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                                                                2.5 Russia and International Relations Theory

                                
                    During the Cold War, the study of the Soviet Union and its political institutions was 
 largely confined to the methods of ‘Kremlinology’. In terms of international relations, some 
 authors such as Snyder, Hopf and Zimmerman did pay attention to the Soviet Union as part 
 of the international system when it came to the development of their own theoretical models. 


But studies devoted solely to the foreign policy of the Soviet Union tended more often to 
 stand apart from broader IR studies. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, general IR 
 studies have included Russia more and more in their considerations as an important 
 international actor, and the number of studies of Russian foreign policy which take IR theory 
 as their starting point has been increasing. Of the three examples of definitions of Great 
 Powers taken above, Iver Neumann has Russia as the main focus of his studies, while both 
 Nye and Levy include Russia as a case in their discussions. More broadly, it is now possible 
 to summarise an approach to Russia from each of the three international relations schools 
 already discussed. 


In analysing Russia since the collapse of communism from a realist perspective, several 
 different groupings and terms occur: Great Power pragmatism, statist view, Great Power 
 balancing and new realism. The realist school of international relations has, at least until 
 recently, been more dominant when it comes to Russia and the Soviet Union than the other 
 traditional international relations schools of liberalism and constructivism. This extends from 
 the academic world to the world of politics. One of the statements from a Western leader that 
 significantly represented the picture of the Soviet Union as being explicable through the 
 realist school of international relations is provided in Winston Churchill’s words ‘There is 
 nothing they (Russians) admire so much as strength and there is nothing for which they have 
 less respect than military weakness.’119 Statements by Western foreign policy leaders are one 
 factor that has contributed to the fact that the Soviet Union and Russia are often seen through 
 the realist paradigm. 


 Another factor that also speaks for a realist approach in Russia’s case is that realism 
embraces the ‘top-down’ approach in politics. Russia throughout its history has been a 
country ruled from the top down, and Russia’s leaders whether in the Imperial Russian or 
Soviet or post-Soviet time are assumed to be all powerful leaders. This picture certainly tells 
us something about some guiding ideas in Russian thinking but if it is seen as a proof of 
realist thinking dominating Soviet and Russian foreign and security policy the picture will 
119 Cited in Richard Sakwa, Rise and Fall of the Soviet Union, 1917-1991, London: Routledge, , 1999, p.295 


become inaccurate and the danger of misinterpretation of situations increases. Realism from 
 Machiavelli to von Clausewitz and from Morgenthau to Waltz and Mearsheimer allows for 
 very little possibility of significant change. All the same, neorealism is still the most popular 
 framework of analysis of Russian foreign policy among the policy community and in Russia. 


As Pami Aalto has observed, amid the lack of theoretical debate about Russian foreign policy 
 plenty of fine empirical works have been published and some level of consensus has been 
 formed about the picture of Russian foreign policy today.120 However it has to be noted that 
 most of the empirical works take the realist assumptions as the most influential school of 
 thought into their studies of today’s Russian foreign policy.121 Consensus views on events in 
 Russian foreign policy actions have also been found before122 but often the main stress is in 
 the realist interpretation.  


When looking at Russia from the liberal point of view, at first glance, there seems to be 
 very little compatible with liberalism, since liberalism applies and develops in a modern and 
 more or less democratic environment. However, deeper examination will reveal that Russian 
 foreign policy also has elements that can be understood through the liberal school of thought.  


The interesting point from the Russian perspective is that classical liberalism ‘begins 
 with the recognition that men do what they will, are free; that a man’s acts are his own, spring 
 from his own personality and cannot be coerced.’123 If the word man would be replaced by 
 state, this is fully in line with how Russia is trying to argue its state position in the 
 international order. Russia fiercely tries to defend the sovereignty of a state and its right to 
 make decisions independently. A central belief in Russian Foreign Policy is that ‘Attempts to 
 belittle the role of the sovereign state as a fundamental element of international relations 
 creates the threat of arbitrary interference in internal affairs’.124 Russia seeks the freedom that 
 comes through liberalism in international affairs even when it is not ready to apply it to her 
 own internal politics. Russia as a nation state is a phenomenon of the 1990s but it has faced 
 similar problems to those of Imperial Russia and the Soviet Union. It has had to fight for its 
 existence, not so much for external reasons but because of its internal environment. The 
 120 Pami Aalto, ‘Mitä länsimainen kansainvälisen politiikan tutkimus kertoo Vladimir Putinin ulkopolitiikasta?’, 
 Idäntutkimus 2/2006 


121 Some to be mentioned: Robert H. Donaldson and Joseph L. Nogee, The Foreign Policy of Russia: Changing 
 System, Enduring Interests. Armonk, NY: M.E.Sharpe, 2005; Gabriel Gorodetsky (ed.) Russia between East and 
 West: Russian Foreign Policy on the Threshold of the Twenty-First Century. London: Frank Cass, 2003;  J. 


Hedenskog, V. Konnander, B. Nygren, I. Oldberg & C. Pursiainen (eds), Russia as a Great Power: Dimensions 
 of Security under Putin London: Routledge, 2005. 


122 Henrikki Heikka, ‘Beyond Neorealism and Constructivism – Desire, Identity and Russian Foreign Policy’, in 
 Hopf (ed.) Understanding Russian Foreign Policy, 57-107, p. 60 


123 Doyle, ‘Kant’s Liberal Legacies and Foreign Affairs’, p.206 


124 ‘Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation’, 2000, 28th June, Part II. 


challenges for Russian statehood have nearly always come from within.125 This has created 
 an interesting relationship regarding the ideas of liberalism in external politics. The desired 
 situation for Russia would be a world order where states should have more confidence that 
 their existence is not threatened, creating room for processes of positive identification to take 
 hold. The reason can be found in Russian domestic political challenges. Therefore, from the 
 Russian perspective, it would suit best for Russia to be part of the ‘liberal world’ and enjoy 
 the benefits of ‘perpetual peace’.  


In times of internal weaknesses, beneficial external relations are to Russia’s advantage. 


Alexander II’s Foreign Minister after the Crimean war, Alexander Gorchakov, saw two 
 preconditions for Russia being able to rebuild its Great Power status in Europe after defeat in 
 the Crimea: ‘To avoid any external controversies that are likely to divert some domestic 
 resources, so halting internal developments of Russia, as well as to forestall any territorial 
 changes or shifts in the balance of power in Europe’.126 So even if at first glance the realist 
 framework seems to fit best in Russia’s case, liberalism has some strong advantages for 
 Russia in international relations. In the domestic political arena liberalism is still waiting for 
 Russians to see the advantages of it. This is a strong contradiction since the liberal school of 
 thought, starts from the assumption that all states have similar state systems or that they have 
 their own will to be part of the liberal world. Russia does want to be part of the liberal world 
 in terms of international institutions, but at the same time wants to operate according to its 
 own conditions and without liberalism touching its internal development in an uncontrolled 
 way. 


The external environment operating according to neo-liberal institutionalism, and 
 therefore also within the liberal framework, is also important for Russia to be able to promote 
 its national interest, its economy and greatpowerness. For this it is important for Russian 
 foreign policy makers to accept the maxims described by Robert Keohane concerning the 
 importance of international institutions even if they are not always successful in world 
 politics: ‘Superpowers need general rules because they seek to influence events around the 
 world. Even an unchallenged superpower such as the United States would be unable to 
 achieve its goals through the bilateral exercise of influence: the costs of such massive 
 “arm-twisting” would be too great’.127 Since one of the main arguments of Russian foreign policy 
 is that Russia is a Great Power, it also needs to prove the correctness of its claim. For that 
 125 This holds true even in modern times. See chapter 3 ‘Challenge from Russian great powerness’. 


126 Igor S Ivanov, Vneshnyaya politika Rossii i  mir, Moscow: ROSSPEN, 2000. 


127 Keohane, 2002, p.27. 


Vladimir Putin has emphasised the modernization process of Russia. This mostly means 
 economic developments but also Russia catching up in the areas of technology and science. 


‘In the contemporary world Hobbesian states128 will not be able to reap the vastly expanded 
 benefits of international scientific, technological and economic exchange, without which no 
 state can longer remain a great power.’129


For Russia this also means working within the framework of international institutions 
 and, increasingly, in exploiting those institutions to further Russian interests. Russia can be 
 seen not only as one of the ‘difficult cases’,130 but as a case which has proved remarkably 
 successful at manipulation of international events in order to enhance the government’s 
 prestige both at home and abroad. This has been most evident over the Kosovo conflict, but 
 also in debates over NATO expansion and the EU. At the same time, international institutions 
 provide a check on Russia’s activity, since they serve as a bridge between Russia and the 
 other members of the international institution. In Russia’s case this is especially important as 
 it would be politically unthinkable for one leading world power like the USA to dictate 
 independently conditions for Russia’s behaviour in different internal or external matters 
 without going through the apparently neutral medium of international institutions. In this 
 light it is quite clear that Russia and the USA, as well as other leading western countries, do 
 calculate benefits and costs. At present, Russia apparently sees the uncooperative line as 
 bringing more benefits than costs (although quite what the benefits are is discussed later in 
 this thesis). Institutionalism emphasizes, however, that especially international institutions 
 and the mechanisms created within their frameworks are essential in creating lasting 
 co-operation and in helping to overcome the thresholds in different cases of co-co-operation.’131  


The complex interdependence model, which is very relevant for institutionalism and 
 indeed in any study of international organisations, is characterised by allowing multiple 


128 The Hobbesian dilemma is based upon Thomas Hobbes’s assumptions about human nature and human 
 interactions from the 17th century. His ideas, which mainly concentrate on domestic politics and civil strife but 
 also refer to international relations, developed an argument for unified sovereignty and authoritarian rule. 


Hobbes’ dilemma in short is: Since people are rational calculators, self-interested, seeking gain and glory and 
 fearful of one another, there is no security in anarchy. But precisely because people are self-interested and 
 power-loving, unlimited power for the ruler implies a predatory, oppressive state. 


129 Putin, p.68. 


130 Christer Pursiainen, ‘The Impact of the International Community on Russia’s Policy Towards Chechnya: 


Three Interpretations’, Ulkopolitiikka 1/2000, p.95 


131 Pursiainen, 2000 


channels, connecting societies and removing military force as a dominating agenda in world 
 affairs.132 Keohane’s and Nye’s model also includes three basic assumptions about the world: 


1.  Societies are connected not only by interstate relations, but by transgovernmental and 
 transnational relations as well. 


2. There is no hierarchy among issues in world politics, which means that military 
 security does not dominate other issues. 


3. For the region or the issues wherein complex interdependence prevails, military force 
 is irrelevant and inefficient to resolve disagreements 


These points have some connection to today’s world politics. Point two is of less concern 
 especially in the world since September 11th and the age of war on terrorism. But points one 
 and three have a strong relevance specifically in Russia’s case towards the rest of the world 
 and especially in regard to international organisations and Russia. 


Keohane and Nye’s complex interdependence model, with its emphasis on 
 transgovernmental and transnational relations,133 also has implications for the Russian case. 


‘In complex interdependence power resources specific to issue areas – such as manipulation 
 of interdependence, or international organisations, or transnational actors will be most 
 relevant.’134 If Russia is really to gain the status of a great power recognized by all actors, it 
 needs to become a trusted partner in the network of international organisations. Russia 
 already participates in NATO, EU, IMF, G7 (G8), UN and OSCE and later the WTO.  


In the framework of international institutions there is also an argument that ‘where 
 international institutions exist, the post-Soviet leadership attempts to use them to gain access 
 to resources and help stabilize their tumultuous political and economic relations’.135 This may 
 be the case to some extent, but also this should be seen as a long-term opportunity to integrate 
 Russia into world politics and create some basis for better cooperation and common 
 understanding. 


132 Clive Archer, International organizations, London: Routledge, 2003, third ed., p. 149 


133 Pursiainen, 2000, p.132 


134 Ibid. 


135 Celeste A. Wallander and Jane E.Prokop ‘Soviet Security Strategies towards Europe: After the Wall, With 
Their Backs up against it’, in Keohane, Nye and Hoffmann, (eds.), After the Cold War: p. 


Many constructivist writers have drawn empirical evidence from Russia or tested 
 assumptions in the Russian context: Ted Hopf, Iver Neumann, Jeffrey Checkel, Anne 
 C.Clunan, Robert Herman136 etc. Specifically, the fall of the Soviet Union provided the big 
 push for constructivists to show how identities, rules and norms matter and that reality is 
 more complex than ‘rational theories’ tend to argue.  


In the Russian context constructivism fits rather well since the Russian discourse is 
 strongly connected with the ideas of identity. ‘In the constructivist perspective, identity 
 research is about development, evolution, construction; identity is treated as a process, an 
 ever-evolving phenomenon that is based on a certain foundation of stable cultural attributes 
 but open to adjustments and transformation’.137 In the case of Russia, the constructivist way 
 of approaching identity is through self-identification. It is often done either following the 
 method of breaking Russian political society into groups based on their ideological 
 orientations or through the prism of otherness. On the one hand when looking at the question 
 of otherness the West is the single most significant other. On the ‘other’ hand europeanness is 
 often counted as part of Russian identity and the ‘other’ is outside that framework.  The 
 Europe in Russia is reflected well in Gorbachev’s central foreign policy of the ‘Common 
 European Home’.  Europe has not only been for Russia the other but Russia has been the 
 other for Europe. 138 The academic community is quite united behind the thought that ‘Russia 
 is in Europe but not of Europe’. Ted Hopf in his book Social Construction of International 
 Politics comes to the conclusion that there are not only many identities influencing at the 
 same time but also many different others.139 In Neumann’s definition of what constitutes a 
 Great Power, the others’ acceptance is very central. That is also the weakest link in Russia’s 
 own identification as a Great Power. Hopf looks at Russian identity through four different 
 discourses and identities that constitute them and concludes that all four discourses 
 appreciated the Soviet past for the Great Power status attributed to the Soviet Union during 
 the Cold War. Hopf continues: ‘Presumably, states that accorded Russia that kind of status in 
 1999 would be considered more favourably than those who denied such an identity’.140
 136 Robert G. Herman, ‘Identity, Norms and National Security: The Soviet Foreign Policy Revolution and the 
 End of the Cold War’, in Peter J. Katzenstein (ed.), The Culture of National Security: Norms and Identity in 
 World Politics, New York: Columbia University Press, 1996, pp.271-316. 


137 Kassianova, 2001, p.824 


138 Argument presented by Iver B.Neumann in ‘Self and Other in international relations’, European Journal of 
 International Relations June 1996 vol. 2 no. 2 139-174 and in his book Russia and the Idea of Europe; A study 
 of identity and international relations and ‘Russia as Europe’s other’ in Journal of Area Studies, Volume 6, 
 Issue 12, 1998 


139 Hopf, 2002, p.263 


140 Hopf, 2002, p.210 


The constructivist school of thought has definitely added to the Western understanding of 
 Russian foreign policy thinking and behaviour. Andrei P Tsygankov has observed: 


‘Constructivists do not view foreign policy as a product of a unitary state’s advancing power, 
 as in realism, or as a particular group’s pursuing modernization interests, as in liberalism. 


Rather, the role of a coalition is to put forward a particular image of national identity that will 
speak to the existing local conditions and be recognized by the significant other. Identity 
coalitions are broader and more fundamental than interest coalitions, and they seek to achieve 
social recognition, rather than to maximize wealth or power.’141 Precisely this aspect has 
contributed a lot to Western understandings of Russia and vice versa.  
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