
conflict. 66 67

 
  

 
63 (Jagielski 2004, 241) 
64 (Speckhard and Akhmedova, Black Widows: The Chechen Female Suicide Terrorists 2006, 1-5) 
65 (Speckhard and Akhmedova, Talking to Terrorists 2005, 9) 
66 (Camp, 2022; Coynash, 2024b; Myre, 2022b; Nikitina* et al., 2019; Organisational, 2024; Perovic, 2018) 
67 For a deeper look into the aftermath of Moscow’s subjugation of Chechnya, see  (1) Suicide Rx - Chechen’s Quest for Psychosocial Sovereignty  

https://www.academia.edu/126923624/Suicide_Rx_Chechen_s_Quest_for_Psychosocial_Sovereignty
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