
Sputnik V Vaccine Gives Russia a
Whopping Soft-Power Boost
After the 2018 Fifa World Cup, Russia has found a new way to
promote the country.

By Konstantin Sonin

February 17, 2021

Alexander AVilov / Moskva News Agency

Russia’s Sputnik V vaccine against Covid-19 has become world famous. Dozens of states are
considering using it while such major countries as India, Brazil, Mexico, Argentina and
Uzbekistan have pre-ordered many millions of doses. 

Leading international medical journals have published studies on the vaccine’s efficacy that,
after being administered to more than two million Russians, seems to be on a par with the
initial results from Western vaccines. 

Although scientists will repeatedly reevaluate Sputnik’s efficacy as data accumulates, the

https://www.themoscowtimes.com/author/konstantin-sonin


vaccine has already boosted Russians’ immunity at home as well as the country’s image
abroad. This despite the Kremlin’s PR efforts that have been more harmful than helpful.

Building on Russia’s great scientific past

Although the official approval process for Sputnik V was opaque by modern world standards
and the politicized PR surrounding it only caused further concerns, the Sputnik V vaccine is
finally recognized as a solid vaccine.

This is partly because it fit well into the decades-old stereotype that Russia is especially adept
at coming up with inexpensive quick fixes to problems vexing other world powers.

This image is based, first, on the more than 100 years of strong Russian scientific advances —
achievements that even the last 50 years have not diminished. This luster surrounds not only
Russian science as a whole: early 19th-century epidemiology in Russia was an important
chapter in the history of world science.

Related article: Russia's Sputnik V Vaccine 91.6% Effective: Lancet Study

Second, the main “trick” behind Soviet successes was the ability to concentrate powerful
material and intellectual resources on a single goal. The country’s amazing breakthroughs in
space, its ability to launch satellites, astronauts and lunar rovers — not to mention its athletic
achievements — did not reflect in any way the general standard of living or other indicators of
development. Today’s Sputnik V vaccine fits perfectly into the stereotype that says, “Russia
cannot produce a high tide that lifts all boats, but it can muster sufficient resources to lift
individual boats at will.”

Cheap and strong

Those are simply stereotypes, however. The main reason the Russian vaccine is getting so
much positive press is that it works and is so inexpensive any country can afford it. The
Gamaleya Research Institute and other institutions developed it, the Russian Direct
Investment Fund handles distribution, and various government agencies also play a role in its
success.

The one real problem here is that the Russian government is attempting to interpret this
success according to its own narrative and to leverage it for geopolitical purposes.
Fortunately, politics seems to have no part in the worldwide distribution of the vaccine,
making it an ideal example of just how powerful soft power can be. 

Harvard political scientist Joseph Nye coined the term “soft power” in the late 20th century. It
refers to a country’s influence in the world based not on military or economic force, or on the
threat of such force.

When the world’s best students aspire to attend Stanford or Princeton, this is U.S. soft power
in action. When football players dream of playing for Real Madrid or Barcelona, this is the soft
power of Spain.

When it is impossible to write a novel about love without living in Paris or Buenos Aires, this is
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the soft power of France and Argentina. When someone reads Sholokhov or Alexievich,
studies paintings by Goncharova or Kandinsky, learns to dance like Pavlova or Baryshnikov or
listens to recordings by Vishnevskaya or Rostropovich, this is the soft power of Russia.

In fact, Russia’s greatest soft power arguably lies in its outstanding history of science. The
theorems of Kovalevskaya and Kolmogorov, the experiments of Semenov and Cherenkov, the
experiments of Zilber and Yermolyeva, the models of Slutsky and Kantorovich, the books of
Vygotsky and Bakhtin, and many other names and milestones stand out. 

Related article: Kazakhstan To Roll Out First Locally Produced Sputnik Vaccine

Like many others, Ilya Mechnikov, the 1908 Nobel Laureate, and his student Waldemar
Mordechai Wolff Haffkine, the creator of the first vaccines against plague and cholera,
contributed to Russia’s soft power even after emigrating. The world immediately hailed the
appearance of Sputnik V because its creators stood on the reputational shoulders of these
giants, then went on to make their own powerful contribution to Russia’s soft power.

Happiness is the best PR

Joseph Nye explained that soft power is not propaganda. Ten years ago, leaders created the
Russian World Foundation to promote the Russian language and culture. 

Today, no trace of it remains. Russia Today (RT) and other state-funded agencies burn
through billions of taxpayer rubles every year but are seen as mere propaganda. In other
words, they contribute nothing to Russia’s soft power. Compare this to the 2018 FIFA World
Cup, the single most positive event in the past 50 years of Russia’s history. 

It made an enormous contribution to Russian soft power precisely because every effort was
made to host this amazing spectacle in an exemplary manner and not to use it as a
propaganda prop. And the fact that the championship was so brilliantly organized and made
millions of Russian citizens happy was the best PR of all. 

The same applies to the Sputnik V vaccine. The more effort leaders invest in ensuring its
quality, transparency in verification and efficiency in distribution, the greater will be its
contribution to Russia’s soft power. And the less propaganda chatter we hear, the better.

A Russian version of this article was first published by our partner outlet VTimes
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