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                                                                2.3 Great  Power  Definitions

                                
                    The understanding of what constitutes a Great Power, has been an important factor in 
 Russia-West relations. Russia’s self-perception as a great power – Greatpowerness – does not 
 always coincide with either academic or popular understandings of what constitutes a Great 
 Power in the West. Differing perceptions of who is and who is not a Great Power is a broader 
 issue in international relations, and contributes to disputes in several parts of the world. Since 
 the fall of the Soviet Union much has been written about the ‘rising Great Powers’ – Brazil, 
 Russia, India, China and South Africa, the BRICS. On the Western side the size of the 
 economy has often influenced whether the country has been seen as a Great Power in world 
 politics. The major advanced industrial economies which have clearly fallen into this 
 category in the past have been the United States, Japan, Germany, Great Britain, France and 
 Italy. The international organizations that are perceived as world powers, both the European 
 Union and the United Nations, are in their own league. However, if the BRICS countries are 
 perceived as rising powers, the Western countries and international organisations have been 
 seen as declining in power.94 This rising and declining power aspect has affected the power 
 94 See “World Powers in the Twenty-First Century: The Results of a Representative Survey in Brazil, China, 
 France, Germany, India, Japan, Russia, The United Kingdom and in the United States”, Berlin Bertelsmann 
 Foundation, June 2, 2006, 


http://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/bst/en/media/xcms_bst_dms_19189_19190_2.pdf, accessed 12.05.2013 


balance among the countries seen as Great Powers in world politics. New forms of 
 competition, cooperation and conflict have emerged as a result. How great powers 
 differentiate their behaviour in relation to each other as opposed to lesser powers is an 
 important part of this changing picture. Understandings of what constitutes a great power are 
 not unanimously agreed, however.   


In the context of rising or declining powers Russia emerges as a unique case. It was a 
 traditional Great Power of the nineteenth century and one of the two superpowers between 
 1945-1990. In that framework, how could Russia now be included in the category of rising 
 powers? From the realist point of view Russia as a rising power does not work. In that 
 framework Russia is a declining power which has lost territory and the ability to project 
 power outside its borders. In the liberal framework Russia can now be viewed as a rising 
 power, especially if the reference line is to the early 1990s. So from both the realist and 
 liberal points of view Russia clearly did lose its Great Power status with the end of the Cold 
 War. A wide range of Russia related literature supports this viewpoint, since the starting point 
 has been that one of the most important Russian foreign policy priorities has been to seek 
 Great Power status and return Russia into world politics as one of the major powers. In the 
 constructivist framework, however, where identity is at the core of the analysis, a view that 
 Russia has been, is, and will be a Great Power regardless of its economic and military 
 strength or weakness, is possible. The key here is not some objective assessment of Russia’s 
 status, but that Russians, from political elites down to the general population, consider that 
 Russia has continued to be a Great Power without interruption. This is a question of belief or, 
 in terms of this dissertation, a kind of ideology, which feeds into identity, but is a belief 
 which hold independently of identity. The constructivist framework takes identities as given 
 and so places less emphasis on belief, but is able to shed light on the biggest and perhaps 
 deepest misunderstandings between Russia and the West. Self perceptions of a country and 
 others’ perceptions of another country are harder to measure and analyse than military 
 capabilities or economic performance. Differences in fundamental beliefs are harder to 
 account for. 


 Most important from the point of view of this thesis is the Russian view of 
greatpowerness. But it is also necessary to look at how Great Powers are defined generally 
and in what ways Russia has been studied as a Great Power in Anglo-American international 
relations theory. Academic understandings of a topic such as greatpowerness do not 
necessarily translate directly into the attitudes of politicians and other key actors. But 


differences in theoretical definitions do reflect different approaches in the actual world of 
 international relations and go some way towards explaining competing Western and Russian 
 perceptions of Russia as a Great Power.  


It is not a simple task to define the concept of power and therefore it is not a simple task 
 to define what makes a country a great power. As Joseph Nye has put it ‘power, like love, is 
 easier to experience than to define or measure.’95 This same applies to the concept of Great 
 Power. Here three slightly different definitions and interpretations of a Great Power from a 
 period of nearly 30 years are examined in detail as representative of the full range of 
 definitions. They all give a slightly different picture and put a stress on different factors of 
 what constitutes a Great Power. These differences are in line with the different approaches of 
 the three schools of international relations theory already discussed. They have been selected 
 as good examples of the full range of definitions, as their authors are well-known figures in 
 international relations adhering to each of the schools respectively: Jack S Levy, Alliance 
 Formation and War behaviour – An analysis of the Great Powers 1495-1975 (realist), Joseph 
 S Nye Jr., Changing Nature of World Power (liberal) and Iver Neumann, Russia as a Great 
 Power 1815-2007 (constructivist).  


Only Neumann’s work specifically takes Russia as a Great Power into its framework, but 
 all three advance general definitions of a Great Power. These articles have been chosen as, 
 firstly, they represent different times: the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s. In the 1980s realism was 
 still the dominant IR theory, in the 1990s liberalism/neo-liberalism and institutionalism had 
 convincingly challenged realism. By the 2000s constructivism had established itself as a 
 legitimate alternative to both realism and liberalism. Therefore the articles follow the 
 evolution of IR during 30 years that have also changed the world significantly. This evolution 
 is also central in understanding contemporary world politics and the interaction between 
 states. 


Secondly defining a great power has proved problematic. Often the list of Great Powers 
 from various historical epochs seems to be intuitive rather than based on agreed definitions. 


Kenneth Waltz defends such an intuitive understanding of Great Powers: ‘Historically, 
despite the difficulties, one finds general agreement about who the great powers of a period 
are, with occasional doubt about the marginal cases. Counting the Great Powers of an era is 
about as difficult, or as easy, as saying how many major firms populate an oligopolistic sector 
95 Joseph S Nye Jr., ‘Changing nature of world power’, Political Science Quarterly, Vol. 105, No.2, summer 
1990, pp.177-192, p.177 


of an economy. The question is an empirical one, and common sense can answer it.’96 Waltz 
 thinks that the following factors all need to be present if a state is to be counted as a member 
 of the club of Great Powers: size of population and territory, resource endowment, economic 
 capability, military strength, political stability and competence. 97 Martin Wight’s Great 
 Power elements are slightly different to Waltz’s list: ‘The power that makes a power is 
 composed of many elements. Its basic components are size of population, strategic position 
 and geographical extent, and economic resources and industrial production. To these must be 
 added less tangible elements like administrative and financial efficiency, education and 
 technological skill, and above all moral cohesion.’ 98 Paul Kennedy in his book ‘The rise and 
 fall of Great Powers’ defines a Great Power as a state capable of holding its own against any 
 other nation.99 In Kennedy’s argument a Great Power can be properly measured only relative 
 to other powers. Most analysts argue first and foremost that military might is an undoubted 
 factor in being a Great Power, economic resources come perhaps in second place, but then 
 arguments start to differ.  The factors mentioned in these rather broad considerations as to 
 what constitutes a great power are all covered by the alternative definitions advanced by 
 Levy, Nye and Neumann. The more detailed discussion of the definitions advanced by these 
 three authors, each corresponding to one of the major schools of international relations 
 theory, therefore covers all other definitions in general terms.  


Levy’s article focuses on alliance formation and asks questions as to whether alliance 
 formation contributes to peace or to war. However the article gives a brief definition based on 
 Levy’s own wider analysis that was developed in a book some years later.100 Levy defines a 
 great power as follows: ‘A Great Power is defined as a state which plays a major role in 
 international politics with respect to security related issues. Operational indicators of Great 
 Power status include the following: possession of  high level power capabilities; participation 
 in international congresses and conferences; de facto identification as a Great Power by an 
 international conference or organization; admission to a formal or informal organization of 
 powers (such as Concert of Europe); participation in Great Power guarantees, territorial 
 compensations, or participations; and generally treatment as a relative equal by other Great 
 96 Kenneth Waltz , Theory of International Politics, New York: McGraw Hill, 1979, p.131 


97 Waltz, 1979, p.131. 


98 Martin Wight, Power Politics, Leicester: Leicester University Press and The Royal Institute of International 
 Affairs, 1978, p.26. 


99 Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of Great Powers, London: Vintage, 1987, p.539 


100 See also Jack S Levy, ‘Historical trends in great power war 1945-1975’, International Studies Quarterly, 
 Vol. 26, No. 2, June 1982, pp.278-300 and Jack S Levy,  War in the Modern Great Power System, 1495-1975. 


Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1983. 


Powers, in terms of protocol, alliances, and so on.’101 The focus, then, is on military power 
 but also on being part of the ‘club’ of great powers and being recognised as such. The realist 
 assumption that states’ primary aim is to maximise their own power can be seen in the 
 emphasis on security in this definition, but Levy also recognises that great power status is 
 part of an interactive process between different powers. 


Iver Neumann does not dismiss these elements, but the emphasis is different in his 
 description of a great power. Neumann begins from two definitions for a recognised great 
 power; one based on Max Weber and the other based on Emile Durkheim. Then he goes on to 
 suggest one more inspired by Foucault’s notion of art of government. This way Neumann 
 gives three different elements for recognition as a Great Power; prestige, moral grounds and 
 regime type.  Prestige can be tied to material factors such as the military or the economic but 
 it can also include other elements. Prestige can also be connected to pride. ‘As long as there 
 are states, so there will be national pride and nothing can be more warranted. But societies 
 can have their pride, not being the greatest or the wealthiest, but being most just, the best 
 organised and in possessing the best moral constitution.’102 Thus there is a subjective element 
 to being a great power: what counts in this part of the definition is how the establishment or 
 population of a country views its place in the world. But under the third, Foucaultian part of 
 his definition, in order for a country to be part of the great power club it is not sufficient to 
 have a great enough military or economic weight in the world (as in Levy’s definition). Such 
 a power must also conform to certain types and standards of governance, to be recognised as 
 an ‘advanced’ power in social as well as material terms.  


Neumann’s approach is, then, constructivist from two perspectives: in the first place, the 
 self-perception of the country in question, which may be constructed from elements such as 
 national pride, historic achievement, and political rhetoric among other factors, can lead a 
 state and its citizens to view themselves as a Great Power. Secondly, however, as with the 
 other definitions there is an element of recognition coming from other countries and from 
 international organisations. In Neumann’s case, it is regime type and moral grounds as much 
 as traditional power that leads to such recognition. Although Neumann does not develop this 
 point, the possibility of a country seeing itself as a great power but not being recognised as 
 such by others is a very real one. The potential for mismatched perceptions leading to 
 troubled relations is also clear. We shall see in later chapters examples of precisely such 
 mismatches, where Russia is viewed as ‘behind’ because of the slow pace of democratic 
 101 Levy, 1981, p. 585 


102 Durkheim quoted in Neumann, 2008, p.131 


development and failure to fully embrace western norms, whereas Russians have not 
 appreciated that these have any relevance to great power recognition. 


Joseph Nye’s article ‘Changing Nature of World Power’ gives us one more way to 
 approach the concept of power and being a Great Power. If Jack Levy’s definition was based 
 on influence, position and visible participation in World politics and Iver Neumann’s 
 definition partly on resources, partly on moral accounts but mostly on governance, Joseph 
 Nye stresses the interplay between soft and hard power. Hard power is resource based and the 
 traditional way of seeing a country as one of the Great Powers. As Nye puts it, ‘Because the 
 ability to control others is often associated with the possession of certain resources, political 
 leaders commonly define power as the possession of resources. These resources include 
 population, territory, natural resources, economic size, military forces, and political stability, 
 among others. The virtue of this definition is that it makes power appear more concrete, 
 measurable, and predictable than does the behavioural definition. Power in this sense means 
 holding the high cards in the international poker game’.103 This part of Nye’s view is very 
 closely linked to Levy’s arguments although Levy’s argument stresses visible participation of 
 a state in world politics. Nye sees also technology, education and economic growth as very 
 significant in modern times as a source for being a Great Power. All of these can be measured 
 and compared in order to provide, at least in theory, an objective assessment of the relative 
 standing of the world’s powers which is independent of self-definitions or of recognition by 
 other powers.  


However, as Nye goes on to recognise, it has been a growing trend in world politics that 
the forms of power and ability to be a Great Power cannot be measured only in terms of 
tangible resources,. The power to get others to do what you want them to do, can also be 
achieved by indirect ways, such as co-optive power behaviour. In this framework it is 
important to be the agenda or structure setter. ‘Co-optive power can rest on the attraction of 
one’s ideas or on the ability to set the political agenda in a way that shapes the preferences 
that others express. Parents of teenagers know that if they have structured their children’s 
beliefs and preferences, their power will be greater and will last longer than if they had relied 
only on active control. Similarly, political leaders and philosophers have long understood the 
power that comes from setting the agenda and determining the framework of a debate. The 
ability to establish preferences tends to be associated with intangible power resources such as 
culture, ideology, and institutions. This dimension can be thought of as soft power, in contrast 
103 Joseph S. Nye Jr, ‘The Changing Nature of World Power’, Political Science Quarterly, Vol. 105, No. 2, 
Summer, 1990, pp. 177-192, p. 178 


to the hard command power usually associated with tangible resources like military and 
 economic strength.’104 Thus, an equally important part of being a great power is a state’s 
 ability to set agendas and exert cultural and other forms of influence beyond its borders, all of 
 which can be achieved in a variety of ways.  


Nye’s article’s conclusion on being a Great Power relies on two concepts: command 
 power and co-optive power. ‘The distinction between hard and soft power resources is one of 
 degree, both in the nature of the behaviour and in the tangibility of the resources. Both types 
 are aspects of the ability to achieve one's purposes by controlling the behaviour of others. 


Command power - the ability to change what others do - can rest on coercion or inducement. 


Co-optive power - the ability to shape what others want - can rest on the attractiveness of 
 one’s culture and ideology or the ability to manipulate the agenda of political choices in a 
 manner that makes actors fail to express some preferences because they seem to be too 
 unrealistic.’105 This distinction between hard and soft power has now become widely 
 accepted by academics. One possible source of soft power is the kind of governance issue 
 highlighted in Neumann’s definition. Thus Nye’s article represents a position somewhere in 
 between Levy’s, where there is more of a hard power emphasis, and Neumann’s.  


As with the other definitions, there are a number of parts to Nye’s definition which are 
 not always compatible: the more tangible elements of hard power are common to all 
 definitions. When it comes to soft power, Nye’s liberal perspective leads to a focus on 
 agenda-setting within a particular milieu and where technology, education and economic 
 growth are key factors. The focus here is clearly on the West and on organisations dominated 
 by western powers. While in the unipolar world it is the US and its allies which are the key 
 agenda-setters, it could also be considered that soft power often has a regional aspect or is 
 exerted through particular cultural forms, and therefore is not necessarily easily universalised. 


The three articles open up the picture of what makes a country a Great Power but they 
 also highlight the continuing difficulty of defining it. Neumann’s article raises good 
 governance and domestic political realities, where the political elite’s possibilities and 
 capabilities to do changes are the crucial determinant, as the central and defining issues. Nye 
 on the other hand stresses the cooperation capabilities in the international arena, possibilities 
 to set the agenda in international politics and the realities of world affairs. Levy adopts an 
 104 Nye Jr., 1990, p.181 


105 Nye Jr., 1990, pp.181-82 


alternative position with his argument about potential and possibilities to inject power. All the 
 articles list things that make a country a Great Power but naturally these lists are also subject 
 to criticism since they do not show how all these factors are measured or defined, and 
 therefore each of these definitions of a Great Power leave room for interpretation when it 
 comes to their application to specific cases, especially marginal ones.  


Each of the definitions also contains at least two types of element, which do not always 
coincide. One of these is traditional, security-oriented power, particularly military power but 


Each of the definitions also contains at least two types of element, which do not always 
coincide. One of these is traditional, security-oriented power, particularly military power but 
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