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U.S. foreign policy was traditionally based on the containment approach. Since coming 
into power, the Trump administration has actively broken with this policy by openly 
seeking an ease of tensions with Russia.1 President Trump, who is characterized by his 
transactional zero-sum line of operation2, appears to have altered U.S. foreign policy, de 
facto ending the conventional containment policy that marked Western hegemony for 
decades. Recent U.S. pragmatic rapprochement towards the Kremlin could have profound 
impact on Russia’s military strategy and endanger European security. This article will first 
identify Russia’s military strategy, followed by an explanation of the likely effect of recent 
U.S. foreign policy shift on Russia’s military strategy. It will conclude by answering how 
Europe should respond to safeguard its security.
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A Dutch F-35 pilot scrambles 
during an exercise in Poland 
(photo: Mediacentrum Defensie)
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Identifying Russian Strategy
Russian strategic culture reasons out of vulnerability and 
fear for external attack based on four narratives; vulner-
ability of long borders; lack of strategic depth; a deep-
seated sense of insecurity vis-à-vis the West and the 
West’s alleged machinations and techniques to remove 
pro-Russian leaders in neighbouring states.3 Russian stra-
tegic culture is characterized by a feeling of superiority; 
the deep belief of being a great nation state from which it 
derives the right to have a sphere of privileged interests.4 
Russian military strategy is derived from its strategic cul-
ture and can be identified as follows. It is to safeguard 
Russian influence in what Moscow considers to be it’s 
‘near abroad’ and to deny influence of other (non) state 
actors, notably NATO5, by the use of soft and hard in such 
– more often than not – obscure ways that Russia has 
prevalence of its adversary.6 Russia successfully achieved 
its objectives of annexing the Crimea by virtue of conflat-
ing ‘deniable’ special forces, local armed actors, economic 

‘ An aggressive military 
intervention strategy 
to prevent erosion of 
influence in its ‘near 
abroad’ corresponds 
with Russia’s great 
power thinking’

Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán has systematically disrupted European decision-making’. Orbán and Putin during a 
press conference in 2017 (photo: Wikimedia Commons)
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clout, disinformation, and exploitation of socio-political 
polarisation in Ukraine.7

Although there is no universally accepted definition of hy-
brid warfare, Frank Hoffman defined it as ‘the emerging 
simultaneous use of multiple types of warfare by flexible 
and sophisticated adversaries who understand that suc-
cessful conflict requires a variety of forms designed to fit 
the goals at the time’.8 To fit Moscow’s approach in the 
West’s paradigm of war and peace, which in Russia’s mili-
tary strategy is much less clear, NATO further defined the 
definition of hybrid warfare: 
‘Hybrid warfare is the creative use of hard, soft, and smart 
power by malign state and nonstate actors to achieve war-
like objectives and political goals. Malign acts include a 
broad spectrum of military and non-military instruments 
of coercive power beyond the conventionally conceived 
multidomain battlespace. Hybrid warfare encompasses 
politics, diplomacy, information, the economy, technology, 
the military and society, as well as dimensions like cul-
ture, psychology, legitimacy and morale. The coordinated 
performance of these malign acts occurs both overtly and 
covertly in the ambiguous grey zones of blurred interfac-
es: between war and peace, friend and foe, internal and 
external relations, civil and military, and state and non-
state actors, as well as in fields of responsibilities gener-
ally below the threshold of war or as an accompaniment 
to more regular armed conflict.’9

The Kremlin has shown it masters its performance in the 
ambiguous grey zones of interfaces and that it has the 
willingness and ability to use its full potential, including 
its full military potential, to achieve its foreign policy ob-
jectives. Since 1991, Moscow has undertaken no less than 
twenty-six military interventions.10 Thus, an aggressive 
military intervention strategy to prevent erosion of influ-
ence in its ‘near abroad’ corresponds with Russia’s great 
power thinking. 

The effect of U.S. shift to a transactional 
foreign policy
Only Western dominance through its containment policy 
has restrained Russia in the use of military power to bring 
back NATO member sovereign states, considered by Mos-
cow as their ‘near abroad’.11 With President Trump’s trans-
actional America First foreign policy there is no doubt he 
moves away from Europe and international organisations, 
including NATO, thus threatening Western dominance.12 
The writing on the wall of Washington’s movement away 
from Brussels could not emerge more clearly than out of 
the words of U.S. ambassador to NATO, Matthew Whi-
taker who announced in May that the America will start 
discussions about U.S. troop withdrawal from Europe 
later this year.13 Trump’s active pursuit in rapprochement 
towards Russia in combination with his movement away 
from NATO, marks a profound change in American for-
eign policy and de facto ends its previous containment 
strategy.14 Although the EU managed to continue a con-
tainment strategy towards Russia despite Trumps recent 
rapprochement, it remains to be seen for how long the 
EU will be able to remain united in that respect. National-
ist, illiberal, populist political parties are on the rise and 
threaten Europe's containment strategy towards Russia. 

For example, from the very outset of Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine in February 2022, Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor 
Orbán has systematically disrupted European decision-
making.15

Moscow’s intervention politics avoided a direct military 
confrontation, for it perceived it could not win in a direct 
confrontation against a unified NATO under strong U.S. 
leadership.16 Trump’s transactional America First policy 
ends a strong U.S. leadership and is likely to destabilize 
NATO’s unity. This directly affects Russian military strat-
egy. First, the Kremlin might perceive that it’s threshold 
on which actions would lead to a confrontation with 
NATO has changed. Destabilization of NATO and a power 
vacuum in its leadership upon America’s withdrawal from 
that responsibility, may incline Russia to believe NATO’s 
resolve has diminished, thus changing the threshold for 
its response to the use of hard power. As a result, Moscow 
might resort to more use of subversive activities aimed 
at further disrupting Western societies and possibly even 
military action, to end Western hegemony in Russia’s near 
abroad. Second, if Washington decides it will no longer 
guarantee support for NATO, notably its nuclear deter-
rence, the restraint of prevention of conflict with NATO 
might be lifted altogether, since Russia would have ad-
vantage on nuclear escalation domination.

Its cautiousness to restrain the use of hard power which 
would trigger a NATO response, would no longer be neces-
sary since Russia might assess it’s able to defeat a divided 
alliance under weak leadership. For example, Moscow, 
anticipating reluctant decision-making in NATO’s power 
vacuum, might decide upon a short intense military in-
tervention to bring back the Baltic States in their sphere 
of influence, expecting to confront NATO with a fait ac-
compli. Military expert and professor of international rela-
tions at the University of Munich Carlo Masala elaborates 
about precisely this scenario in his international bestseller 
‘If Russia wins’ (2025).

Europe’s Necessary Response
European security is in danger. Prior to Russia’s invasion 
in Ukraine, it was a wide held belief that Moscow did not 
pose a military threat to NATO.17 However, their aggression 
has shown its determination to restore its influence. The 
Trump administration’s transactional America First policy 
may lead to Russia’s belief it is no longer restrained in the 
use military force to bring back lost territory within its 
sphere of influence. Europe should therefore use what-
ever time available before the Kremlin has the chance to 

‘ Trump’s transactional 
America First policy 
ends a strong U.S. 
leadership and is likely 
to destabilize NATO’s 
unity’
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capitalize on the recent shift in U.S. foreign policy. This can 
be done under strong European leadership with leading 
roles for the United Kingdom, France and Germany. It re-
quires 1) immediate credible force generation, 2) risk miti-
gation by France and the United Kingdom to Russia’s nu-
clear escalation advantage, 3) aggressive actions against 
Russian subversive activities and 4) a resilient European 
continuation of containment policy vis-à-vis Russia.

1. immediate credible force generation
Early 2025, Washington had eighty-four thousand troops 
in Europe, primarily from the Navy, Air Force and Army, 
operating from over forty different bases. These troops 
constituted, besides a significant conventional force, a 
nuclear force believed to have a strength of roughly one 
hundred B-61 nuclear bombs.18 Europe should generate a 
force equivalent in strength and capacity to be able to 
maintain status quo vis-à-vis Russia when the U.S. de-
cides to withdraw conventional capabilities and forces 
from Europe. It is the present status quo that has with-
held Russia from a direct military confrontation19 and Eu-
rope cannot afford to lose military power in such a way 
that it will endanger the present status quo.

2.  risk mitigation by France and the United 
Kingdom to Russia’s nuclear escalation  
advantage

The NATO Nuclear Deterrent factsheet states that the al-
liance particularly relies on U.S. strategic nuclear forces. 

President Macron stated in March that France’s nuclear deterrence plays a role in the preservation of peace and security in 
Europe. Macron during the NATO summit in Vilnius, 2023 (photo: G. Ivuskans | Shutterstock)

‘ European security  
is in danger’
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Furthermore, a select group of European NATO member 
states can deliver U.S. nuclear weapons deployed in Eu-
rope, based on nuclear-sharing arrangements, whilst 
Washington always maintains full custody of these weap-
ons. As for the independent strategic nuclear forces of the 
UK and France, the factsheet mentions they have a deter-
rent role of their own.20 Nuclear deterrence can help en-
sure strategic competition remains confined to the lower 
end of conflict.21 Europe therefore should be able to pro-
vide a credible nuclear deterrence of its own in case the 
Trump administration decides to withdraw this capabil-
ity. Previous French presidents have already stated that 
the strategic nuclear deterrence of France has European 
dimensions and president Macron stated in March that 
France’s nuclear deterrence plays a role in the preserva-
tion of peace and security in Europe.22 It is time to further 
materialize on France’s commitment towards Europe and 
Europe should include the United Kingdom in that quest.

3. aggressive actions against Russian  
subversive activities
Russia’s escalation of its shadow war indicates a Western 
failure to properly respond. Europe has focussed on diplo-
macy and defensive measures to deter or counter Russian 
actions and by doing so has failed to impose sufficient costs 
on Moscow.23 Europe should coercively respond to Russian 
subversive activities in such an offensive aggressive man-
ner that for Russia the costs of its escalation in its shadow 
war against Europe no longer outweigh the benefits.

4.  a resilient European continuation of containment 
policy vis-à-vis Russia

Professor of international relations and founder of The 
Hague Centre for Strategic Studies Rob de Wijk argues 
that Europe, after thirty years of neglect, has lost its abil-
ity for power politics; a skill that is of the utmost impor-
tance to master in a time where the international bal-
ances of power are searching for a new equilibrium.24 To 
defend the interest of Europe and safeguard its security, 
a European continuation of a resilient containment policy 
vis-à-vis Russia is therefore essential.

If Europe succeeds in addressing the aforementioned is-
sues, it will not only be able to maintain present status 
quo, it will also provide Europe the opportunity to present 
the Trump administration a zero-sum deal where the U.S. 
must choose between Europe and Russia. From Trump’s 
transactional perspective Europe would remain its pre-
ferred partner, enabling the West to continue its security 
policy albeit in a more transactional way.

Written in a personal capacity by Lambert Henk 
(Sjors) ter Veen, Commander Royal Netherlands Navy

SCAN DE QR-CODE 
VOOR DE VOETNOTEN 

BIJ DIT ARTIKEL


