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The Realism of Russia’s Foreign Policy
ALLEN C. LYNCH
THE EMERGENCE OF AN INDEPENDENT RUSSIAN FEDERATION amidst the disintegration of
the Soviet Union at the end of 1991 has constrained Russia and Russian policy elites
to fashion novel forms of statehood and national identity at home as well as new
conceptions of the Russian national interest in its foreign relations.1 Most striking,
perhaps, has been the Russian effort to maintain the appearance of great power status
abroad while most of the sinews of Russian power have withered into evanescence at
home. How successful has the Russian government been in projecting international
in uence from an increasingly fragile domestic foundation? How has it managed the
delicate balance between asserting Russian prerogatives and maintaining Russia’s
relations with the G-7 powers, on whom it is  nancially dependent 2 and without
whom, most Russian foreign policy elites agree, Russia’s most vital national interests
cannot be secured?3 What does the answer to this question imply for both the
evolution of Russian foreign policy and, more broadly, the nature of the nascent
post-Cold War international political system?
The scholarly literature on post-Soviet Russian foreign policy has tended to settle
on a number of propositions concerning its domestic and international context. These
include, most importantly, the following points:
1. The Russian state that has emerged since the collapse of the Soviet Union faces
a profound crisis of political and national identity,4 one that impels Russian foreign
policy in unilateralist and nationalist directions. Moreover, the process of
‘democratisation’ itself often provides incentives to excluded and/or ambitious
political elites to urge unilateralist foreign policies that are quite different from
those presumed by the literature on the ‘liberal democratic peace’.5
2. That state has experienced an unprecedented disintegration of the classical sinews
of international power, i.e. a decade-long depression in the industrial economy and
the virtual decomposition of the armed forces as a coherent combat organisation,
and an external debt which cannot be serviced without further inde nite infusions
of foreign credit, rescheduling and forgiveness, de facto or de jure.6
3. Decision making in the foreign and security policy area is highly amorphous,
unstructured and frequently incoherent, as various agencies of state frequently
pursue their institutional and even personal as distinct from Russian state interests
in foreign as in domestic policy.7
4. Since 1993, in response to the frustration of early Russian aspirations to join the
Western (i.e. G-7) economic, political and security communities, Russian diplomacy has moved in a decidedly unilateralist and frequently anti-Western (often
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anti-US) direction, re ecting the priority of establishing Russia as the integrating
power in central Eurasia as opposed to integrating Russia within the broader G-7
world.8
5. To the extent that the Russian government has nevertheless been able to preserve
a balanced policy in relationship to the G-7 states, it has had more to do with the
speci c interests of the political and economic elites that dominated Russian
politics during the El’tsin era than it has with the constraints imposed by Russia’s
external environment. Russian foreign policy, in short, can be explained better by
unit-level than system-level factors.9
In brief, the problems that Russian foreign policy has presented to the outside world
re ect in substantial measure the problems that beset the  edgling Russian state at
home, and can be expressed in three terse questions: What is Russian? What is
foreign? What is policy? That is: what is the political content of Russian-ness in the
wake of the disintegration of the imperial state that, in Soviet as in Tsarist times,
undergirded Russian power at home and abroad? What is foreign when, amid the
debris of that lost empire, about one-sixth of the Russian nation resides outside the
borders of the Russian state? And  nally, what is policy when the state lacks the
resources, institutions and coherence to perform many of the minimal functions of
governance, including the levying of collectable taxes, control of the armed forces,
suppression of internal rebellion, macroeconomic regulation of the economy and
satisfaction of external  nancial obligations?
Many of these premises are in fact sound enough when taken individually.
Together, they do underscore part of the dramatic crisis of statehood that the Russian
Federation has been experiencing since independence at the end of 1991. Yet, as a
detailed analysis of the course of Russian foreign policy since then demonstrates,
Russian diplomacy has proved to be far from the picture of a unilateralist, anti-Western and generally ineffective statecraft that some of the scholarly literature, much of
the journalistic analysis, and the Russian government’s domestic opponents, have
suggested. Nor has Russia’s foreign policy been driven predominantly by internal
political considerations, as Michael McFaul has argued.10 Rather, a close reading of
Russian foreign policy since 1991 indicates instead a diplomacy that has proved
relatively successful in maintaining two important policy objectives that are in
potential tension with each other: establishing Russian diplomatic and security
hegemony throughout the territory of the former Soviet Union as well as Russia’s
‘great power’ status in international councils while at the same time avoiding a
rupture with the G-7 states, in the  rst place the United States, whose cooperation
remains essential to Russia’s internal as well as external prospects. In this article it
is argued that the prevalent view of contemporary Russian foreign policy as relatively
incoherent and ineffective11 and, where coherent, unilateralist and anti-Western—and
withal driven by internal (unit-level) rather than external (system-level) in uences—
has to date often proved far from being the case. Moreover, the reasons behind the
relative effectiveness of Russian diplomacy shed instructive light on the emerging
structure of the international political system as a whole since the end of the Cold
War.
How has post-Soviet Russia been able to perform this delicate balancing act,
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especially from a position of unprecedented collapse in the classical sources of the
state’s external power? What does the explanation imply for our understanding of the
course and prospects of Russian foreign policy as well as for the structure and
evolution of the post-Cold War international political system? In order to address
these questions, this article will examine a series of cases of Russia’s post-Soviet
diplomacy in several different regional and functional settings. These include Russia’s
involvement in civil con icts and local wars along the southern periphery of the
former Soviet Union, as expressed in the civil war in Moldova; Russian diplomacy
in the Balkans, as expressed in the wars in Bosnia and Serbia; and Russian diplomacy
toward former Soviet allies in East-Central Europe in respect of the extension of
NATO membership eastwards to include Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic.
First, as background, what sort of diplomacy did the  rst post-communist Russian
Foreign Minister, Andrei Kozyrev, bequeath to his successors?
Primakov versus Kozyrev?
The replacement of Andrei Kozyrev by Evgenii Primakov as Foreign Minister in
January 1996 was widely hailed as signalling a shift in Russian diplomacy from a
Western-oriented to a Eurasian-oriented foreign policy. Kozyrev’s liberal internationalism, clearly expressed in an article on human rights published in the Slavic Review
in summer 1992, 12 appeared to be discredited in light of the improbability of Russia’s
early integration into the broader liberal-democratic international community. The
prospect of the entry of erstwhile Soviet satellite states Poland, Hungary and (after the
splitting of the Czechoslovak federation in 1993) the Czech Republic into NATO
appeared to underscore—or so argued most Russians concerned about the issue—the
centrality of classical geopolitical as distinct from liberal criteria in post-Cold War
international relations.13 Primakov, with deep roots in the Soviet foreign policy and
intelligence bureaucracies, and having just served as head of a KGB successor unit,
the Federal Intelligence Service, presaged a refocusing on securing for Russia the
status of global power within Eurasia and further a eld that Kozyrev, a vociferous
advocate of the proposition that Russia’s national interests  owed from its liberaldemocratic aspirations, had seemed to neglect. Indeed, contrary to this liberal school,
Primakov had on several occasions declared that Russia should pay the economic
price for reintegrating the old empire, directly or indirectly; great power status did not
come cheaply and was worth the cost.14 Consequently, many anticipated that Primakov’s appointment would see a marked anti-Western turn in Russian diplomacy, as
the establishment of Russian primacy in central Eurasia had apparently become a
higher priority than relations with the G-7 world.
Such interpretations, which re ected a broad anti-Kozyrev consensus within the
Russian parliament and throughout much of the government itself, discounted the fact
that Kozyrev had presided over a Russian diplomacy that was far more complex and
balanced than his critics were prepared to accept.15 After an early disillusionment
about the likelihood of Russia’s integration into the G-7 community (prompting an
extraordinary mock hostile speech to the foreign ministers of the Conference on
Security and Cooperation in Europe in Stockholm in December 1992), 16 Kozyrev
helped to steer a weak Russian state through a series of diplomatic
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engagements in which Russia proved able to assert its interest in primacy within the
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), the trappings of great power status
further a eld, and advancing its material interests in the face of US protests without
in the process undermining its relationships with the United States and its most
powerful allies. Throughout the southern CIS, ranging from civil con icts within
Moldova, Georgia and Tajikistan to war between Armenia and Azerbaijan, Russia had
succeeded between 1992 and 1995 in asserting its claim to be the interlocuteur
privilégé between these states and the world beyond the old Soviet frontiers. 17
Russian military power, such as it was, and the will of the Russian state to employ
it, underwrote the state’s claim that Russia’s security borders were those of the
defunct Soviet Union. 18 Kozyrev himself came to embrace this shift in Russian
policy,19 stating during a visit to the Russian Northern Fleet in February 1995 that ‘the
 eet continues to be a major strategic force of Russian global presence. It has a secure
future because it plays a diplomatic role in furthering cooperation between Russia and
NATO’.20 In the Balkans, Russia vetoed the US proposal to lift the arms embargo on
former Yugoslavia in respect of Bosnia in the UN Security Council in summer 1993
and succeeded within the year—after a unilateral demarche to NATO to send Russian
peacekeeping units to Sarajevo as a guarantee of Serb good conduct—in negotiating
membership of the  ve-power Contact Group, a kind of regional adaptation of the
Security Council that excludes the one permanent member with no speci c interest in
the Balkans (China) and includes one major power with such interests that is not a
permanent member (Germany). Russian membership in the Contact Group provides
a clear example of the complexity of Russian diplomacy under Kozyrev: Russian
inclusion testi es to Russia’s balancing of a frequently pro-Serbian orientation with
functional relations with the West, and the United States in particular; moreover, the
central purpose of the Contact Group has been to ensure that the potentially
con icting interests of Russia, France, Great Britain, Germany and the United States
on Balkan issues do not undermine the relations of these powers with each other. In
this respect, the Contact Group testi es both to Russia’s desire to pursue potentially
con icting policy lines, i.e. the assertion of great power status together with cultivation of close ties with the United States and its allies, as well as its ability to do
so.
That Russia has not very often been compelled to choose between these two lines
of policy certainly re ects the more permissive international environment that has
emerged since the end of the Cold War. West European and North American powers
have generally been reluctant to press Russia forcefully to observe important international legal and political norms, whether it concerns the use of the Russian Army
to underwrite the de facto secession of trans-Dniestr from Moldova (or of Abkhazia
from Georgia), the observance of OSCE rules on troop movements on the eve of both
invasions of Chechnya (as well as the conduct of the Russian Army during each
Chechen war), reckless statements by Russian of cials, including the President (who
declared in September 1995 that NATO expansion would mean the return of
‘the  ames of war’ to Europe), or even where Russian commercial interests con ict
with long-standing US (as well as previous US-Soviet) non-proliferation policy, as in
the sale of $800 million worth of nuclear reactors by the Russian Ministry of Atomic
Energy to Iran.21 The fact remains that Russian diplomacy under
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Kozyrev’s tenure proved able to identify the margin of manoeuvre potentially
available to Russia and very frequently, much more than Russia’s gravely weakened
economy, military and state—and Russian critics—would imply, advanced its twin
interests in predominance within the CIS and good relations with the G-7 states.
Even on the issue of NATO expansion, where to be sure Russian diplomacy failed
in obtaining its declared objectives, Russian protests helped to delay the timing of
expansion and to obtain in compensation (under Primakov’s tenure as Foreign
Minister) NATO commitments not to station nuclear or conventional forces of
existing NATO states to new members in East-Central Europe, as well as Russian
membership in a permanent joint NATO-Russian council.22 From early 1993 on,
Kozyrev consistently maintained that any eventual extension of the NATO alliance
eastward had to be rooted in a broader concept and framework of European security,
taking Russia’s special status as a nuclear power into account.23 That such a
framework was codi ed under Primakov should not obscure the strong lines of
continuity between these putatively ‘liberal’ and ‘realist’ foreign ministers, as the
following case studies will illustrate.
In this context, McFaul’s argument that Russia’s (relatively) liberal foreign policy
has been sustained mainly by (relatively) liberal Russian political and economic elites
is suggestive but not conclusive. 24 Russia’s diplomatic pattern from as early as
mid-1993 has not been consistently liberal internationalist but rather has been one of
attempting to balance potentially competing objectives of primacy within the CIS area
and the trappings of great power status further a eld versus the cultivation of Russia’s
ties with the G-7 states, collectively as well as individually. Moreover, and again in
quali cation of McFaul’s thesis, this shift took place whilst the Russian government
was still in ‘liberal’ hands (Kozyrev as Foreign Minister and Anatolii Chubais in
charge of privatisation policy), although clearly in response to nationalist pressures
emanating from the Russian parliament. Further, this more complex policy has been
sustained despite shifting elite patterns: the neutralisation of the anti-liberal opposition
in October 1993; its resurgence in the parliamentary elections of December 1993 and
December 1995 (though without signi cant power under Russia’s 1993 presidentialist
constitution); the replacement of the liberal Kozyrev by the un-liberal (‘anti-Western
pragmatist’, in Margot Light’s phrase) Primakov as Foreign Minister in early 1996;
and the rise and fall of Primakov as Prime Minister (1998–99) and the replacement
of the erstwhile liberal El’tsin by the career intelligence of cial Vladimir Putin as
President to begin 2000. (One of Putin’s  rst acts as Acting President was to restore
a memorial bust to the notoriously anti-liberal Yurii Andropov, head of the KGB
between 1967 and 1982, to the infamous Lubyanka building. 25) Elite-level explanations of Russian foreign policy, it would appear, would have to be situated in a
broader environmental context, one that might help explain why Russian political
elites, divided on domestic programmatic grounds, are nevertheless united on a core
pragmatic nationalist consensus that Russia is in a rapid internal decline that must be
reversed, that primary foreign policy focus must be in the CIS region and that
Russia’s nuclear superpower status must be maintained.26
How, then, have Russian policy elites reacted, in several geopolitical settings, to the
challenges of de ning Russia’s external interests in the post-Soviet, post-Cold War
and allegedly liberal international environment? The cases that follow trace Russian
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policy within the ex-Soviet area (Moldova), the ex-Warsaw Pact area (in relation to
NATO expansion) and the Balkans in order to ascertain the nature of Russian policy
and its relative consistency, and thereby to gauge the extent to which extant theories
focusing on unilateralism, incoherence, ineffectiveness, anti-Westernism and elitelevel explanations hold.27
Case 1: Moldova
The de facto secession of trans-Dniestr from Moldova 28 in the course of 1992—and
Western acquiescence in this fact—represents the  rst instance of the Russian military
acting essentially on its own to create political and military faits accomplis to which
an ambivalent Russian government subsequently accommodated itself. Indeed, the
events in Moldova served as a critically important and to date little known test case
of the liberal-democratic premises of Kozyrev’s early foreign policy. Unwittingly, the
United States and its European allies, by not pressing Russia on the behaviour of its
14th Army based in Moldova, seriously undermined the position of Kozyrev, who had
been arguing that Russia could not afford to engage in such unilateral interventions
beyond its borders because of the price that would have to be paid in relations with
the Western world. In the process, the Russian government learned that, within the
con nes of the CIS, Russia possessed considerable latitude of action without running
the risk of jeopardising its Western options.29
The Russian military saw itself in Moldova as the protector of a number of Russian
geopolitical and geostrategic objectives. These included ‘preventing the reuni cation
of Moldova with Romania; keeping Moldova within Russia’s sphere of in uence as
a strategic crossroads between the Black Sea and the Balkans; and maintaining the
considerable infrastructure of military bases, arms and ammunition stores, and
communications facilities in Moldova’s trans-Dniestr region’.30 Furthermore, both the
Russian government and the 14th Russian Army based in Moldova had strong
material interests in keeping the army based in Moldova. Russia lacked adequate
military housing for any relocation to Russia, while more than half of the 14th Army
itself was of local provenance and did not wish to be withdrawn for entirely personal
reasons. While elements of freelancing activity by local units of the Russian army
occurred, these on the whole involved the selling of arms for cash by individual or
small groups of of cers to the highest bidder. Where important political-military and
geopolitical interests have been concerned, the Russian military has acted as a
relatively coherent entity, in the process con rming itself as an effective institutional
actor and the embodiment of a certain conception of Russia’s historical and international interests.31 (This pattern would be repeated in Georgia and Armenia.)
Even before the disintegration of the Soviet Union, an alliance between Soviet
reactionaries and the military based in Moldova had been formed, at  rst in an effort
to thwart Moldova’s move toward sovereignty and then independence from the
USSR. In April 1991 Soviet Politburo member Anatolii Lukyanov had begun to
conspire with trans-Dniestr groups to establish trans-Dniestr as a base from which to
halt Moldova’s slide from the Soviet orbit. The legislative key to such efforts was a
clause in the draft Treaty of Union which stated ‘that in the event that any republic
refuses to sign the Union Treaty, and autonomous republics and regions, as well as
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territories with compactly settled national groups express themselves against such a
refusal, they then have the right to enter the USSR as independent subjects of the
federation, with an appropriate state status …’.32 Gorbachev himself had embraced
such an approach in a futile effort to check El’tsin’s rise as President of Russia.
Lukyanov’s efforts, however, were to yield fruit, as the trans-Dniestr region declared
its secession from Moldova in September 1991, in protest against government
proposals for uni cation with Romania. With the encouragement of the 14th Army
based in Moldova and elements in the Defence Ministry in Moscow, Cossack forces
from Russia began to arrive in Moldova to enforce the secessionists’ claims.33 Indeed,
the 14th Army had become so implicated in this con ict between the Moldovan state
and those claiming to speak for the Russian minority that the Russian Defence
Ministry itself feared it was losing control over the unit. Defence Minister Grachev
had to admit in June 1992 that the 14th Army was no longer obeying orders from
Moscow. The majority of the Russian Army in Moldova refused to obey the order to
retreat and had gone over to the trans-Dniestrian side. The danger of ‘warlordism’
genuinely alarmed the Defence Ministry, which responded by replacing 14th Army
commander General Netkachev with General Aleksandr Lebed, with the express order
to bring the 14th Army under control. Lebed largely succeeded in this task, and was
able to disarm the paramilitary units that had formed from the corps of the 14th Army
and itinerant Cossack units.34
The re-establishment of discipline in the 14th Army, however, went hand in hand
with that Army now assuming an openly partisan stance on the secession issue. Lebed
publicly declared that Russia supported the trans-Dniestr independence movement,
and would continue to do so, by force if necessary. In interviews in the media Lebed
attacked what he called the ‘fascist’ Moldovan government. 35 By late summer 1992
the Russian government had begun to integrate its policy toward Moldova on the
basis of Lebed’s political-military accomplishment and negotiated a cease- re which
has had the effect of enshrining the status quo in trans-Dniestr.
The re-establishment of military discipline was thus not accompanied by the
establishment of civilian control over the military, or indeed of political control over
foreign policy. With the appointment of Lebed, the Russian Defence Minister
assumed direct responsibility for the conduct of the 14th Army in Moldova, as a
number of Russian sources now con rm. The of cial Russian newspaper Rossiiskie
Vesti on 2 February 1994 con rmed the admission of presidential adviser Sergei
Stankevich that General Lebed had not acted on his own in directing the 14th Army
against Moldova. ‘Only now’, the paper wrote, ‘summing up all the facts, have we
come to understand: every step of that Army’s commander was authorised by the
hierarchy of Russia’s Ministry of Defence’. Foreign Minister Kozyrev strongly
condemned the behaviour of the Russian military in Moldova in late June 1992,
arguing that the military were transgressing on political decisions.36 Indeed, Moldova
was the  rst case in the post-Soviet era of the Russian military conducting its own
foreign policy, the aim of which was the ‘paci cation’ of regional con icts and the
‘protection’ of the Russian population, together with the re-establishment of a uni ed
security space throughout the ex-USSR.
With Moldova begins the process by which Russia embarked on the way to
re-establishing a hegemonic position in what Russian strategists called Russia’s
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‘geopolitical space’, and to a signi cant extent with the tacit acquiescence of the
Western powers, including the United States. Interestingly, as Andranik Migranyan,
a foreign policy adviser to El’tsin, admitted, Western failure to challenge Russian
intervention in Moldova in mid-1992—when Russian policy was in considerable
disarray—was a turning point in Russia’s foreign policy, as it disproved the liberal
Russian argument that Russia would pay a price for violating accepted principles of
good conduct. The con ict in Moldova ‘played a great role in changing the Russian
establishment’s understanding of Russia’s role in the post-Soviet space’, Migranyan
has written. The Russian Foreign Ministry and liberal democratic circles were
concerned that adverse international reactions would follow the aggressive Russian
behaviour in Moldova. ‘The West, however, feared that any strong response to Russia
over the 14th Army’s actions … might overburden the ruling democrats, and therefore
refrained from any serious demarches against Russia; whereupon the Russian Foreign
Ministry’s position shifted toward the unconditional defence of the Dniestr republic
…’. From that point on, Migranyan notes, ‘practically all political forces in Russia
shared similar positions toward Moldova’.37 This lack of Western reaction also sent
a powerful signal to the Moldovan leadership, and that government ultimately bowed
to Russian pressure and agreed to join the Commonwealth of Independent States, as
would, under similar circumstances, Georgia the following year.38 (For his service to
the Russian state, General Lebed received promotion directly from El’tsin in October
1993; more than 200 of his of cers and soldiers received commendations for their
activities in Moldova.)
Case 2: Balkan diplomacy and the establishment of the Contact Group
In perhaps the most striking assertion of Russian diplomacy39 since 1992 (and in
anticipation of the unilateral dispatch of 200 Russian paratroopers to Pristina airport
in Kosovo in June 1999), the Russian government in February 1994 unilaterally
countered a NATO ultimatum to Serbia, to withdraw heavy artillery units from
around Sarajevo or face heavy bombing, with a guarantee to be enforced by Russian
peacekeeping units on the spot. The Russian demarche achieved its desired effect of
forestalling NATO air raids, in the process both inspiring and alarming the Russian
foreign policy leadership. Russia had now openly asserted itself as a peer of the West
in matters Yugoslav, and thus underscored its claim to be taken seriously as a great
power in European affairs. No decisions of importance, it seemed, could henceforth
be taken without active Russian involvement beforehand. 40 At the same time, the
visible dismay of the Western allies, and above all the United States, at what was
widely seen as Russia’s sleight of diplomatic hand, gave cause for concern in
Moscow that great power harmony might not tolerate many more such inspired
initiatives. 41 Kozyrev framed the issue squarely in an interview with Western
journalists in mid-June 1994:
We are on the threshold of recreating in the Balkans … a type of client–patron relationship
that used to characterise the Cold War period … Russian public opinion tends to believe that
we have to be the protectors of the Serbs, and in the United States there seems to be a kind
of obsession with portraying the Muslim and Croat side as almost the innocent victim of

RUSSIA’S FOREIGN POLICY

15

so-called Serbian aggression … That is the danger: that Washington starts to behave as
protector of the Muslim side and unilaterally lifts the arms embargo. The Russian parliament
has already prepared a resolution. They are ready to respond immediately to countries lifting
the arms embargo by unilaterally lifting sanctions against Serbia … This will be a total break
with international legality.42

Whatever the Russian stake in the Balkans,43 for the El’tsin-Kozyrev government it
was always subordinate to the need to maintain at least the appearance, if not the
substance, of partnership with the West. The trick was to craft Russian policy in such
a way that Russia need not have to choose between its parallel claims to strategic
partnership with the West, on the one hand, and to the say and weight appropriate to
a ‘great power’, on the other. So long as the NATO powers were themselves divided
or undecided on how to proceed, the Russian government could maintain this delicate
balancing act. NATO unity to act against Serb transgressions of UN Security Council
resolutions in Bosnia, on the other hand, would test Russia’s claims to diplomatic
peerage to the breaking point.
In this light, movement to form the Contact Group, i.e. a framework for more
systematic diplomatic coordination among Russia, the United States, France, Britain
and Germany, began almost immediately after the Russian success at Sarajevo,44
although the decisive impulse came after the Serbian humiliation of Russia during the
bombardment of Gorazde in April 1994. 45 The Contact Group, formally established
in late April 1994, was to give institutional expression to the conviction, shared
among the  ve powers (later six, when Italy was included as focus shifted to Kosovo),
that avoidance of mutual misunderstanding and the preservation of cooperative
relations were superior to the speci c issues involved in ex-Yugoslavia and the
manner by which they might eventually be resolved. 46 Moreover, Russian inclusion
in the group would tend to ensure that NATO states could not interpret how to
implement UN mandates (as over Sarajevo in February 1994) without prior Russian
agreement. As Vitalii Churkin, the Russian diplomat at the time responsible for
handling Yugoslav diplomacy, put it in March 1994, ‘We cannot accept a situation in
which the right to interpret Security Council decisions is given to some other
organisation [i.e. NATO]’.47 Closer cooperation among the  ve just before and after
the establishment of the Contact Group did in fact lead to a series of signi cant
initiatives, including mediation leading to a cease- re among Serbs and Croats in
Krajina in March 1994, relief of Tuzla airport, also in March 1994, 48 and—after a
bitter deception by the Bosnian Serbs over the shelling of Gorazde in April 1994—a
determined Russian effort, coordinated now with the Western powers, to separate the
Bosnian Serbs diplomatically from Serbia proper, and in the process isolate the
Bosnian Serb party (and thereby appease domestic Russian political pressures).
Russian observers immediately noticed a closer calibration of Russian and Western
diplomacy. ‘Moscow is no longer talking about the categorical impermissibility of air
strikes and, moreover, now acknowledges their advisability when the civilian population is threatened’, an Izvestiya journalist noted in late April 1994. ‘Washington, for
its part, has agreed that the primary orientation must be toward diplomatic methods
of in uencing the participants in the con ict …’.49 From April 1994 Foreign Minister
Kozyrev would speak increasingly of ‘negative sanctions’ to in ict on the Bosnian
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Serbs, including the raising of the arms embargo, in the event of non-compliance with
the Contact Group’s offer to divide Bosnia on a 51–49 basis.50 In early July 1994
Kozyrev declared in Geneva that, ‘if the Serbs do not agree to the borders on the new
map, a lifting of the arms embargo against the Muslims will be inevitable’.51 It thus
seemed that cooperation within the Contact Group would enable Russia to preserve
relations with the West and cultivate a special relationship with Serbia, as Russia now
pressed to lift the economic embargo on Serbia as the political counterpart to
threatening greater sanctions on the Bosnian Serbs.52
In mid-December 1994 Russian foreign ministry of cials af rmed their understanding of the consensus view within the Contact Group ‘that emphasise[s] political and
diplomatic solutions to the Bosnian crisis’.53 Such an approach seemed at the time
likely to succeed, in that it could preserve super cially amicable relations not only
between Russia and the West but also between Britain and France, on the one hand,
and Germany and the United States, on the other. An excellent example is the
symbolic bombing by NATO of a Serb air eld in Croatia in late November 1994, at
the time of the escalation of  ghting around Bihac: Russia did not formally protest,
and NATO took care to see that no Serb combat planes were actually destroyed. 54
More robust NATO actions, such as those which came in late August–September
1995 with the bombing of Serb targets through Bosnia, would test the limits of
Russian in uence to breaking point.55
That bombing campaign, and the US-led peace negotiations that followed it, ‘laid
bare the internal contradictions of the El’tsin administration’s policy toward the
con ict in the former Yugoslavia’.56 Assertive NATO diplomacy, backed with
military power, undermined the ability of El’tsin and Kozyrev to appease their
domestic critics by adopting a pro le on Bosnia that, while distinct from the West’s,
nevertheless always stopped short of outright confrontation with the NATO states. In
practice, while of cial Russian rhetoric reached heights seldom achieved even during
the Cold War—at one point El’tsin connected the NATO bombings to the issue of
NATO extension and ignition of ‘the  ames of war in Europe’ 57—Russia had been
removed as an agent of international policy on Bosnia. Moreover, the El’tsin
government simply could not outbid the nationalist forces of the opposition in the
Duma, who would have liked nothing better than the rupture of relations with a West
that it saw as responsible for the international humiliation of the Russian state. This
El’tsin was not prepared to countenance. In consequence, the El’tsin government was
compelled by circumstances tacitly to concede what should have been apparent all
along: that Russia was no longer a great power in a region of declared Russian
historical interest.
Up until the Serb conquest of Srebenica and Zepa in mid-July 1995 Russia was
able to present itself at home as the champion of the Serbs’ rights in the Balkans and
abroad as a responsible, if critical, negotiating partner. Indeed, at the 21 July session
of the Contact Group, ‘Russia again opposed making any threats against the Bosnian
Serbs and insisted that only “political means” be used to solve the con ict’.58 Within
weeks, however, the stunning military successes of the Croatian army in Krajina, in
conjunction with joint Croatian-Bosnian government operations in Bosnia itself, had,
by expelling Serb military forces from Krajina and parts of western Bosnia, transformed the balance of power in the region. Russia was no longer needed as a
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‘privileged’ interlocutor to deliver the Krajina Serbs, who were no longer a factor to
be taken into account. Likewise, the Bosnian Serbs now had much more pressing
military considerations to deal with than distant and implausible Russian entreaties.
Croatian president Franjo Tudjman’s rejection of El’tsin’s invitation for a Moscow
conference scheduled for 10 August with Russia, Serbia and Croatia underscored the
dramatic loss of Russian prestige in the preceding weeks.
The commencement of the NATO bombing campaign on 30 August, following
another Serb attack on a Sarajevo marketplace, saw Russia effectively marginalised
as a diplomatic and military factor. Russia’s protests against NATO’s attacks were
politely ignored as the bombing campaign continued. The Russian role, as Scott
Parrish notes, ‘was now restricted to criticising the United States and NATO from the
sidelines’.59 Since the end of the bombing campaign in mid-September 1995 Russian
diplomacy on Bosnia has closely adhered to the efforts of the Contact Group, and in
particular of the United States, to devise a framework for a cease re and eventual
settlement in Bosnia that essentially re ect the military facts on the ground. In this
sense, at least, Russian efforts have not been entirely in vain. Primakov had been
following a similar pattern within the Contact Group in connection with the civil
con ict in Kosovo until NATO began actual bombing of Serbia on 24 March 1999. 60
Case 3: calculations on NATO expansion
A meeting convened by Primakov as Prime Minister with the Council on Foreign and
Defence Policy on 13 February 1999 (to discuss domestic politics) underscored the
close links between this advisory group and Russian foreign policy considerations
under Primakov. 61 Headed by Sergei Karaganov, deputy director of the Institute of
Europe and one of the most provocative of Gorbachev’s ‘new thinkers’ in the late
1980s, 62 the Council on Foreign and Defence Policy has played an important role in
conceptualising the external policy of a Russian state that is seen as weak but in need
of negotiating a  ne line between establishing Russian primacy within the CIS area
and maintaining good relations with the G-7 world.63 This complex perspective is
perhaps best re ected in the Council’s views of Russian policy toward NATO
expansion, the focus of Russia’s Western policy in the mid-1990s.
As soon as the issue of NATO expansion was formally raised by the Polish
leadership in a controversial summit meeting between Lech Walesa and Boris El’tsin
in August 1993 the prospective inclusion of erstwhile East European satellites of the
Soviet Union in NATO became intertwined with Russian domestic politics. In spite
of the fact that most Russian foreign and security of cials and analysts understood
that NATO presented no threat to speci c Russian security interests, a broad domestic
consensus in Russia on the unacceptability of NATO expansion tended to preclude
any substantive Russian negotiation with NATO on the terms of such expansion.
NATO was thus to be both opposed and appeased: told time and again that expansion
of the alliance was unacceptable, yet taking every precaution so that the political
and diplomatic fallout from expansion—which was soon seen as inevitable—did
not undermine Russia’s necessary diplomatic, economic and even strategic cooperation with the Western world. The expansion of NATO threatens not so much
Russia’s material interests as Russia’s fragile post-Soviet international
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identity, according to which Russia remains a great power worthy of the mantle of the
USSR or Imperial Russia. And because the question is primarily one of identity, it has
been that much more intractable to discuss.
At the same time, a document published in July 1995 by the Russian Council on
Foreign and Defence Policy well re ects the distinction between the analysis of
NATO intentions made in the councils of the Kremlin and Moscow’s policy on
NATO expansion. 64 The analysis shares the broad Russian consensus against NATO
extension but warns against ‘a Soviet-style rhetoric of confrontation that will
endanger Russia’s national interests in all senses’. The authors, who included
members of El’tsin’s Presidential Council, interpreted the motives of NATO states in
extending NATO membership to ex-Warsaw Pact states as based on a threefold desire
to preserve the viability of NATO in a post-Soviet international setting, build the
basis for a common (West) European defence and security policy, and keep the
United States committed to Europe’s security, thereby constraining the scope of future
German strategic in uence on the continent. In other words, they understood that
NATO expansion was not directed against Russia. Moreover, these Russian analysts
saw these concerns as quite legitimate ones for the NATO states.
What are Russia’s interests vis-à-vis NATO, in this light? Russia, the authors
stated, desires continued good relations with the West. Indeed, Russia’s primary fear
about the consequences of NATO expansion is that Russia will be strategically
isolated from a Europe, East and West, that is committed to a course of comprehensive economic, political and strategic integration.65 It is this concern about the
unknown political and diplomatic effects of isolation, and not a belief that NATO
constitutes any de nite threat to Russia, that has driven Russian resistance to the
inclusion of Poland, Hungary and others into the North Atlantic alliance. What Russia
prefers, the authors declared, is a band of neutral, weakly armed states in East-Central
Europe, an interest that is obviously incompatible with an increase in NATO
membership eastward.
How should Russia protect its core foreign policy and security interests in the face
of NATO’s prospective extension? The Russian advisers argued that Russian leaders
should in no way take NATO expansion for granted. In particular, they advised
against any talk of Russia receiving compensation from the West in exchange for the
adhesion of ex-Warsaw Pact states to the alliance. Russia, they noted, would receive
such compensation anyway from a West that was desperately concerned not to
alienate a Russia formally committed to market and democratic reforms. Russian
leaders should thus distinguish between the speci c problem of NATO expansion and
the broader, more fundamental issue of Russia’s overall relationship with the states
of the North Atlantic alliance. Russia, in this view, should concentrate on developing
an intense set of bilateral relationships that would form a distinct framework to
protect Russia’s interests even in the event of NATO expansion. Moreover, given the
lack of consensus among key NATO states on the nature and timing of NATO
expansion, Russia might be able to exert considerable in uence through its respective
bilateral ties. Russia, unlike the USSR, is able to cooperate with ruling elites in a
number of key NATO states.
In the end, the Russian government, with Primakov as Foreign Minister, acquiesced
in the inevitability of NATO expansion. In exchange, Russia and NATO worked out
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a parallel relationship involving a permanent joint Russia-NATO Council that for the
 rst time allows Russia a voice in the internal deliberations of NATO. Very quickly
thereafter the question of NATO expansion was largely defused in the domestic
politics of Russian foreign policy, while Russia continued to cooperate with NATO
and NATO states on a range of issues, including Russian peacekeeping troops under
NATO command in Bosnia.66
Case 4: NATO’s war against Serbia, March–June 1999
NATO’s war against Serbia in the spring of 1999 provoked the loudest, most
intemperate and sustained Russian protests against the West since the disintegration
of the Soviet Union. Terms such as ‘aggression’, ‘barbaric’, ‘diktat’, ‘undisguised
genocide’, ‘criminal’, ‘Natocolonialism’ etc. were regularly employed by Foreign
Minister Ivanov in his prepared remarks at press conferences, while comparisons were
often made with the destruction rained on Yugoslavia in World War II, evoking
strong emotions of pro-Serb (and anti-NATO) sympathy in Russian society.67 While
Russian of cials took pains always to refer to Yugoslav ‘President’ Milosevic,
Russian President El’tsin spoke rudely of just ‘Clinton’ twice in his  rst televised
address to the Russian people on the war. 68 The Russian government broke off its
participation in the joint Russia-NATO Council, while, perhaps for the  rst time,
broad elements in Russian society became deeply affected by a foreign policy issue,
evidently seeing Russia’s own past (and future?) in the plight of a Belgrade once
again, as in 1941, under aerial bombardment. 69
In fact, NATO’s Balkan war was a traumatic event for the Russian government in
ways that previous Western actions in Bosnia were not, if only because of the timing
of the war, just weeks after the admission of Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic
into the North Atlantic alliance. Russian policy elites appeared to understand at once
(in the manner of US elites after the invasion of South Korea in June 1950) that
NATO’s war in Serbia had a much broader signi cance than the future of Kosovo:
this was to be the  rst case study of the world after NATO expansion, in which
NATO states, led by the United States, determined, without reference to the UN
Security Council (where the Russians have a veto) or even to the letter of NATO’s
charter (concerning the nature of NATO actions—defensive, and the area of NATO
operations—con ned to existing NATO states), when, where and how force might be
employed to affect political behaviour, perhaps extending to the border regions of
Russia itself.70 Given that NATO would give no undertaking as to when the alliance
might cease admitting new members or who might be ineligible (e.g. the Baltic states
or Ukraine), NATO’s decision for war exposed the legal  ction of the Russia-NATO
treaty: Russia’s relationship with NATO was of symbolic, not substantive,
signi cance. NATO’s war thus underscored in undeniable ways the weakness of
Russian power and the extent to which Russia’s in uence depends upon  ssures in its
external political environment. This was clearly too much for many Russian politicians to bear.
Yet, in the  nal analysis, the pattern that we have described in this article—one in
which Russia seeks to balance its great power pretensions while preserving its lines
to the West—prevailed. From the very outset of the war, Russian of cials dis-
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tinguished their attitude toward NATO’s war and NATO itself from their interests
with respect to the states constituting NATO. While Russia withdrew from the
NATO-Russia Council, it stayed part of the Contact Group, continued contacts with
the G-7 and stressed its ongoing bilateral interests in good relations with NATO
states, including the United States. Russian histrionics notwithstanding, and despite
symbolic gestures such as sending a Russian intelligence ship into the Adriatic Sea,
the Russian government made it clear that it would not be drawn militarily into the
NATO-Serbian war. After weeks of attempted mediation between Milosevic and
NATO, Russia, faced with the choice of Milosevic or NATO (or simple withdrawal
from the fray), accepted the role of postman for the North Atlantic alliance, with
Russian special envoy Viktor Chernomyrdin in effect helping to deliver NATO’s
terms to Milosevic in early June 1999. 71 Russian domestic observers were not
deceived; most, and most importantly the Russian military leadership, saw Chernomyrdin’s role for what it was: an attempt to disguise Russia’s isolation and impotence
(and abandonment of Milosevic) by being present at the armistice.72 Once again,
when pressed to the choice, the Russian government chose to tend its bridges to the
West rather than make its Western policy hostage to the particulars of disagreements
over the Balkans.
At the same time, something changed with NATO’s war against Serbia. The fact
of the war and of the way in which it was presented in Russia has had the effect of
crystallising a progressively stronger scepticism toward the West that had been
building in Russian society. Through its efforts to shape the speci c contours of the
Russian political economy, the United States had already, before the war, helped to
make it ‘virtually impossible to conceive of a pro-reform Russian nationalist’.73 The
domestic backlash in Russia against what are seen as US-inspired ‘reform’ programmes, which has made untenable an explicitly pro-American platform in Russian
politics (by contrast to the early 1990s), has been compounded by Russia’s increasing
international isolation. The Russian decision to hurriedly send 200 troops to Pristina
airport in Kosovo in June 1999—made by the General Staff leadership without the
involvement of either the Defence or Foreign Ministers74—re ects a general Russian
sentiment that Russia still counts for something in world affairs.75 Russia is very
different from the rest of Eastern Europe in this respect. As the Romanian political
scientist Silviu Brucan has observed, ‘… while the mechanisms of the world
economic system compel the [smaller] East European nations to play by the rules of
the world market, the referee being the IMF, the dynamics of power politics generate
in a great power like Russia the will to resist, and gradually oppose, the tendency of
the Western powers to assert their supremacy’.76 If, according to this feeling, Russia
is not included by the West, Russia can still create facts on the ground to compel
Western attention. The general shift in Russian politics away from pro-Western
positions that is part of Russia’s experience with Western-aided economic ‘reform’
has rendered such interventions non-controversial among Russian elites. The burden
of proof in Russian politics is now squarely on those arguing that the West, including
the United States, should be given the bene t of the doubt. The Russian-Western, and
especially the Russian-American, relationship has thus lost almost all of the sentimental glue that bound the two countries together in a common anti-communist,
pro-reform consensus in the early 1990s.
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This is not to say that Russia, in the aftermath of NATO’s war in Serbia, is
committed to a confrontation with the West. Far from it: this is neither within
Russia’s power nor within the imagination of the pragmatic nationalist consensus that
prevails in Moscow. As Kubicek has noted, ‘the mainstream Russian foreign policy
of the pragmatic nationalists envisions a realistic partnership with the West and is not
overtly anti-Western’.77 Thus, after the melodramatic dash of the Russian paratroopers
to Pristina—many more Russian troops were blocked by aggressive US diplomacy to
close East European airspace to Russian transports 78—Russian peacekeepers assumed
the roles that NATO had assigned to them, without their own sector and reporting to
a NATO commander. Rather, the cost of NATO’s war will be calculated in terms of
the greater dif culty of obtaining Russian cooperation in areas such as the collaborative managing of Russia’s nuclear archipelago, civilian as well as military, that are as
much in the Western as in the Russian interest but which have been and may continue
to be held political hostage in the Russian Duma (as in the case of the START II
treaty).
The consistency of Russian diplomacy
The cases examined in this article illustrate in particular what has become a general
and consistent pattern in post-Soviet Russian foreign policy. Having come to power
amidst an apparently decisive break with the past, the external policy of the new
Russian state re ected the ambitious and ideologically in uenced assumption that
Russia’s interests abroad corresponded to its effort to construct a liberal democratic
order at home, and, related to this, that Russia’s external interests could be subsumed
within its liberal aspirations to become integrated as broadly and as rapidly as
possible in the G-7 community of states. Very soon, however, it became clear that
those aspirations were wildly exaggerated and that Russia would to a large extent be
left to its own devices in facing the range of foreign policy issues that confronted it
in the aftermath of Soviet collapse. In response, Russian foreign policy adopted a
much less ideological stance,79 one predicated upon a more nationalist and unilateralist tone, while being careful not to take steps that could jeopardise its ties with the
wealthy and powerful G-7 states on whose cooperation Russia continued to depend.
(Early Soviet Russia of course went through a comparable stage of breaking with the
past, frustration of early ideological expectations of integration with the advanced
West—on Soviet terms—and the corresponding need to adapt to the more traditional
practices of diplomacy and the international political system in general. At the same
time, the Soviet Union did not relinquish its revolutionary option or institutions
abroad and by the mid-1920s was able to obtain recognition from most European
states without dismantling its revolutionary mission.80) A very weak Russian state (as
in the 1920s) has been able to have its cake and even to eat some of it at the same
time.
Why then was Kozyrev sacked in favour of Primakov? Already before 1993 was
out, Kozyrev was becoming a growing liability for President El’tsin in terms of the
domestic politics of Russian foreign policy. In many respects a political anomaly in
El’tsin’s cabinet after 1992, Kozyrev was identi ed by the communist-nationalist
majority established in the parliament by the December 1993 elections (and increased
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by the December 1995 elections) with the liberal government of Egor Gaidar that had
been forced to resign in December 1992 in favour of the senior energy of cial Viktor
Chernomyrdin. Much of this criticism was about tone, since Kozyrev had in fact
quickly tacked to the more nationalist wind that picked up steam as Russians of all
political stripes began to awaken to the many unexpected foreign policy consequences
of Soviet disintegration, especially the dif culties of organising relations with
Russia’s newly independent neighbours in the ‘near abroad’.81 Still, Kozyrev’s
evident unpopularity within the Russian political class (there is not much evidence
that the population at large was at all interested in the foreign policy issues under
contention82) meant that El’tsin had to weigh the cost of that unpopularity against the
credibility that Kozyrev as foreign minister lent El’tsin in dealings with Western
leaders and lenders. Kozyrev, who had no real political base apart from his
relationship to El’tsin, proved unable to quiet the domestic controversies surrounding
Balkan diplomacy and especially NATO expansion. 83 By early 1996, following a
crushing defeat for the government in the December 1995 parliamentary elections,
and in anticipation of the presidential election in the coming summer, El’tsin agreed
to remove Kozyrev in favour of Primakov.
A close reading of Russian foreign policy indicates that the decision was not taken
because of a re-evaluation of the main lines of Russian diplomacy. In all central
respects Primakov continued Kozyrev’s balancing act. Moreover, the more senior
Primakov had for many years before the Soviet break-up been associated with a
school of foreign policy analysts arguing for a more deideologised, pragmatic foreign
policy, one that proved compatible with Gorbachev’s foreign policy philosophy (if not
all of its fruits, such as the uni cation of Germany within NATO). 84 The Russian
political scientist Aleksei Bogaturov has observed in this respect that in the course of
the 1970s and early 1980s there appeared inside the Soviet communist elite ‘a kind
of “revisionist” or “proto-liberal” core’ consisting of key foreign policy think tank
directors Georgii Arbatov (Institute of USA and Canada), Nikolai Inozemtsev
(Institute of World Economy and International Relations), as well as Primakov
(Institute of Oriental Studies). 85 Moreover, there is much evidence to suggest that
since at least late 1993 Primakov was already exerting considerable in uence on
Russian diplomacy through his direct channel to President El’tsin as Director of the
Federal Intelligence Service.86 What Primakov brought to the Foreign Ministry was
a different tone, one that focused explicitly on Russia’s state interests as distinct from
those  owing from its nominal liberal democratic aspirations. This more pragmatic,
state-centric discourse did a great deal to insulate the foreign ministry from criticism
from the communist-nationalist majority in the parliament as well as the many
nostalgic for Soviet Russia’s superpower status throughout the government. Primakov
also proved an able administrator and, just as he had preserved a degree of cohesion
within the Federal Intelligence Service amidst the general chaos of the Russian
government, so was able to establish a team of trusted subordinates and insulate the
formulation of Russian foreign policy from most of the more extreme challenges that
had emanated from the institutions of an imperfectly ‘democratising’ state.87
In all of the areas mentioned above Primakov maintained the post-1993 Kozyrev
line in Russian foreign and security policy. Russian troops continued to de ne the
parameters of Georgian sovereignty in Georgia’s con ict with its Abkhaz minority;
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Russian arms transfers bolstered Armenia’s position in its war against Azerbaijan
while underscoring its dependence on Russia; a Russian division continued to monitor
civil con ict in Tajikistan as well as patrol the old external Soviet border there with
Afghanistan; in the Balkans, even after the onset of NATO’s war in Serbia, Russia
continued to work collaboratively within the Contact Group, balancing its privileged
relationship with Serbia against its partnership with France, Britain, Germany and the
United States; while concerning NATO, Primakov secured for Russia membership in
a joint NATO-Russia council, in the process defusing for the time being the issue of
NATO expansion in Russian politics. Elsewhere, Primakov propelled Russian nuclear
energy contracts with Iran (again, a process that had begun under Kozyrev, though at
the initiative of the Ministry of Atomic Energy) while on Iraq Primakov’s policy has
been to accelerate the lifting of the UN embargo, much to the anxiety of the United
States. Yet even on this last issue strong points of continuity between Kozyrev’s and
Primakov’s diplomacy are present: just as, under Kozyrev, Russia worked with a
sympathetic Britain and France in opposing the US on lifting the arms embargo on
Bosnia in mid-1993, 88 so was Russia under Primakov careful to align itself with
signi cant allies when opposing the United States.89 France in particular has provided
useful cover and leverage for Russia on policy toward Iraq. Perhaps most important
of all, Russia continues to respect the independence and territorial integrity of
Ukraine; 90 it was in fact under Primakov—in the face of widespread scepticism by the
parliamentary critics who never accepted Kozyrev—that the key bilateral RussianUkrainian treaty was signed in late May 1997, providing for post-Soviet Russia’s
recognition of the inviolability of Ukraine’s borders. 91 (That the Russian decision to
sign the treay was motivated in part by a calculation that such assurances could
dissuade Ukraine from an undesirable rapprochement with NATO illustrates a
subtlety to Primakov’s diplomacy that is often overlooked.) 92
Conclusions
The widely held thesis of a fundamental break between Russian foreign policy under
Kozyrev and that under Primakov, as well as the notion of an anti-Western turn in
Russian diplomacy since 1993, is thus untenable. There was a decided shift in Russian
policy in the course of 1993, away from the premises of liberal internationalism
toward a more realist, and frankly, more realistic, assessment of Russian interests and
capabilities. This shift occurred early in the Kozyrev administration and, while it was
certainly not Kozyrev’s preference, the Foreign Minister helped Russian policy adapt
to the frustration of its more utopian initial expectations about integration into the
broader liberal world without jeopardising Russia’s links with that same world.
‘Liberal’ Russia discovered very early, as had the ill fated Provisional Government of
1917 and the Bolsheviks by 1921, that the structure of the international political
system tended to undermine the transformative claims of ideology, whether it be
liberal or communist. A Russia that would not (could not?) be integrated into a
wealthier, more powerful international community was a Russia that would (as in the
1920s) be forced to rely mainly on its own resources, such as they were, in crafting
its external policy and relationships. It fell  rst to Kozyrev and then to Primakov to
make the adaptations required to reconcile post-Soviet Russia to a subordinate
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position in the international system in a domestic setting wherein most Russian elites
persisted in assuming Russia’s great power status.93 Under both foreign policy
administrations Russian diplomacy avoided the twin traps of outright de ance and
abject dependency: a state with far fewer power resources than it desired nevertheless
managed to assert its interests in primacy within the CIS, diplomatic peerage (within
limits, to be sure) with NATO in the Balkans, rejection (in the end unsuccessful) of
NATO expansion, as well as de ance of US policy in Iraq and Iran without
undermining its multiple ties with the immensely more powerful Western world.
How was Russia able to accomplish this feat in light of the collapse of basic
indicators of national power, such as the industrial economy, the armed forces, the
 scal base of the state, not to mention the loss of Russia’s historical imperial
territories that have underwritten its great power status?94 In uence, of course, is a
relational concept, and as such Russia’s prospects for exercising external in uence
hinge upon developments in other states. Three points bear noting in this respect.
First, within the CIS, especially in the broad southern periphery stretching from
Moldova to Tajikistan, Russia’s ex-Soviet neighbours face challenges at least as
daunting as those besetting Russia itself. Poor and fragile states riven by civil or
international wars remain vulnerable to Russian power, as much as that power has
fallen in absolute terms. Ironically, only within the Russian Federation itself—in
Chechnya—has Russian power exceeded its grasp; in Moldova, Georgia, Armenia
and Tajikistan Russian intervention in ongoing con icts has con rmed Russia’s status
as Ordnungmacht within the southern CIS.95
Second, the capacity to exercise in uence depends not only on how one’s power
resources compare with others’ but on the intensity of the stake that given powers
claim in a given con ict.96 As the US and Western non-reaction to Russian military
intervention in the Moldovan civil con ict in trans-Dniestr demonstrates, superior
capacity to apply power must be quali ed by the political will to use that power in
a particular situation. By the end of 1993 it had become clear to Russian leaders that,
in the southern CIS at least, neither the United States nor any of its NATO powers
were prepared either to intervene to challenge Russia’s claim to be the regional
policeman or to in ict an economic or diplomatic price on Russia for such interventions as it deemed in its interests. (By contrast, where the United States and key West
European states have made clear that unilateral and interventionist conduct by Russia
would jeopardise its relations with the G-7 world—as over the Baltic states—Russian
conduct has been much more solicitous of the sovereignty of the states concerned.)
Western inaction had the additional effect of removing the negative sanction from the
argument of Russian liberals that the G-7 states would not tolerate unilateral Russian
interventions in neighbouring states, thereby helping to discredit the liberal democratic argument in Russian policy circles. Relatedly, Russia’s margin for manoeuvre
has depended on the capacity of Western states to allow the El’tsin government
considerable slack on the argument that too much pressure from the West might
undermine El’tsin at home and with him a policy that Western governments
recognised was quite compatible with core Western interests.97 The collapse of the
material infrastructure of Russian power is thus but one, if an extreme, consequence
of the end of the cold war and the disintegration of the Soviet Union. The nature of
the Western stake in international order has also been transformed. Consequently, just
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as the scope of actual Western in uence is much more restricted than one might
deduce from a projection of the indices of the superiority of Western power, so the
scope of Russian in uence is often greater than one might deduce from a simple
projection of the indices of the inferiority of Russian power. 98
Third, one cannot overlook both the professionalism with which Russian diplomacy
has been conducted on key issues under both Kozyrev and Primakov and the extent
to which Primakov especially was able to insulate the foreign policy-making process
from the broader turbulences of Russian politics.99 Primakov proved more successful
than Kozyrev in containing the isolationist and xenophobic voices that became more
prominent with the pluralisation of Russian politics. The impact of talented diplomats
such as Churkin on Balkan and NATO issues, as well as of Primakov himself and the
team of loyal professionals serving under him at the Foreign Ministry, has to be taken
into account in assessing the ability of an otherwise unsteady Russian state to
negotiate multiple and potentially con icting objectives in several spheres of external
policy.100 In particular, Russia has been careful to choose when to act alone and when
to oppose the United States in collaboration with others, especially US allies like
France. Two mutually reinforcing factors are thus at work here: the analytical and
diplomatic professionalism of much of the Russian foreign policy community, i.e. the
Foreign Ministry and the several research institutes, as well as the administrative,
political and diplomatic skills of Primakov himself (as evidenced by his appointment
as Prime Minister in September 1998). In many respects, the conversion of Russian
foreign policy elites to what we might call a tempered realist outlook was well under
way even before the advent of Gorbachev, especially among the younger generations.
Since then, the professional foreign policy community in Russia has shed Soviet
habits and premises to a far greater extent than has been the case among Russian
political-economic elites more generally. Primakov too emerged from this alternative
Soviet-era voice. Yet his major contribution to Russian statecraft was to insulate the
foreign policy process from the often wild gyrations of the larger Russian political
scene, an accomplishment that has been maintained under his successor as Foreign
Minister, Igor Ivanov.
In sum, Russian in uence has proved greatest where the Western stake is least
intense and weakest where the Western stake is the most intense.101 Where most
successful, Russia has nevertheless not been able to exclude the West from projecting
its interests (e.g. Western assertion of energy interests in the Caucasus and Central
Asia);102 where least successful, Russia has nevertheless managed, as we have seen,
to elicit from the West commitments to institutionalised consultation (e.g. in the
Balkans and in relations with NATO); these commitments, in turn, have provided
signi cant external incentives for Russian policy to remain broadly within a framework of diplomatic engagement with states whose speci c interests did not always
coincide with those of the Russian government. 103
This is not to gainsay the very real limits on Russia’s external in uence, whatever
the political colour of Russia’s government. Russia will lack most of the trappings of
signi cant international power for the foreseeable future. It is a large power rather
than a great power. Even the question of how to deal with Russia’s nuclear
weapons—how to insulate them from domestic instability and disorder—now  ows
from the debility rather than from the strength of the Russian state. Moreover, the
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relative indifference with which the Western world has observed Russia’s attempts to
come to grips with disorder along its southern periphery has arguably contributed to
an overextension of Russian power that, as the wars in Chechnya suggest, is sapping
what remains of Russia’s capacity to shape its external as well as internal environment. Finally, it is far from clear that the relatively balanced foreign policy that has
been conducted under Kozyrev and Primakov has deep institutional roots within the
Russian political and administrative order. Much evidently depended upon Primakov’s capacity to manage the diplomatic process and insulate it from the vicissitudes that emanated daily from the Russian political scene, not least the often erratic
interventions of the Russian president himself.104 Indeed, it is unlikely that a more
‘representative’ foreign policy would be able to maintain the delicate balances
amongst unilateralism, partnership and Russia’s severely limited resources that has to
date been the case.105 One is left to wonder how comparable the current situation may
be to that in Imperial Germany in the late Bismarck period, when Bismarck’s virtuoso
management of an overly complex and restrained policy masked the fact that his
balanced policy had few roots in the German system beyond his own presence.106
That Russian diplomacy has been more effective, coherent and balanced than is often
assumed is not to say that this Russian foreign policy has been effectively institutionalised. It is therefore an open question how much longer the relative coherence of the
external policy of a very fragile state can be maintained. In this sense, the early Putin
years should provide another test of the hypothesis that it has been internal political
factors rather than the very narrow external margin of Russian manoeuvre that
account for the main contours of Russian foreign policy.
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