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What Is the ‘Technology of the Colour 
Revolutions,’ and Why Does It Occupy Such a 
Prominent Place in Russian Threat Perceptions? 

Introduction

F
or the last several years, scholars and military  
practitioners alike have been preoccupied with the 
actions of Russia in Ukraine and Syria, and what this 
new trajectory means for global peace and security. In 
order to better understand the factors that underlie this 

complex geopolitical situation, it is necessary to examine Russia’s 
understanding of the ‘technology of colour revolutions,’ and why 
it occupies such a prominent place in Russian threat perceptions. 
This article begins with an explanation of what exactly constitutes 
the ‘technology of colour revolutions,’ and follows by providing 
examples of when and where Russia has perceived these technolo-
gies. An analysis of why Russia views this as an existential threat 
follows, and the article concludes with an opinion as to how the 
West can approach this problem. 

What is it?

Colour revolutions are widely understood as a phenomenon 
whereby popular protests dislodge an incumbent party from 

power. Beyond this basic agreement, however, Russia and the 

West disagree strongly with respect to how they come about, and 
for what purpose they exist. The narrative in the West maintains 
that colour revolutions are essentially organic uprisings that mani-
fest in corrupt and authoritarian regimes. The West politely defines 
them as “…non-violent mass protests aimed at changing the exist-
ing quasi-democratic governments through elections.”1 Similarly, 
they have been described as “…counter-elite-led, non-violent mass 
protests following fraudulent elections.”2 An important point is 
that colour revolutions are understood as a natural step in the 
process of democratization.3 It is also worth noting that Western 
observers do not see external assistance as necessary (although 
not unhelpful) for a colour revolution to take place.

Russia has a very different view, and it cannot be explained 
simply by alternative ‘narratives.’ Starting from the neo-Hobbesian 
worldview that global powers are in a state of competition and 
inevitable rivalry, Russia views the West’s support of colour 
revolutions as nothing more than a lever of strategic power to be 
utilized in the expansion of Western influence.4 They are seen as 
a set of tools used by the West to bring down regimes with which 
it disagrees. Further, colour revolutions are not simply the utiliza-
tion of tools of propaganda – they exploit the mobilisation and 
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weaponization of popular protest toward the violent overthrow 
of a standing government ‘by the people.’ This provides ‘legiti-
macy’ of the action itself, but also an opportunity for intervention 
by foreign government to assist the ‘democratic’ over throwers. 

Russia’s view of colour revolutions as such can be appreciated. 
Russian history abounds with episodes of invasion, revolution, 
and collapse. The 20th Century was particularly traumatic for 
Russia. “[It] suffered two world wars, absorbing colossal human 
and material losses; [saw] two empires collapse; experienced 
unspeakable levels of domestic repression; and at virtually no 
stage enjoyed a comfortable relationship with its neighbors or 
the wider world.”5 This likely explains President Vladimir Putin’s 
opinion that “Revolutions are bad. We have had more than enough 
of those revolutions in the 20th Century.”6 

Viewed from this context, Russia observes colour revolutions 
occurring around the globe, and the West’s unconditional support 
for them, and fears that they mask underlying objectives of ‘norma-
tive hegemony’ under the guise of support for human rights.7 This 
helps explain the Russian conceptualization of colour revolutions 
that diverges so markedly from the Western conceptualizations. The 
view is that they are “…orchestrated by the US and the European 
Union in order to isolate Russia within a belt of hostile nations 
or area of instability.”8 Sergey Lavrov, the Foreign Minister of 
Russia, called colour revolutions “unconstitutional change of 
government,” and argued that they are “destructive for the nations 
targeted by such actions.”9 Valery Gerasimov, the Chief of General 
Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, defined 
colour revolutions as “…a form of non-violent change of power 
in a country by outside manipulation of the protest potential of the 
population in conjunction with political, economic, humanitarian 
and other non-military measures.”10 Again, the focus is upon the 
fact that popular protests are instigated and supported by outside 
manipulation, ostensibly for foreign strategic objectives. 

Russia views the West fomenting these colour revolutions 
with particular ‘technologies.’ These include “…long-term foreign 
cultivation and financing of an internal opposition and general 
divisions within society; creation or co-optation of an opposition 
elite; foreign [non-governmental organizations] NGOs and outside 
agents advocating ‘globalisation’ and ‘westernisation;’ campaigns 
in support of democracy; and exploitation of elections.”11 These 
technologies also include ‘professional coordination centers,’ 
emotional engineering of protesters, control of mass media and 
alternative media, and Public Relations specialists.12 These methods 
supplement large-scale information wars, and the use of generous 
legal discourse to conceal true objectives.13 General Gerasimov 
adds to this list the military training of rebels by foreign instruc-
tors, supply of weapons and resources to anti-government forces, 
application of Special Operations Forces and private military 
companies, and the reinforcement of opposition units with foreign 
fighters.14 It should be noted that the perception of these ‘technolo-
gies’ may simply be Russia seeing in the West some of its own 
methods, such as the use of ‘electoral technologies’ such as the 
media, and their own method of lending ‘political technologists’ 
to preferred candidates in target countries’ domestic politics.15 

Historical Precedents

Russia sees these attempts by the West to subvert legitimate 
political regimes everywhere it looks. General Gerasimov, at 

the third Moscow Conference on International Security in 2014, 
sought to demonstrate Western involvement in precisely 25 colour 
revolutions, spreading across the Middle East, Africa, Central 
Asia, and Eastern Europe (see Figure 1 below).16 This article will 
only focus upon a few key revolutions that played major roles in 
developing Russia’s current threat perceptions. The first was the 
so-called Bulldozer Revolution in Yugoslavia in 1999. For many 
Russian military and political leaders, this was the watershed 
moment where everything changed. President Putin expressed 
to the Kremlin: “This happened in Yugoslavia; we remem-

ber 1999 very well.”17 
The first colour revo-
lution in post-Soviet 
Eurasia was unex-
pectedly successful 
in using non-violent 
protest to oust an 
autocratic leader, and 
henceforth became a 
role model for future 
movements.18 The 
mobilization of mass 
protests was linked 
to ‘training’ in non-
violent methods in 
the United States, and 
the involvement in the 
country of foreign-
linked NGOs – which 
was enough for Russia 
to view the colour rev-
olution in Yugoslavia 
as artificial.19
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Chief of the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces General Valery Gerasimov before a meeting with Defence Ministry  
leadership and representatives of the military-industrial complex in Sochi, Russia, 12 May 2015.
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Figure 1. Photograph of a slide presented by General Gerasimov in 2014.20 “‘Colour Revolutions’ is a form of non-violent change of power in a country 
by outside manipulation of the protest potential of the population in conjunction with political, economic, humanitarian and other non-military measures.”

Not long thereafter, the 2003 Rose Revolution occurred in 
Georgia, raising the stakes by occurring right on Russia’s door-
step, and bringing the phenomenon into the post-Soviet sphere. 
Once again, the mass mobilization of protesters was supported by 
the formation of civil society groups that included some ‘trained 
and funded by Western organizations’.21 As in Yugoslavia, the 
matter was made worse by the failure of Russia to prevent the 
democratic movement, as well as the imposition of a new leader, 
who was West-leaning. These circumstances, coupled with the 
desire to reassert some semblance of authority, eventually led to 
the ‘Five-Days War’ in 2008, which resulted in a Russian invasion 
and restoration of authority.22

The 2004 Orange Revolution in Ukraine particularly enraged 
Russia. Here was another colour revolution within the post-Soviet 
space, but this time the West was apparently able to plant the seed 
of mass protests in a heretofore stable and increasingly prosper-
ous country.23 The unexpectedness of the uprising fuelled the 
Russian perception that the West was manipulating the electoral 
process to replace incumbent leaders with those favourable to their 
foreign policies.24 Furthermore, the upset in the unconventional 
third round of voting that saw Russia’s pick for president lose 
to the West’s preferred candidate stung Putin personally. Russia 
had a close relationship with Ukraine and felt it had significant 
influence in its politics, and Putin had personally travelled to 
Ukraine twice during the campaign to support the East-leaning 
incumbent.25 When Putin’s candidate lost, it not only reaffirmed 
the conviction that the West was going too far in its interference, 
it was seen as a personal affront. 

Finally, the most widespread of the colour revolutions was 
the Arab Spring in 2011. President Putin again recounted to the 

assembled Kremlin that a whole series of controlled ‘colour 
revolutions’ took place, in which the West cynically took advan-
tage of the peoples’ legitimate objection to tyranny.26 In this, 
“…standards were imposed on these nations that did not in any 
way correspond to their way of life, traditions, or … cultures. As 
a result, instead of democracy and freedom, there was chaos.”27 
Russia learned several lessons from the colour revolutions of the 
Arab Spring that have informed their threat perceptions. First, 
the potential of social media to mobilize populations, and even 
to facilitate regime change, became very clear.28 Second, military 
leaders observed that “…a perfectly thriving state can, in a mat-
ter of months or even days, be transformed into an area of fierce 
armed conflict, become a victim of foreign intervention, and sink 
into a web of chaos, humanitarian catastrophe, and civil war.”29 
Furthermore, General Gerasimov derived from these lessons that 
the ‘rules of war’ had changed, to the extent that “…non-military 
means of achieving political and strategic goals [had] grown, and, 
in many cases…exceeded the power of force of weapons in their 
effectiveness.”30 These lessons were accepted so thoroughly that 
they altered the (previously discussed) Russian military doctrine, 
and have subsequently been seen at work in Ukraine and Syria. 

Russian Threat Perceptions

These foregoing examples, which occurred over the last 
twenty years, have solidified to Russia the threat that 

it faces from the West. As a vector for influencing or bring-
ing down the Russian regime, it is viewed as the most likely 
approach in order for conflict to remain unattributable, and 
under the threshold for retaliation. This is why the 2014 Russian 
military doctrine listed the destabilization in ‘certain states and 
regions’ as one of its main external military threats, as well as 
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the internal destabilization of the political and social situation in 
the country, provocation of ‘interethnic and social tension and 
extremism,’ and information operations influencing the popula-
tion, especially ‘young citizens.’31 This fear comes from the events 
of the colour revolutions reviewed thus far, but most of all, from 
the perceived attempt at a colour revolution within Russia in  
2011–2012. This event was the manifestation of the Kremlin’s 
worst fears – that the unrest and political instability would 
spread from the Middle East, Central Asia, and Eastern Europe, 
and infect the Motherland as well. Following the re-election to 
a third term of President Putin, popular protest regarding per-
ceived political corruption and fraud shook the Russian regime.32 
Protest movements with 120,000–200,000 citizens (over 10% of 
Moscow’s population) were recorded, and Russia was nearly para-
lyzed for a matter of months.33 President Putin and the Kremlin 
had been very prepared for such an event, however, and success-
fully diffused the protests using all the tools of the state at their 
disposal, both forceful and persuasive.34 Mass media and counter 
protests were utilized to entrench the message that the protesters 
were ‘foreign-backed revolutionaries’ intent upon regime change 
and bloody civil war.35 

The perception in Moscow that the West had attempted 
a colour revolution in Russia had immediate consequences. 
Australian writer, foreign policy expert, and former diplomat 
Dr. Bobo Lo maintains that: “Putin’s personal sense of ‘obida’ 
(offense) at U.S. support for the public demonstrations against 
him… was the single most important reason behind the harden-
ing of Russian policy toward Washington.”36 These events also 
motivated the hardening in Russian threat perceptions toward 
potential technologies of colour revolutions. 

The manifestation of these perceptions can be seen in the 
suspicions cast upon foreign NGOs, and especially those linked to 
Western money or promoting Western values.37 These suspicions 

motivated the passing of the 2012 Foreign Agent Law, as well as the 
2015 Undesirable Organizations Law, giving the Russian govern-
ment the authority to curb foreign-linked organizations that were 
believed to be supporting nefarious democratic movements (i.e., 
the National Endowment for Democracy, the Soros Foundation, 
and so on).38 Even more concretely, the 2014 Russian military 
doctrine very clearly established colour revolutions as a primary 
threat, both internally and externally. It confronts activities meant 
to affect “…the sovereignty, political independence, and territorial 
integrity of states,” as well as “forcibly changing the constitutional 
system of the Russian federation,” and “destabilizing the internal 
political and social situation;” in response, the newest military 
doctrine promises to “neutralize possible military dangers and 
military threats by political, diplomatic, and other non-military 
means,” and to “develop and realize measures aimed at increasing 
the effectiveness of military-patriotic indoctrination of citizens.”39 

Further implications of this hardened stance are that Russia 
has concluded it must display aggression to prevent the West 
from thinking it can push Russia too far. In Russia’s view, if non-
aggression is the axiom behind colour revolutions, then to counter a 
colour revolution, the violence must be escalated.40 This is the rea-
son why many observers consider Russian interference in Ukraine 
and Syria to be just such counter-revolutions; not only did they 
derail insipient mobilizations, Russia (in their view) successfully 
played back the West’s own liberal and legal discourse to justify its 
actions.41 An additional benefit has been the widespread domestic 
support for President Putin’s forays abroad, which surely helps to 
allay fears of another uprising.42 However, this successful counter 
colour revolution has not entirely dissipated Russian unease. The 
Russian Security Council released its analysis in 2015 that there 
was ‘great risk’ that the West may attempt another colour revolu-
tion in Russia in order to oust the current political regime, and to 
maintain global hegemony.43 The Secretary of the Security Council, 
Nikolay Patrushev, further elaborated that the West continued to 

finance opposition 
forces while simul-
taneously imposing 
economic sanctions 
with the hope of 
causing mass pro-
tests in Russia.44 
This threat is viewed 
as existential, since 
the political system 
in Russia is “…cen-
tered on individuals 
and their networks 
rather than formal 
institutions.”45 In 
fact, it has been 
argued: “No single 
person in the six 
decades since the 
death of Stalin 
has been so inti-
mately identified 
with power and 
policy in Russia. 
Putin has become 
synonymous with 
political Russia.”46 
This perpetual  St. Basil’s Cathedral, Red Square, Moscow.
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preparedness for Western 
interference provokes the 
Kremlin to search for ways 
to push back, and creates 
a scapegoat that is useful 
for unifying the Russian 
people – who themselves 
fear insecurity and collapse 
on a cultural level – against 
a common enemy. 

How to move 
forward?

The final remarks 
should be to con-

sider what exactly the 
West should do with this 
understanding of Russian 
threat perceptions regard-
ing the technologies 
of colour revolutions. 
Naturally, it should be 
presumed that Russia’s 
leaders will utilize all 
manners of statecraft at 
their disposal to protect 
the national interests of 
Russia, including the use of narratives and counter-narratives 
(i.e., information operations) to convince domestic and interna-
tional citizens that Russia is in the right, and that the West in  
the wrong.

Nevertheless, the West should equally acknowledge that 
Russian threat perceptions and concerns for the stability of its 
political regime and social situation are legitimate. Opportunities 

should be sought for constructive engagement and accommodation, 
even within the current context of sanctions and opposing narra-
tives surrounding Russian involvement in Eastern Ukraine and the 
annexation of Crimea. A further complicating factor is the ongoing 
investigation into Russian ‘meddling’ in the 2016 United States 
elections (one could say their own attempt at a colour revolution). 
Given the highly contentious nature of the issues on both sides of 
the divide, engagement will be difficult. There is surely the con-

cern that ‘giving an inch’ 
now will result in ‘losing 
a mile’ later, especially if 
Russia and others ‘learn’ 
that current behaviour is 
the key to winning con-
cessions. However, in the 
current climate, and espe-
cially since Russia views 
non-military action as 
potential military threat, 
the threat for escalation 
remains and should be 
avoided. Unfortunately, 
for the foreseeable future, 
a prevention of escalation 
is likely the best that 
can be achieved.47 Less 
optimistically, the impli-
cation that both Russia 
and Western countries 
perceive that the other 
is working to destabi-
lize and overthrow their  

An alleged Russian military vehicle driving towards the besieged Ukrainian Military Base in Perevalnoye near Simferopol, 
Crimea (Ukraine), 5 March 2014.
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A deployment of a Russian anti-aircraft missile system of large and medium range (the C-400 Triumf) in the area of 
Sevastopol, Crimea, 13 January 2018.
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political and social order may prevent any cooperation whatsoever, 
and thus, defensive lines will be fortified, alliances strengthened, 
and escalation anticipated.

Conclusion

To wrap up this brief analysis, within this confusing state 
of global affairs, and given the increase in unattributable 

interference by different actors, it is important for Western 
academics and security practitioners to appreciate the Russian 
view with respect to the technologies of colour revolutions, and 
the prominent place they hold in Russian threat perceptions. 
This Russian perspective is underwritten by a hostile interpreta-
tion of popular protests in a large number of countries – most 

specifically Yugoslavia, Georgia, Ukraine, the Arab Spring, 
and in Russia itself. This deeper appreciation by the West will 
foster a better understanding of the global security environment 
and future conflict trajectories, but will also help to lessen mis-
understandings between Russia and the West, and reduce the 
likelihood of future hostility. 
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