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BAIT AND BLEED STRATEGY:
AS A TOOL FOR THE UNITED STATES
TO MAINTAIN GLOBAL HEGEMONY

Аннотация. В контексте соперничества великих держав изучение стра�
тегической теории имеет большое значение для поддержки национальной
безопасности. Цель статьи — интерпретация основ стратегии заманива�
ния в ловушку, расширение ее теоретической базы и способов применения.
В статье объясняется, как Соединенные Штаты, реализуя стратегию зама�
нивания в ловушку, добиваются истощения своих конкурентов, сохраняя тем
самым свою власть и поддерживая свою гегемонию в мире. Дж. Миршаймер
в книге «Трагедия политики великих держав» определяет «стратегию зама�
нивания в ловушку» как одну из основных стратегий, используемых Соеди�
ненными Штатами на своем пути к усилению власти и гегемонии в мире.
Основываясь на этом, в данной статье методы применения стратегии зама�
нивания в ловушку разделены на два вида: соблазнение и провокация. Когда
приманка служит в качестве источника соблазнения, принимающие реше�
ния, столкнувшиеся с внутренними и внешними проблемами, часто склонны
идти на стратегические компромиссы в обмен на приманку, которая может
помочь выбраться из затруднительного положения. В результате они неза�
метно для себя попадают в заранее расставленную ловушку того лица, кто
выставил приманку. Помимо этого, приманка может служить в качестве ис�
точника провокации: государства, лишенные чувства безопасности и испы�
тывающие сильное чувство угрозы, склонны вступать в конфронтацию с ис�
точником провокации и могут даже прибегнуть к войне, что в свою очередь
приводит к длительному истощению этих государств. В этой статье исполь�
зуются два уникальных исторических примера для исследования теоретиче�
ских основ, описанных выше: попытка НАТО склонить Россию к уступкам
в вопросе воссоединения Германии и провокация России со стороны НАТО,
которая привела к длительному истощению России вследствие российско�
украинского кризиса. Результаты исследования указывают на то, что стра�
тегия заманивания в ловушку является важным стратегическим инструмен�
том для Соединенных Штатов и их союзников для обеспечения истощения
и изоляции своих основных конкурентов. Только полностью взвесив струк�
турные риски и долгосрочные цели конкурентов в контексте стратегического
соперничества великих держав, а также полагаясь на рациональное и сдер�
жанное принятие решений, можно добиться снижения стратегических рисков
попадания в ловушку.

Ключевые слова: конкуренция великих держав, приманить и пустить
кровь, российско4украинский конфликт, расширение НАТО на Восток.
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Abstract. Within the context of great power competition, the study of strate�
gic theory holds significant importance for the maintenance of national security.
The purpose of this paper is to interpret the bait and bleed strategy, and improve
the theoretical framework and implementation pathways of the bait and bleed stra�
tegy. It explicates how the United States, through the execution of the bait and bleed
strategy, achieves the prolonged attrition of its competitors, thereby preserving its
relative power and the stability of its global hegemony. J. Mearsheimer, in “The Tra�
gedy of Great Power Politics”, defines the “bait and bleed strategy” as one of the core
strategies employed by the United States in its global pursuit of power and hege�
mony. Building upon this foundation, this article categorizes the implementation
pathways of the bait and bleed strategy into two modes: seduction and provocation.
When bait serves as a means of seducing others, decision�makers, beset by internal
and external troubles, often opt for strategic compromises in exchange for bait that
could alleviate their immediate predicaments. Consequently, they fall into traps ste�
althily pre�set by those who deploy the bait. On the other hand, when bait serves
as a means of provoking others, states lacking a sense of security and possessing
a strong perception of threat, are prone to entanglement in a security dilemma with
a supported competitor, and may even resort to war, leading to prolonged attrition
for themselves. This article employs two pioneering historical cases to examine
the theoretical framework proposed above: NATO’s enticement of Russia to con�
cede on the issue of German reunification, and its provocation of Russia, leading to
its prolonged attrition in the Ukrainian crisis. The research findings indicate that
the bait and bleed strategy is a significant strategic tool for the United States and its
allies to exhaust and isolate their primary competitors. It is only by fully weighing
the structural contradictions and long�term objectives of the competitors within
the context of great power strategic competition, and by achieving rational and re�
strained decision�making, that the strategic risks of falling into bait and bleed traps
can be mitigated.

Key words: great power competition, bait and bleed strategy, Russia4Ukraine
conflict, NATO Eastern expansion.

Introduction

Grounded in the logic of realism theory, the United States, as a hegemo�
nic power, has its primary foreign objective in maintaining its relative power
and preventing the emergence of challengers with absolute power in various re�
gions. This necessitates the U.S. playing a significant role in the affairs of its
allies in both Asia�Pacific and Europe. In the post�Cold War era, the U.S. has
habitually employed offshore balancing strategies to sustain its relative power,
but the effective initiation of such strategies merits in�depth exploration. As
a protagonist of the offshore balancing role, the U.S. endeavours to implement
this strategy through its alliance system, continually employing hybrid strate�
gies to squeeze Russia’s strategic space, and to contain and isolate Russia.
The bait and bleed strategy is a crucial component of these hybrid strategies,
serving as an effective tool for the U.S. to continuously weaken its major com�
petitors, augment its relative power, and maintain its global hegemonic status.

J. Mearsheimer argued in his book “The Tragedy of Great Power Poli�
tics” that there are four paths for states to seek power: “war, blackmail, bait
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and bleed, and bloodletting” [23, p.113—118]. Within this context, the bait and
bleed strategy is defined as a tactic employed by a state to increase its rela�
tive power. Its aim is to instigate two adversaries into engaging in a protracted
war, causing them to deplete their energies against each other, while the entity
deploying the bait remains on the sidelines, observing and preserving its mili�
tary forces intact [23, p.117]. However, to date, no scholars have systematical�
ly explicated the applicable scope and implementation framework of the bait
and bleed strategy, rendering it a topic of scholarly interest. This paper aims to
interpret the fundamentals of the bait and bleed strategy, analyzing and sum�
marizing its theoretical framework and implementation pathways. It contends
that the implementation pathways of the bait and bleed strategy primarily con�
sists of two modes: seduction and provocation. The main distinction between
these two lies in the means employed to guide the adversary towards the posi�
tion desired by the implementer. When the bait serves as a lure, it emphasizes
the use of psychological tactics to draw competitors into a trap of prolonged
attrition. Conversely, when the bait serves as a stimulus, it underscores the stra�
tegic maneuvering to progressively force the competitor into a pre�set predi�
cament. The cases of how NATO enticed Russia to concede on the issue of
German reunification and how it provoked Russia into prolonged attrition in
the Ukrainian crisis effectively test the theoretical framework proposed in this
article. Since 2021, the Biden administration has actively promoted NATO’s
eastward expansion, continually compressing Russia’s strategic space, and re�
peatedly breaching Russia’s strategic red lines on the Ukrainian issue, severely
threatening Russia’s national and geopolitical security. This compelled Russia
to adopt a “radical” policy. The outbreak of the Russia�Ukraine conf lict in
2022 has had serious implications for Russia’s military capabilities, strategic
space, and international image. Once ensnared in the trap set by other count�
ries, how to extricate oneself or make up for the shortcomings becomes a fo�
cal point of this strategy’s research. Russia’s handling of the Russia�Ukraine
conf lict can serve as an empirical case to analyse the possible choices of actors
facing the bait and bleed strategy.

Materials and methods

Great power competition is fundamentally a struggle for power. The for�
mation of realism theory accompanied the competition among great powers on
the European continent; hence it possesses substantial explanatory power re�
garding power struggles. This article, while delineating the foundations of rea�
lism theory, seeks to analyze the theoretical origins of the bait and bleed stra�
tegy. The British scholar E.H. Carr, in his 1939 publication “The Twenty Years’
Crisis, 1919—1939: An Introduction to the Study of International Relations”,
first introduced the concept of realism theory [18]. In 1948, Morgenthau’s “Po�
litics among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace” established the foun�
dations of classical realism theory [26]. H. Morgenthau emphasized power or
force in international relations, arguing that states continuously seek to expand
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their power, viewing power as an end in itself, with the pursuit of power rooted
in human nature. Neorealism, however, contends that it is the anarchic nature of
the international system, rather than human nature, that is the primary driver of
international relations; it focuses on the impact of power balance and structure
on the international system. After the Cold War, power remained a focal point
of realism theory, but different branches emerged, such as offensive realism, de�
fensive realism, and neoclassical realism. After World War II, realism gradually
became the theoretical core of American foreign policy, primarily reflected in
U.S. Cold War policies and the theory of containment.

Offensive realism, a representative theory of realism in the post�Cold War
era, primarily focuses on great power politics, emphasizing the significant in�
f luence of great powers on the changes in international politics. J. Mearsheimer,
a leading figure in offensive realism, amalgamates the insatiable power desire
of traditional realism with the a priori existence of an anarchic internatio�
nal state from structural realism, endeavoring to provide an objective basis for
states’ desire for maximized power with the a priori logic of international anar�
chy. Building on this, Mearsheimer summarizes the logic of interstate power
competition into five points: the international system is anarchic; great powers
possess military capabilities that allow them to inf lict harm and destruction
upon each other; states can never be certain of others’ intentions; survival is
the primary goal of states; and states are rational actors. It can be said that
offensive realism holds a pessimistic view of the international community, be�
lieving that in a Hobbesian state of anarchy, “power is the ultimate means to en�
sure security, with the greatest power ensuring the greatest security”. Driven by
the anarchy of the international system, great powers always seek to maximize
their power to ensure security. The introduction of offensive strategies inevi�
tably leads to conf licts and wars, epitomizing the tragedy of great power po�
litics. It can be stated that the theoretical origin of the bait and bleed strategy
lies in offensive realism theory.

Offensive realism posits that great powers are perpetually driven by four
primary objectives: becoming the sole regional hegemony, controlling as much
of the world’s wealth as possible, dominating land power in their region, and
possessing nuclear superiority [23, p.108—112]. In the anarchic state of the in�
ternational system, where no central authority exists to regulate the actions of
states, actors are inevitably inclined to pursue unlimited power. This unending
quest for power inevitably makes power competition a defining characteristic
of relationships among great powers. This relentless pursuit is seen as an inhe�
rent aspect of the international system and shapes the dynamics of global po�
litics. Throughout history, states have typically pursued power through four pri�
mary strategies: warfare, deception, baiting, and passive observation of bloody
conf licts [23, p.113—118]. These methods are employed to prevent rivals from
gaining power at the state’s expense, often through a balance of power and
the def lection of responsibilities. However, in situations where a state is in�
capable of effectively countering threats, it may adopt passive approaches to
major power competition, such as free�riding and appeasement policies. Mear�
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sheimer characterizes the bait and bleed strategy as causing two rivals to engage
in a protracted war, so that they bleed each other white, while the baiter remains
on the sideline, its military strength intact [23, p. 117]. However, the theoretical
concept of bait and bleed strategy lacks rigor and clear boundaries. Consequent�
ly, this article aims to refine the theoretical framework of the bait and bleed stra�
tegy by integrating interdisciplinary knowledge, analyzing the implementation
pathways of the bait and bleed strategy, and selecting the initiation of German
unification and NATO’s eastward expansion, as well as the emergence and esca�
lation of the Ukraine crisis, as case studies to test the aforementioned theoretical
framework.

Results of the study

Following the conclusion of the Cold War, the United States emerged as
the sole global superpower. Maintaining its share of power and sustaining its he�
gemonic status became primary objectives of its foreign strategy. As the only co�
untry that successfully achieved regional hegemony (in the Americas), the Uni�
ted States assumed the role of an “offshore balancer”, delegating responsibi�
lities to regional allies to establish checks and balances, thereby preventing any
potential rivals from seizing regional hegemony. This article posits that by imp�
lementing the bait and bleed strategy, the United States can effectively obstruct
the maintenance of regional cooperation, instigate confrontations between po�
tential rivals and their neighboring countries, and thus deplete the strength of
its competitors, maintaining its relative power.

As a pivotal strategy for power acquisition, the implementation pathways
of the bait and bleed strategy primarily involves two modes: temptation and
provocation, which can entice nations into strategic compromises or drag them
into warfare. After the upheaval in Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union faced un�
precedented socio�economic and external pressures. Germany proposed to ex�
change significant economic aid for Soviet concessions on German unification.
Meanwhile, Western countries, led by the United States, repeatedly promised
not to promote NATO’s eastward expansion. Eventually, Gorbachev agreed to
German unification. However, after Yeltsin’s government completed the with�
drawal in 1994, the West reneged on its promises and initiated the negotiation
process for NATO’s eastward expansion that same year. In the 21st century,
the United States has not abandoned its Cold War mentality and habitually
adheres to policies of containing and weakening Russia, wary of Russia's poten�
tial resurgence to compete for European hegemony. The U.S. persistently pro�
voked Russia on the issue of Ukraine, continually compressing Russia’s stra�
tegic space through NATO’s eastward expansion, and repeatedly crossing red
lines, compelling Russia to resort to military action to maintain national secu�
rity, eventually leading to the outbreak of the Russo�Ukrainian conf lict. After
the conf lict erupted, the U.S. further employed strategies of balance of power
and responsibility shirking to prevent Russia from gaining power at the expense
of American interests. It led NATO in supporting Ukraine to counterbalance
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and confront Russia, thereby depleting Russia’s strength. In summary, the bait
and bleed strategy serves as a crucial strategic tool for the U.S. and its allies to ex�
haust and isolate their primary competitors.

Discussion

Literature Review

The concept of “Bait and Bleed”, though historically applied in ancient
China with instances such as “When the snipe and clam fight, the fisherman
gets benefit” and “Sow discord, then stand aside on the wall”, as strategies to
deal with adversaries, was formally theorized as a major power strategy for
the first time in J. Mearsheimer’s work “The Tragedy of Great Power Politics”.
Mearsheimer defines the bait and bleed strategy as a national approach aimed
at increasing relative power. This strategy involves causing two rivals to enga�
ge in a protracted war, so that they bleed each other white, while the baiter re�
mains on the sideline, its military strength intact [23, p.117]. Chinese scholar
Jiang Peng attempted to analyze the applicability of the bait and bleed stra�
tegy within a bipolar competitive context. He used the case of the Soviet�US
rivalry during the Vietnam War’s Brezhnev era to elucidate the theory of edge
baiting. This theory posits that, due to the bipolar power structure, major po�
wers and their allies tend to engage in offensive actions at the periphery rather
than the core regions [10]. Additionally, there is a lack of comprehensive scho�
larly exposition concerning the scope of application and implementation fra�
mework of the bait and bleed theory.

The term “Bait and Bleed” is often construed as a strategy where in one
strategically baits a trap with an enticing element, much akin to placing a pie�
ce of meat as bait, causing adversaries to experience a gradual attrition of
their resources or capabilities, metaphorically likened to a slow loss of blood.
In the context of this translation, “Bait and Bleed” frequently intersects with
the concept of “Entrap”, where the act of enticement involves the deliberate
intention to deceive someone, motivating them to take certain actions, often
leading to unfavorable outcomes, which could metaphorically be likened to en�
tering a perilous and potentially disastrous situation, akin to stepping into a fi�
gurative bloody trap. The concept of enticement has found extensive application
in the fields of psychology, biology, and computer network security. S. Plous
categorizes the concept of enticement within the realm of behavioral traps, and
endeavors to elucidate this concept through the illustration of the “one�dollar
auction game”[28]. B. Staw identified the phenomenon of “entrapment”and li�
kened the sustained competition among bidders in the one�dollar auction game
to being “mired in quicksand”, representing a commitment to escalating a mis�
guided course of action [31]. J. Brockner and J. Rubin define this process as
“entrapment”, highlighting that individuals engage in a decision�making pro�
cess termed entrapment when they continuously escalate commitments to prior
choices, even if they were erroneous, in order to justify or make prior invest�
ments seem rational. They propose that a viable approach to mitigate or avoid
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the entrapment phenomenon is to carefully consider the exit costs before em�
barking on long�term risk investments. This consideration influences the decisi�
on�making regarding intensifying investments or exiting the venture, irrespective
of the initial costs incurred [16]. In the field of biology, the concept of “entrap�
ment” is predominantly applied in areas such as field trapping and gene trapping.
For instance, in field applications, entrapment involves the deployment of traps
to lure and capture pests like fruit flies, with the aim of analyzing the effecti�
veness of various attractants and trapping mechanisms in inducing mortality
among the target species [5]. In the realm of computer network security, the ap�
plication of “entrapment” primarily revolves around the domain of Honeypot�
related technologies. Network security experts have formulated a network ent�
rapment�based intrusion defense model by building upon research and analysis
of Honeypot technologies. This model adopts a proactive defensive approach to
address network security concerns. By strategically introducing hacker intrusion
activities into a controlled environment, this approach enables the understanding
of the methods and techniques employed by hackers, tracing their origins, re�
cording evidence of their criminal activities, and concurrently expending their
time and resources [11].

In illustrating the concept of “bait and bleed”, Mearsheimer provides
an example by suggesting that the United States could have encouraged the So�
viet Union to become entrapped in conf licts similar to the one in Afghanis�
tan [23, p.117]. This notion can be easily confused with the term “entrap”.
However, this article contends that “bait and bleed” extends beyond merely en�
ticing competitors into prolonged wars or decisions leading to resource deple�
tion for the purpose of attrition. It holds a more significant aspect in the form
of “bait”, involving deliberately provoking irrational decisions in order to trap
and consistently drain resources. Offshore balancing serves as a crucial strategy
for the United States to contain potential competitors in Europe and East Asia.
This strategy encourages regional states to engage in ongoing balancing and
confrontation against potential hegemony, even escalating to warfare, to achieve
prolonged exhaustion of challenges to hegemony. Nonetheless, as Mearsheimer
emphasizes, it remains challenging to manipulate rival states into instigating
wars they would otherwise avoid. This forms a focal point of this article’s exp�
loration, namely how to effectively implement the offshore balancing strategy.
This article contends the bait and bleed strategy indeed constitutes an effective
strategy for major powers to enhance their relative power.

Theoretical Framework

This paper posits that the implementation path of the “bait and bleed”
strategy primarily comprises two components: “bait” and “bleed”. The concept
of “bait” is not confined solely to the act of enticement; it can also encom�
pass the strategy of provocation. Both these tactics, when adeptly deployed at
opportune junctures, possess the capacity to ensnare competitors within traps
that have been premeditatedly orchestrated. On the other hand, “bleed” un�
derscores the notion of resource consumption, particularly in a protracted
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manner. However, it is also worth noting the potential risk that one of the states
being baited might unexpectedly achieve a swift and decisive victory, thereby
gaining power instead of losing it. Therefore, a crucial aspect in the implementa�
tion of the “bait and bleed” strategy involves maintaining sustained attrition bet�
ween the two rivals without inadvertently escalating conflict to the point where it
spills over to impact the initiator itself. This consideration stands as a key chal�
lenge in implementing the “bait and bleed” strategy.

Mearsheimer defines “bait and bleed” as a strategy involving inducing two
rival states to engage in an extended conf lict, leading them to exhaust their re�
sources, while the instigator remains on the sidelines with its military strength
intact. This definition raises some ambiguity — are the two rivals competitors
with each other, or are they both rivals of the strategic implementer? Does
inducing prolonged attrition between the behavior entities necessarily imply
a protracted conf lict? Is there a possibility of external inf luence leading to erro�
neous decisions and sustained resource depletion based on prior judgments?
This paper posits that “bait and bleed” can be analyzed from two perspectives:
a conspiracy perspective and a strategic perspective. The distinction lies in
the methods employed to guide opponents into desired positions by the imple�
menter. When bait serves as a means of enticing others, the focus is on emp�
loying psychological tactics to trap competitors in a scenario of prolonged at�
trition. When bait serves as a means of provoking others, the emphasis shifts to
strategically maneuvering competitors into predetermined predicaments, the�
reby enhancing the implementer’s relative power through the strategic layout.
The former approach highlights the role of external interference in causing
competitors to make erroneous decisions, while the latter advocates for stra�
tegic maneuvering to corner competitors, forcing them into preset predica�
ments. Even if decision�makers intend to exit, they find themselves trapped
and unable to extricate themselves. The success rate of the first model is lower
and depends on the acceptance of the bait by competitors. It requires advanced
information technology and hinges on the opponents’ response to the bait.
On the other hand, the second model has a higher success rate. While its stra�
tegic deployment is time�consuming, once successful, it gradually transfers ini�
tiative to the implementer (figure).

When bait serves as a means of enticing others, the implementer (baiter)
concurrently exerts substantial external pressure on rival A while deploying
the bait. Under the weight of both internal and external pressures, rival A often
engages in a cost�benefit analysis to rationally assess whether to take the bait.
When the cost or sacrifice is outweighed by the benefits and when the imp�
lementer and its allies continue to coordinate and provide sustained commit�
ments, the bait is typically regarded by country A as a viable solution to their
current predicament. At this juncture, country A may opt to incur certain costs,
concessions, or compromises on specific issues in exchange for the bait, thus
engaging in a conditional exchange with the implementer. After country A has
made these concessions, the implementer continues to employ tactics such as
information obfuscation and strategic appeasement. Utilizing the psycholo�
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gical tendency of opponents to avoid unnecessary sunk costs, the implementer
guides country A into further escalating its previous erroneous decisions. In cases
where the anticipated outcomes fail to materialize or where A is deceived into
making additional sacrifices, country A’s decision�makers, seeking to mitigate
sunk costs or justify their actions domestically, typically choose to increase their
investment or costs in order to achieve the initial objectives. This leads to sus�
tained resource consumption or relinquishing control over a specific strategic di�
rection due to the continuous escalation of costs or a loss of initiative in that stra�
tegic domain.

When bait serves as a means of provoking others, the implementer (baiter)
typically engages in continuous stimulation of a core security issue or concern
of rival A. This is achieved through strategic deployments or policies designed
to intensify A country’s sense of insecurity. In an international system charac�
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terized by an absence of global governance, country A constantly seeks to ma�
ximize its power to ensure its security. This behavior can also pose a security
threat to neighboring rivals of A. During such circumstances, the baiter often
amplif ies the narrative of a “security threat” posed by country A and fuels
the f lames of this perception. By leveraging the interests of A’s competitors,
the baiter continues to provoke country A, thereby creating a security dilem�
ma that may escalate into the onset of conf lict or even war. Before initiating
hostilities, the baiter may use information obfuscation to convince country A of
its capacity to win the war. However, once the conf lict commences, the baiter
strategically supports A’s competitors with arms, funding, and other assistan�
ce through its own alliances and networks. This transforms what A anticipated
to be a swift war into a protracted conf lict, thereby achieving the goal of in�
f licting sustained resource loss on country A.

Mearsheimer’s assertion that “There are hardly any good ways of causing
trouble between other states without getting exposed, or at least raising sus�
picions in the target states” underscores the critical requirement of successful
implementation for the bait and bleed strategy. In essence, he implies that ma�
intaining the element of concealment is pivotal for achieving the desired out�
come. However, in the realm of major power geopolitical competition, covert
strategies are often susceptible to detection and suspicion by the targeted sta�
tes. Moreover, when the target state realizes the existence of a trap, it becomes
inclined to disengage, rendering the strategic implementation challenging to
succeed. From my perspective, the more prudent choice in major power stra�
tegic competition lies in the realm of “open strategies”, whereby overt strate�
gic deployments are employed to corner rival states. This approach compels
competitors into a situation where they have limited alternatives, forcing them
to fall into the strategically preset trap from which they cannot easily extricate
themselves.

Case Study

As a pivotal strategy in the pursuit of power, the Bait and Bleed strategy
proves its efficacy in tricking rival states into initiating conf licts, which aligns
with the operational logic of offshore balancing. This article will examine
the real�world application of the Bait and Bleed strategy in the context of major
power competition, focusing on two significant cases: the German reunifica�
tion process and the evolution of the Russia�Ukraine conf lict. These cases
offer insights into how the Bait and Bleed strategy has been employed to shape
the power dynamics among major nations.

German reunification and the start
of NATO’s eastward expansion process

In the aftermath of the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Western nations
implemented the Bait and Bleed strategy in their dealings with the Soviet Union
and subsequently Russia concerning the issue of German reunification. This
strategic approach involved the Western powers offering assurances of re�
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fraining from NATO expansion to the east in exchange for the Soviet Union’s
approval of German reunification. This maneuver effectively dismantled Rus�
sia’s bargaining leverage against NATO’s eastward expansion, thereby facili�
tating multiple instances of NATO’s enlargement [12].

By the close of 1989, the upheaval in Eastern Europe had led to the wea�
kening of Soviet control in the region, prompting Western leaders to focus on
this area beyond the Cold War’s boundaries. Divergent perspectives emerged
between the United States and traditional European powers regarding the con�
ception of the European security framework, particularly the feasibility of ini�
tiatives beyond the Cold War demarcation line, such as asserting inf luence
within the power vacuum in Eastern Europe [2]. At this juncture, the U.S. ad�
ministration under President G.H.W. Bush sought to transcend NATO’s Cold
War boundaries and maintain the organization’s primacy in European security
affairs by engaging in diplomacy to ensure NATO’s retention of its dominant
role. Simultaneously, West Germany was contemplating ways to secure Soviet
concurrence for national reunification.

The collapse of the Eastern Bloc and the subsequent economic hardships
confronting the Soviet Union created a pivotal context for West Germany to
propose extensive support, valued in the billions of Deutsche Marks, as an in�
centive for Soviet approval of German reunification. Employing rational calcu�
lations, M. Gorbachev, then President of the Soviet Union, considered the pros
and cons of allowing the reunification to proceed. While economic assistance
could alleviate societal pressures, Gorbachev weighed this against the potential
geopolitical “isolation” of Russia, which he deemed a significantly higher cost
in comparison to the economic benefits. Notably, Gorbachev consistently un�
derscored that permitting German reunification was contingent upon avoiding
Russia’s isolation [2]. In order to secure concessions from Soviet leadership re�
garding the reunification of Germany, Western nations orchestrated a series
of commitments centered around the “no expansion of NATO” pledge. Various
Western powers endeavored to elicit Soviet concessions by iteratively affirming
their commitment to halting NATO’s eastward expansion. This commitment
was declared through a range of diplomatic declarations, negotiations, and pub�
lic statements.

On January 31, 1990, H.�D. Genscher, the Foreign Minister of the Federal
Republic of Germany, delivered a speech in Tutzing, West Germany. He empha�
sized that if the Soviet Union allowed German reunification; NATO would not
expand to the east, and therefore would not approach the Soviet Union’s bor�
ders [20]. On February 2, the West German Foreign Minister H.�D. Genscher
explicitly stated that NATO should exclude the expansion of its territory into
the Democratic Republic of Germany or other Eastern European regions [13].
On February 6, during a meeting with the British Foreign Secretary D. Hurd,
Genscher publicly asserted that “the Russians must be assured, for example,
that if the Polish government were to leave the Warsaw Pact one day, they
would not join NATO the next day” [2]. From February 7 to 9, the U.S. Secre�
tary of State J. Baker presented conditions to M. Gorbachev, proposing that if
Gorbachev permitted German reunification, the U.S. would agree that NATO’s
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jurisdiction would not move one inch eastward from its current position [24].
Baker further publicly announced during a press conference, “The United Sta�
tes has proposed not to allow NATO’s expansion to the east in order to al�
leviate concerns about the security of the people in eastern Germany” [29].
On February 10, during a meeting in Moscow between West German Chancel�
lor H. Kohl and M. Gorbachev, the reassurance that NATO would not expand
to the east was reiterated, resulting in the Soviet Union’s conditional acceptan�
ce of German reunification [4]. The West German Foreign Minister also pled�
ged to E. Bahr that NATO would not expand to the east [24]. On February 13,
the U.S. State Department informed its embassies, with the Secretary of State
affirming that “the Soviet Union has clearly stated that we support the reunifi�
cation of Germany within NATO, but we are willing to guarantee that NATO’s
military presence will not expand to the East” [15]. French President F. Mit�
terrand also expressed disagreement with NATO’s enlargement on May 25 [4].
On May 31, President G.H.W. Bush assured M. Gorbachev that the Soviet Union
would be integrated into the new Europe [25].

The assurances from Western countries, including the United States, of
“noNATO expansion to the East” and “not isolating the Soviet Union” had a di�
rect impact on the subsequent policy direction of the Soviet Union. In the con�
text of unprecedented social contradictions and immense pressures, M. Gorba�
chev had reason to believe that allowing German reunification in exchange for
the strategic commitment of “no NATO expansion to the East” and substan�
tial economic assistance was worthwhile. Importantly, the Soviet Union could
use this as an opportunity to ease its competitive relationship with the United
States, potentially yielding numerous latent benefits. Under the inf luence of
the West’s inducement, the Soviet Union ultimately acquiesced to German re�
unification led by West Germany. German reunification served as a significant
bargaining chip for the Soviet Union in its confrontation with NATO. Had
Gorbachev achieved a substantial compromise through German reunification,
Chancellor Kohl might not have necessarily rejected it. However, it is regrettab�
le that the commitments made by Europe and the United States to the Soviet
Union regarding the no�NATO�expansion plan were merely verbal pledges and
were not backed by any legally binding agreements with the Soviet Union [2].
Additionally, Gorbachev also signed agreements for the withdrawal of Sovi�
et troops from Russia, resulting in the loss of a potent bargaining chip that
could have compelled NATO to come to the negotiation table. This decision
completely stripped the Soviet Union of its initiative in the negotiation process
with NATO.

The ultimate goal of Western politicians’ commitments to halt NATO’s
eastward expansion was to secure concessions from the Soviet Union regarding
the issue of German reunification, rather than to genuinely foster equal and
peaceful relations with Russia. Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union,
the Yeltsin government led Russia towards a pro�Western orientation. However,
the United States persisted in its intention of NATO’s eastward expansion. To
prevent excessively provoking Russia and to encourage the swift withdrawal of
Russian troops from Berlin, NATO successively established the North Atlantic
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Cooperation Council, agreed to the Russia�NATO Founding Act, and imple�
mented the “Partnership for Peace” strategy. These measures aimed to alleviate
Russia’s suspicions of isolation on a psychological level and send false signals
of strategic appeasement and goodwill to Russian leaders. The intention was to
make B. Yeltsin believe that the “Partnership for Peace” initiative was a mani�
festation of Europe and the United States fulfilling their earlier promises re�
garding NATO’s expansion to the East.

On August 31, 1994, all Russian military forces in Germany were complete�
ly withdrawn, marking the disappearance of a crucial bargaining chip for Rus�
sia in countering NATO’s eastward expansion. On December 1, 1994, the NATO
Council in Brussels released a statement officially commencing negotiations for
NATO’s eastward expansion and indicating that such expansion would comple�
ment the enlargement of the European Union. In September 1995, NATO is�
sued the “Feasibility Study on NATO Enlargement” and proposed the construc�
tion of a new framework for European�Atlantic security. It can be argued that
the United States did not initially intend to incorporate Russia into NATO or
even grant it a special position within the European security framework, as Rus�
sia remained a geopolitical and ideological competitor to NATO. With Russia
having lost substantial leverage on the NATO eastward expansion issue, despite
presenting compromise proposals such as the “French model” and the “East
German model”, these suggestions did not receive particularly positive res�
ponses. From then on, NATO embarked on a history of three rounds of east�
ward expansion.

The Russia1Ukraine Conflict
and the Bait and Bleed Strategy

Since the beginning of the 21st century, despite occasional periods of
“thawing” in US�Russia relations, the two countries have ultimately treaded
a path of containment and confrontation. The roots of this trend lie not only
in the structural contradictions and geopolitical conf licts between the two na�
tions but also in the threat�based identity perceptions that have evolved thro�
ugh their longstanding competition. Former US Secretary of State H. Kissinger
once remarked that “Russia is always an essential factor in the world order... but
also a potential threat to the world order” [22]. Driven by structural contradic�
tions, geopolitical conf licts, and threat perceptions, containing and weakening
Russia has been a consistent theme in US foreign policy. The core concern for
the US government has been how to diminish Russia’s share of power without
depleting its own strength.

At the turn of the century, Russia faced severe internal divisions and eco�
nomic crises, necessitating a stable external environment for internal reforms
and consolidation. Faced with the risks of NATO expansion and potential iso�
lation from the West, V. Putin attempted to adjust domestic and foreign po�
licies in exchange for Western political trust. He sought to improve relations
with the West, secure reliable assistance in economic transition and market ac�
cess, alleviate security pressures, and seek greater strategic maneuverability [9].
In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, Russia recognized that counterterrorism
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had become the focal point of the Bush administration’s national security stra�
tegy. In response, Russia aimed to shift traditional geopolitical disputes with
the West through cooperation on counterterrorism and other non�traditional
security issues [7]. This approach aimed to attract Western attention away from
its isolation of Russia, potentially leading to a moderation or alteration of that
process. Relations between Russia and the West experienced a temporary thaw
during this phase. However, President Putin remained committed to preserving
Russia’s status as a major power, with an objective of gradually restoring its
global inf luence. This deepened US anxiety about Russia’s potential resurgence.
Within the US political sphere, Russia’s imperial history raised concerns of ex�
ternal expansionism and nationalism. Strengthening defense against Russia be�
came imperative to safeguard US national security interests and prevent Russia
from potentially posing a threat [21]. This paper argues that the genuine in�
tentions of the US towards Russia can be discerned through the successive edi�
tions of the “National Security Strategy Reports” released by various US admi�
nistrations.

Based on assessments of the external strategic environment, the Bush,
Obama, Trump, and Biden administrations each hold distinct perceptions of
the security threats facing the United States. For instance, the Bush administ�
ration, post�9/11, prioritized terrorism as the foremost national security threat,
later combining terrorism and weapons of mass destruction as focal targets.
The Obama administration, navigating the financial crisis, emphasized the di�
versification of security threats to the United States. The Trump administration
formally categorized challenges from Russia and China as the primary security
threats, heralding a resurgence of great power competition. The Biden admi�
nistration’s ascent witnessed an intensification of great power competition and
a more pronounced global trend towards confrontational blocs. Despite diffe�
rences in emphasis among these successive US administrations’ security strate�
gies, their ultimate goal remains preserving the international order under US
leadership — that is, maintaining America’s global primacy. In other words,
sustaining a balance of power within the Russian and European continental re�
gions and preventing Russia from challenging the prevailing global order cons�
titute the core objectives of US European policy. Competitions across numerous
domains such as geopolitics, ideology, and global inf luence have led the United
States to progressively deepen its perception of Russia as a “competitor”. This
directly impacts the formulation of US policies toward Russia, and the articu�
lation of containment strategies is grounded in this threat perception. US con�
tainment efforts vis�а�̀vis Russia encompass several measures. These include
weakening the distribution of Russian power, pushing for NATO expansion to
constrain Russia’s strategic space, employing economic sanctions to curb Rus�
sia’s development, employing color revolutions to erode Russia’s alliances, and
eroding Russia’s traditional sphere of inf luence.

Given its geopolitically pivotal location in east Europe, Ukraine holds
the strategic value in the power struggle between the United States and Rus�
sia [17]. As NATO’s eastward expansion continued, Ukraine and other count�
ries became transition zones between Russia and NATO. Due to its unique geo�
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graphical position, Ukraine emerged as a strategic focus for the United States
in its efforts to prevent Russia from becoming a potential hegemony. Through
means such as the Orange Revolution, the United States actively supported
pro�Western forces in Ukraine, aiming to continuously diminish Russia’s in�
f luence and establish a policy of containment against Russia in the geopoliti�
cal sphere. Despite Russia repeatedly emphasizing its red line against “Georgia
and Ukraine joining NATO”, the United States continued to provoke Russia.
The ousting of Ukrainian President V. Yanukovych in 2014 directly escalated
tensions in Russia�Ukraine relations, with the involvement of Western count�
ries behind the scenes. To safeguard its national security and geopolitical inte�
rests, Russia robustly intervened in the Ukrainian situation, leading to Crimea’s
annexation into Russia following a public referendum.

Western nations express dissatisfaction with Russia’s assertive behavior, es�
pecially causing heightened security concerns among Eastern European count�
ries and neighboring states, deepening their perception of the Russian threat.
Meanwhile, the United States actively propagates the Russian threat narrati�
ve, exploiting Europe’s historical fears of Russia to generate antagonism. This
strategy involves implementing diverse sanctions and political isolation against
Russia, continuously eroding its regional inf luence. However, given Russia’s sig�
nificant role as a major energy supplier to Europe, cooperation in energy and
other sectors continues to exist. During the Trump administration, which prio�
ritized “America First”, there was a mild improvement in German�Russian re�
lations, and strategic efforts to isolate Russia started to lose their effectiveness.
Since the inauguration of the Biden administration, there has been a clear un�
derstanding that non�military means are unlikely to alter the power dynamics
in the region. Instead, protracted conflicts can reshape the isolationist coalition
against Russia, effectively weakening Russia and upholding the United States’
leadership position in Europe.

During the course of the Russia�Ukraine conf lict, the United States has
played a significant role. Firstly, the U.S. has consistently provoked Russia’s se�
curity concerns. While well aware that Ukraine’s NATO membership is a stra�
tegic red line for Russia, the U.S. has continued to provoke Russia through
verbal assurances and actions, contributing to Russia’s heightened sensitivity.
Such sensitivity can easily lead to incorrect decisions, especially in specific con�
texts. As Russian Foreign Minister S. Lavrov stated in an interview, the U.S.
and NATO have ignored Russia’s security interests and turned Ukraine into
a tool to contain and provoke Russia [30]. Secondly, the U.S. has continuo�
usly supported Ukraine against Russia rather than facilitating negotiations or
easing relations. For instance, on February 23, 2021, U.S. Defense Secretary
Austin promised to “stand up against Russia’s aggression” during talks with
Ukrainian Defense Minister Taran. The U.S. has repeatedly promised Ukraine,
luring it with the prospect of NATO membership and pushing Ukraine fur�
ther into direct opposition with Russia, intensifying Russia’s security concerns.
In reality, the U.S. has not shown any intention to have Ukraine join NATO,
as it has never been prepared for direct conf lict with Russia. Lastly, there was
a certain degree of misjudgment on Russia’s part regarding its own strength

72



and the level of support Western countries were providing to Ukraine. Before
the Russia�Ukraine conf lict erupted, U.S. aid to Ukraine was only $328 mil�
lion, and Western countries claimed to want to avoid war with Russia. In this
context, there was a significant power disparity between Russia and Ukraine,
leading many, including Moscow, to believe that Russia might quickly and deci�
sively win and gain power. However, Ukraine had received diverse support from
Western countries since the Crimea crisis, with the U.S. alone providing over
$4.6 billion in general assistance to Ukraine, including both security and non�
security funds [1]. The U.S. also offered three $1 billion loan guarantees and
provided a series of complex military assistance programs, enhancing Ukrai�
ne’s defense capabilities. After the outbreak of the Russia�Ukraine conf lict,
U.S. military assistance to Ukraine reached $46 billion, and Western countries
including Germany have been providing military aid to Ukraine, allowing Uk�
raine to maintain a degree of restraint against Russia on the battlefield.

From the perspective of the United States, the continuous support pro�
vided by Western nations to Ukraine serves as an effective means of constra�
ining Russia within the theater of conf lict, thereby achieving the long�term
attrition of Russian power. At present, Moscow has certainly become aware of
this strategic maneuver as a potential behavioral entrapment orchestrated by
the United States. However, Russia is unlikely to capitulate to the relinquish�
ment of its current policy due to the imperative of accountability to its electo�
rate. Furthermore, it is evident that the United States harbors an aspiration to
exploit the Russo�Ukrainian conf lict to the fullest extent possible, with the ob�
jective of diminishing Russia’s potency through the perpetuation of bloodshed,
thereby enhancing its relative strength.The viewpoints expressed by M. McFaul,
former U.S. Ambassador to Russia, during the Munk debate with Mearsheimer,
provide corroboration for this assertion [27].

Conclusion

Since the Biden administration took office, the United States, in its pur�
suit of maintaining hegemony and dominance in the international system, has
actively employed an alliance strategy tethered to its so�called values, while si�
multaneously containing and suppressing China and Russia [8]. In the absence
of waging war, the U.S.’s strategies for power acquisition hold substantial re�
search value. Among these strategies, J. Mearsheimer defines the bait and bleed
strategy as one of the significant strategies through which the U.S. seeks power
and global hegemony, yet he does not elaborate on the theoretical framework
of this theory. This article, integrating interdisciplinary knowledge, ref ines
the conceptual interpretation and theoretical framework of the bait and bleed
strategy, categorizing its implementation into two modes: temptation and pro�
vocation. Within this context, “bait” not only serves as a lure but can also act
as a provocation, both strategies capable of entrapping rivals in a trap meticu�
lously pre�set by the baiter at an opportune moment. When bait exists as a me�
ans of temptation, decision�makers, burdened by internal and external crises,
often opt for strategic compromise in exchange for bait that appears to alleviate
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their immediate predicaments, inadvertently falling into a trap cunningly laid
in advance by the baiter. Conversely, when bait serves as a means of infuria�
tion, states lacking a sense of security and possessing a heightened perception
of threat readily fall into a security dilemma with their supported competitors,
and may even resort to warfare, thereby initiating a prolonged depletion oftheir
own resources. On the other hand, “bleed” underscores the notion of resource
consumption, particularly in a protracted manner. In 1990, the United States
and Western countries successfully exchanged the promise of NATO not ex�
panding eastward and substantial economic aid for M. Gorbachev’s agreement
to the unif ication of Germany. Subsequently, a series of policies were imple�
mented to psychologically reduce suspicions of Russia’s isolation and strate�
gically appease the Yeltsin government, convincing it that NATO was honoring
its previous commitments. However, in 1994, following the withdrawal of Rus�
sian troops from Germany, the process of NATO’s eastward expansion off i�
cially commenced, signifying the successful implementation of the first mode
of the bait and bleed strategy. Since the onset of the 21st century, the United
States has persistently utilized color revolutions to erode Russia’s traditional
sphere of inf luence, deliberately ignoring Russian security demands. It has acti�
vely promoted NATO’s eastward expansion, squeezing Russia’s strategic space,
and ultimately forcing Russia to opt for a special military operation to preserve
its national survival and security interests. The United States and its NATO al�
lies are trying to constrain Russia on the issue of Ukraine through continuous
military and economic aid, aiming to deplete Russia’s comprehensive national
power. This represents the implementation of the second mode of the bait and
bleed strategy by the United States. In conclusion, the bait and bleed strategy
indeed serves as a strategic tool for the United States to maintain its global
hegemony.

Currently, the unilateral sanctions against Russia, initially predicated on
human rights and democratic values, are transitioning into comprehensive and
multi�dimensional sanctions, encompassing financial, energy, and technologi�
cal sectors [6]. The Biden administration, in concert with certain allies, has for�
mulated a sanctions regime that spans these domains. Against this backdrop,
contemplating ways to mitigate the ongoing depletion of Russian power due to
the Russo�Ukrainian conf lict and the European and American sanctions be�
comes a matter of paramount importance. In fact, the structural contradic�
tions and geopolitical conf licts between the United States and Russia, coupled
with their mutual strategic perception as competitors, dictate that the policy
of containment and isolation of Russia by the United States and Western socie�
ties is unlikely to undergo a shift in the short term. Under such circumstances,
a transformation in Russia’s foreign policy becomes inevitable. In the “Concept
of Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation” approved on March 31, 2023, Rus�
sia’s latest foreign policy objectives include leveraging multilateral diploma�
tic mechanisms to ensure Russian interests are considered, and consolidating
the position of the Russian Federation as one of the responsible and inf luen�
tial independent centers in today’s world [19]. This signifies that Russia will
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actively develop diversified diplomatic relations and join other friendly countri�
es in promoting the establishment of a multipolar international order. Against
this backdrop, the “pivot to the East” is no longer just an option, but a necessi�
ty. If executed well, it will enhance Russia’s position in future global affairs [14].
The Pivot to the East strategy is one of Russia’s crucial strategies for developing
diversified diplomatic relations. It’s an important choice in responding to Wes�
tern isolation and the transformation of the international order, and it holds sig�
nificant relevance for Russia’s economic recovery and the maintenance of its re�
lative power. To a certain extent, it is also a necessary means to further dismantle
the U.S.�led hegemonic order amidst the changing power dynamics of the inter�
national order [3].
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