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US-British Threats Against Russia Have a Long 

History 

 

In their new book Union Jackboot: What Your Media and Professors Don’t Tell You 

About British Foreign Policy (Até Books), doctors T.J. Coles and Matthew Alford debate 

the rationale of Anglo-American policy towards Russia. 

Alford: There seems to be a consensus that we need a strong military because Russia is on 

the rise.  What do you think about that rationale? 

Coles: There’s no consensus, except among European and American elites. Europe and 

America are not the world. 



www.afgazad.com                                                                           afgazad@gmail.com    2

There are a lot of issues to consider with regards to Russia. Is it a threat? If so to whom? 

What kind of threat is Russia? So let’s consider these questions carefully. As far as the 

British establishment is concerned, Russia is an ideological threat because it is a major 

power with a substantial population. It’s also self-reliant where oil and gas is concerned, 

unlike Britain. So there’s lots of potential for Russian political ideology to undermine 

Britain’s status. In fact, there are European Council on Foreign Relations papers saying 

that Putin’s Russia presents an “ideological alternative” to the EU.[i]And that’s dangerous. 

Britain, or more accurately its policymaking elites, have considered Russia a significant 

enemy for over a century. Under the Tsar, the so-called Great Game was a battle for 

strategic resources, trading routes, and so on. The historian Lawrence James calls this 

period the first Cold War, which went “hot” with the Crimean War (1853-56).[ii] Britain 

had a mixed relationship with the Tsars because, on the one hand, theirs’ were repressive 

regimes and Britain tended to favour repressive regimes, hence their brief alliance with 

Russia’s enemy, the Ottomans. On the other hand, Russia was a strategic threat to 

Britain’s imperial interests, and thus the Crimean War (1853-56). 

When the Bolsheviks took over Russia, beginning 1917, the relationship became much 

less ambiguous – Russians, and especially Bolsheviks, were clearly the enemy. Their 

ideology posed a threat internally. So Winston Churchill, who began as a Liberal and 

became a Conservative, considered the Labour Party, which was formed in 1900, as 

basically a front for Bolsheviks.[iii] That shows the level of paranoia among elites. The 

Labour Party, at least at the beginning, was a genuine, working man’s political 

organisation – women couldn’t vote then, remember. So by associating this progressive, 

grassroots party representing the working classes as an ideological ally or even puppet of 

the brutal Bolshevik regime, the Tories had an excuse to undermine the power of 

organised, working people. So you had the Zinoviev letter in 1924, which we now know 

was a literal conspiracy between the secret services and elements of the Tory party to 

fabricate a link between Labour and Moscow. And it famously cost Labour the general 

election, since the right-wing, privately-owned media ran with the story as though it was 

real. It’s an early example of fake news.[iv] 

That’s the ideological threat that Russia has posed, historically. But where there’s a threat, 

there’s an opportunity. The British elites exploited the “threat” then and as they do today 

by associating organised labour with evil Bolshevism and, in doing so, alienate the lower 

classes from their own political interests. Suddenly, we’ve all got to be scared of Russia, 

just like in 1917. And let’s not forget that Britain used chemical weapons – M-Devices, 
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which induced vomiting – against the Bolsheviks. Chemical weapons were “the right 

medicine for the Bolshevist,” in Churchill’s words. This was in 1919, as part of the Allied 

invasion of Russia in support of the White Army. [v] 

So if we’re talking about the historical balance of forces and cause and effect, Britain not 

Russia initiated the use of chemical weapons against others. But this history is typically 

inverted to say that Russia poses a threat to the West, hence all the talk about Novichok, 

the Skripals, and Dawn Sturgess, the civilian who supposedly came into contact with 

Novichok and died in hospital a few days later. 

The next question: What sort of threat is Russia? According to the US Army War College, 

since the collapse of the Soviet Union and since pro-US, pro-“free market” President Boris 

Yeltsin resigned in 1999, Russia has pursued so-called economic nationalism. And the US 

doesn’t like this because markets suddenly get closed and taxes are raised against US 

corporations.[vi] That’s the real threat. But you can’t tell the public that: that we hate 

Russia because they aren’t doing what we say. If you look through the military documents, 

you can find almost nothing about security threats against the US in terms of Russian 

 

expansion, except in the sense that “security” means operational freedom. You can find 

references to Russia’s nuclear weapons, though, which are described as defensive, 

designed “to counter US forces and weapons systems.”[vii] Try finding that on the BBC. I 

should mention that even “defensive” nukes can be launched accidentally. 

The real goal with regards to Russia is maintaining US economic hegemony and the 

culture of open “free markets” that goes with it, while at the same time being protectionist 

in real life. (US protectionism didn’t start under Trump, by the way.) Liberal media like 

the New York Timesrun sarcastic articles about Russian state oil and gas being a front for 

Putin and his cronies. And yes, that may be true. But what threat is Russia to the US if it 
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has a corrupt government? The threat is closing its markets to the US. The US is 

committed to what its military calls Full Spectrum Dominance.  So the world needs to be 

run in a US-led neoliberal order, in the words of the US military, “to protect US interests 

and investment.”[viii] But this cannot be done if you have “economic nationalism,” like 

China had until the “reforms” of the ‘70s and ‘80s, and still has today to some extent. 

Russia and China aren’t military threats. The global population on the whole knows this, 

even though the domestic US and British media say the opposite. 

Alford: What about military threats?   

Coles: The best sources you can get are the US military records. Straight from the horse’s 

mouth. The military plans for war and defence. They have contingencies for when political 

situations change. So they know what they’re talking about. There’s a massive divide 

between reality, as understood from the military records, and media and political rhetoric. 

Assessments by the US Army War College, for instance, said years ago that any moves by 

NATO to support a Western-backed government in Ukraine would provoke Russia into 

annexing Crimea. They don’t talk about Russia spontaneously invading Ukraine and 

annexing it, which is the image we get from the media. The documents talk about Russia 

reacting to NATO provocation.[ix] 

If you look at a map, you see Russia surrounded by hostile NATO forces. The media don’t 

discuss this dangerous and provocative situation, except the occasional mention of, say, 

US-British-Polish war-gaming on the border with Russia. When they do mention it, they 

say it’s for “containment,” the containment of Russia. But to contain something, the given 

thing has to be expanding. But the US military – like the annual threat assessments to 

Congress – say that Russia’s not expanding, except when provoked. So at the moment as 

part of its NATO mission, the UK is training Polish and Ukrainian armed forces, has 

deployed troops in Poland and Estonia, and is conducting military exercises with them.[x] 

Imagine if Scotland ceded from the UK and the Russians were on our border conducting 

military exercises, supposedly to deter a British invasion of Scotland. That’s what we’re 

doing in Ukraine. Britain’s moves are extremely dangerous. In the 1980s, the UK as part 

of NATO conducted the exercise, Operation Able Archer, which envisaged troop build-

ups between NATO and the Warsaw Pact countries. Now-declassified records show that 

the Russians briefly mistook this exercise for a real-world scenario. That could have 

escalated into nuclear war. This is very serious.[xi] 

But the biggest player is the USA. It’s using the threat of force and a global architecture of 

hi-tech militarism to shape a neoliberal order. Britain is slavishly following its lead. I 
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doubt that Britain would position forces near Russia were it not for the USA. Successive 

US administrations have or are building a missile system in Europe and Turkey. They say 

it’s to deter Iran from firing Scud missiles at Europe. But it’s pointed at Russia. It’s a radar 

system based in Romania and Turkey, with a battery of Patriot missiles based in Poland. 

The stationing of missiles there provoked Russia into moving its mobile nuclear weapons 

up to the border in its Kaliningrad exclave, as it warned it would do in 2008.[xii] Try to 

find any coverage of that in the media, except for a few articles in the print media here or 

there. If Western media were interested in survival, there would be regular headlines: 

“NATO provoking Russia.” 

But the situation in Ukraine is really the tipping point. Consider the equivalent. Imagine if 

Russia was conducting military exercises with Canada or Mexico, and building bases 

there. How would the US react? It would be considered an extreme threat, a violation of 

the UN Charter, which prohibits threats against sovereign states. 

Alford: So we’ve extended NATO to pretty much the Russian border? But there’s a hard 

border there. Everyone knows we’re never going to attack Russia, both for reasons of 

morality and self-preservation. So maybe this situation is safer than you imply. 

Coles: There’s no morality involved. States are abstract, amorphous entities comprised of 

dominant minorities and subjugated majorities who are conditioned to believe that they are 

relatively free and prosperous. The elites of those states act both in their self-interests – 

career, peer-pressure, kickbacks, and so on – and in the interests of their class, which is of 

course tied to international relations because their class thrives on profiting from resource 

exploitation. So you can’t talk about morality in this context. Only individuals can behave 

morally. The state is made up of individuals, of course, but they’re acting against the 

interests of the majority. As we speak, they are acting immorally– or at least amorally – 

but creating the geopolitical conditions that imperil each and every one of us. 

As for invasion, we’re not going to invade Russia. This isn’t 1918. Russia has nuclear 

weapons and can deter an invasion. But that’s not the point. Do we want to de-escalate an 

already tense geopolitical situation or make it worse to the point where an accident 

happens? So while it’s not about invading Russia directly, the issue is about attacking 

what are called Russia’s “national interests.” Russia’s “national interests” are the same as 

the elites’ of the UK. National interest doesn’t mean the interests of the public. It means 

the interests of the policymaking establishment and the corporations. For example, the 

Theresa May government sacrificed its own credibility to ensure that its Brexit White 

Paper (2018) appeased both the interests of the food and manufacturing industries that 



www.afgazad.com                                                                           afgazad@gmail.com    6

want a soft Brexit – easy trade with the EU – and the financial services sector which wants 

a hard Brexit – freedom from EU regulation. Everyone else be damned. That’s the 

“national interest.” 

So for its real “national interest,” Russia wants to keep Ukraine in its sphere of influence 

because its oil and gas to Europe pass through Ukraine. About 80% of Russia’s export 

economy is in the oil and gas sector. It’s already had serious political tensions with 

Ukraine, which on several occasions hasn’t paid its energy bills, so Russia has cut 

supplies. If Europe can bump Ukraine into its own sphere of influence it has more 

leverage over Russia. This is practically admitted in Parliamentary discussions by Foreign 

Office ministers, and so forth.[xiii] Again, omitted by the media. Also, remember that 

plenty of ethnic Russians live in eastern Ukraine. In addition, Russia has a naval base in 

Crimea. That’s not to excuse its illegal action in annexing Ukraine, it’s to highlight the 

realpolitikmissing in the media’s coverage of the situation. 

T. J. Coles is a postdoctoral researcher at Plymouth University’s Cognition Institute and 

the author of several books.  

Matthew Alford teaches at Bath University in the UK and has also written several books. 

Their latest is Union Jackboot (Até Books). 
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