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                                                                                        3. Determinants of Russian Foreign Policy

                                                                3.2 Russian  foreign  policy  schools

                                
                    


The direction and the nature of the foreign policy of the Russian Federation since the 
 break up of the Soviet Union has been debated both in domestic discussions in Russia, and 
 by analysts and academics in the West and elsewhere. The debates reflect visions of what 
 kind of a state Russia should be. The nature of the state is essential when it comes to the 
 selection of foreign policy orientation as well. 


Traditionally Russian foreign policy thinking has been put into three different categories 
 that have then competed in the foreign policy establishment for the leading place. Alla 
 Kassianova has observed: ‘Most authors who have written on the evolution of the foreign 
 policy discourse in Russia follow the method of breaking Russian political society into 
 groups based on their ideological orientations, and comparing their respective narratives on 
 key topics of Russian domestic and foreign policies.’163 Both domestic and outside factors 
 have influenced how the different groups have been in the leading place and then changed 
 places. The common way of breaking the political society into groups is to define three 
 categories.164 The categories according to Andrei Tsygankov are westernisers, statists and 


162 Tsygankov, 2006; Donaldson and Nogee 2009; Jyotsina Bakshi, , ‘Russia’s national security concepts and 
 military doctrines: Continuity and change’, Strategic Analysis, 2000, Vol.24, issue 7, pp.1267-1284, Alla 
 Kassianova, ‘Russia: Still Open to the West? Evolution of the State Identity in the Foreign Policy and Security 
 Discourse’, Europe-Asia Studies, 2001,Vol.53, issue 6, pp.821-839 


163 Kassianova, ‘Russia: Still Open to the West?’, p.824 


164 Some examples: Margot Light, ‘Foreign policy thinking’, in Neil Malcolm, Alex Pravda, Roy Allison and 
Margot Light (eds), Internal Factors in Russian Foreign Policy, Oxford: Royal Institute of International Affairs 
and Clarendon Press, 1996, 33-100, p.34; Vladimir Lukin, ‘Our Security Predicament’, Foreign Policy, no.88, 
Fall 1992, 57-75, pp.65-66; Alexei Pushkov, ‘Russia and America: Honeymoon’s Over’, Foreign Policy, no.93, 
Winter1993-94, 76-90, pp.78-81 (Pushkov identifies four groups); Nicole J. Jackson, Russian Foreign Policy 
and the CIS – Theories, debates and action, London: Routledge, 2003, pp.36-37. 


civilizationists.165 Igor A Zevelev’s equivalent groups are liberals, Great Power balancers and 
 nationalists.166


Bobo Lo has argued that this categorization has its drawbacks. In his view the most 
 important drawback is inflexibility, once a label has been given to a person it tends to stick. 


This categorization gives insufficient account to changing allegiances of participants seduced 
 one way or another by self-interests and short term political imperatives. Furthermore Lo 
 argues: ‘Labels are also highly normative, and often reflect the commentator’s biases as 
 much, if not more so, than those of the subject.’167 Lo’s point is very relevant but it does not 
 undermine the bigger picture where different lines for Russian foreign policy orientation are 
 visible. Individuals can change camps and analysis can enhance their own preferences but the 
 overall picture remains the same. Furthermore, it can be argued that the three different groups 
 have something in common in the Great Power identity. The concepts looked at here can be 
 found in all of the groups but arguments are framed differently. Nevertheless, it is useful to 
 consider the viewpoints of the different camps while at the same time bearing in mind Lo’s 
 cautions. 


Russian statists come closest to the Western realist thinking, and are also known as 
 eurasianist or liberal nationalist. This group could be broken down further along a variety of 
 different lines. Statists believe that foreign policy should be guided by national interests 
 defined realistically with regard to the Russian geopolitical security situation, domestic 
 economic objectives and available resources. During Vladimir Putin’s presidency this line 
 was also called pragmatist. It can be argued that the statists are the most influential group in 
 Russian foreign policy. They see the state as a central actor governing and preserving the 
 social and political order. For statists one important defining concept in foreign policy 
 making is the notion of external threat. The concept of external threat is also seen in domestic 
 politics. Ressentiment is one of the ways this characteristic translates into policies.  


The Russian school of Westernisers (zapadniki) have been called atlanticist, liberals, 
 democrats and even ‘international institutionalist’. For this group the West was the referent 
 for Russian evolving state identity. Russian discourses of modernization have roots in this 
 thinking, Russia needs to become a modern state in the Western style. Westernisers 
 emphasise the Russian similarity with the West and view the West as the most viable and 
 165 Tsygankov, 2006, p.4 


166 Igor A. Zevelev, ISA paper 2012 


167 Bobo Lo,  Russian Foreign Policy in the Post-Soviet Era – Reality, Illusion and Mythmaking, Basingstoke: 


Palgrave, 2002, p.41 


progressive civilisation in the world. For Westernisers the ideas of multilateralism and 
 international cooperation are essential elements of international politics. 


The last group – civilizationists - are also known as slavophiles (slavyanofily) or 
 nationalists.168 This group seek their arguments from what they call Russian inheritance and 
 values. They see the international environment as hostile. For them the West is a threat to 
 Russian values and the vast land mass as essential for Russian greatness. Those subscribing 
 to this group often circulate isolationist ideas. Their foreign policy discourse exploits 
 mythologised narratives of Russian civilisational uniqueness and ‘mission’. For 
 civilisationists the idea of the ‘Russian Empire’ has been in the core of thinking. The 
 civilizationists object to both Western and Asian influence in Russia, seeking Slavic unity. 


 In Russia’s policies towards the West and especially Europe three main groups of 
 foreign policy thinking can be identified. They can be named as Europhiles, Eurasianists and 
 Europhobics  (see table 1.). This follows the lines of the three main Russian schools in 
 relation to foreign relations. 


168 See e.g. Iver.B.Neumann, Russia and the Idea of Europe, London: Routledge 1996 


Table 3.1 Russian foreign policy orientations towards Europe 


Russia  Europhiles (also known as 
 westernisers, liberal 


Identity European  Multinational Russian 


The form of state  Democratic state with 
 strong president and rule 


Economic policy  Security policy  Social and regional 
 policy  


Foreign policy  Eurocentric – Russia is a 
European Great Power 


These three dominant lines of thinking on foreign policy can be seen as a fact of 
 continuity in Russian foreign policy. Arguably it could be stated that these factors have been 
 present as a type of a philosophy in Russian foreign policy thinking since the Russian 
 adoption of Orthodox Christianity in 988, although it took centuries before the idea of ‘third 
 Rome’ was introduced in the 15th century and became an active concept during the reign of 
 Ivan IV (the terrible) who was first crowned as the Tsar of all Russians in 1547.  


The Russian leading political elite, individual leaderships and the outside world have 
 had influence on which group has had the leading position in Russian foreign policy. This 
 change of power balance in the Russian foreign policy philosophies has often been viewed in 
 the West as a change in foreign policy orientation. The groups have different emphases, 
 rhetoric and methods to go by, but the underlining fact is that all of them have at least one 
 unifying notion and that is the notion of Russia as a Great Power whether it is in a European, 
 global or regional context. The different lines can also exist simultaneously even relating to 
 the same topic but in different forums. This confuses the picture even further. 


3.3 Derzhavnost -  Great Power thinking uniting Russian foreign policy groups 


For Russians, derzhavnost’ is more like an emotion, it is a craving for a status which 
 most Russians strongly believe is theirs by right, by virtue of the enormous size of the 
 country, its resources, its history. In the past this feeling has been expressed ideologically in 
 terms of Russia as the defender of Christendom or as the guardian of international 
 communism. However, its roots are deeper than these obsolete ideologies. Russia’s leading 
 role in the Concert of Europe in the nineteenth century and its place as one of the two great 
 superpowers for much of the twentieth century have left the impression that Russia is, and 
 should be treated as, at least on a level with the world’s other great powers.  


Russia’s greatpowerness is based on its large size, military might and cultural impacts, 
and yet it still does not translate into the economic power that has been the aim of Russian 
foreign and domestic policy for centuries without success. Furthermore Russia has been too 
weak to survive on its own and too large to have natural allies. The importance of 
derzhavnost’ as a key element in Russian state identity with important impacts on foreign 
policy making has been recognized by scholars for some time. In a statement of this 
relationship, Margot Light has argued that ‘Russia was clearly not a superpower; indeed, it 
was questionable whether it was a great power. Yet to ordinary people, as well as to 


politicians, it was unthinkable that Russia could be anything less than this. The insistence that 
 Russia should be regarded as a great power became an important theme in foreign policy 
 statements and discussions and it remains an important driver of foreign policy’. Light goes 
 on to argue that ‘…Russia’s identity could be established by defining its foreign policy 
 principles’.169


George Friedman stated after president Putin’s speech at Munich’s security forum in 
 February 2007 ‘The Cold War has not returned, but Russia is now officially asserting itself as 
 a great power, and behaving accordingly’.170 While the war with Georgia in August 2008 was 
 the most extreme manifestation of a new, more assertive direction in Russian foreign policy, 
 most observers had noticed this new direction long before, with the Munich speech clearly 
 marking a watershed regarding how Russia argued about itself in the world arena. As Dmitri 
 Trenin put it at the beginning of 2008, the Munich speech was a signal of ‘Russia’s return to 
 the traditional status of an independent player on the international stage, unencumbered by 
 any relationship of “complex subordination” to the West’.171 This was not mere rhetoric. As 
 another observer noted in a review of Russian foreign policy for the year 2007, it was ‘the 
 year Vladimir Putin implicitly compared the United States to the Third Reich. It was the year 
 Moscow threatened to target its missiles at Europe and was accused of carrying out a 
 cyber-attack on a NATO member. It was the year Russia pulled out of a key arms-control treaty and 
 resumed strategic-bomber patrols. And it was the year that…the last remnants of the vaunted 
 strategic partnership between Russia and the West appeared headed for the dustbin of 
 history’.172


The shift led some commentators to talk of a new Cold War,173 and while this never fully 
 materialised the differences were clear. Beforehand, Russia’s leading politicians concentrated 
 on the need and aspiration to become a great power again, but with his Munich speech 
 president Putin defined Russia as a great power. For example, in his 2000 State of the Nation 
 speech Putin argued:  


169 Light, 2010, p. 229 


170 Friedman, 2007 


171 cited in Lyne, 2008 


172 Whitmore, 2007 


173 For a balanced discussion of the significance of the Munich speech, see Monaghan, 2008, pp.719-22. 


The only real choice for Russia is the choice of a strong country. A country that is 
 strong and confident of itself. Strong not in defiance of the international community, not 
 against other strong nations, but together with them.174


and again in 2003:  


Now we must take the next step and focus all our decisions and all our action 
 on ensuring that in a not too far off future, Russia will take its recognized place 
 among the ranks of the truly strong, economically advanced and influential 
 nations.175  


The underlying message here is that Russia has been a great power, it has had its weak 
 moments but it is a great country by potential and the future will show to those that cast a 
 doubt over this claim that Russia will again be recognized as a great power. On other 
 occasions Putin did not admit any doubts about Russia’s great power status. In an interview 
 with the newspaper Welt am Sonntag in June 2000 it was put to Putin that ‘there is some 
 concern in the West about renewed Russian claims to the status of a great power’, to which 
 he replied: ‘Russia is not claiming a great power status. It is a great power by virtue of its 
 huge potential, its history and culture’.176 President Medvedev has since the start of his 
 presidency used the term ‘Russia as a Great Power’ on every possible occasion, from 
 speeches in the domestic political arena to talks with the presidents of China, France and 
 other nations. Russian greatpowerness can also be viewed as primarily resting on nuclear 
 weapons, as Sergei Kortunov from the committee on international affairs of the Duma’s 
 upper house described it: 


Russia is a great power in terms of its political importance, intellectual might 
 and influence on global affairs, including as a permanent member of the UN 
 Security Council and corresponding responsibilities. Apart from this, as well as 
 the geopolitical situation and the existence of nuclear weapons (Russia is a 
 military superpower without a doubt), other proof of Russia’s great power status 
 are its current and future opportunities of a resource provider, its hard-working 
 and intellectual population, and the high scientific and technological potential. 


These factors (territory, technological and human potential, and the existence of 
 nearly all types of raw materials and resources) objectively make Russia a major 


174 Putin, 2000a 


175 Putin, 2003 


176 Putin, 2000b 


world power.177


  This description underlines a major feature of Russian claims to greatpowerness, 
 which was also present in many of Putin’s earlier statements – potential. 


 The undoubted source of Russian greatpowerness has been the Russian military and 
 nuclear arsenal as well as characteristics of imperialism. The characteristics of imperialism, 
 weak or not, functioning or not, bring with them a notion of greatness too. As Richard Pipes 
 has put it:  


Russia is torn by contradictory pulls, one oriented inward, hence isolationist, 
 the other imperialist. The population at large, preoccupied with physical survival, 
 displays little interest in foreign policy, taking in stride the loss of empire and the 
 world influence that went with it. People pine for normality, which they associate 
 with life in the West as depicted in foreign films and television programs. 


Depoliticized, they are unresponsive to ideological appeals, although not averse 
 to blaming all their troubles on foreigners. But for the ruling elite and much of 
 the intelligentsia, accustomed to being regarded as citizens of a great power, the 
 country’s decline to Third World status has been traumatic. They are less 
 concerned with low living standards than the loss of power and influence, 
 perhaps because inwardly they doubt whether Russia can ever equal the West in 
 anything else. Power and influence for them take the form of imperial splendor 
 and military might second to none.178


In this conception the empire has more to do with the size and influence of the country 
 than with being a classic imperium with colonies. Russian imperial character still lies in its 
 image of a military power and a status that it has automatically through the size of the 
 country. According to Pipes’ argument, for the ordinary people the status of a great power is 
 not as important as it is for the elite and intelligentsia. However, recently opinion polls have 
 shown a slightly different picture.  


In an August 2008 poll conducted by FOM, 60 percent of those that answered saw 
 Russia as a great power, in comparison to 21 percent in 1996. The most popular view of 
 respondents regarding the sources for Russia greatpowerness concerned the size of the 
 country (large territory), its strength (strong state), natural resources, ‘Russia has always been 


177 Kortunov, 2006 


178 Pipes, 1997, p. 68. 


a great power’, Russia is feared, its voice is heard and it has a say in important international 
 matters, Russia has authority in international matters and its army is powerful.179 Also 
 noteworthy is the fact that 72% of all respondents place Russia among the 10 most important 
 countries in the world. Out of those 44% see Russia belonging to the five leading countries 
 and 7% place Russia as a leader of the world.180 This opinion poll is only one example of 
 how Russian people view their own country’s position in the world order. One of the main 
 themes of Putin’s official speeches throughout his presidencies was Russia’s belonging to the 
 group of great (Russian velikaya) nations. Towards the end of his second term in office, Putin 
 dropped the conditionality and claimed Russia to be a great power. The opinion poll shows 
 that this message has been delivered well.  


The fact that Russian greatpowerness has been a part of its identity, and has often been a 
 uniting factor for the nation in hard times, also has a downside. The thirst for greatpowerness 
 has had its costs. For the political elite it has been important to maintain the picture of Russia 
 as a great power but the drive to play a part in global politics and also be influential in the 
 world has made some domestic developments suffer as well:  


One legacy passed on to us from our Soviet foreign policy was a 


‘superpower mentality’ and a subsequent striving to participate in any and all 
 more or less significant international developments, which often bore a greater 
 domestic cost than the country could afford.181


The problems that Russia has had during its history regarding reforms and modernisation 
 efforts have often had their roots in the drive for great power status, either to maintain or to 
 gain it. Russia has often embarked on the road to reforms when it has detected some 
 weaknesses in its own system and the understanding has been that without reforms Russia’s 
 great power status might be questioned. However, the limits of the reforms have also been 
 defined by the framework of a great power status. Wars, the inflexibility of political 
 structures and the fear of losing Great Power status have then worked in the opposite 
 direction. One of the best examples is Gorbachev’s Russia. The reforms started precisely 
 from the view that if the Soviet Union will not reform/modernise, it will lose its superpower 
 status. The reforms then turned out to be half hearted due to the fact that they led to the 
 179 FOM, 2008. The opinion poll was conducted on 23-24 August 2008. The war in Georgia was in early 
 August. This poll shows also that in the eyes of the Russian people the war only reinforced Russia’s Great 
 Power status, not the other way around.  


180 Idem 


181 Ivanov, 2006 


Soviet Union’s great power status being questioned. This is well illustrated, especially 
 regarding the thinking in the ranks of military leaders and security service elite, by Mar L. 


Haas in his book ‘The Ideological Thinking of Great Power Politics 1789-1989’.182 Soviet 
reactions to the events in Riga and in Vilnius in early 1991 provide good examples, as do the 
wars in Chechnya and the five day war between Russia and Georgia in 2008, of the 
consequences of a state reacting on the basis of the view of itself as a Great Power. 


Haas in his book ‘The Ideological Thinking of Great Power Politics 1789-1989’.182 Soviet 
reactions to the events in Riga and in Vilnius in early 1991 provide good examples, as do the 
wars in Chechnya and the five day war between Russia and Georgia in 2008, of the 
consequences of a state reacting on the basis of the view of itself as a Great Power. 
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