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                                                                2.6 Great Power Definitions Applied to Russia

                                
                    While the definitions of a Great Power do not have any official status in international 
 discourses (indeed there is no official status of a ‘Great Power’), the different approaches in 
 IR literature are reflected in the assesments of different international actors. It is therefore 
 instructive to examine how the academic definitions of a Great Power have been applied to 
 the case of Russia. 


From the realist point of view, the assessment is fairly straightforward. Returning to 
 Levy’s realist definition, he sees that in 1975 there were six great powers in the world: 


France, Great Britain, Russia/the Soviet Union, Germany, the United States and China. 


Russia/the Soviet Union had remained, in Levy’s view, a great power continuously since 
 1721. By this realist definition even today’s Russia is accorded great power status, at least by 
 virtue of its nuclear arsenal and military capability, and its clear place as the leading power in 
 regional organisations embracing the former Soviet space.  


However, according to Neumann and others, in the case of Russia it can be argued that it 
does have national pride – greatpowerness – as well as the material attributes of a great power 
that are recognised by realists. Russia also seeks to reaffirm its great power status through its 
search for international prestige – recognition by the world community and particularly the 
Western powers the EU and the USA. But Neumann states that this quest has not been 
successful. ‘The persistence of the theme and the intensity of its presence in Russian identity 
141 Tsygankov, 2006, pp.15-16. 


politics suggests that Russia’s quest for recognition as a great power has not been a 
 successful one. This is because, if an identity claim is successful, it forms part of the horizon 
 of the political debate rather than its substance. Recognition of Russia as a great power can 
 only be given by great powers that are established as such.’ His constructivist definition 
 provides one suggestion as to what is missing from Russia’s status as a great power. In 
 Neumann’s picture Russia would qualify as a great power on two out of three criteria. In 
 Weber’s realist account relating to prestige through material sources and ability to project 
 power, Russia as a great power holds at least since the end of the 18th century. Under 
 Durkheim’s moral criteria, Russia is on weaker ground already but does still seem to fulfil 
 them nevertheless. Russia’s Christian credentials and European civilisation tilts the Great 
 Power status in Russia’s favour. However already in this category questions and doubts 
 started to appear from the European side at the same time as Russia’s status as a Great 
 European Power seemed to be consolidated at the end of the 18th century. The two faces of 
 Russia became perhaps even a source of confusion in Europe as to what kind of a country 
 Russia was and how it should be dealt with. One of the most famous of these early accounts, 
 that did cast a shadow on Russia as a Great Power, is the Marquis de Custine’s Journey of 
 Our Time that describes very critically the Russian society and state. He observed: ‘Do you 
 know what it is to travel in Russia? For a superficial mind, it is to be fed on illusions; but for 
 one who has his eyes open and added to a little power of observation, an independent turn of 
 mind, it is continuous and obstinate work, which consists in laboriously distinguishing, at 
 every turn, between two nations in conflict. These nations are Russia as it is and Russia as it 
 would like to show itself to Europe.’


Neumann’s argument sees the situation with Russia as follows: ‘On Weber’s criteria   - 
 material resources and the ability to project power – there is no doubt that Russia was a Great 
 Power by the end of the 18th century. Similarly, on Durkheim’s moral criteria – setting an 
 example for how a state should be in the world – the socialization into the states system 
 would appear to be strong enough for Russia to qualify’, but even by fulfilling these two 
 criteria, according to Neumann, Russia has not been able to fully qualify as a great power in 
 European terms. Therefore the third element and the most important in Neumann’s argument 
 (inspired by Foucault’s ideas) is that regime type and governance style do in the end 
 determine great power status. In European terms ‘Russia’s problem with being recognised as 
 142 Neumann, 2008, p.129 


143 Marquis Astolphe de Custine, Journey of our time, London: Arthur Baker Limited, 1953 


144 Neumann, 2008, p.136 


a great power is a social one. At its root is the question of relations between state and society. 


As seen from Europe, a great power cannot have state/society relations that are too different 
 from those that at any one given time dominate European politics. In the final analysis, in 
 order to achieve and maintain the status of great power, social compatibility is needed.’


Neumann’s argument is a big claim and he leaves open who is the one that defines this social 
 compatibility. This naturally points already to the direction that on its own this is a factor 
 which can create tension in the Russia-West relationship. 


In the case of liberal approaches, it becomes even clearer that there is a gap between 
 Russian perceptions and those of Western states when it comes to acceptance of Russia as a 
 Great Power. Russian foreign policy has, throughout its history, been working towards it 
 being an agenda setter and one of the founding members in international relations 
 structures. Despite Russia’s hard work, according to the analysis of Nye, neither Imperial 
 Russia nor the Soviet Union has been rewarded with either world leadership or military 
 hegemony from the 16th century until the fall of the Soviet Union. In the post-Soviet world, 
 the partial loss of military and other forms of power status were not made up for by advances 
 in democratic development and embracing western values. The value gap not only leads 
 directly to misunderstandings in Russia-Europe relations in particular, but also does so 
 indirectly. Since Russia is not seen as fully compatible with European values and does not 
 have the soft power instruments (beyond its immediate neighbourhood) associated with 
 liberal conceptions of a Great Power, it continues to struggle to achieve any recognition of its 
 great power status.  


To sum up, it can be argued that in Russia’s case undisputed factors, mentioned in all of 
 the three articles, that make it a Great Power and are in fact sources of its own understanding 
 of greatpowerness are its size (geography), military power, natural resources, cultural 
 influence, history, ability to inject power and the potentials and possibilities that are related to 
 Russia as a nation state. Areas where Russia then does not fully qualify, according to the 
 definitions, are economics, soft power that relates to questions of authority and respect and 
 the question of good governance with domestic realities. When it comes to the factor of being 
 recognised by others the case is not quite clear either. Each of the three definitions leads to a 
 different result: under the realist definition, Russia has been a Great Power for the past three 
 145 Neumann, 2008, p.147 


146 Congress of Vienna 1815, Congress of Berlin, UN, Second World War, OSCE, war on terrorism, 
 Medvedev’s European security architecture initiative, attempts at energy security and so on. 


147 Nye Jr. , ‘The Changing Nature of World Power’, tables 2 (p.187) and 4 (p.190). 


centuries and continues to be so; for liberals, Russia is far from being a Great Power in a 
 sense which can be accepted by western powers; for constructivists, Great Power status is 
 more ambiguous: Russia achieves the status on certain criteria, including those which are 
 most commonly counted by Russians, but not on others. In the Western discourses of 
 declining and rising powers in world politics, being recognised by others has grown in 
 importance, sometimes even overtaking the material factors.  


The differences revealed in academic definitions of what constitutes a great power when 
it comes to Russia do not in themselves translate directly into international relations. But they 
do highlight the potential for a mismatch between the self-perception of greatpowerness by a 
one country and the failure to accept or recognise that status by other powers. When looking 
at cooperation between Russia and the West and especially in the framework of international 
organisations, the matter of being a Great Power can easily be politicised and the result can 
be that of hurting Russian greatpowerness, which is different from being a Great Power.   
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