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Introduction: Russia and the Rest: Permeable Sovereignty and the Former Soviet Socialist Republics

George Soroka and Tomasz Stępniewski

Under the leadership of Vladimir Putin, Russia has become increasingly assertive in what it regards as its “near abroad,” meaning the other fourteen de jure independent states that, along with it, once constituted the Soviet Union. The use of this term (blizhnee zarubezh’e in Russian) has a history that predates the fall of the USSR,1 but its meaning has assumed distinctive nuances and connotations since 1991. Specifically, it has come to concurrently denote imperial nostalgia and a desire for the restoration of great-power status, signal a largely (but not exclusively) realist orientation towards intra-regional relations, and delineate the primary geographic scope of Russia’s efforts to re-establish and maintain cultural, economic, and political connections beyond its immediate borders. At the same time, the expression “near abroad” not only refers to various dimensions of hard and soft power, but also encompasses a temporally malleable understanding of Russia’s neighbors and the territories they occupy. This layered meaning is exemplified by Moscow’s attempts, on increasingly prominent display ever since Putin’s second presidential term in 2004, to define a privileged sphere of influence for itself in eastern Europe and Eurasia. It is likewise reflected, albeit differently, in the historical-civilizational justification proffered for Moscow’s post-2013 intervention in Ukraine.2 Consequently, it is far too simplistic to uncritically regard Russia’s engagement with the erstwhile Soviet republics surrounding it as conclusive evidence of its neo-imperial ambitions, just as it is naïve to blithely assume that such ambitions, in one form or another, are entirely absent. 

So how are we to interpret Russia’s complex and at times contradictory attitudes towards what were its peripheries during Tsarist times (and which later became integral elements of a Soviet experiment that touted a class-based “friendship of peoples”) but are now controlled, in whole or part, by their titular nationalities? No doubt, this represents an important and timely topic to address, especially as the perplexing amalgam of motivations guiding the development of the Kremlin’s policies toward the “near abroad” has changed markedly over the years, with pivot points heralded by regional developments as well as the evolution of Russia’s domestic realities. But although much has been written about Moscow’s shifting priorities with respect to the post-Soviet space, notably less attention has been devoted to how the nation-states that comprise this landscape view, and react to, Russia and its overtures.3 This is particularly the case in contexts where relations between the two sides have not devolved into outright political violence, as occurred in Ukraine in 2014 or Georgia in 2008.4 

The multi-faceted and diachronically contingent approaches Moscow has adopted when interacting with this region’s countries and leaders, and how these have responded to them, also merit more nuanced consideration because of the sheer diversity of the post-Soviet world. For example, the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania are not only physically small, but they exhibit national characteristics that plainly differentiate them from nations associated with the eastern Slavic ethnie. With the exception of Lithuania, they also have large populations of Russians continuing to reside within their borders, many of whom settled there after these states, which were independent polities during the interwar period, were forcibly incorporated into the Soviet Union in 1940. Finally, post-Soviet Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania all acceded early on to the European Union (EU) and NATO, anchoring them firmly in the wider organizational life of Europe. Small wonder, then, that their interactions with Russia have deviated considerably from those evinced by states like Belarus and Ukraine, which not only share strong historical and cultural ties with their larger neighbor, but are also simultaneously riven by more conflicted or otherwise indeterminate national identities and the ideational cleavages that accompany them. 

This is not to imply that Belarus and Ukraine are Moscow’s enthusiastic partners—clearly, this is not currently the case. But while the Baltic states resonate strongly with an alternative civilizational project (in the form of Europe and, specifically, the EU) as well as an alternative political project (in the form of the West and its attendant institutions), the remaining, now ostensibly sovereign states of the former Soviet Union are considerably more divided over the extent to which Russia signifies an attractive geopolitical or civilizational beacon. But even within this latter subset meaningful differences are evinced: the predominantly Muslim and non-Slavic states of the Caucasus or Central Asia may be allied to various extents with Russia, but they do not share the same affective affinities that exist between Russians and their co-religionists in Georgia; Georgians and Russians, in turn, are incapable of claiming the sort of filial bonds that purportedly unite the peoples of Belarus, Russia, and Ukraine. All of this gives Moscow’s connection to the “near abroad” a nested character, with attraction and belongingness to what is often referred to as the “Russian world” (Russkii mir)—a concept closely related to, but not synonymous with, the former—radiating outward from the so-called “Slavic core” to more incrementally encompass other nearby polities that exhibit significant economic and strategic, if not ethno-religious, ties to Russia. 

In light of these attitudinal disparities, which reflect the lingering vestiges of Tsarist and Soviet colonialism, and the fact that present-day Russia is not only the post-Soviet world’s economic engine but also its most formidable military power, we propose treating the sovereignty of those states that lie within the “near abroad” not as absolute but rather relational, in the sense that its exercise is significantly predicated on the relationship that exists between the state in question and the regional hegemon (Russia) at any given point in time. Conceptualizing sovereignty in this manner permits us to focus analytic efforts on the extent to which, and the ways in which, it is permeable to Moscow’s influence and interference. Of course, positing permeability does not presuppose that these only function in one direction. In reality, all states are permeated by outside forces to greater or lesser degrees, either as a consequence of their relative strength in the world system or the international treaties and alliances they enter into and the resultant obligations that they incur. Nonetheless, the objective magnitude and directionality of these effects, when assessing Russia against other post-Soviet states, overwhelmingly inclines towards the former.5 It is worth underscoring that permeate is a verb of motion, one that implies an external power exercising agency over, or otherwise affecting, the affairs of another polity. Sometimes this takes place in the presence of informed consent, as when states voluntarily cede a measure of autonomy to join the supranational EU; in other instances, however, it comes about as the result of an involuntary relinquishment of some measure of sovereignty. 

The articles contained in this special section take up these themes in stepwise fashion. Yuval Weber, in examining why almost seven years after its inception the Russo-Ukrainian conflict continues to fester with no resolution in sight, engages with the status-seeking imperative of Putin’s Russia, wherein the baseline comparison being made is to the great-power days of the Soviet Union. In discussing what the loss of Ukraine from Russia’s political orbit might portend for Putin domestically, as well as how it would affect Russia’s standing in the international order, Weber addresses the first point in the above-noted tripartite typology of how Russia regards the “near abroad.” Meanwhile, Boris Barkanov focuses on the second in surveying Russia’s foreign affairs through the gaze of Sergei Karaganov, a prominent scholar and strategist who is also a noted realist. Finally, Jeanne Wilson takes up the third in investigating the goals and limitations of Russia’s attempts to project soft power in Azerbaijan, an effort she describes as “largely Soviet style in its orientation with a few more contemporary updates, most notably in the realm of the media.” However, although these articles utilize diverse case studies to assess what the designation “near abroad” implies, they all share a common emphasis on elucidating not only why the sovereignty of Russia’s post-Soviet neighbors has been permeated by Moscow, but also how, and to what degree, this has been achieved. 

Specifically, Weber argues that “Russia’s structural dissatisfaction with the international order emerged from the ambiguous and overlapping endings to the Cold War in 1989 and to the USSR in 1991.” Russia wanted, in other words, to be regarded as a valuable partner by the United States and the West more generally, but the fall of the Soviet Union brought about a loss of global authority and attendant status, causing it to be treated as a middling regional power instead. This contravened the express goals of the Soviet Union’s last leader, Mikhail Gorbachev, and post-Soviet Russia’s first President, Boris Yeltsin, both of whom wanted to retain great-power status while also undertaking reforms and benefiting from Western aid. Additionally, they desired the United States’ assistance in redefining the USSR’s, and later Russia’s, place in the international system, highlighting what Weber regards as the insufficiency of theoretical approaches such as realism and constructivism to fully explain the logic evinced by Moscow. 

In particular, Weber focuses on the concept of hierarchy in international relations and the effect it has on domestic politics, along with the role internal factors play in determining Russia’s relations with the “near abroad” states (i.e., “second image” and “second image-reversed” scenarios).6 As he observes, Russia and Ukraine “went to war because the mere potential for Ukraine to exercise sovereignty outside of parameters set by Russia threatened not only Russia’s grand strategy for revising the post-Soviet international order, but also President Vladimir Putin’s domestic ‘power vertical’ system of governance.” In this scenario, Putin at a minimum required that Ukraine not side with the EU, and ideally that it join the Kremlin-orchestrated Eurasian Economic Union (EEU), in order to maintain his legitimacy at home along with Russia’s regional standing and security.

Barkanov, meanwhile, examines Karaganov’s policy proclivities and their development over time through the lens of self-categorization theory (SCT), positing this as a stand-in for understanding the evolution of Russia’s international relations under Putin.7 Central to his assessment is the realization that Russian elites believe their country belongs, or rather should belong, to a rarified club of major powers operating in a multipolar world. Given this, Karaganov is mainly concerned with Russia’s international standing relative to the United States and Europe, though he does acknowledge the ways in which this dynamic intrudes upon the post-Soviet region as well. This perspective views the stances Russia adopts relative to the former Soviet states as depending meaningfully on the relations it enjoys with its perceived “rightful” peer-group, cross-border dynamics in its immediate neighborhood being, in significant measure, a reflection of broader geopolitical rivalries and their localization rather than bilateral relations between Moscow and other post-Soviet states as such. Barkanov explains it thus: “almost any significant foreign policy goal Russia pursues in its ‘near abroad’ implicates the USA and Europe one way or another.” In this respect, Russia’s relations with the “near abroad” may be conceptualized as a peculiar instance of Waltz’s second image, in that the motivation for Moscow’s actions in this region often comes at one level of remove from the actual state-to-state interactions that instigate them. 

In stressing the realism underpinning Karaganov’s views (which match many of the policies adopted by Moscow) and illustrating how Russia’s relations with a global hegemon like the United States may affect its attitudes towards regional politics, Barkanov relies on the example of Ukraine. This choice is especially pertinent, as post-Maidan Ukraine has become a proxy battleground for the contending geopolitical and even civilizational visions of Russia and the West. Moreover, as many pundits and scholars have noted, retaining an effective measure of control over Ukraine is a critical component of Moscow’s strategy to regain the great-power status that was lost when the Soviet Union dissolved. It is consequently not surprising that, in Karaganov’s estimation, the Association Agreement the EU offered to Kyiv in the run-up to the Maidan protests was merely a prelude to NATO enlargement. 

Assessing the “near abroad” from a markedly different perspective, Wilson examines Russia’s soft power strategy towards Azerbaijan, a country where Russian efforts to exert hard power have proved less than successful. Azerbaijan is a country known for pursuing a balanced foreign policy; being a Turkic people, Azerbaijanis exhibit closer ties to Turkey than Russia. Therefore, in spite of sharing an intertwined history, Russia’s cultural appeal is rather limited in Azerbaijan. This also holds true for its “compatriot policy,” which focuses on retaining affective ties to ethnic Russians and other Russophones living abroad, as well as the concept of the Russian world, to which Azerbaijan only belongs in a tangential sense. Eurasianism likewise does not hold much attraction, as it is predicated on a leading role for Russia. Besides, as Wilson contends, Azerbaijanis “largely perceive Russia to be Armenia’s patron and protector in the ongoing Azerbaijani-Armenian conflict over Karabakh.” This appearance of ethnic favoritism, coupled with the systematic discrimination Azerbaijanis suffered in the USSR and memories of the violence that took place in Baku during January 1990, when Soviet forces killed more than a hundred civilians, all conspire to attenuate Russia’s appeal. 

However, Russian soft power resources in Azerbaijan are constrained not only by the circumscribed resonance of Russia’s cultural capital and historical narrative, but also the heavy-handed fashion in which Moscow has sought to deploy them. Wilson emphasizes that, unlike in Joseph Nye’s original conceptualization of soft power, where it was seen as being diffuse and “generated by resources that are beyond the ability of the state to control,” the Kremlin’s approach has been decidedly state-led and top-down in its implementation, reflecting its fear of an independent civil society. What this means is that Russia’s already meager ability to exercise soft power in Azerbaijan is disproportionately predicated on the remittance-generating capabilities of the latter’s economic migrants and the expanded educational-exchange opportunities Moscow has instituted in recent years.8 Moreover, Russia has real credibility and commitment problems when it comes to utilizing proverbial carrots in lieu of sticks, with Wilson contending that its “soft power strategy… is continuously undermined by Russia’s hard power activities.”

Having come full circle, we may now ask the question: to what extent is the Kremlin pursuing a neo-imperialist strategy in the region? The answer, as the authors surveyed here seem to imply, hinges on how exactly one defines imperialism and its scope. With the notable exception of the annexation of Crimea—arguably a special case given the majority of the peninsula’s residents are ethnic Russians, a legacy of Soviet resettlement patterns and Stalin’s deportation of the native Tatar population during World War II—Moscow does not seem to exhibit much appetite for restoring direct control over any of the constituent states of the former Soviet Union. For one thing, attempting to do so would represent a tremendously costly exercise that, even if it did not lead to war, would certainly further reify Russia’s pariah status in the West; for another, it would also make Putin’s government, which routinely castigates the United States and its allies for not respecting the sovereignty of states it finds fault with, appear highly hypocritical. However, this is not to say that Moscow will not pursue increasing its regional influence and interference in other ways, either for its own strategic advantage or to spoil the expansion plans of others (e.g., EU, NATO). Whether or not we should regard this as neo-imperialism in a virtual or symbolic sense is a matter of semantics. But while Russia does not seem to be pursuing the restoration of an actual empire, it most assuredly is striving to bolster its hegemonic status in the region. Efforts to do so range from the Kremlin’s recently revived interest in furthering political and economic integration with Belarus, to its willingness to preserve the stalemated status quo in the Donbas,9 to its promotion of the Eurasian Economic Union. Of course, soft power projection also needs to be included in this list, particularly when it is directed at Russophones and Orthodox co-religionists.10 

None of these actions on the part of Russia are unexpected. After 1991 borders changed suddenly, making sovereign states even where none had previously existed. But changing how cartographic boundaries are drawn does not necessarily alter the mental maps that individuals carry around with them, nor the geopolitical aspirations associated with these. Recall of a multi-national Soviet Union, and its Tsarist predecessor, tempers the ability of Russia’s political elites to ascribe full independence to the successor states of empire, assuring that Moscow will continue to probe the permeability of their sovereignty. Concurrently, constant reminders that Russia is no longer a major player on the world stage, but arguably a declining power, also bolster its attempts to exert hegemony over the “near abroad,” as they are inherently connected to the Kremlin’s aspirational seeking after status. After all, there is no such thing as a global power that is not, first and foremost, a regional power. 



1  See William Safire’s edifying discussion on the etymology of the term: “On Language: The Near Abroad,” The New York Times Magazine, 22 May 1994, 16–18. 

2  Putin’s speech announcing the annexation of Crimea is a particularly salient example of this; “Obrashchenie Prezidenta RF Vladimira Putina (polnaia versiia),” Pervyi kanal, 18 March 2014, https://www.1tv.ru/news/2014-03-18/46116-obraschenie_prezidenta_rf_vladimira_putina_polnaya_versiya. 

3  By way of example, this piece is being finalized on 9 August 2020, the date of the Belarusian presidential election. In the run-up to this event, bridling over changes Moscow has implemented in how oil exports to Belarus are taxed and the perception that the Kremlin was trying to force Belarus into a closer political and economic union on unfavorable terms, embattled Belarusian dictator Aliaksandr Lukashenka publicly accused Russia and its agents of meddling in the country’s internal affairs; Andrew Higgins, “Belarus Says Russian Mercenaries Planned to Disrupt August Election,” The New York Times, 29 July 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/29/world/europe/belarus-russian-mercenaries-lukashenko. html.

4  We have contributed to this latter discussion: Tomasz ‎Stępniewski and George Soroka (eds.), Ukraine After Maidan: Revisiting Domestic and Regional Security (Stuttgart: ibidem, 2018); Tomasz Stępniewski, “The European Union and Eastern Partnership: Crises and Strategic Assessment,” Rocznik Instytutu Europy Środkowo-Wschodniej 14, no. 5 (2016); and Tomasz Stępniewski, “The Eastern Policy of the European Union: The Role of Poland,” POLITEJA 41 (2016).

5  An imperfect but still apt analogy: the Baltic states have a quite limited impact on the EU, but find themselves thoroughly permeated by its manifold directives, statutes, and regulations.

6  On the former, see Kenneth N. Waltz, Man, the State, and War (New York: Columbia UP [rev. ed.], 2001); on the latter, consult Peter Gourevitch, “The Second Image Reversed: The International Sources of Domestic Politics,” International Organization 32, no. 4 (Autumn 1978): 881–912. 

7  As SCT holds individuals have pre-formed conceptions of what constitutes an in-group and an out-group, Barkanov writes that “[f]or Karaganov, the schema element associated with the realist in-group is realpolitik rationality: behavior oriented toward promoting state security interests, even when this is unprincipled or unethical.” 

8  Proving that what is old is often new again, student exchanges were a prominent component of the Soviet Union’s soft power strategy; Isabelle DeSisto, “Expectations Versus Reality: Cuban Exchange Students’ Encounters with Late Soviet Socialism,” unpublished manuscript, 2020. 

9  This should not surprise us, as there is relatively little that is novel in the Russian foreign-policy playbook. What occurred in Crimea and the Donbas was foreshadowed by Abkhazia and South Ossetia, just as those crises were foreshadowed by Transnistria. 

10  As Wilson explains, it is precisely in those states that are culturally and historically perceived to be closest to Russia that it has the most incentive (and ability) to interfere. 


When War is Preferable to Peace: Russia, the Post-Cold War Settlement, and the Kremlin’s Policy towards Ukraine

Yuval Weber

Abstract: War has been ongoing in Ukraine since 2014 with little end in sight. This article articulates the overlapping commitment problems that caused both annexation and conflict onset, and the persistence of frozen conflict thereafter. I argue that Vladimir Putin’s “power vertical”—the domestic political dynamics of Russia—relies heavily on restoration of a great power status perhaps unprecedented in modern Russian history. That is, Putin needs to expand Russia’s geopolitical reach to justify his domestic hold on power. The potential exit of Ukraine from Russia’s proposed Eurasian hierarchical order would have limited Russia’s foreign policy aims, which would threaten Putin’s hold on power at home as that would make Putin the Russian leader who “lost” Ukraine from the perspective of the Russian elite. This article illuminating this intersubjective foreign and domestic policy aims that jointly required Ukraine joining the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) and the consequences when that explicitly did not happen, including the imposition of a frozen conflict in eastern Ukraine.

Introduction

Russia and Ukraine are fighting a war on the battlefield, across the information space, and in the economic arena over the extent to which Russia may shape Ukraine’s foreign security and economic policies—as it has done for the last several hundred years. From the Treaty of Pereyaslav in 1654 onwards, wherein the Zaporizhian Host sought a treaty of protection with Russia to leave the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, the relationship between Russia and Ukraine has been of increasingly one-sided dominance. Growing Russian influence and indirect control turned into outright annexation and direct rule by the eighteenth century with only a few breaks for war and revolution until the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991. Even then Ukraine only tentatively began to exercise even a modicum of sovereignty relative to its much larger neighbor. To outside observers the war in 2014 did not seem inevitable with numerous exit ramps prior to hostilities acknowledged by participants in real time.1 Yet these two states went to war because the mere potential for Ukraine to exercise sovereignty outside of parameters set by Russia threatened not only Russia’s grand strategy for revising the post-Soviet international order, but also Russian President Vladimir Putin’s domestic “power vertical” system of governance. Even as a post-Euromaidan Ukraine was hardly in position to join the international organizations Russian policymakers consider their rivals or competitors, such as NATO or the European Union, it was, to paraphrase Thucydides, the potential rise of Ukraine into the Euro-Atlantic alliance, and the fear that this inspired in Russia that caused the war.

If off-ramps existed and war is costly, why did these states go to war and why it is the case that the conflict has not only lasted for years, but appears to be indefinite? Those are two very different questions and this paper concentrates on the latter. Contemporary news accounts provide a clear answer to the former: the lack of clarity due to the unexpected change of government in Kiev led to multifaceted information problems for Russian leaders. For example, would Euromaidan lead to Ukraine maintaining its legal commitments to Russian military bases on Crimea or pursuit of immediate membership in NATO?2 The annexation of Crimea, the inability of separatists to defeat the Ukrainian army in the field, and the presence of Russian military units in the Donbas region revealed relative strength and resolved these and other questions grounded in informational asymmetries. In short, the Ukrainian military can defeat secessionist rebels, but not when those rebels are backed by Russia. 

Yet why has war persisted and created perhaps an epochal break between what were two deeply intertwined countries? In time-series public opinion polling, the Kiev International Institute of Sociology noted that positive disposition of Ukrainian citizens towards Russia nationwide went from an average of 90% across the April 2008 to October 2010 to dropping under 50% by December 2014 and finally reaching 37% in the latest September 2017 polls.3 Polling of Russian citizens towards Ukraine shows similar declines of positive disposition, declining over the same period from 55% to 36%.4 In both countries, a negative disposition towards the other country is shared by around half of all respondents: 46% in Ukraine as of September 2017 and 49% in Russia as July 2018.

I argue in this article that the persistence of conflict is due to commitment problems rooted in how Vladimir Putin’s “power vertical”—the domestic political dynamics of Russia—operates.5 Putin is not the first Russian leader to build up a Muscovy-style domestic political environment,6 but his version of it relies heavily on restoration of a great power status perhaps unprecedented in modern Russian history.7 The fundamental claim of this article is that Vladimir Putin needs to expand Russia’s geopolitical reach to justify his domestic hold on power. I leverage the turn in International Relations scholarship towards studying hierarchy to illustrate not only just how threatening the potential exit of Ukraine from Russia’s proposed Eurasian hierarchical order would be to Russia’s foreign policy aims, but how those foreign policy aims are central to Putin’s hold on power at home. The failure to “keep” Ukraine would imply that Ukraine would be on its way to replicating the experience of countries like Poland and Latvia by seeking absorption into European institutional structures and subordination to the Western Euro-Atlantic alliance. Whether that actually comes into fruition or not is beyond this article and is immaterial to the argument. As no Euromaidan-oriented government can commit not to pursue European institutional membership and subordination to the Euro-Atlantic alliance, Putin would be the Russian leader who “lost” Ukraine from the perspective of the Russian elite. What this article does is illuminate the intersubjective foreign and domestic policy aims that jointly required Ukraine joining the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) and the consequences when that explicitly did not happen, including the imposition of a frozen conflict in eastern Ukraine.

Once war began in 2014 as a result of Russian fears over Ukrainian policy, the stakes for the survival of Putin’s “power vertical” went to existential levels. The Russian president’s ability to extend additional informal power over Russia’s bureaucracy and political, security, and economic elites beyond the formal prerogatives of office, could not countenance any outcome short of the total, or near-total, defeat of the post-Maidan government and the restoration of something resembling the status quo ex ante. Ukrainian demands, roughly that its own policymakers should have the ability to choose freely among security and economic partners, may not seem very drastic to the casual observer, but they pose existential challenges to the contemporary Russian political system.8 Yet while the United States and China may be great powers that could theoretically force Russia to concede on issues of power and policy, Ukraine is decidedly not, and if the smaller state imposes an outcome on the larger state, then that would denote the limits of Putin’s power.9 

This war may cycle or alternate between frozen, tense, and crisis periods over the next months or years. The election of Volodymyr Zelenskyy to the Ukrainian presidency on a platform of ending the war and, which deviated sharply from his predecessor Petro Poroshenko’s ethnonationalism and hardline stance towards Russia, has produced more symbolic than tangible results.10 The political demands placed on both Putin and the more fractious Ukrainian government have created interstate bargaining dynamics that point towards the conflict continuing until either Putin leaves power or the Maidan-oriented nature of the Ukrainian government, manifested in the pursuit of admission into Euro-Atlantic political, security, and economic institutions such as the European Union and NATO, runs its course. Since Putin seems very keen on holding onto power for an indefinite period of time and Ukraine’s Western supporters seem determined not to let the country collapse, the only prediction this article makes is that this war will continue until one of those axioms is no longer true. A key takeaway of this paper is explicating why Russia under Putin is willing to incur substantial political costs to keep this war going indefinitely. Winning on the battlefield runs the risk of wider war with NATO states while conceding may catalyze a cascade of political defections from elites who may no longer believe that Putin will be able to rule indefinitely and the public who may question the purpose of relative privation since 2014.11

Readers are likely already very familiar with the underlying data and competing narratives of the Russia–Ukraine conflict as Russian foreign policy is one of the contemporary world’s most controversial subjects. A key source of controversy is that paradigmatic and levels-of-analysis scholarship on the conflict can explain elements of the conflicts very well. For instance, Liberal readings of the war can point to a “rally around the flag” effect to draw a connection between renewed patriotism and support for the executive, or a move to protect existing commercial links between Ukraine’s Donbass and Russia’s economy.12 Yet that reading fails to explain persistence of the conflict when public opinion has turned against the war13 and the economic effects of sanctions far outweigh the benefits of maintaining commercial links to industrial concerns of Donbass.14 A Realist reading of the war could point to the security dilemma posed by Ukraine leaving Russia’s orbit as an explanation for conflict. Yet that would be outweighed by the far more acute challenge to Russia posed by the reinvigoration of the NATO alliance that has seen far greater spending since 2014 in response to Russian actions.15 This article differentiates itself by examining both the external structural and domestic institutional imperatives that drive the Russian leader’s, and thus Russia’s, foreign policy agenda.

The article therefore does not begin with common questions observers of Russian foreign policy pose, such as whether Vladimir Putin had personal motivations to challenge the Western-dominated post-World War II order by the time he assumed office, or whether he was tested by potential NATO expansion into Russia’s “Near Abroad.” The framing of such questions, common to the popular debate over Russia is, I suspect, more about castigating or defending foreign policy decisions of the United States and the West in general because they locate the current crisis in either “liberal delusions” or unshakeable Russian revisionism.16 In addition, this article does not dwell on the vast amount of excellent theoretical approaches on specific aspects and components of Russian foreign policy, including the many contributions of the recent Routledge Handbook on Russian Foreign Policy, edited by Andrei Tsygankov,17 on international norms and identity,18 global post-structural conditions,19 power and national security,20 geopolitics,21 nationalism,22 and petropolitics.23 This article instead locates the origins and longevity of the Russia-Ukraine war in two deeper sources drawn from the literatures on hierarchy in international relations and the informality of authoritarian polities: Russian dissatisfaction with the structural outcome of the collapse of the Soviet Union and the institutional imperatives facing Russian leaders since the days of Muscovy, of which Putin is just a successful example. 

The following section outlines the theory of international political hierarchy, contra to standard realist assumptions of structural anarchy, to identify the existence and function of anarchy and hierarchy in international politics. It then explicates Russia’s specific structural dissatisfaction:24 the Malta Summit in December 1989 ended the Cold War between the United States and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and outlined a leading role in European and international security for the USSR, but the latter’s collapse only two years later removed its legal successor Russia from its traditional place at the heart of international politics. The drive to restore Russia to a status befitting its size and history was pursued by Boris Yeltsin, who believed that Russia was a great power undergoing temporary difficulties and from which accommodation to the West was the best path forward.25 Vladimir Putin continued the same strategy of restoring Russia to the top ranks through accommodation. However, he was able to vary his policies much more following the post-1998 economic stabilization that preceded his tenure and the oil boom of his first term, not only by accommodating the West like Yeltsin, but then attempting to balance the West through ad hoc alliances with leading European states. Only when cooperative strategies failed did Putin try a non-cooperative strategy: revising the Western order directly by creating an alternative, Eurasian hierarchical order and reducing the value of the Western order. An implication of this argument I explore in the conclusion is that until Russia is “satisfied,” any Russian leader, including those following Putin, will continue these policies.

The third section will explore how the international status of Russia is not exclusively a foreign policy issue. In this section I evaluate the process by which Russian leaders obtain, exercise, and lose political power—namely, when they can no longer convince their political supporters that they are indispensable. In highlighting the informal aspects of political power in Russia, I show how Vladimir Putin’s fundamental source of political success is that (beyond the good fortune of an oil boom and a certain decisiveness in destroying his enemies)26 he defined and then executed a political plan in line with traditional Russian, not liberal or democratic, practice. When declining oil prices made economic prosperity more difficult to provide, Putin shifted towards emphasizing international relevance—derzhavnost’, or “great power-ness”—as a public policy good to defend his own political power. Ukraine was the linchpin of this great power strategy, but Putin’s failure to induce Ukraine into the EEU meant that Russia could not create a viable international economic bloc on par with European, Asian, and American powers like Germany, India, China, and the United States and that the limits of Putin’s power and abilities would be inadvertently identified. This foreign policy failure, which has been averted to the extent that the war in Ukraine continues, is a key challenge to Putin’s hold on power at home because it calls into question his claim to be the indispensable person to make Russia a great power again. Putin’s reliance on derzhavnost’ reveals the fundamentally domestic nature of his grand strategy: Russia needs to be great abroad in order to survive; and only Putin is capable of delivering the “great power-ness” central to domestic rule. Consequently, a Russia without great power pretensions would severely constrain Putin’s justification for indefinite rule. This section highlights the intersubjective, not tautological, nature of Russian foreign policy and Putin’s Muscovy-style “power vertical”—it is both second image and second image reversed, that is, the domestic source of foreign policy and the international sources of domestic policy that drive Russian policy.27

The final section then concludes by outlining the Russia-Ukraine war from its frozen state onwards. Without Ukraine as a reliable subordinate state, the consequences of Euromaidan means that Russia’s Eurasian integration strategy as a mechanism to revise the international order has reached its zenith and obliged Russia to seek revision through other domains, chiefly expansion into the Middle East and interference in the elections of its Euro-Atlantic rivals. Facing a negative shift in bargaining power, Vladimir Putin selected the rational political strategy: challenge Ukraine before European integration rendered any such challenge non-credible. The status quo relationship between the two states is that Moscow is trying to engineer Kiev’s collapse as soon as practicable and (most of) the Ukrainian political establishment’s strategy is defined by keeping foreign assistance going long enough to outlast Putin. 

International Hierarchy and Russia’s Dissatisfaction

Russia’s structural dissatisfaction with the international order emerged from the ambiguous and overlapping endings to the Cold War in 1989 and to the USSR in 1991.28 The key to understanding “what Russia wants” is to explicate the cut and thrust of competitive international politics—a series of battling hierarchical orders shifting in relative power—and then identify the best available position Russia could find itself occupying. According to contemporary Russian policymakers and commentators, the best position is an updated version of the post-Cold War settlement reached at the Malta Summit in 1989.29 That settlement was not an explicit war resolution negotiation, but it created the shape for future US–Soviet relations: some amount of strategic partnership between the USSR and the US aided by arms control agreements, integration of the USSR into the international economy, and the political space for the USSR to reform itself at its own pace without pressure from either the West in general or from newly democratizing and liberalizing states. When then-President Dmitrii Medvedev made just such proposal in 2009 by calling for an end to NATO’s security monopoly in Europe, proposing instead a new security architecture for Europe through a joint organization formed from NATO (where the United States is dominant), the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (where European voices are dominant), and the Cooperation and Security Treaty Organization (where Russia is dominant) to bring the 1989 spirit to the present. That it was rejected out of hand also shows Russia’s lack of structural power.30

What Russian policymakers actually experienced from the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991 was middle-tier international status without American partnership, uneven pockets of economic liberalization, kleptocracy, and autarchy, and the indignity of former constituent republics and satellite states improving at rates far greater and more rapid than their own. Russia’s strategic culture is based around bringing Russia to the status and prerogatives of a great power as understood at the conclusion of the Cold War in 1989 and not the Soviet collapse in 1991. In a sense, “what Russia wants” is to turn back the clock to 1989.

In this section I oversee the origins and consequences of that gap in power and status that defines contemporary Russian strategic-political culture,31 and the subsequent “revisionist” challenge to the Western international order that culminated in Russia’s entire grand strategy relying upon Ukraine joining the Eurasian Economic Union instead of the European Union. I do so by first grounding the historical analysis in a theoretical basis of the origins and consequences of international political order and the existence of international political hierarchy to define who is a great power and why Russia has not been universally recognized as such. As noted in the Introduction, paradigmatic or strict levels-of-analysis interpretations of Russian foreign policy are useful for specific issue areas, but fail to provide whole of concept analysis. Employing international hierarchy as a theoretical concept to guide inquiry is valuable to identify not merely the sources of Russian dissatisfaction, but the political path forward a Russian leader would need to follow not solely to be in power for a given term, but to gain the informal power necessary to rebuild a power vertical. 

In these terms, the path pursued by Vladimir Putin over his nearly two decades in office is not about any particular political genius; rather, this path reflects identification of a clear, broad goal—to make Russia into a recognized great power—and the understanding that limiting political competition was probably the only way to get a chance to do it.32 In the following section I discuss the domestic element of the story, but first I lay out Russia’s dissatisfaction with the consequences of the international order beginning in 1991 instead of 1989 and how its leaders pursued revisionist strategies aimed at attaining recognition for Russia by other great powers as a state able to set the rules of international political and economic interaction.

International Hierarchy

The source of Russian dissatisfaction is not simply that the great power condominium between Russia and the US envisioned by Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin did not come to be, but that American-led unipolarity defined the international system and the US-led liberal international order grew even stronger with the collapse of the Soviet Union. In his 18 June 1992 speech to the US Congress, Yeltsin pleaded with the representatives: 

Now that the period of global confrontation is behind us, I call upon you to take a fresh look at the current policy of the United States towards Russia and also to take a fresh look at the longer-term prospects of our relations. Russia is a different country today... Let us together, therefore, master the art of reconciling differences on the basis of partnership which is the most efficient and democratic way. This would come naturally both for the Russians and the Americans. If this is done, many of the problems which are now impeding mutual, advantageous cooperation between Russia and the United States would become irrelevant.33 

What Gorbachev and Yeltsin wanted was for the United States to treat Russia as an ally, so that they could leverage that revision of the international to compensate for the sudden lack of allies abroad (having given up on the external empire in Eastern Europe and elsewhere) and the internal tumult. They both wanted US help to alleviate the pressures exerted upon them from changes to internal affairs, regional hierarchies, and the international order. In this section I briefly touch upon how both Gorbachev and Yeltsin wanted not merely money or status from the US, for which Realist or Constructivist frameworks would be sufficient, but American assistance in redefining how Russia would be run and how Russia would interact with its neighbors and in the international system broadly. They wanted to revise the international order for Russia to become a partner and not a subordinate of the US, while simultaneously receiving distributional gains to smooth reforms and alleviate internal privation. It is this combination of seeking money and status that makes other frameworks insufficient for understanding the origins of Russian dissatisfaction. 

This lack of partnership between the US and Russia and the existence and nature of hierarchy everywhere, especially amongst the states that used to comprise Russia’s own former subordinates, have generated robust areas of research in recent years. Recent scholarship on the liberal international order currently under stress has set out to identify when an international order begins, who comprises its leading (or great) powers, what are the rules by which the order operates, and how leading and non-leading states relate to each other.34 The enduring work in this field, John Ikenberry’s After Victory: Institutions, Strategic Restraint, and the Rebuilding of Order after Major Wars, argued that the origin of any particular international order begins from the conclusion of the previous great power war, such as the Napoleonic Wars, World War I, World War II, and the Cold War.35 The settlement of that war commences the next cycle of international politics by defining the great powers of the international system, their power relative to each other, and the rules that govern their interactions. Great powers are identified as those states able to impose foreign policy decisions on others and to resist the impositions of others; they are the “makers” of the international order with other states being “takers” of international order.36 

What (potentially) distinguishes international order from mere power politics in the conceptions of Ikenberry and others is the thicket of security, political, and economic institutions put in place by the winners of the previous conflict that incorporates the losing states of that conflict into the international order. When winners generate institutions that restrain themselves, they reduce the consequences of defeat and ensure buy-in from the losers. Conversely, when winners generate institutions that do not constrain themselves, they increase the consequences of defeat and incentivize resistance from the losers. 

As noted above and described below, the post-Soviet political, economic, and security institutions allowed Russia a pathway to the West so long as it abdicated everything it held dear as a perennial great power and recent superpower. As the memorable phrase by Stephen Sestanovich put it, the Russians were “lousy joiners” who were insufficiently attracted to membership in institutions they had not designed: 

Participation was expected to give them a stake in a more regularized, consensual, rules-based international order. The prestige of membership would confirm that they had not been permanently relegated to second-class status by decades of communism. For Russia it would show that defeat in the Cold War was not a setback but a new opportunity. Most important, the practical benefits of drawing steadily closer to Western institutions would create continuing incentives for governments and societies to reshape themselves—their economies, their military establishments, their international conduct, their way of thinking.37 

It is not a stretch to consider how this offer left both sides disappointed and worse off—Russians unenthusiastic about being treated the same as those they used to rule or control, and Americans disappointed by Russian lack of enthusiasm for prestige by proxy. For Yeltsin and any subsequent leader, to accept Western terms would be to accept indefinite second-tier status, a disappointing structural result only two-plus years out from the promises of great power cooperation at Malta.38 Moreover, acceptance of those terms would violate the basic sense that Russians themselves had ended both the Cold War and the communist system of governance, for which they were unjustly receiving no reward.39

The empirical example of Russia being treated only semi-seriously while the United States took advantage of the privileges of unipolarity pushed scholars to evaluate how winners and losers and the strong and the weak shape relations in the course of war settlement and into peacetime.40 Scholars moved to challenge one of the core elements of modern International Relations research since Kenneth Waltz’s watershed contribution in Theory of International Politics: the assumption that the international structure is defined by anarchy.41 Waltz distinguished the anarchical ordering principle of the international structure from the hierarchical ordering principle of domestic polities through a stylized reinterpretation of state sovereignty in a post-Treaty of Westphalia universe. He argued that all polities have some sort of domestic government, a hierarchical ordering principle that eventually culminates in a leader. In contrast the international sphere has no such world government, and without one all states face the same imperative of survival and reproduction with only varying power capabilities determining how to provide the security necessary to achieve those goals. 

The fear of war emerging from the lack of a single, overarching power can generate numerous strategies for mitigating the effects of anarchy. A relatively underappreciated strategy, now coming into sharper focus, is generating hierarchical orders (beyond crisis-driven choices of balancing or bandwagoning) and leaving anarchy to the great powers—the makers who do not take foreign policy orders from others—and the choice of subordination or isolation for other states. Scholars in this field do not imply or state that “hierarchy” trivializes or renders unimportant the relationships between states; rather, it acknowledges that juridically equal states do not exercise sovereignty equally. They instead form, as David Lake has argued, “hierarchical relations [between the hegemon/hierarch and subordinate that] are best seen as bargained relationships in which the dominant state provides ‘services’—such as order, security, and governance—to subordinate states in return for compliance.” What distinguishes the various forms of hierarchy, from colonialism to modern alliances, is the amount of sovereignty ceded to the leading state. Thus, Lake relies on two premises to challenge international anarchy and identify the basis of hierarchy: first, that hierarch and subordinate develop a relational social contract, and second, that rights, obligations, and even sovereignty itself are manifold, distinguishable, and divisible.42

The analysis below goes into more detail, but after the collapse of the Soviet Union, structural bipolarity gave way to unipolarity, and neither world government nor a return to great power politics occurred.43 Newly independent states in Europe sought security through joining pre-existing institutional arrangements such as the European Union and NATO, or through mirroring successful practices of the leading states.44 Russia was neither a good “joiner” nor could it revise the international order, so it existed awkwardly on the sides of international politics, joining in only on specific issues. It lost previously subordinate states to the Euro-Atlantic hierarchy and made few new allies while the lack of world government and anarchy permitted the creation of a much bigger rival hierarchy. Nearly all post-socialist states willingly gave up autonomy and took on significant restrictions to legal-formal sovereignty but Russia neither accepted the invitation nor could do much about it.

How Russia was treated at the great power level and how it declined the invitation to join the Western hierarchy showed a need to reconcile different levels of analysis. Patrick McDonald was able to incorporate different types of states by explicitly stating that anarchy is restricted to great powers at the top with other states having the choice of picking a hierarchy to join or else exiting international political affairs through isolation.45 He showed that the few states able to maintain independent foreign policies work assiduously to create hierarchical orders of subordinate allies to keep challengers away and thus mitigate the effects of anarchy. Great power strategy at its core is the quest to shape hierarchical relations with as many states as possible to deter challengers at the great power level. McDonald thus followed on from Ikenberry and Lake to argue that order-destroying war settlement generates three interlocking contracts that shape the new international political order with anarchy for the few and hierarchy for the many. The first of the interlocking contracts is between great powers, another between great powers and their subordinate allies, and a third within the great powers themselves—the social contract of what their populations are willing to bear to fulfill the military and diplomatic obligations in the first two contracts. In effect, anarchy only exists for those great powers able to conduct an independent foreign policy; hierarchical relations exist everywhere else: within domestic political spheres and among subordinate states and their dominant great powers. 
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Figure 1. Interlocking contracts between great powers, between great powers and their subordinate states, and within great powers. Adapted from McDonald (2015).

As graphically displayed above, McDonald configured international politics as a series of interlocking contracts. At the top is the territorial and political settlement (external great power bargain I) among great powers, i.e. those with independent foreign policies. It divides territory, sets up the rules governing the global economy, defines issues of contestation, and creates (or transforms) the actors in the system. The distribution of military power among these states plays a key role in setting the distributional terms of this bargain. The second external bargain determines the great power sphere of influence, meaning the series of hierarchical bargains between great powers and subordinate states that influence the sustainability of both the larger great power bargain and the domestic political order within subordinate states. It is defined by social contract between hierarch and subordinate, with benefits and predictability going down, and obedience going up. The internal fiscal contract determines the possibilities frontier of financial capacity to fulfill the other two contracts—essentially the ability to preserve the status quo distribution of military power with other states.

As the next sections show, Putin’s domination of domestic politics has effectively frozen significant revision of the internal bargain, leaving him free rein to revise the hierarchical bargain as an indirect way to revise the great power bargain.

Russia’s Dissatisfaction from Malta Onwards: Part I

Russian strategic-political culture defines Russia as the status quo power and the United States and its allies as revisionist powers on the grounds that the latter have violated their political commitments to Russia (as the successor to the Soviet Union) stemming from the Malta Summit of December 1989.46 The difference in security prerogatives and international status between what Soviet policymakers negotiated (or believed that they negotiated) at the December 1989 Malta Summit and what was actually received in the post-Soviet collapse forms the basis of Russian revisionism against the Western order.47 I outline here what Mikhail Gorbachev and George H.W. Bush might have actually created had the Soviet Union not fallen, and what Vladimir Putin has sought to bring into existence. 

The Malta Summit is a great missed opportunity in international politics. The context of the meeting was the collapse of the Soviet socialist satellites in Eastern Europe. With the Berlin Wall coming down about three weeks previously and the very contentious issue of German reunification already being discussed by domestic political actors, the changes were both exhilarating and alarming to Bush, who feared the consequences of state collapse across the region.48 The most important question for the US president was whether Gorbachev would continue to reduce the Soviet military presence in line with the groundbreaking December 1988 United Nations address by the Soviet leader—might he try to draw the line at East Germany? Or even lose his nerve altogether? Gorbachev, for his part, was trying to convince Bush of his sincerity and to continue arms reduction negotiations and to solicit financial and diplomatic support for his perestroika program upon which he had staked his entire tenure. As described by Svetlana Savranskaya and Thomas Blanton, “President George H.W. Bush approached the Malta summit with Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev … determined to avoid arms control topics and simply promote a public image of ‘new pace and purpose’ with him ‘leading as much as Gorbachev’; but realized from his face-to-face discussions that Gorbachev was offering an arms race in reverse”—and not some sort of ruse.49

Over the course of the meeting, each side recognized that the other was sincere in matching public rhetoric to private beliefs and willing to incur the audience costs necessary to shape future policy decisions. Bush realized that Gorbachev was genuine in wanting to reduce tensions in Europe that would include dismantling of the post-World War II buffer zone meant to slow down NATO invasion of the Soviet Union itself. Briefing documents prepared for the American side show that Bush anticipated that Gorbachev might take advantage of the troop reductions he (Gorbachev) wanted to make by pressing the United States to remove its troops from Europe to match Soviet actions or else face international condemnation for maintaining a confrontational stance against the “peace-loving Soviets.”50 Bush instead recognized that Gorbachev really did mean to create a new European security order when the Soviet leader stated that he had no explicit opposition to German reunification and that he believed “the U.S. presence along with the NATO alliance to be a stabilizing force in Europe, particularly against any danger of German revanchism.”51 Gorbachev is probably most responsible for ending the Cold War in that moment when he said to his American counterpart: “First and foremost, the new U.S. president must know that the Soviet Union will not under any circumstances initiate a war. This is so important that I wanted to repeat the announcement to you personally. Moreover, the USSR is prepared to cease considering the U.S. as an enemy and announce this openly.”52

On the Soviet side, Gorbachev and his advisors believed very strongly that this meeting represented their best chance to leverage political changes in Eastern Europe to Soviet advantage by shedding expensive and distracting commitments to satellite states in order to concentrate on internal reform. Towards the conclusion of the meeting, Bush offered a number of economic and arms proposals to match the reduction of geopolitical tension offered by Gorbachev and support Gorbachev. They included the proposal that “immediate negotiations on a trade agreement, including giving normal tariff treatment to the Soviet Union, should begin once the Kremlin codifies new liberal emigration policy into law” (to conform to restrictions imposed by the Jackson-Vanik law that tied most-favored nation trade status to relaxation of emigration controls based on religion.)53 Bush also indicated that “Washington would support granting the Soviets observer status at the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, the Western-dominated international trade organization, once the current round of talks in Uruguay ends by the end of next year. Such status would amount to giving the Soviets an entry to the Western trading community.”54 Beyond trade concessions that would provide short- and medium-term boosts to Gorbachev’s international economic policies, Bush provided a path forward on arms reductions that would help both sides spend less on defense. Gorbachev responded to Bush’s list of proposals as “tangible evidence of the President’s commitment to perestroika”—critical for addressing his domestic travails because he could then parlay those foreign policy gains into redoubling reform efforts at home, not least the reduction of the expensive military-industrial complex.

Gorbachev, Bush, and their advisers all left Malta believing that a new era in international relations was upon them. Although neither side believed the other was altruistic, and numerous scholars have pointed out how the Americans moved to press the advantage over the Soviets more or less immediately in Eastern Europe while Gorbachev attended to domestic concerns,55 bilateral US–Soviet relations seemed poised for a new era of deep and abiding cooperation. Bush and Gorbachev outlined plans for strategic partnership between the USSR and the US, numerous arms control agreements, integration of the USSR into the international economy, and the political space for USSR to reform itself at its own pace without pressure from either the West in general or from newly democratizing and liberalizing states.56 On the latter point, a sore one in future crises when Russian leaders would accuse the West of fomenting color revolutions and regime change: “Gorbachev also made an impact on Bush in the discussion of values. He bristled at Bush’s repeated reference to ‘Western values’ (a phrase found throughout the U.S. briefing materials for Malta) and argued that the U.S. approach of “exporting ‘Western values’ would cause ‘ideological confrontations [to] flare up again’ in ‘propaganda battles’ with ‘no point.’ … The American president subsequently adopted Gorbachev’s phrasing, saying in his Brussels remarks immediately after the summit that the need to end the division of Europe was in accord with ‘values that are becoming universal ideals.’”57

From the Russian perspective this deal reached by Gorbachev and Bush traded the former’s acquiescence to the ouster of socialist governments across Eastern Europe—effectively the USSR giving up its external empire as well as allowing the German states to reunify under Western institutional structures—for Western support for Gorbachev’s perestroika reforms and acknowledgement of the Soviet Union’s central role in European and international security. The ostensible Western support for Gorbachev to revise his internal bargain between state and society was meant to keep the Soviet Union a great power, albeit a less confrontational one, in return for giving up its subordinate allies in Eastern Europe. This was the basis for a new era of international relations and should have survived the collapse of the Soviet Union itself.58 

Of course, history turned out differently. Even as Russia inherited the Soviet Union’s formal institutional prerogatives and received several substantial policy and institutional side payments during the 1990s, such as the NATO-Russian Council, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, Russia’s induction into the G-7 group, and American promotion of Russian membership in the World Trade Organization, the sum total was that Russia received a seat at the table but no voice. It turned out that one does need a set of allies to be a great power.

The expansion of NATO and whether there was a pledge or promise for that not to happen formed a related but separate controversy. The issue is the subject of considerable historical debate,59 but the issue is whether James Baker (then-Secretary of State) explicitly pledged not to support the expansion of NATO into former communist states. American officials and Gorbachev himself all claim that no explicit pledge was made because no one would have thought these countries would join NATO given the Soviet Union’s existence.60 However, some Russian commentators and revisionist scholars counter such claims by insisting either that Baker deceived Gorbachev at the time or that Gorbachev failed to make an implicit understanding explicit.61 Whatever the legal or historical realities, the political outcome was that Russia had no legal right to decide upon the membership of NATO according to the 1997 NATO-Russia Founding Act,62 Bill Clinton’s Administration eventually welcomed the membership drives of Central European states under the theories of democratic peace and limiting regional security dilemmas,63 and formerly socialist states entered NATO and other organizations by accepting Western institutional arrangements wholesale.64 Russia had lost their set of subordinate allies, but it was unclear to what extent they were makers or takers because their nuclear capabilities implied the former but little else did.

Russia’s dissatisfaction with unipolarity and the US-led international order arises from the fact that Mikhail Gorbachev negotiated a reasonable and defensible position for the Soviet Union but Russia never collected on it, leaving the country in a position where it got nothing for something and found itself outside the expanded Western liberal order that other states were clamoring to join. Instead of being an undisputed great power, not as expansive as the Soviet Union, but nevertheless preeminent in its own region, post-Soviet Russia faced the difficult choice of conforming to outside expectations and joining the West, isolating itself outside of that order, or revising that order to fit its own needs. Yeltsin’s Russia and then Putin’s Russia both faced these structural choices: give up on Russia being a great power, take a breathing spell,65 or revise the international order with a view to restoring Russia to a status befitting its size, history, and traditional place at the heart of international politics.

What Yeltsin and Putin discovered is that over the decades of the Cold War, the United States and its subordinate allies had bargained over material aspects and ideational and behavioral norms on bilateral and multilateral bases in what became an intersubjective yet durable relationship between hierarch and subordinates. Russia’s Cold War-era allies in the Warsaw Pact and COMECON immediately moved to hedge against Russian revanchism and sought refuge in Euro-Atlantic political, security, and economic institutions through acceding to the Euro-Atlantic hierarchy. Unless the Russians accepted the indignity of being treated like a regular country in the Euro-Atlantic hierarchy, giving up its great power pretensions and the ability to exist as a peer in anarchy to the United States, it faced a long journey forward. 

As Yeltsin and Putin maneuvered to raise Russia up the ranks of world powers, they recognized the overwhelming power of the Western international political and economic order and alternately attempted to accommodate, to balance, and finally to revise the Euro-Atlantic order and its domination by the United States. Like other leaders of post-socialist states, Yeltsin first sought to accommodate this Western-led order to maintain lines of funding and political support during a difficult reform period.66 The early enthusiasm between Yeltsin and Bill Clinton was sincere, as beyond the material interests of Russia, Yeltsin believed that he had a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to make Russia into a wealthy and contented state and Clinton believed that he had the greatest chance in history to reset US–Russian relations.67 A June 1992 joint session of the US Congress served as a love-fest for the “slayer of the communist dragon” and Yeltsin’s appeal for a joint US–Russian effort to make the world “safe for democracy” resulted in nine standing ovations and enthusiastic chants of “Boris, Boris.”68 Yet by April 1995, Andrei Kozyrev gave an interview to the Washington Post in which he poured cold water over the idea of unilateral Russian accommodation: “Russia, like other states, is engaged in a search for identity. The strengthening of Russian foreign policy need not be a negative for the U.S. You should recognize Russia as a player, recognize our desire to defend our national interests, and play an important role in the world.”69

Russian attempts to accommodate the United States and by extension the American hierarchy on some more balanced basis continued beyond Yeltsin into the Putin era—a reasonable strategy given the disparities in material power between the two countries. Most famously, Putin was the first foreign leader to call George W. Bush after the September 2001 terror attacks, provided invaluable assistance in the fight against the Taliban and Al-Qaida, and tried to generate a personal relationship with the US president over the issue of anti-terrorism and shared personal values. When that failed to change the relationship between the two countries, Putin was reportedly (and understandably) irritated that he had incurred domestic political costs without receiving anything in return.70 
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