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                                                                2.4 Greatpowerness of the Great Powers

                                
                    Being a Great Power requires resources, as the previous part has shown. However while 
 numerous authors have addressed definitions of a Great Power, from the resource and other 
 points of view, and the consequences for the international system of the existence of a given 
 number of Great Powers, few have paid attention to the effect on a state’s behaviour in 
 international relations of its self-identification as a Great Power – referred to here as 
 greatpowerness. One scholar who does address Great Power behaviour is John J. 


Mearsheimer. He adopts an explicitly realist approach – his aim is to show that, for Great 
Powers, realist thinking did not disappear along with the Cold War, so that “states still fear 
each other and seek to gain power at each other’s expense”106. Hence, the possibility of war 
between Great Powers at some point in the future cannot be ruled out, according to 
106 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics,  New York: W.W. Norton, 2003, p.361 


Mearsheimer. As part of the picture he argues that international institutions have negligible if 
 any effect on Great Power behaviour. In this picture, Great Powers seek to dominate 
 international institutions and shape them to increase their own share in global power.107


This approach is limited by realist assumptions about the aims of states in general and 
 self-defined Great Powers in particular, but at least makes a distinction between the 
 behaviour of Great Powers and other states, thus giving some initial substance to the notion 
 of ‘greatpowerness’. Mearsheimer draws attention to possible challenges to the realist 
 arguments through two examples where Great Powers appeared to be abandoning realist 
 thinking – The Soviet Union under Mikhail Gorbachev, and the United States under President 
 Bill Clinton.108 He claims that, in the former case, the weakness and costs of the Soviet 
 empire forced the abandonment of confrontation with the West in favour of a more 
 collaborative approach, which could be explained by realist interests. Without directly 
 challenging the proclaimed priorities of the Clinton administration, Mearsheimer goes on to 
 claim that realist politics continued to dominate the world in the 1990s by pointing to cases 
 such as Germany and Japan and a rising China. 


While this thesis does not engage with the broader point about the aims of Great Powers, 
 Mearsheimer’s analysis itself reveals some challenges to the classic realist assumptions about 
 a Great Power’s behaviour. The fact that the United States returned to a more obviously Great 
 Power dominant role under George W. Bush, when compared to the Clinton years, shows that 
 Great Powers have more than one way of expressing their greatpowerness. China provides 
 another contrast, with the focus since the early 1990s on economic growth and some forms of 
 market domination, and this has not yet, in spite of heavy arms spending, transformed into 
 Mearsheimer’s predicted move to regional hegemony.109 Germany and Japan meanwhile, in 
 his analysis, are viewed as ‘potential’ Great Powers with capacity to become regional 
 hegemons should the United States withdraw it military forces from Europe and North East 
 Asia respectively, with uncertain consequences for regional multipolarity.  


The realist approach focuses on such hard power aims as regional hegemony, and 
 therefore does not have much to say about different behavioural traits of various Great 
 Powers. In the constructivist approach there are explanations of foreign policy behaviour 
 which go beyond questions of power, including identity. For theorists of both personal and 
 state identity, identity is socially constructed, meaning it is defined and understood through 
 107 Mearsheimer, 2003, pp.360-65 


108 Mearsheimer, 2003, pp. 360-61, 369 


109 Mearsheimer, 2003, pp.396-400 


interaction with others – in the case of international relations, through interaction with other 
 states. Much of the literature on state identity rests on notions of the ‘Other’ through which 
 state identities are defined – in the case of China, the Other is Japan, for Western Europe, it is 
 Eastern Europe, while for Russia, it is the West -  primarily the USA.110 This social nature of 
 state identity has, in turn, led to a focus on recognition as an important factor in many cases 
 of state behaviour in international relations.111


Michelle Murray has gone further in linking identity and recognition to greatpowerness. 


Taking the case of the development of the German Navy before World War One, she argues 
 that, since this investment took resources away from land defence, it was sub-optimal in 
 strategic terms and therefore contradicted realist assumptions of power maximisation. 


Instead, she proposes ‘a social theory of great power politics that argues that in addition to 
 physical security states also want recognition’.112 Such recognition, a social act, is essential to 
 a state’s identity since ‘when a state is recognized, its identity is brought into existence, its 
 meaning stabilized, and its status in the social order secured’.113 On the other hand ‘if the 
 international community does not recognize a state’s self-understanding, then it will struggle 
 to obtain the recognition it needs to secure that identity, sometimes at the expense of other 
 goals, like security.’114


While Murray provides a convincing case for understanding the case of Germany at the 
 start of the twentieth century, the general applicability of this theory is limited by her 
 insistence that ‘states ground their aspirant identities in concrete material practises’115 – 
 specifically, the acquisition of military hardware: ‘great powers have historically grounded 
 their identity in particular capabilities – battleships, aircraft carriers, nuclear weapons – that 
 were understood at the time to be emblematic of great power status. It is these specific 
 practises that are constitutively linked to the establishment and maintenance of great power 
 identity and are at the center of great power identity construction’.116 Reference to 


110 Peterson, 2013, p.14. 


111 Wendt, Alexander ‘Why a World State is Inevitable: Teleology and the Logic of Anarchy’, European 
 Journal of International Relations 9(4), 2003, 539–90., For a critique of the emphasis on recognition, see 
 Greenhill, Brian, ‘Recognition and Collective Identity Formation in International Politics’, European Journal of 
 International Relations 14 (2), 2008, 343-68. 


112 Murray, Michelle, ‘Identity, Insecurity, and Great Power Politics: The Tragedy of German Naval Ambition 
 Before the First World War’, Security Studies, 19, 2010, 656-88, p.658. 


113 Idem 


114 Murray, 2008, p.661 


115 Murray, 2008, p. 665 


116 Murray, 2008, p.665. 


contemporary examples of India’s nuclear weapons programme and China’s plans for aircraft 
 carriers confirms that Murray considers this still to be the case.117  


While Murray does not offer any definition of a Great Power, this comes close to the 
 classical realist definition. But all of the definitions of a Great Power discussed above suggest 
 that material factors alone do not constitute a Great Power. Of particular significance when 
 considering gaining recognition as a soft power in the contemporary world are claims to 
 moral, cultural and other forms of non-military influence. The liberal tradition of 
 international relations has contributed and highlighted notions of ‘soft power’ which 
 complement the more realist hard power aspirations of states, and these are especially 
 relevant when it comes to efforts at recognition: ‘If citizens of other countries wish to attend 
 university in your country, speak your national tongue, watch your movies, emigrate to your 
 country, or identify their political institutions or cultural values as being like yours, then your 
 country has soft power…Soft power inheres in a country’s reputation’.118 This last point 
 underlines a further important aspect of greatpowerness, in line with the literature on 
 recognition and constructivist notions of state identity – namely, that it is not enough for a 
 state to believe it is a Great Power, it needs that status to also be recognised by others.  


By using a broader concept of greatpowerness, international institutions can also be 
 viewed in an alternative way – without denying that both great and small powers seek to use 
 institutions to their own advantage, being not only a member but also a leading influence in 
 such organisations can be an end in itself for the confirmation of greatpowerness and general 
 prestige that such a status confers. Greatpowerness then, for the purpose of this thesis, is 
 understood as a state’s self-image as one of the dominant powers in the world which can have 
 a variety of impacts on that state’s behaviour. Such behaviour can be observed across a wide 
 range of activities and includes measures not only to confirm Great Power status to the 
 citizens of the state itself, but also to obtain and continually reaffirm the recognition of that 
 status by the international community, and especially by other Great Powers. The focus of 
 this thesis is on Russia which, as clearly demonstrated in chapter three, has never abandoned 
 its self-image as a Great Power, a fact which influences its behaviour in relation to the 
 international institutions discussed in the case study chapters five to seven.  


117 Murray, 2008, pp.687-88. 


118 Leslie Elliott Armijo, ‘ The BRICs Countries as Analytical Category: Mirage or Insight?’ Asian Perspective, 
Vol.31, no.4, 2007, 7-42, pp.29-30. 
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