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A Short History of Russian Interventions in
Other People’s Elections

Demonstrators against Russian military actions in Ukraine rally in Times Square in New York City on March 2, 2014. AP Photo/John
Minchillo

In the last nine years, Russia has invaded its neighbor Georgia, annexed the Ukrainian province of

Crimea and supported rebels in Eastern Ukraine. Most recently, it interfered in the U.S.

presidential election. The United States and the European Union have imposed biting trade

sanctions on Russia for its actions in Ukraine.

As a historian of Russian history, I find the most interesting question to be this: Are these actions

a sign that Russia is returning to aggressive foreign policies or are they part of an entirely new

direction?

The answer to this question is important for the U.S. and countries throughout the world. If these

policies are a return to Russian aggression, it will be difficult to reverse.

Let's look at patterns of Russian policy stretching back over three centuries.
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At the beginning of the 17th century, Poland was a great power that sent an army to Moscow in

1610 and put a Polish prince on the throne. By the early 18th century, however, Russia was

routinely meddling in internal Polish politics.

At the end of that century, Russia, Austria and Prussia partitioned the Polish state among

themselves, wiping it off the map entirely. Indeed, Poland remained part of the Russian Empire

until it regained independence during World War I.

The other direction of Russian expansion was to the southwest. In 1774, Russia defeated the

Ottoman Empire, a major empire that dominated the Mediterranean from Turkey, and kept the

right to intervene in internal Ottoman affairs on behalf of Christians. In 1814, after Alexander I

pushed Napoleon out of Russia, his troops marched to Paris and brokered a European peace deal.

In 1848, Russian troops quashed the Hungarian noble uprising against the Austrian Habsburg

rule.

In the late 19th century, Britain, France, Germany and other European powers engaged in the

great "race for colonies" in Africa and Asia. It is also known as the "scramble for Africa." Russia's

imperial expansion in this era was limited, and when it tried to expand in the Far East, Japan

defeated Russia in a humiliating war.

The Soviet era

From its very birth in 1917, the Soviet regime sought

to create a global communist revolution. But it was

really the victory in World War II that gave the Soviet

Union superpower status. Only then did it have the

ability to intervene in other countries on a global

scale.

The USSR forced the Soviet communist model upon

the entire East Europe, and supported communist and

radical movements throughout the world.

Now Russia supports opponents of the international

economic system, the European Union and NATO.

Although, on the surface, communism and today's

right-wing populism are opposite, they actually share quite a lot in common. Both reject the

international status quo, norms of party politics, and attitudes toward facts and the media. Both

are driven by an underlying hostility toward the U.S. and Western Europe.

However, we should keep a few important things in mind.

First, Soviet-controlled East Germany broke away in 1989 in a remarkably peaceful fashion. Two

years later, the Soviet Union was dissolved by none other than the leader of the Russian

Federation. Although there were a few clashes, it was arguably the most peaceful and rapid

dissolution of a major empire in history.

Considering the violent history of conflict, it is remarkable that the area did not descend into war.

The popular book "Armageddon Averted" captured the sense that the peaceful Russian acceptance

of loss of empire and global influence in the 1990s was something of a miracle.
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Second, it is also easy to forget the history of the "democratic West." Britain, France, Germany,

Holland, Belgium, Spain and Portugal all built and ruled massive overseas empires from the 16th

through much of the 20th centuries. Turkey built a huge multi-ethnic empire around the

Mediterranean from Morocco to the Balkans, and Austria assembled dozens of nationalities into a

major continental European empire.

The U.S. has meddled as well

The U.S. conquered much of its western territories from Spain, Mexico and Native Americans in

the 19th century. It established a sphere of influence in South and Central America, where it often

intervened in elections and even sparked coups.

The breakup of the Soviet Union is basically the last chapter in the story of this global

phenomenon.

The third point to keep in mind is that while Russian intervention in the U.S. election is

unprecedented and is a cause of great concern, it is not new in the history of international

relations. In fact, the U.S. has a long record of putting its finger on the scales in elections in other

countries. According to a database compiled by Dov Levin, a professor of political science at

Carnegie Mellon University, the U.S. attempted to influence the outcome of 81 presidential

elections around the world from 1946 to 2000.

Let us go back to the question: Do recent Russian actions mean a return to traditional Russian

aggressiveness?

For the most part, Russia's interventions since 1991 have been limited to its immediate

neighborhood. Meddling in elections and supporting right-wing parties in Europe and the U.S. is

perhaps a sign that this is changing.

Russia is a relatively weak country that is declining in power. Its foreign policy ventures have been

more oriented toward winning support of the Russian people for the Russian government.

Every former empire has struggled to come to grips with the loss of territory and influence. Russia

is no different. Whether it reverts to old patterns of expansion and intervention abroad or leaves

its traditions behind will be one of the big questions in international relations.

Eric Lohr is a professor of Russian history at American University in Washington, D.C.
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Quiz

1 Read the paragraph from the section "The Soviet era."

From its very birth in 1917, the Soviet regime sought to create a global communist revolution. But
it was really the victory in World War II that gave the Soviet Union superpower status. Only then
did it have the ability to intervene in other countries on a global scale.

Which of the following can be inferred from this paragraph?

(A) Since World War II, Russia has asserted its power in countries across the world.

(B) Because of the communist revolution, the Soviet Union won in World War II.

(C) After World War II, Russia gained more respect from the rest of the world.

(D) Before World War II, few countries paid serious attention to the Soviet Union.

2 According to the article, other world powers besides the Soviet Union have tried to sway elections in foreign countries.

Which sentence from the article BEST supports the idea outlined above?

(A) In the late 19th century, Britain, France, Germany and other European powers engaged in the great
“race for colonies” in Africa and Asia.

(B) The USSR forced the Soviet communist model upon the entire East Europe, and supported communist
and radical movements throughout the world.

(C) The U.S. conquered much of its western territories from Spain, Mexico and Native Americans in the
19th century.

(D) According to a database compiled by Dov Levin, a professor of political science at Carnegie Mellon
University, the U.S. attempted to influence the outcome of 81 presidential elections around the world
from 1946 to 2000.

3 HOW does the article develop the idea that the nature of the Soviet Union's breakup was remarkable?

(A) by highlighting that the collapse of the Soviet Union was facilitated by the United States

(B) by explaining that the Soviet Union was defeated by countries in which it had interfered

(C) by describing how unusual it was for a major empire to end with so little violence

(D) by pointing out that a book was written to show the hostilities on all sides of the conflict

4 WHY did the author begin and conclude the article by questioning the role of Russia's foreign policy?

(A) to highlight the Soviet Union's aggressive rise to power after World War II, and to show why Russia is
still hostile today

(B) to provide historical background on the Russian Empire, and to explain what happened after the
collapse of the Soviet Union

(C) to explain why the U.S. and Western Europe are concerned about Russia, and to raise questions about
Russia's goals

(D) to show how Russia's aggressiveness has characterized its past, and to suggest how it might affect the
future


