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Cathedrals and Conscripts
Taking Advantage of Russia’s Intra-Military Elitism

Russia’s creation of ethnically based military units and the establishment of a military church is
dividing its army along ethno-religious lines. This division will lead to the development of an elite,
better equipped in-group composed of professional Russian Orthodox soldiers and an ill-equipped
out-group of ethnically and religiously diverse conscripts. These developments have two
implications. First, the moderately sized homogenous in-group will provide Moscow with troops
able to conduct sophisticated limited conventional operations, hybrid warfare, and internal
security. Second, the ideological isolation and limited resources of the conscript-based outgroup
will increase dissent within these military units, heighten ethnic tensions within Russia, and limit
the combat effectiveness of a large portion of the Russian army. United States defense policy
should recognize the dangers and divisiveness of Russia’s military in-group, while seeking to
capitalize on the technologically inferior out-group.

Introduction

Since assuming the presidency, Vladimir Putin has reinstated the Tsarist and early Soviet practice
of ethnically and religiously homogenous units and has revived the Russian Orthodox Church as
the spiritual foundation of the Russian military.! A stagnant economy also has deprived the military
of the funds needed for modernization.? Taken together, these trends will likely divide the Russian
military along ethno-religious lines.

Separating units based on ethnicity breeds tensions within the military, while the emphasis on
Orthodox Christianity isolates religious minorities and erodes their loyalty to the state. While
budget cuts affect all levels of the armed forces, professional, elite, and specialized units comprised
of ethnic Russians do not face cuts as severe as those faced by conscript-based conventional forces
on the periphery of the country.

The division of Russia’s military along ethno-religious lines poses new threats to and opens
opportunities for the United States and its allies. Russia’s professional elite in-group is highly
motivated and better equipped, posing a significant hybrid threat, and they have the ability to
conduct limited high-intensity operations. At the same time, Russia’s elite forces are
comparatively small in number and needed for internal security. Moscow’s non-elite conscript
forces suffer under ethnic tensions and from poor training and equipment. U.S. defense policy
should capitalize on the growing divisions in the Russian military, recognizing the limitations of
the military in-group, while encouraging dissent in the out-group.



Critical Trends in the Russian Military

Three factors contribute to the ethno-religious divide developing in the Russian military: (1) the
formation of ethnically based operational units, (2) the announcement of the Main Cathedral of the
Armed Forces and accompanying Christian religious rhetoric from prominent government and
military officials, and (3) budget limitations necessitating selective modernization.®> Together,
these trends are creating an in-group and out-group within the Russian military.

Ethnically Based Military Units

Military units intentionally composed largely of ethnic minorities increase divisions within the
Russian military.* Using ethnicity as a screening factor, the Russian military is able to maintain a
mostly Slavic upper rank, while relegating ethnic minorities to lesser positions. This discrimination
breeds apathy or outright disloyalty in non-ethnic Russian servicemembers.

Russian Nationalism. President Putin has declared it his duty to protect ethnic Russians
and uses biased rhetoric to stoke inter-ethnic fears and tensions. This orientation is evident
in Russian military doctrine and ethos.> Putin’s policies increasingly segregate the military
along religious and ethnic lines.® A key policy contributing to Russia’s growing military
divides is allowing conscripts to serve near their homes. The military promotes this policy
as a means of making conscription more appealing by allowing soldiers to serve in their
native regions. However, this segregation also turns “multi-ethnic and integrative
institutions into mono-ethnic and potentially divisive ones”, especially as these non-
ethnically Russian units receive fewer resources, less training, and have poorer equipment.’

Recruiting and Demographics. Atthe end of 2016, the approximate size of Russia’s armed
forces stood at slightly below its goal of one million servicemembers.® The numbers of
new recruits and the total number of soldiers have since declined. Projections for personnel
recruitment and retention predict a falling number of personnel each year up to 2022. In
2016, the Russian army had 348,000 contracted soldiers and sergeants, 225,000 officers,
and 270,000 conscripts.” In 2018, the total number of conscripts recruited was 260,500.1°
To reach its target, 250,000 draftees must be conscripted every draft cycle, which occurs
biannually. However, in recent years, no single draft cycle has produced more than half the
number of the desired personnel.!!

Russia is approximately ten percent Muslim, and the population is growing rapidly. If this
demographic trend continues, Muslims may comprise between one third and one half of
the Russian population by 2050.'> Today, Muslims represent 15 percent of the Russian
army’s manpower. The proportion of young Muslim males as a portion of the population
is rising in comparison with ethnic Russian or Slavic males, making their conscription even
more likely.!* However, Muslim soldiers are marginalized in the Russian military and
heavily underrepresented in the senior ranks. Ninety percent of senior officers in the Army
are either ethnic Russians or Ukrainians.!* Given Moscow’s Russian ethnic orientation and
demographic trends, divisions within the Russian military will likely grow and ethnic
Russians will continue to comprise the bulk of elite units, while Muslims and other
minorities will remain relegated to serving in the regular Army.



Resources and Training. There is a growing divide between professional soldiers who are
well trained and better equipped and conscripted soldiers who receive minimal training.!
The lack of training stems in part from the short duration of conscription and the Kremlin’s
relative lack of investment in conscript units.!® This difference in funding also mirrors the
ethnic divide in the military, with Russian-dominated elite units receiving better training
and equipment than conscript-dominated non-elite units stationed in peripheral regions.

The Christianization of the Russian Military

In 2018, the Kremlin announced that the military would sponsor the building of a military church.!”
This announcement highlights the increasing “Christianization” of the Russian military. The goal
of “uniting all of the Orthodox service members of Russia” is evidence of the leadership’s
preference for Christian Orthodox members and likely points to the isolation religious minorities

face when serving, or when forced to serve, in the Russian army.

18

Russian Orthodoxy and the Military. After the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, Moscow
sought a new ideology to guide and motivate the military. This search led to a revival of
the Russian Orthodox Church as the “mantle of spiritual leadership of the Russian armed
forces”.!” The Russian Ministry of Defense commissioned the construction of a military
church near Moscow, with projected completion in 2020. A Russian Defense Ministry
press release highlights the significance of the project in the statement, “the new church
follows the traditions and aims at ‘uniting all the Orthodox servicemen of Russia’”.2® All
of the funding for the Main Cathedral of the Armed Forces, whose grand opening is set for
May 9, 2020 in Patriot Park, 70 kilometers outside of Moscow, will come from donations
from the public, although no estimate of the total cost has yet been released.?! Both the
state and the Russian Orthodox Church publicly expressed their support for the project.
This cathedral also will be tasked with training military priests. Sergei Chapnin, a vocal
opponent of Christian Orthodox-oriented government policies, states that “the design of
the church fully corresponds to the understanding of the Orthodox Church that has taken
shape today among government and military officials”.??> There is a shared ideology
between the two organizations, and they have a long-standing, symbiotic relationship in
terms of public policy and relations.

Growing Disenfranchisement Among Non-Orthodox Servicemembers. Today, many non-
Orthodox servicemembers feel less incentive to fight for a state that promotes an explicitly
religious ideology that is not their own.?* The division has not gone unnoticed in Moscow,
as Robert Mathers comments that “there currently exists a dialogue between the Russian
Defense Ministry and the Muslim representative leadership of the country.” However,
“these discussions are just that — talk. From the Balkans to the Bering Sea, only Orthodox
beliefs are carried out and accepted in practice by the military. Muslim soldiers are at best
ignored, at worst subjected to religious humiliation.”?* With more non-Orthodox draftees
entering Russian military service, Pavel Luzin observed in the Moscow Times that “there
is a threat that the multi-ethnic and multicultural nature of the country, coupled with the
mixed and voluntary systems for staffing the army, could result in an uncivilized,



or barbaric, Armed Forces”?> This statement reflects the discrimination against and
negative attitudes towards ethnic and religious minorities in the Russian military.

Selective Military Modernization

Russia has the fourth largest military budget in the world, but its defense spending lags far behind
that of China and the United States.?® While Russian government officials and media highlight
new military technology, little spending goes toward improving the whole fighting force.?’

o A Stagnant Economy and Budget Cuts. Military spending is a high priority for the Russian
Federation, but a stagnant economy has led to budget cuts since 2016.2® Operational and
manpower budget projections out to 2022 show a consistent decline from 2015 until 2020,
when they are predicted to plateau.?’ The Russian military budget in constant U.S. dollars
for 2018 is $45.6 billion, compared with $60.5 in 2015. In percentage of GDP, total military
expenditure is expected to drop from 3.8 percent in 2015 to 2.7 percent in 2022.3° Although
actual military spending is higher than the official budget, Russia’s military spending is
still in decline.?!

e Modest Modernization Goals. Russia’s modernization goals for 2020 were replaced in
2018 by the State Armament Programme (GPV) 2018-2027.32 The GPV 2018-2027 is
less financially ambitious than its predecessor, indicating an acknowledgement by
Moscow that defense spending will likely decline in the future.

e Reduced Total Force Spending. Recent economic troubles linked to the collapse of oil
prices in 2014, U.S. sanctions and capital flight, projected inflation, threats of additional
sanctions, and a tax increase in 2019 have required a general reduction in state spending.”
Despite budget cuts, the Kremlin has announced its intention to procure a series of
advanced weapons that will likely take funds away from training and equipping the total
force. Moreover, in 2015, the number of professional contracted soldiers exceeded
conscripts for the first time, representing another drain on the military budget.* With the
addition of Moscow’s costly involvement in the Ukraine and Syria, available military funds
for equipping the total force are becoming scarce, increasing the likelihood that spending
will be focused on elite forces.*

Emerging In-Group and Out-Group

Russia has made a big show of new technologically advanced weaponry. However, behind the
publicity, there lies a military confronted with significant organizational, financial, and strategic
obstacles. Russia has effectively “created two militaries; a professional elite force capable of
conducting rapid, complex operations with generally modern equipment; and the rest of the
military, which still relies upon conscription, mass mobilization,” and older equipment.*¢



Professional Russian Orthodox In-Group

The government excludes ethnic minorities from high-skilled elite units that have better training
and advanced weapons. Ethnicity plays a role in the screening process for promotion in the Russian
military and the Russian Orthodox foundation of the military alienates non-Orthodox soldiers.?’

This emerging military in-group will be overwhelmingly Russian in background and increasingly
indoctrinated with Orthodox Christian messages. This force will have the most modern weapons
and best available training. It will be capable of hybrid warfare and limited high-intensity
operations (see Table 1).

Conscript and Minority Out-Group

Largely reliant on conscription and contracted soldiers, the out-group contains the majority of
ethnic and religious minorities serving in the Russian military.*® This out-group primarily serves
in peripheral regions where ethnic and religious diversity is high. They are not fully modernized
and possess limited conventional capabilities. The training afforded this group is minimal, and
their greatest asset in combat is the ability to outnumber potential opponents.

Table 1: Characteristics of the Russian Military In-Group and Out-Group

IN-GROUP OUT-GROUP

Mostly contracted Mostly conscripted/mixed contracted
Terms of service

Extensive Minimal
Training
Ethnic and Mostly ethnic Russian and Russian Non-ethnic Russian and non-Orthodox
religious Orthodox units and mixed units
composition

Stationed in the interior and near Stationed on the periphery/borders of
Geography important urban/economic centers (e.g., | the country

Moscow and St. Petersburg)

Hybrid warfare, cyber/information Border defense, low-intensity

- warfare, high-intensity limited operations, conventional warfare

Capability . . .

conventional operations, internal

security




The Implications of a Divided Military for Russia

“Any country’s army is a direct product of its socio-economic and political system... Russia’s
Armed Forces are no exception. They are part and parcel of the current corrupt, quasi-feudal
system,”’

— Pavel Luzin %

Russia is currently engaged in military operations in Ukraine and Syria.** Moscow uses these
conflicts to test elite units and advanced technologies.*! However, Russia likely cannot deploy
large combat forces comparable to peer, or near-peer, adversaries because of the in-group, out-
group division of its armed forces and the significant number of conscript soldiers.*? Russia’s
professional military in-group allows Moscow to engage in limited high-intensity operations.
These elite forces, however, are constrained by size and also are needed for internal security.
Russia’s military out-group is large, but poorly trained and vulnerable to ethnic unrest and is of
limited use against a capable opponent.

Elite In-group and Internal Security

Russia’s professional military in-group is well trained and highly mobile. Largely stationed near
Moscow and other major cities, it provides the Kremlin with internal security forces similar to
those seen in coup-proofed regimes.* One of the hallmarks of coup-proofing is the strengthening
of an elite military force that is comprised of the same social group as the state’s leadership to
protect the state from internal threats.**

e Mission. Russia has a number of competing agencies that ensure the regime’s internal
security.*> The Kremlin tasks these multiple security agencies with monitoring each other
and the population. While the internal security services are not counted as members of the
in-group, because they are not military, their existence indicates that the government feels
it is necessary to employ multiple organizations to watch a number of groups within its
borders.

President Putin recently created a new security agency in 2016—the Russian National
Guard (Rosgvardia).* This group falls into the category of elite in-group forces, numbering
180,000.# The National Guard is tasked with preventing “civil unrest in 50 cities and 180
military installations.”® This new organization was created partially in response to tensions
between ethnic Russians and people of the Caucasus region and is used for internal
security, which may exacerbate instead of diffuse racially motived violence.*

e Deployment. Approximately elite 150,000 troops are stationed in the Moscow area.>®
These troops are tasked with maintaining public order in the event of an emergency and
are deployed elsewhere as rapid response units. Some of these units are controlled by the
Ministry of Internal Affairs (Vityaz), particularly the Separate Operational Purpose
Division (Dzerzhinsky units) comprised of 10,000 troops, in addition to other smaller
units.>!



The use of elite security forces and military units to suppress unrest is a hallmark trait of coup-
proofing. Moscow’s ethnically Russian, Christian Orthodox military in-group is well-equipped,
highly trained, mobile, and stationed near important population centers. These qualities provide
the regime with robust internal security forces capable of suppressing domestic unrest, especially
by members of Russia’s increasingly large minority populations.

While coup-proofing increases a regimes’ ability to suppress internal unrest, it also limits the
ability of the most highly trained and loyal units to engage in military operations abroad for an
extended period of time.>? The needs of internal security, combined with the limited size of the
elite forces and reduced overall budgets, will likely dissuade Moscow from engaging in a high-
intensity military conflict opposite NATO forces. However, these forces remain useful in hybrid
and limited short duration operations against NATO allies and non-peer adversaries.

Elite In-group and External Security

Russia’s elite military units are motivated by Russian and religious nationalism and are better
trained and equipped. These shock troops are capable of conducting hybrid warfare and limited
high-intensity combat operations.”®> However, although Russia boasts almost one million active
duty servicemembers, only about 30,000—mostly found in elite units—are “capable of meeting

today’s military goals”.>*

e Mission. Elite units of the Russian military have a high level of operational effectiveness.>
One example of an elite unit is the VDV (Vozdushno-Desantnye Voyska), Russia’s
Airborne force.’® The VDV and similar elite units receive priority for the most up-to-date
weaponry and equipment.’” The VDV is known as a “rapid response unit”, conducting
operations in foreign conflicts under the direct command of the president. It was the unit
responsible for the initial invasion of Crimea in 2014.5® There are approximately 45,000
VDV troops who are chosen from other units of the military based on “strength,
intelligence, and psychological endurance”.>® Another key screening factor for VDV
soldiers is loyalty; there is a strong likelihood that race, ethnicity, and religion—essentially
“Russian-ness”—determine the composition of this force.*

e Capabilities. Russian military modernization is not a total overhaul of the total force but a
deliberate transformation of specific conventional units and its strategic forces.®! The in-
group has the capacity to combat peer and near-peer adversaries in the domains of A2/AD,
limited combined arms warfare, and cyber and electronic operations.®> These capabilities
are provided by an in-group of highly-trained specialists comprised almost entirely of
ethnically Russian Orthodox servicemembers.

The elite in-group units constitute the most capable element of the Russian armed forces. However,
mounting large-scale land invasions would put Russia at a disadvantage against a technologically
superior and/or near-peer adversary. Moscow will likely use its elite forces for hybrid and limited
high-intensity operations, especially against non-peer adversaries, such as Ukraine or the Republic
of Georgia. While better trained and equipped, elite forces are limited in numbers, meaning that



these forces will be stressed if tasked with operations that involve intensive combat for an extended
period of time; such as operations against NATO forces.

Marginalized Out-group and Internal Security

Russia’s military out-group is poorly trained and equipped and primarily comprised of conscripts
of non-Russian ethnicity.®® This out-group is stationed along Russia’s periphery and used for local
internal security. It also is a potential source of instability in the country and may harbor divided
loyalties.®*

e Mission. In terms of conventional capabilities, ground soldiers are organized into
formations for “low- and medium-level conflicts.”®> The training, equipment, and
deployment of Russia’s military out-group makes it useful as a first line of defense and for
maintaining day-to-day order in the peripheral regions.%® In addition to a lack of military
modernization, training in the regular army also has suffered because of budgetary
restrictions, short-duration conscription, and the Kremlin’s fear of providing advanced
weapons and training to forces that it perceives as being of questionable loyalty. This group
poses an internal security threat to the Kremlin and is thus tasked with protecting the
peripheral regions of the country and providing the state with an overwhelming ground
force.

e Deployment. Russia is the world’s largest country in terms of land mass, and its borders
are difficult to defend because of size and terrain.%’ In order to maintain control, “Russia
has exploited existing regional conflicts and cleavages, and created new ones” to thwart
the unification of pre-existing social, ethnic, and religious groups in the region.®®

Due to Putin’s “serve near your home” policies, a significant number of troops along the
border and in areas of increased tension are ethnic and religious minorities from peripheral
regions. While these troops are more familiar with their local region, they also have been
affected by the politics of their region and are aware of their differential treatment by
Moscow.

The out-group of conscripts and ethnic minorities found in the regular army pose a significant
threat to internal security.®® The Kremlin is particularly concerned with the potential for inter-
ethnic military conflicts in the region and with providing those who may have divided loyalties or
who feel isolated from the central government with expertise.”” Moscow’s strategy for managing
this perceived threat is to relegate the out-group to the lowest ranks of service and to less well-
resourced units.

Marginalized Out-group and External Security

The primary advantage of Russia’s military outgroup for external security operations is in
numbers. Less well-equipped and trained, the largely conscript-based forces are unable to match
the armed forces of peer and near-peer adversaries.
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e Mission. The primary focus for the regular Army, comprised largely of conscripts, is to
buttress the conventional capabilities of Russia, defend against “local armed conflicts, mass
incursions by insurgents, the implosion of a neighboring state, and as deterrence against a
large-scale war”.”! In the unlikely event of a large conventional attack on Russian territory,
the Kremlin may be forced to rely on this military out-group.’? A strategic advantage of
the out-group is their “favorable balance-of-forces” on the border, meaning that Moscow
will rely on large numbers of troops to overwhelm an opponent rather than relying on the
combat quality of those troops.”> Overall, the primary advantage of this group is its vast
size, not its technological or tactical capabilities.

e Capabilities. The Russian army has not fully modernized, and it still relies heavily on
Soviet-era equipment. There have been a few upgrades but no major overhaul of equipment
or technologies for the vast majority of the regular Russian army.”* While general
equipment appears to be equally distributed, the Caucasus region has shifted from a high
to a low priority for modernization. It has not received any new tanks, missiles, drones, air
defense systems, or aircraft during the recent rounds of upgrades.”> As of 2013, Russia is
reported to have approximately 15,000 tanks, 27,000 armored vehicles, and 6,000 units of
self-propelled artillery guns.’® President Putin has established the goal of modernizing the
conventional army to 70 percent completion by 2020.”7 However, given budgetary
constraints, this goal seems optimistic.

In addition to older equipment, training for one-year conscripts is “very limited”.”® Both
conscripts and low-ranking contracted soldiers receive little to no professional
development, and military service does not prepare them for professional civilian careers.”
Up to one third of Russian conscripts are released from service due to poor health every
year. This high turnover negatively impacts combat readiness and effectiveness.®® Once
enlisted, conscripts face dedovshchina, or violent hazing, which often includes
dehumanizing treatment and physical and psychological abuse.’! In addition to abuse,
living conditions are squalid, further reducing combat effectiveness. Poor treatment fosters
resentment amongst conscripts towards the Russian military at large.®?

Since 2014, there has been a buildup of Russian forces in the Western District, which borders the
Balkans and several NATO allies. The amount of conventional Russian firepower in this region
outstrips NATO allies by a factor of almost six to one.®> However, this numerical outmatch is the
out-group’s only advantage against superior NATO technology and training. In a future conflict,
Moscow would primarily rely on its military elite to conduct rapid high-intensity asymmetric
operations against key targets, while relying on the less well-equipped and trained out-group’s
numbers only in the event of mass conventional conflict against a NATO-allied state,
overwhelming numerically inferior peace-time NATO forces.®*
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Russian’s Military Divide: An Opportunity for the United States

The Russian military is not a monolith and, as the divide between its military in-group and out-
group grows, the United States should recognize the limitations of Russia’s conventional forces,
while taking advantage of the disenfranchised out-group for intelligence collection and increasing
internal pressure on the regime.

e Russia’s conventional limitations. Russia’s military is divided between a professional and
highly capable elite in-group and conscript-based out-group with poor training, equipment,
and of increasingly questionable loyalty. Moscow’s elite troops are capable of hybrid
operations, cyber warfare, and limited duration high-intensity operations, but they are
constrained by size and the dual mission of maintaining internal security. Russia’s out-
group, including units of mixed and of non-Russian ethnicity, will likely feel progressively
marginalized in an increasingly Christian- and Russian-dominated military and state, and
it has older equipment and poor training. Its advantage in combat is in numbers, but little
else. This force would likely have limited success in high-intensity combat against capable
adversaries. The out-group is useful for mass exercises and low-intensity combat
operations, but it is also a potential source of internal instability in Russia as its diversity
increases.

U.S. defense policy should capitalize on these limitations when planning for future combat.
Washington should confront the Russian military with increasingly complex and varied
threats to further limit the utility of Russia’s military out-group. Simultaneously, policy
should also recognize the capabilities and human and budgetary resources of the elite in-
group.® Given the likely need of the in-group to conduct rapid operations and mitigate
internal security concerns, the United States should focus on military technologies and
strategies that will slow down the speed of Russian operations and increase attrition.
Moscow is unlikely to engage in aggression that has the possibility of drawing its shock
troops into costly and long-duration combat with highly capable NATO forces.

o Disaffected out-group as a source of intelligence and leverage. Russia’s military out-group
provides the United States with several opportunities. By using disgruntled members of the
out-group as sources of intelligence, the United States will have access to information not
only about military movements and operations, but also about the potential for internal
conflict and the Kremlin’s methods to suppress and deter it.

The United States also could stoke dissatisfaction among individuals who already have
been abused by the Russian conscription system or feel as though they are fighting for a
country that does not represent them and their identity. A potential avenue for collecting
intelligence on the internal attitudes between the ethnicities and their treatment by the
Kremlin is to capitalize on poor operational security of conscripts and ethnic and religious
minorities in the Russian military. This could be accomplished by observing their uses of
and posts on social media.®® Monitoring personal social media accounts to identify
potential sources of information. These sources could be used to further inflame ethno-
religious tensions, and contact could be achieved through either direct contact or targeted
media campaigns. By doing so, the Russian military may begin to fracture along ethno-
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religious fault lines, forcing the Kremlin turn its attention inward to quell domestic military
and social unrest and away from international operations.

Conclusion

U.S officials tend to view the Russian military as resurgent and focus on a select significant
capabilities. They, however, pay little attention to the likelihood of a growing division within the
Russian military. The use of ethnically homogenous units, the establishment of a Russian military
church, and differential spending due to budget cuts all create an atmosphere ripe for ethnic and
religious tension. This growing division will increasingly limit the effectiveness of a large portion
of the Russian military. It also will add to the stress on Russia’s elite forces as they must
increasingly divide their duties between external and internal security.

The United States should capitalize on the growing divide in the Russian military by presenting
Russian troops with increasingly complex battlefield threats, further marginalizing the utility of
Russia’s military out-group. The U.S. should also address the capabilities, manpower, and
budgetary resources of Russia’s limited military in-group. At the same time, Washington should
use disenfranchised members of the military out-group as a source of intelligence, which could
exacerbate existing ethnic and religion tensions among the ranks of the Russian military. This
factionalizing would further hinder the combat effectiveness of the military out-group and increase
the internal security threat to the regime.
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