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State policy documents on the country’s key political goals 
and objectives naturally attract the attention of political and 
international relations experts. The National Security Strategy of 

the Russian Federation, adopted on July 2, 2021, is no exception. And 
since the matter at hand is security, it seems interesting to consider 
the provisions of this document through the lens of the securitization 
theory, which was proposed by B. Buzan and O. Wæver in the mid-
1990s and since then has steadily been gaining significance. This 
looks especially relevant because for Russian research the security 
dimension of domestic and international processes traditionally comes 
first compared to their other aspects.

Securitization implies, above all, discourse analysis, and in this 
regard the Strategy offers high-quality material since, firstly, it is the 
successor to similar documents adopted earlier, and secondly, being 
a classic speech act, it officially identifies the concepts of threats and 
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securitization objects, that is, structures, institutions or categories that 
are exposed to these threats.

The Strategy uses two concepts: “threats” proper and “negative 
factors,” which “create a direct or indirect possibility for damaging 
national interests” (Strategy, 2021). Therefore, the key objects of 
securitization in the Strategy are the national interests of Russia 
(which is quite in line with the traditional security discourse: “For 
a state, survival is about sovereignty, and for a nation it is about 
identity” (Buzan, and de Wilde, 1998, p. 36)). Not to mention the 
fact that “national interest” is a key category for the Realist school 
of international relations, which dominates Russian academic and 
practical discussions. However, the authors of the securitization 
concept interpret the notion of security much broader: in principle, 
any object can be securitized (Ibid). The authors of the Strategy 
also approach the security problem extensively, but in a slightly 
different way.

They extend the concept of threat that Buzan and Wæver limited to 
existential threats to securitization objects (Ibid., 1998, p. 5). Obviously, 
a “negative factor” can hardly be considered an existential threat. More 
likely, according to the Buzan-Wæver’s concept, “negative factors” are 
the result of activity (or activity itself) by various functional actors 
which affect the dynamics of a sector (Ibid, p. 36).

So, the official Russian discourse and the Strategy define economic 
sanctions against Russia not as a threat to the national economy, but 
as a negative factor; the same applies, for example, to environmental 
problems, to the low qualification of medical workers, and to the 
level of education (except for the quality of teaching of the Russian 
language, the deterioration of which is recognized as a threat). Threats 
are, for example, the activities of foreign intelligence and special 
services, “the activities of foreign and international non-governmental 
organizations... aimed at violating the unity and territorial integrity of 
the Russian Federation,” “the eroding of traditional Russian spiritual 
and moral values and the weakening of the unity of the multinational 
people of the Russian Federation through external cultural and 
information expansion,” etc. (Strategy, 2021).
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However, the “total sum of fears” itself may well be existential in 
nature due to the scale formed by simple addition. The total number 
of threats mentioned in the Strategy and “factors that negatively affect 
security” is approaching one hundred. The mere listing of them shows 
both the gravity of security challenges and the fact that the state is 
its only guarantor. One of the most frequently mentioned ways of 
ensuring security is state control and supervision in various areas, and 
the “strengthening of the role of the state as a security guarantor” tops 
the list of “the main areas of national and public security.”

A self-sustaining system of “sustainable securitization” is thus 
created, in which the political authorities that have monopolized the 
security discourse determine the nomenclature of threats that goes 
far beyond traditional dangers involving the use of force, set priorities 
for combating these threats, and assess the results of this work. At 
the same time, unlike the theoretical Buzan-Wæver model, which 
considers desecuritization “the optimal long-range option” (Buzan, 
Wæver and de Wilde, 1998, p. 29), the state is generally not interested 
in desecuritizing such threats.

Perhaps the problem is that desecuritization implies bringing the 
issue from the field of security and emergency measures back into the 
field of “normal” politics, that is, to the sphere where a democratic 
society (theoretically) can challenge the state’s monopoly on decision-
making (Makarychev, 2008, p. 26). It seems that the state views this 
possibility as a threat that undermines its ability to mobilize (or 
demobilize) society, and exercise control and supervision. In other 
words, it is the prospects for desecuritization themselves and the 
possibility not just to ensure security, but to remove the issue of security 
from the agenda that are securitized.

In fairness, such fears are characteristic not only of the Russian 
political leadership. The “sustainable securitization” effect has been 
registered as part of the Cold War-era bloc confrontation (Webber 
and Sperling, 2017, p. 27) in health care (McInnes and Rushton, 
2011), etc. Moreover, “sustainable securitization” is not the sole 
prerogative of states because society (or its parts) is also capable of 
such a reaction (Risør, 2018). This should prompt theoreticians to study 
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the securitization mechanism not only as a single (and completed—
successful or failed) discursive act or a combination of such acts, but 
also as a process stretched in time (including infinitely). The COVID-19 
pandemic will apparently spur this research. Google Scholar search has 
returned almost 7,000 articles in English alone, which explore different 
aspects of securitization in light of the current pandemic. 

Among other notable aspects of the Strategy, it is perhaps worth 
noting a certain convergence of exogenous and endogenous threats. 
Just recently, it was almost an axiom that the modern “sovereign 
territorial state” clearly divides “the political sphere into domestic 
and foreign policy” (Morozov, 2011, p. 29), and that “the security 
discourse is focused on strengthening a community’s borders in the 
face of external threats” (Ibid., 32). However, today threats are “complex 
and interconnected,” and although the “Russia in the Modern World” 
section focuses mainly on external threats, “substantive” sections refer 
mainly to internal and “hybrid” ones ranging from a technological 
lag to corruption, and from the dwindling prestige of the teaching 
and engineering professions to depletion of natural resources. In 
fact, in 1979, the first full-time President of the Council on Foreign 
Relations, Bayless Manning, coined the term ‘Intermestic’ to describe 
the intersection of domestic and foreign policies (Manning, 1979). In 
the information era, when communication has become transboundary 
and political activity is supranational and non-state, the emergence of 
mixed endogenous and exogenous threats is inevitable.

Naturally, strategic international security issues form a separate 
section in the Strategy and are practically not interconnected with the 
domestic political agenda. Moreover, this section is quite constructive 
in content, with the repeatedly stated “red lines” (deterrence and 
NATO’s unacceptable infrastructure expansion) reappearing in the 
very end. As a rule, there is little ambiguity about securitizing actors 
in the military sector. Relative and absolute military capabilities do not 
determine securitization, although they can facilitate it (Buzan, Wæver 
and de Wilde, 1998, p. 70).

Much more significant—judging by the official activity unfolding 
in the context of the Strategy—are the threats of “eroding traditional 
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Russian spiritual and moral values... through external cultural and 
information expansion” and “attempts to falsify Russian and world 
history.” Less than a month after signing the decree endorsing the 
Strategy, President Vladimir Putin created an interdepartmental 
commission on historical education to “ensure a systematic and 
offensive approach to the issue of upholding the national interests of 
the Russian Federation related to the preservation of historical memory 
and the development of educational activities in the field of history” 
(TASS, 2021). Unlike the previous body designed to deal with this 
task—the Commission on Countering Attempts to Falsify History to 
the Detriment of the Interests of Russia—the new institution does not 
include members of the Federation Council and the State Duma, but 
involves officials from the Prosecutor General’s Office, the Investigative 
Committee, and the Ministry of Internal Affairs.

The politicization of memory, especially around the (re)assessment 
of the causes and outcome of World War II, is already an established 
confrontational discourse. The securitization of the historical role of 
the USSR in the fight against Nazism is a long-standing process. From 
Moscow’s point of view, the revision of these events threatens not only 
the national and state identity of Russia, but also the entire existing 
world order (Lavrov, 2019, p. 9). In this case, we can also talk about the 
“sustainable securitization” of this problem.

In conclusion, let us note once again that the success of 
securitization, according to Buzan and Wæver, depends on the 
actor’s ability to convince the audience that a certain phenomenon 
poses a real threat. The argument with which the actor addresses 
the audience plays an important role in this case. In this regard, the 
Strategy is far from perfect. In fact, the long list of threats facing 
Russia may look convincing, but their abundance and variety can 
devalue their existential nature. There are also internal contradictions 
in the Strategy. For example, the aforementioned sanctions 
(“restrictive economic measures”) against Russia are defined as a 
“negative factor” for its economy and as a threat for the quality of life 
of Russian people. However, such ambiguity is somehow consistent 
with the official rhetoric that the sanctions imposed against Russia 
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do not cause serious damage to its economy but are directed against 
all its citizens.

The actual differences between the Strategy and reality are 
far more serious. While declaring, for example, the “consolidation 
of civil society around common values,” which include “respect 
for family and confessional traditions,” the authors of the Strategy 
seem to ignore the steady (since the peak year of 2011) decrease in 
the number of marriages in Russia and the unchanging number of 
divorces, comparable to the highest rates registered in Soviet times 
(Demographic Yearbook, 2019, p. 50). According to various estimates, 
the share of Orthodox believers in Russia, ranging from 56% (ZIRCON) 
to 65% (FOM) (Zadorin and Khomyakova, 2019, p. 167), exceeds the 
share of Christians (mainly Catholics) in secular France (47%), but is 
lower than the share of Catholics in Italy (69%) and even more so than 
in Poland (86%) (Eurobarometer, 2019, p. 229). However, in Russia, 
church services are attended relatively regularly (that is, at least once a 
month) by 13% (VTsIOM, 2019) to 19% (Zadorin and Khomyakova, 
2019, 169) of the Orthodox believers, and only 2% observe all fasting 
requirements (VTsIOM, 2021). For comparison: in France, the share 
of Christians who regularly (that is, weekly) attend church services is 
6% (Statista, 2021a), in Italy, 22% (CVX Italia, 2020) to 29% (Statista, 
2021b), and in Poland, 47% (Statista 2021c).

In addition, the provisions of the Strategy stating that “there is a 
natural population growth and an increase in average life expectancy” 
in Russia are at odds with official statistics. According to the Rosstat 
state statistics agency, Russia’s natural population decline has been 
continuing since 2016 (Demographic Yearbook, 2019, 16), and the 
average life expectancy in the country has dropped to the 2015 level 
due to the coronavirus epidemic (RBC, 2021). Disregard of such 
basic data concerning Russia’s internal situation may cast doubt on 
its foreign policy.

In general, we can confidently conclude that the National Security 
Strategy of the Russian Federation and the discourse around it can, with 
certain reservations, be described and studied within the framework of 
the securitization theory developed by the Copenhagen School. Specific 
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features of the Strategy, which go beyond the scope of this theory (an 
abundance of threats, the “sustainable securitization” effect), rather 
expand the researcher’s task, pointing to new possible directions for 
developing the theory. The ambiguities and contradictions found in the 
document only add relevance to the research task as they can indicate 
both the peculiarities of methods used by the Russian authorities 
in working with information and the standards for presenting this 
information—in other words, the peculiarities of power discourse 
evolvement in Russia.
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