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                                                                                        1. Introduction

                                                                1.7 In Summary

                                
                    This dissertation takes a specific aspect of Russian attitudes towards international 
 relations – Greatpowerness – in developing a constructivist approach to the study of Russian 
 foreign policy. It goes beyond previous constructivist studies in three ways: firstly, through 
 its focus on one specific facet of Russian identity rather than a holistic approach; secondly, by 
 conducting a rigorous case study approach to the role of Greatpowerness in specific settings; 


and thirdly, by developing the notion that Greatpowerness represents something more than a 
 personal or societal disposition – a state ideology. These tasks are achieved through the 
 linked case studies of Russian participation in three Europe-centred international 
 organisations, where Russia came under intense scrutiny as a result of its engagement in the 
 two Chechen wars. 


The study proceeds with an overview, in chapter two, of the place of Russia in 
international relations theory. The context of the post-Cold War unipolar world as set out as 
the background to Russian foreign policy behaviour which has yet to be satisfactorily 
explained by the realist school. After exploring in more depth the historical and contemporary 


relationship between Russia and the West, definitions of a Great Power and what an identity 
 of greatpowerness constitutes are both looked at thought the lenses of the three international 
 relations schools of thought: realism, liberalism and constructivism. From the constructivist 
 school, the recently developing but still young study of greatpowerness as a factor is foreign 
 policy is summarised and discussed. In chapter three Russian greatpowerness as a 
 self-perception is analysed more closely through different concepts that belong to Russian foreign 
 policy: the importance of history, imperialism and expansionism, ressentiment and 
 isolationism, and finally the multilateral aspect. These are the key elements of Great Power 
 identity, whether Russian or other.  


Next, chapter four links these elements into the experiences and impact of the two 
 Chechen wars. After summarising the key political discourses of the war, closer attention is 
 paid to the attitudes of different Russian actors and the wars’ place in Russia’s historic and 
 contemporary development. Having set up the theoretical, conceptual and empirical 
 background, chapters five, six and seven then explore the case studies of Russia’s 
 engagement with the Council of Europe, European Union, and Organisation for Security and 
 Cooperation in Europe respectively.  


The conclusion revisits the constituent elements of Russian Greatpowerness within the 
 framework of constructivism. Overall, it provides a detailed, theoretically framed, and 
 empirically tested investigation of a significant ingredient of today’s international order. 


More research needs to be done to pin down the general role of Great Power identity in world 
politics. This study provides only a small slice of a much bigger cake - Russian 
greatpowerness. 


Chapter 2: International Relations Theory – Russia, the West and 
 Greatpowerness 


Russia after the Cold War is a unique case of a superpower which has lost its status from 
 the former bipolar world. Its foreign policy behaviour has been analysed from different 
 perspectives which often fall into three of the schools of international relations theory: 


realism, liberalism and constructivism. The argument of this thesis is that, given the complex 
 nature of Russian politics and society, none of these theories on its own provides a full 
 understanding of Russian foreign policy behaviour. Each of the three approaches offers some 
 insights into that behaviour. 


These three schools of international relations theory, and what they bring to the 
 understanding of Russian foreign policy, was discussed at the end of the Yeltsin era by 
 Christer Pursiainen. He describes in detail the constructivist, liberal and realist approaches 
 (the ‘three broad approaches’ as he terms them29) to Russian foreign policy, and also 
 investigates the varying attitudes to the ‘incommensurability’ of these three theories, 
 alongside the theoretical attempts to allow for more than one theory to contribute to a unified 
 understanding. While critical of many of these efforts, Pursiainen’s own conclusion is that 


‘attention must be paid not only to the connection between facts and theory, but also to that 
 between different theories’.30 It should further be noted that a majority of Russian area 
 studies experts who do not pay much explicit attention to theory do implicitly accept a 
 mixture of motivations in political actors, which could be related to different schools. While 
 this dissertation does not address directly the issue of commensurability and accepts the 
 constructivist paradigm as of greatest relevance to the topic of greatpowerness, it follows 
 Pursiainen in accepting that there are links between theories, and indeed that greatpowerness 
 is one of those links. 


One area in which all three schools has something to offer is in understandings of what 
 constitutes a great power. While such definitions, and the differences between them, are 
 important in understanding different Western approaches to Russia as a great power, they do 
 not in themselves explain the effects of Russia’s great power identity on Russia’s behaviour. 


The much less developed field of understandings of greatpowerness focusses on more remote 
 29 Pursiainen, Russian Foreign Policy, p.160. 


30 Idem, p.216. 


historical examples (Germany before WWI and the Soviet Union in the Cold War) but 
 nevertheless contains important pointers as to the ways in which a great power identity can 
 influence the behaviour of a country whose status as a great power might be considered as 
 ambiguous – in this case, post-Soviet Russia.  


This chapter proceeds with a brief summary of the three chosen schools of international 
 relations theory and some of their sub-branches, as well as examples of the definitions each 
 of them has provided of a great power. This is followed by an outline of approaches to 
 greatpowerness that have already been developed.  


2.1 The International Context: Russia in a Unipolar World 


As is demonstrated in chapter 3, Russia since 1991, and especially under Putin’s 
 leadership, has argued that the world is or should be multipolar. By contrast, with the collapse 
 of the USSR in 1991, academics almost universally agreed that a unipolar system of 
 international relations came into being. Although there has been substantial disagreement as 
 to whether such a unipolar system was lasting or represented a temporary ‘moment’, and 
 equal disagreement as to whether unipolarity promoted stability or was inherently unstable, it 
 is against the reality of a unipolar world that Russian foreign policy behaviour since 1991 
 needs to be examined, even if Russian leaders would wish it were otherwise.  According to a 
 realist account states ought to behave in the way which brings them biggest advantage in the 
 world as it is, not in the world they would like to see.  Realist descriptions of a unipolar world 
 predict certain patterns of behaviour by lesser powers, and hence the failure of Russia to 
 conform to such patterns in practise would suggest that either the theory of unipolarity itself 
 is flawed, or else that Russia is in some way exceptional. 


The most comprehensive realist statement of a stable, benevolent and enduring  unipolar 
world was presented by William C. Wohlforth in a 1999 article ‘The Stability of a Unipolar 
World’. Twelve years later, this article was described as ‘as one of the most influential 
perspectives in debates about current international politics’. Although the War on Terror 
and the growth of Chinese economic power mean the international order has changed 
substantially since then, the quantitative data Wohlforth deployed to demonstrate the USA’s 
31  William C. Wohlforth, 1999, ‘The Stability of a Unipolar World’, International Security, vol.24, no.1, 
pp.5-41. 32 Nuno P. Monteiro, ‘Unrest Assured: Why Unipolarity is not Peaceful?’ International Security, vol. 36, no.3, 
2011, 9-40, p.10. 


unique place as the unipolar power continues to hold good. While the article is devoted in the 
 main to comparisons of the current status of the USA with earlier multipolar or bipolar 
 orders, it also addresses the likely behaviour, from a realist viewpoint, of lesser powers in a 
 unipolar world: ‘The only options available to second-tier states are to bandwagon with the 
 polar power (either explicitly or implicitly) or, at least, to take no action that could incur its 
 focussed enmity’. Deferring to the unipolar power extends, according to Wohlforth, to areas 
 of prestige as well as real power competition: ‘unipolarity generates comparatively few 
 incentives for security or prestige competition among the great powers.’


According to Wohlforth, in a unipolar system there is no serious possibility of a 
 second-tier power challenging the unipolar superpower: ‘Both hegemonic rivalry and security 
 competition among great powers are unlikely under unipolarity. Because the current leading 
 state is by far the world's most formidable military power, the chances of leadership conflict 
 are more remote than at any time over the last two centuries.’ Even at the regional level, 
 any attempts by lesser powers to establish themselves as a hegemonic pole are doomed to 
 fail.  In the specific case of Russia, Wohlforth contends that the shortlived attempt to 
 re-establish multipolarity in the 1990s ended in failure.


In a later (2011) critique of Wohlforth’s article, Nuno Monteiro has tackled Wohlforth’s 
 key argument that unipolar systems tend to be peaceful, showing that in some cases conflicts 
 between the unipole and minor powers can and do occur, and that in the event of the strategic 
 disengagement of the unipole, conflict between major powers might occur. Adopting a realist 
 starting point, however, Monteiro shares many of Wohlforth’s assumptions about the 
 behaviour of ‘major powers’, and agrees that it is not generally in their interest to oppose 
 themselves to the unipole. Major powers will tend, rather, to accommodate to the unipole, in 
 this case the USA: ‘Accommodation is less risky for major powers because they can 
 guarantee their own survival, and they stand to benefit greatly from being part of the unipolar 
 system. Major powers are therefore unlikely to attempt to revise the status quo’. While 
 Monteiro goes on to argue that there may with some regularity be circumstances where minor 
 powers do enter into conflict with the unipole, giving Iraq (1990) and Serbia as examples, he 
 does not entertain this possibility for major powers. Indeed, in his analysis it was Russia’s 
 33 Wohlforth, 1999, 25. 


34 Wohlforth, 1999, pp.28-29. 


35 Wohlforth, 1999, pp.30-31, 


36 Wohlforth, 1999, p.36. 


37 Monteiro, 2011, p.24 


propensity to keep in line with the USA which disappointed Serbian expectations and led to 
 the conflict over Kosovo. His argument that strategic disengagement by the unipole might 
 lead to major power conflict applies only to regional settings and remains hypothetical, given 
 Monteiro’s admission that the USA has not pursued such a strategy since the end of the Cold 
 War.


The model of major powers as docile accommodators to the unipolar power has been 
 challenged from some quarters, most notably by Samuel Huntington. His argument not only 
 allows for major powers acting as great powers on a regional level, but also makes room for 
 resentment against America’s sole superpower status as an important influence on foreign 
 policy behaviour, citing Russia’s Primakov doctrine of the 1990s as a prime example.  In 
 contrast to the realist treatments of Wahlforth and Monteiro, Huntington sees resistance to the 
 acceptance of the USA’s exclusive position: ‘political and intellectual leaders in most 
 countries strongly resist the prospect of a unipolar world and favor the emergence of true 
 multipolarity.’ Notions of prestige or status are implicit in this argument, but are not 
 elaborated. 


The literature on unipolarity naturally focuses on the place of the USA, with other 
 countries grouped together as ‘major’ or ‘minor’ powers. What such approaches miss is the 
 unique position of the Russian Federation in this order. The unipolar world emerged at the 
 end of nearly five decades of bipolarity, in which the other superpower was Russia’s 
 precursor, the Soviet Union. Depending on how a Great Power is defined, Russia is today 
 viewed at best as only one of a group of great powers from Europe and East Asia, which is 
 rapidly being eclipsed by China and even India and Brazil. Only Russia’s control of 
 substantial nuclear arms and energy resources prevents it slipping further down the global 
 pecking order. Among this group of second tier great powers, apart from Russia only Great 
 Britain has any recent record of being a superpower, and in Britain’s case this was in a more 
 distant past and finds echoes only in its ambivalent positioning between Europe and a 
 Transatlantic world, with the British Commonwealth as the only institutional vestige of its 
 former status.  


38 Monteiro, 2011, p.29 


39 Monteiro, 2011, p.35. 


40 Samuel P. Huntington, 1999, ‘The Lonely Superpower’, Foreign Affairs, vol.78, no.2, 35-49. 


41 Huntington, 1999, p.42. 


Analysts and academics have yet to get out of the habit of labelling Russia and other east 
 European states as ‘post-communist’, even though the institutions of communism have long 
 past into history. Attitudes from the past do linger, however, and when it comes to Russian 
 foreign policy rhetoric and behaviour, it is another aspect of Russia’s past which comes the 
 fore. In international relations, Russia is not so much ‘post-communist’ as ‘post-superpower’, 
 and it is this aspect which lies at the centre of this dissertation. Among the many complex 
 factors influencing Russian foreign policy, it is argued that this aspect of Russia’s past has 
 been neglected by realists and liberals alike, and only partially explored by adherents of 
 constructivism. The soreness Russia feels at its lost superpower status is only sharpened by 
 the fact that its former competing pole is now the unipole. This factor contributes in particular 
 to fraught and inconsistent episodes in Russia-US relations. As BBC analyst Jonathan Marcus 
 put it ‘These [Russia and the USA] are no longer equivalent powers and they have so far not 
 found a way to co-operate on terms that benefit both’.42


When it comes to the more specific question of Russia’s interaction with international 
 organisations, Maria Raquel Freire has noted the unpredictability of Russia: ‘The Russian 
 position within and towards the OSCE has been ambiguous. Russia has at times been 
 cooperative and sought the strengthening of the OSCE, to the extent of expecting to raise the 
 organisation’s status to that of primacy among other international organisations (particularly 
 to the detriment of NATO). At other times, Moscow has revealed distrust for a powerful 
 OSCE and has limited the organisation’s reach and decision-making power.’ For Freire, this 
 ambiguity can be explained by competing interests on Russia’s part: ‘Politico-military, 
 strategic and economic considerations sustain the Russian position.’ On this reading, 
 Russia’s stance in relation to the OSCE is dictated by its own interests and nothing else: 


‘[Russia] has been playing the OSCE card at its will, making the bets according to its own 
 interests’. But these interests are conflicting for Russia, on the one hand wanting enhance 
 the OSCE’s role and provide credibility to Russia’s aspiration to be part of a community of 
 European states, on the other hand opposing outside interference which hampers Russia’s 
 ability to deal with its own problems of succession and terrorism: ‘Russian acquiescence to 
 the deployment of the OSCE group in Chechnya was a demonstration of the Russian desire to 
 appease the international community while enhancing the OSCE’s role in the European 
 42 Jonathan Marcus, ‘Analysis: Obama cancels Putin meeting over Snowden asylum’, BBC News website, 7th
 August 2013, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/23605507 accessed 19.8.2013 


43 Maria Raquel Freire, ‘Matching words with actions: Russia, Chechnya and the OSCE – a relationship 
 embedded in ambiguity’  UNISCI Discussion Papers no.9, 2005,159-71, p.160. 


44 Freire, 2005, p.164 


security framework’. However ‘for the Russian government, the Chechen issue is an internal 
 matter: international mediation between a state and one of its “subjects” does not make 
 sense’.  As Freire correctly points out, these alternating stances mean Russia ends up 
 undermining its own interests, since by blocking OSCE involvement in its own affairs it 
 undermines the organisations credibility as a European security organisation, which Russia is 
 keen to promote. The OSCE – Russia relationship is examined more closely in chapter 
 seven. 


This self-contradiction poses a fundamental problem to the realist approach. States do 
 have competing interests, but if this leads to ambivalent attitudes which end up undermining 
 those interests, then something is missing from the realist account. One avenue of explanation 
 is to explore the different institutions and individuals that are involved in foreign policy 
 making and which may have different priorities, leading to changing positions according to 
 which faction has the upper hand at any given moment. In exploring the different Russian 
 policy actors in chapter three of this thesis we see that the several groups in Russian foreign 
 policy making do indeed have some differing priorities, and more importantly different 
 means to reach their goals.  But what emerges as even more striking is the similarity in 
 rhetoric between these different groups the key strategic aims of Russian policy. In spite of 
 different interests, there exists in certain respects a unity of purpose, and the argument of this 
 thesis is that it is the shared self-understanding of greatpowerness that underpins this shared 
 purpose. 


Moreover, Sinikkuka Saari has shown that Russian participation in multilateral contexts 
 has not had the socialising effects that are predicted by liberal theories of multilateralism: 


‘The CoE hoped that membership would encourage norm socialization by Russia to the 
 European norms by strengthening the moral authority of the organisation and evoking 
 processes of persuasion and institutionalization’.47 These hopes were not fulfilled. On the one 
 hand Russia behaved in the CoE context as any member, and on the other hand it chose its 
 own way of acting in the organisation, hand-picking which norms were ratified and which 
 were not. ‘The non-compliance to the European norm of abolition [of the death penalty] was 
 not due to a lack of political or material resources. After all, Russia already practised 
 45 Freire, 2005, p.163. 


46 Freire, 2005, p.169. 


47 Sinikukka Saari, Promoting Democracy and Human Rights in Russia, London: Routledge, 2009,
 p.68 


abolitionism and only refused to comply with the European legislative requirements on the 
 issue. The discourse in the Russian press implies that non-compliance with the European 
 norm became a symbolic, principled issue to Russia’.48 The case of the CoE is looked at more 
 closely in chapter 5. 


As argued below, both realist and liberal approaches have a great deal to offer in 
explaining Russian foreign policy behaviour. But taken on their own, each approach would 
suggest a certain level of predictability and consistency in that behaviour. This is clearly 
lacking in Russian behaviour in general, and especially in relation to the international 
relations which form the case studies of this dissertation. Not only does Russia behave 
differently in each of the three organisations, but as Freire has pointed out in the case of the 
OSCE, it behaves inconsistently within the context of each separate organisation. While the 
state interests highlighted by realists and economic interests highlighted by liberals do play a 
major part in Russian foreign policy, it is where Russia fails to consistently pursue either, or 
even undermines both, that constructivism comes in. Russia’s identity and the domestic 
political messages of its leaders cause it to behave in certain ways, and while there is a lack 
of consistency over the pursuit of interests, the argument of this thesis is that there is a clear 
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